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The Story So Far


Dear reader,

Below is a high-level overview of the events in The Shadow of Loss and The Seam of Eternity. Do not consider this a complete synopsis, as many important events and characters may be glossed over, if mentioned at all. My goal is to catch you up on the events and characters most important to The Age of Storms. Although it goes without saying, I will say it anyway: The following contains spoilers.

THE SHADOW OF LOSS

For ages, the Defiled have wreaked havoc on Errathara. These immortal forces of evil work in service of the Sealed One, Maarat, who requires the anguish and despair of human life to regain his strength from his prison realm.

In every age, after bringing the mortal world to its knees, the Defiled—who refer to themselves as the Collective of the Unchained—reign with terrible power. Only when humanity risks extermination will they fade into obscurity, offering a temporary reprieve for their victims to nurse themselves over generations. For without mortal pain, their master will never fully recover. But when life resumes its greatest heights of enlightenment, the Defiled rise into power once again, their devastation made all the sweeter.

In one such age, humanity’s greatest defenders, the truthspeakers, unite against the Defiled. All truthspeakers are valaren, people who possess the power to weave with all five Veins of Creation. Each vein controls a specific essence:

Aladym—the verdant green strands of Substance

Evayne—the varnished golden strands of Impulse

Adamyr—the luminous white strands of Knowledge

Trusar—the electric blue strands of Spirit

Odeshyr—the brilliant red strands of Vitality

After a prominent stronghold falls, the truthspeakers confer in the Ivory Courtyard, a sacred realm that connects to all other realms for quick travel. But an act of betrayal sends even the noblest defender into oblivion, and the Defiled spread false rumors that the truthspeakers have abandoned humanity.

In the fall’s aftermath, the leftover novice truthspeakers hold a competition to find someone worthy of safeguarding their knowledge. To the most talented bard, they offer glorious relics: powerful objects imbued with the veins that allow even non-valaren to emulate specific weaves. A talespinner named Faelyn, keen on a special cloak, enters.

After winning, Faelyn becomes the unintended victim of an arcane experiment gone wrong, thereby creating the first farima do’tyna, one “touched by the veins.” Eventually, the world will understand these individuals possess unique powers linked to the veins without the ability to craft weaves as valaren do. In Faelyn’s case, he is immune to death from age or illness, and no vein can touch him.

As tragedy strikes and the world crumbles under the Defiled’s touch, a despondent Faelyn sets off on an aimless journey. His path takes him through fallows, unnatural plots of land left in the wake of migrating bleakmires—corrupt swamps, blighted by the touch of the Sealed One as he grows in power from his prison realm.

Eventually, Faelyn encounters a remnant group of novice truthspeakers and even some Ja’sir—immortal beings of five different races affiliated with each vein. This group calls themselves the Golden Order, and when they realize Faelyn resists all weaves, they pull him into their number as a valuable resource.

The Golden Order and Faelyn enter battle to aid an ally who has cried for help. But the entire fight is a pretense meant to hamper the heroes, and it results in a crushing defeat.

In a last desperate act, the Golden Order develops a plot to trap the Defiled in the bleakmires. They misunderstand that the bleakmires strengthen the enemy. Yet when the Defiled reveal this and seize hold of the veins within the heroes to control them, each member of the Golden Order severs the veins from their very selves. This ultimate sacrifice results in their deaths but leaves behind mysterious tynspires—pillars jutting from the earth, known to be focal points that amplify the use of essence.

The Defiled, while imprisoned like their master, are not dead. And Faelyn lives on, keeping the Golden Order’s story alive.

But no longer can any individual valaren use all five veins. From that fateful day, a person can only wield one; and never again do any hold governance over the lost Vein of Vitality.

Despite Faelyn’s best efforts to inspire new heroes in every generation, he watches factions rise and split. But he never gives up hope as he watches for the day when the Defiled will be put to their final end . . .

THE SEAM OF ETERNITY

Our story begins in Durinvale, one of the wardlands in the province of Ossindia, known for its resilience in patrolling the edges of some of the most volatile bleakmires on Errathara’s surface.

Callan Emendir, a sharp-sighted wardkeeper, is preparing for the Sun Festival despite the long winter. As the festival nears, he still grieves the loss of his sister, Nolia, who vanished into a bleakmire three years earlier, never to be seen again.

When the day finally arrives, the village’s sacred column, a tynspire that holds the nearby bleakmire at bay, shatters. Callan witnesses the corrupt swamp consume a young village girl. Unlike his sister, though, this child does not vanish, nor is her corpse left behind. Instead, she suffers the third outcome of passing a bleakmire’s threshold: She is Dulled, turned into a husk of her former self.

Faelyn, the eccentric talespinner visiting for the holiday, plants a seed in Callan’s mind of a traveling earthen wise woman who can repair the pillar. When the head patroller refuses Callan’s request to recruit this mysterious farima do’tyna ber’aladym—or far’aladym—he sets out on a journey to request her help himself.

He is joined by his mischievous best friend, Kipp Tolin, his unofficial girlfriend, Sabhira Arden, and Sabhira’s arrogant stepbrother, Davyn Addylryd. Together, they face obstacles and shade fiends, such as borehounds, grimdols, and krahl. But when they finally meet the far’aladym, Perlith, and her muscled female bodyguard, Rhogana, she denies Callan’s plea. Instead, she reveals that not only is he valaren himself, but he can weave the one vein lost to humanity since the days of the Golden Order. Furthermore, an imminent threat outweighs any danger to tiny Durinvale. The Sealed One grows stronger and will soon escape from his prison realm through the weakest point in this world: the Seam.

Across the ocean, Govashqah of Gho, or Vasha, is an aspirant in the order of the Oathsworn, a group of val’adamyr. Sworn to protect the world, these realm-shifting monks monitor the spiritual Eternal Realm for signs of breaches, where monsters are known to venture into the physical Temporal World.

Although Vasha is one of the most skilled novices the order has seen in centuries, her order does not promote her at the pace she wishes. One day, though, her scrupulous nature is misunderstood for empathy, and she is put on track for promotion to pledged.

While attending her first mission, Vasha receives a dream calling. In her case, it is a horrible vision of the world’s end and the Sealed One’s return.

In preparation for her promotion, she trains to access her tynata, a conduit unique to every Oathsworn that enables them to transition into the Eternal Realm.

After further practice during another mission under the guidance of Guardian Uvana and Pledged Heglion, Vasha notices some suspicious weaves from the pledged boy. When she investigates, she discovers he is studying heretical applications of stances and intonations and, thereby, dangerous modes of interacting with the Eternal Realm. But he traps her in an oath of secrecy lest she reveal his studies.

While trying to find a way to divulge his atrocities without breaking her oath, Vasha performs some of these heretical forms herself. She discovers imminent danger directly related to her dream calling.

Despite her noble intentions, Vasha’s actions lead her superiors to denounce her as the prophesied False Friend and Ally of Shadow. The visiting High Seat, Guardian Lomisham, banishes her.

She never gets a chance to say goodbye to her friends, Pledged Kimo or Aspirant Elina, and is left to travel the woods alone.

Until she meets Vayuna, who is a Reshua—one of the Ja’sir associated with the Vein of Knowledge.

Back on the western half of the world, Kipp and Sabhira are kidnapped by the Zai’daem, a murderous group of thieves. Their adventure takes them past the Unwavering, fanatics who believe the Creator intended to purge the veins from humanity, and so they seek to destroy all relics and valaren. Kipp and Sabhira come out of the encounter with a relic of their own—Faelyn’s talespinner cloak, capable of creating light-based illusions.

Yet when they escape the Zai’daem due to Kipp’s peculiar ability to pass through bleakmires unscathed, they end up ensnared by somebody worse: Alistar, one of the fourteen Defiled.

Callan’s journey continues with Davyn, Perlith, and Rhogana. Their goal is to make it to the Shu’Ranai, a group of arcane scholars who dwell in an isolated tower. Once there, they can use the Lone Twin Tynspire to bypass realm-limiting boundaries and fight Maarat at the Seam.

To get there, though, they must first pass through the mystical Anwa Woods. The enchanted forest is home to the Resolute, who specialize as val’evayne dedicated to the containment of the greatest bleakmire of all, which imprisons Alistar, whom they call He-Who-Hides.

But Callan meets dissension from Metath, who opposes Callan’s mission, as well as secret aid from Metath’s beloved, Mairwen, who believes Callan is the prophesied Vein Render who will usher the Resolute into the final battle.

Tragedy strikes once more as the bleakmire overpowers the Resolute’s containment efforts and consumes the forest. During this event, Callan tries to help but accidentally causes a sympathizing Resolute, Aelif, to get snatched into a bleakmire.

When Metath launches an attack on Callan, blaming him for the events, Callan discovers how to use his power to bind others’ veins in his own grip. He refuses to believe that Anwa Woods was his fault and wins the backing of Mairwen’s contingent of Resolute.

With no place to call home, a group of Resolute depart with Metath to seek justice from Prince Eirk, who oversees the Ossindian province. Davyn decides to branch off with them, but not before showing surprising respect for Callan and an even more shocking tenderness for Rhogana.

When Callan leads companions old and new to Shu’Ranai Tower, no residents answer his knock. Instead, a shade fiend attack forces the party to flee into the nearby shadowed city of Agghadash, a cursed place caught in a state between solid existence and tainted corruption.

Meanwhile, Vasha has journeyed and grown stronger under the guidance of Vayuna, despite the Reshua’s peculiar antics. From the Eternal Realm, she witnesses and tries to counter the calamity that befalls Anwa Woods. At the same time, the Oathsworn pursue her and threaten to kill her, thinking her responsible for the massive breach.

She escapes and wills herself to continue until she reaches a cliff that drops off into the ocean. On the brink of giving up, she discovers a tynspire and manages to draw upon its strength. She musters the power to shift completely into the Eternal Realm and cross the ocean.

Her realm-shifting journey leads her, as well, to Agghadash, where she meets Callan and his companions. Not long into their encounter, though, Alistar strikes. Kipp and Sabhira recognize their friends and break free from their captor. After a frantic struggle, they all escape into a desolate place known as the Wide Gate—a massive realm at the edges of existence, teeming with shade fiends and netherbeasts. Mairwen is able to thwart the beasts using Impulse’s evayne weaves, and they reach the unstable maw leading to the Seam, which Perlith is able to hold steady with her far’aladym abilities.

Sabhira and Kipp create a diversion to distract the shade fiends using the illusion-generating talespinner cloak. Vasha thwarts the Oathsworn who think she is working to unleash the Sealed One. And Callan discovers that Maarat is assaulting the Shu’Ranai within their own tower, explaining why none answered his call. He uses his power to gather and unite the threads from each nearby valaren to sever Maarat’s ensnaring grip.

But victory comes at a cost as Kipp, who is revealed to be val’trusar, sacrifices himself . . . but his tale does not end there.

Despite the bittersweet victory, the bleakmires have been purged, leaving only fallows as scars where they once gripped the land. To everybody’s horror, though, the corruption has not vanished.

Instead, the tainted breaches between realms that once plagued the lands have now taken to the sky as ominous black storms. Callan and the others hurry to the Shu’Ranai, who now greet them and conspire to overcome this new threat. The head of the Shu’Ranai, Grand Archon Sorarris, has a plan that will require the Vein Render to unite a world that has grown more fractured with every passing millennium.

And now, the story continues . . .


Chapter 1

Whispers on the Wind
[image: ]


From the Azure Ocean and down the Jewel Coast, a whispering wind swept the land like a thousand voices in quiet discontent. Over the glittering coasts of Goldcrest it flew. A small bleakmire had once hugged the shore there, back before the foul swamps rose like plagued storms, leaving fallows in their wake.

The wind paid no more heed to this fallow—an unnatural icy hummock surrounded by warm sand—than it did to the natural world. It swirled fresh snow into flurries as carelessly as it did the shoreline’s grains.

On it pressed in its indiscriminate course, careening through steep ravines or whipping the cloaks of refugees who had fled their homes since the onset of the black storm.

This wind was itself no black storm—and yet nothing kept it from penetrating those inky curtains. The pattering, tar-like rain that made the earth hiss did not touch the breeze.

So did the ambling gusts tour the land, as heedless of fallows—glowing fissures, lightning-scourged pillars, fertile lifeblossoms—as the redbuds that promised spring’s arrival. On it surged, along the grassy Almwick Plains, drawing closer to the obsidian tower that jutted from the now-greening hills.

It danced along the sparse grass, spiraling at the feet of a determined young man before buffeting him with a sudden force and carrying on its way.

Callan braced against it, his wavy brown hair slicked flat to his forehead. Despite the harsh sun, the wind’s caress turned the beads of sweat on Callan’s brow into prickly cold pins. While it was warmer than Everwinter’s bite, a chill still mixed with the wet heat, like a lingering memory of ice at the center of thawed meat growing rancid in the sun.

Teeth clenched, he tried to ignore the two women on either side of him. He might have succeeded if not for the muttered tutting from the far’aladym, which the wind lifted to his ears.

His concentration broke, and he bared his teeth at the stagnant oil inside the glass relic.

That small, vile liquid was tar captured from a bleakmire and encased in a container fortified with everstone chips. Everstone repelled bleakmires, and evidently the black storms as well. But everstone only existed in natural stores, unable to be mined. The Shu’Ranai hosting Callan had pulled this item from dusty storage, few having ever thought a sample of the blighted substance would ever come in handy.

But with the bleakmires purged from the ground now, he only had this orb to practice on. Its contents didn’t slosh, nor so much as quiver, no matter how hard he focused on it. Yet he swore something evil roiled below that still surface.

He hated it.

The Shu’Ranai wished to parade him around the four provinces. He had agreed, hoping to use his elevated status to improve how the nations treated their Dulled. But what did he know of princes and princesses?

To truly make an impact, he needed to address the storms.

At the Seam, he had made a seal nearly resembling everstone. If he could create true everstone, he could end the fear instilled by the wild scourge. Right now, though, he would even be content with summoning a ruby crystal shell similar to the one he had summoned at the Wide Gate against the Defiled, Alistar, or within that shrouded domain in Agghadash Vasha called the Eternal Realm.

Rolling his shoulders, he once more focused on the vessel. His fingernails bit into his palms as he turned his fists. Mairwen often used her hands when weaving; it did nothing for Callan.

In that moment of disappointment, though, a faint red veneer crackled into existence around the relic, and with its appearance, Callan’s hopes soared.

They sank as quickly as they had arrived when the would-be shield peeled away like an insect’s shed.

“I can’t create anything stronger,” he said, tugging his tunic’s damp collar. He could let threads of Vitality’s red odeshyr essence drift from his body and could use it to grip others’ strands, but even the unreliably sporadic seals he created paled compared to the events a few weeks ago.

“Of course you can’t, you clodhopping idiot,” said Perlith. “If you could, we wouldn’t be here now for two hours on this wind-blasted hillside.”

Callan gritted his teeth at her familiar scolding. If not for Perlith, Callan would never have successfully traveled to the Seam. His aunt had always instructed him to respect his elders, and he ought to be grateful for Perlith’s guidance. But recognizing now how much she irritated others, too, made it difficult.

With her hair in its usual bun, she stood more than a head shorter than Callan, although her rigid scowl and stony brown eyes somehow made her seem of equal height.

Beside her, Mairwen rested a hand gently on Perlith’s arm. “Perlith, we cannot begrudge Callan our time when it is we who offered to give it. You may return indoors if you choose. I, though, wish to see him succeed.” She flashed a warm smile at Callan before raising her brow at Perlith. “And I will remain here until the third moon rises and falls before I envy his destiny.”

Callan tried to blow at his hair, but matted and wet as it was, his exhale only chilled his forehead. Envy me. Mairwen meant well. But Callan hadn’t asked to be the only val’odeshyr, a weaver of the Vein of Vitality, in the last age. He glanced at the female Resolute.

Her brown-flecked green eyes stood out prominently against her dusk-hued skin. Slender, she exuded composure, as did many other Resolute. With a shiver, he recalled the prophecies on Mairwen’s old stones, decreeing him the Vein Render, one who would usher the fall of Anwa Woods. Of that chaos’s survivors, not all sided with Callan. Mairwen’s lover numbered among the ones taken away for justice. She’s lost more than me. How can she keep so calm and even choose to help me?

“Callan, would you like to try again?”

Fatigue and hunger weighed Callan down. “Just a few more times.” His body yearned to retreat indoors, to find comfort in the forgetfulness of sleep or at least a honey stick. What he would give to be back home.

Perhaps Mairwen noted the look in his eyes. She moved in closer, her features softening. “It will come to you. This is not the only way to fight the storms.”

Her tone conveyed pity. Like the Shu’Ranai, she believed he needed to foster alliances between the northern princedoms and southern tribes as much as develop his abilities with the Vein of Vitality. Callan, however, would have the Shu’Ranai by his side to handle the political affairs; only he could use this vein.

Despite his body’s wish, he shook his head. “I will keep trying.” Callan looked once more to the puddle of oil. He could cup the small amount of liquid in his palm. And yet, despite its secure placement in the orb, its dark glisten might penetrate Errathara’s surface down into its fiery belly. Callan pictured it sealing up, drying. He tried to infuse the color red into it.

Beside him, brightened threads stretched from Mairwen. Her trail of essence came from the Vein of Impulse, another type of strand that made up existence. In its brightened state, Callan felt safe reaching for it, just as he had at the Seam. Had it been dark or oily or porous, though, he would have jerked away as if it were hot iron in his hand. He had seen the effects of seizing threads like those before, back when Anwa Woods fell.

For a while, he had pondered what it all meant, but he seemed to have been the only one to notice that any threads were porous at all. Aelif, the man whom Callan had tried to assist, had porous threads. When Callan had stretched for them, Aelif had crumbled. He guessed that Aelif hadn’t felt fully convinced about aiding Callan, whereas Mairwen had shown commitment from the beginning. That was his only guess as to why Aelif’s essence’s structure had appeared different to him.

As for the dark strands he could not affect, those only emanated from people who considered Callan a threat and were not open to his influence. Oily . . . Well, Callan had seen that shimmer plenty with the bleakmires, and he suspected it originated from the Sealed One’s power.

Still focused on the deceptively tranquil oil, Callan connected with Mairwen’s bright essence. He envisioned the process as reaching out to her threads with his hand, except it was his mind that acted in his body’s stead. They had practiced this before. There was a rightness to the way her flows felt in his grasp. It reminded him of a fresh mountain breeze, easing the stuffy mugginess shrouding the land of late.

But Callan didn’t know what to do with the thread as he held it. He could thread the essence through the container without breaking it, but no prodding affected the murky liquid. For the third time today, he wrapped the strands around the oozing tar. Aware of its inevitable failure, he attempted it anyway, having already exhausted all his ideas multiple times in the past few weeks.

In this fashion, letting routine take control, Callan’s thoughts drifted. The puddle’s sheen became a reflecting mirror, its shimmering greens and purples showing him a distorted land. Callan dimly heard Perlith’s huffing sighs. Louder, though, came a voice like a rush of wind filling a valley. Mesmerized by the oily reflection, Callan leaned toward it. The small puddle grew as his surroundings shrank—not physically did its size increase, but it snared his total attention. It alone existed. The wind pressed behind him, coaxing him into the inverted image of the hillocks. Around him, a thrumming vibration tickled his skin. Entranced, Callan clutched Mairwen’s essence and tried to thread the surface like the eye of a needle, to let the crisp breeze of her essence join the young wind beneath the shimmering surface.

Rasha, kalahim!

The wind’s whisper crescendoed to a gale, jolting Callan from his reverie as he staggered two steps backward.

“Did you hear that?” Hatred had raged in that wind, but he heard nothing intelligible in its scorn. It couldn’t have been the Sealed One, could it? Whatever seal Callan had conjured at the Seam was only a partial mend, but surely Maarat could not have escaped already. He imagined thick saliva dripping down his spine.

Mairwen’s shallow wheezing pulled Callan’s attention to her, her brows knit in pain.

“I’m sorry!” Callan advanced a step toward her and released her essence. What might’ve happened if he had pushed harder? The tarry puddle had practically inhaled her essence. He had seen firsthand what happened to a person’s core when entering a bleakmire’s pit of hopelessness. He pushed away the image of Mairwen with ragged skin and taloned claws for hands. None of that was my fault.

She opened her eyes. “Worry not for me. I have experience handling myself with such decay as this.” She gestured at the despicable oil. “I do not fear it so easily. It reminds me of my days standing watch at Anwa Woods, containing the bleakmires’ expanse. In that relic, its treacherous pull is feeble.” Despite her assurance, Callan read an instant of wariness in her eyes before she concealed it and smiled.

She was right. The Resolute had contained bleakmires. So why can’t I even affect it? “Can you show me how you move your hands again?” He lifted his palms, ready to mimic her ritualistic gestures.

But Mairwen shook her head and extended an arm, pressing down on Callan’s hands to bring them to his side. “Each vein is different. Even mine does not strictly require the use of my hands.” She pressed a knuckle to her lips, searching for a way to explain it. Callan wished he could peer into her mind. Whatever came to her instinctually, he wanted to tap into.

“The gestures we Resolute pattern with our hands,” she said, nodding slowly to herself, “mimic the hold Impulse has on us. It is a sensory aid to draw upon what is innate within us.”

She also manipulated the vein on multiple levels. With the material affinity of her vein, she steered the wind and had some guiding control over plant life. She used the ethereal affinity to enforce her will upon the expanding and retracting bleakmires, albeit only within Anwa Woods.

Callan sighed. Vasha’s powers only worked in the Eternal Realm, but she had a similar aid with poses and stances and intonations. Since arriving at the tower, he had observed Substance valaren relying on physically touching something and Spirit valaren entering a trancelike state. What did that leave for him?

Perlith, though, stepped forward, slashing her arms through the air. “Who cares about hand gestures?”

Callan cocked his head as he stared at her flailing limbs.

“This clodhopper goes fugue, and his eyes glaze over,” she said, thrusting a finger at Callan’s chest before thrusting another one at Mairwen, “and this one nearly collapses. What did you do differently this time than any other?”

Callan’s chest tightened. “I don’t know.” His words bordered on a shout, which earned a darkly inviting raised brow from Perlith. He exhaled. She’s only trying to help. “Something . . . drew me in. Beckoned me. It was enticing, like a puzzle missing one piece, which I held in my hand. Mairwen’s thread. The feel, it seemed to match something wild inside there.”

Mairwen tapped a finger to her lips. “The veins used to exist directly beside each other, able to be woven into grand patterns.”

Perlith grunted, apparently disliking the notion. Mairwen regarded her with an arched brow, and the far’aladym’s eyes flicked upward. Then the Resolute cleared her throat and plucked a sprouting leaf from a woody bush nearby. She held it in one hand, idly cupping it as if sheltering a candle’s flame. A breeze stirred at her feet, and a stream of dirt ascended like a spiral staircase and connected to the young frond. Grains of dirt spread along the foliage’s veins. The parched soil possessed a certain beauty, strikingly golden atop the green.

Callan regarded the little work of art between her fingertips, but eventually he sighed and shook his head. “But that was veins existing with other veins. This”—he pointed at the sludge—“is not the same.” He wished he could explain it. “Match was the wrong word. It was more like an exact opposition.”

Perlith muttered about those two things being vastly unalike, but Callan ignored her. With no one to teach him, he was doing his best to explain an instinct.

Mairwen dismissed Perlith with a wave of her hand. “For all we do not understand, we at least know the Vein of Vitality once united the others. Perhaps that is what you felt.”

Callan gave a noncommittal shrug. That thought wasn’t very comforting either. The idea of uniting Mairwen’s essence with that tainted substance sent a fleeting wave of nausea through his gut.

Mairwen’s keen eyes narrowed on Callan, and she raised her palms. “However loathsome the bleakmires, do not forget they played a part in restraining the Defiled. If you look at Anwa Woods as an example of⁠—”

Perlith turned her back on Mairwen and paced. “The clodding, dirt-dried woods won’t be worth salt if he doesn’t figure out what to do.”

Callan gritted his teeth and steadied his breath, as his aunt would have had him do. The two women bickered—or rather, Perlith bickered, and Mairwen disputed. They turned to prophecies of Defiled and truthspeakers. One of his Shu’Ranai-appointed tasks involved studying ancient histories, but he found the reading dry and archaic. He was no scholarly Shu’Ranai. If he had been, he might’ve entered a business trade like Sabhira had with the Merchant’s Guild.

No, his skills weren’t with the mind, and that was why he was a wardkeeper. At least I used to be. Now I’m part of something greater. And if he didn’t figure out how to keep the Sealed One at bay, the world would fall to ruin.

He unrightfully resented the Shu’Ranai and Mairwen and even Perlith. This hadn’t been their doing any more than it had been his. But the Shu’Ranai viewed him like a prime cut of meat in the middle of a famine.

And yet, despite being treated like a prized jewel, he didn’t feel the safety he expected from the polished obsidian walls of the tower. Everywhere he went, somebody measured him. The elder in charge of the library, the emissaries arriving from cities and outposts, sheltering refugees, even the meal staff. When walking down a hall, he often caught a whir of motion, like a cloak disappearing around a corner. It left a constant buzz thrumming along the back of his neck.

Much as it did right now, in fact.

He glanced up to the tower, and at one window, a shrouded figure observed him. The angle of the sun made it difficult to be certain. He squinted, and his vision sharpened. That has to be a person. A raised cowl obscured the wearer’s face. As it tucked away from view, a flash of gold embroidery on the hood glinted in the light. A Star Counter’s robe.

While the sight unnerved him, so, too, did his ability to see that far. Some texts from the library mentioned the Vein of Vitality’s connection to the senses. He used to attribute his sharp vision to natural aptitude, but not anymore. If the vein improved his eyesight, why couldn’t he weave with it when he put in the effort?

While he gave the tower a level stare, waiting for the stalker to return, the two women settled down to a point where Perlith merely grunted. Mairwen asked Callan if he was ready for another attempt. He nodded.

Once more, Callan drifted into weightlessness, and the world blurred until only the puddle of oil remained clear. That and Mairwen’s thread. As he held it, a rush of air blasted him, as if he stood in a wind pass. It whipped around him from all sides, eager. Once again, a voice whispered, but the gales drowned it out. Callan clutched Mairwen’s essence, his lifeline to the outer world. He leaned inward to better hear the inaudible words.

The world changed until the slopes crawled in wildfire. Suddenly beyond the current hill, he stood directly before Shu’Ranai Tower, which flames consumed. Bright, white blazes lapped at the obsidian structure, melting its facade into reflective glass. Callan had seen this several times, and each vision filled him with dread more than the last. Each seemed more real.

The flame yellowed until the tower was a pupil in the center of a fiery eye. One fiery eye of two, as a second phased into existence beside it. The massive countenance of Maarat took up all of Callan’s sight.

“I defeated you!” Callan raised his voice to rival the roaring winds, addressing Maarat’s unflinching eyes.

No response came except a sense of dread and a memory: Maarat telling him that everybody Callan knew had secret motives, with Maarat orchestrating it all. That Callan could trust no one.

“I deny you!”

He refused to believe this vision. He couldn’t afford to. Where Mairwen and Perlith stood in reality, here twisted bodies writhed, skin growing gaunt and tattered. Threads stretched from them to the pupil that had replaced the tower, directly to the center. Directly to where he had seen that hooded figure. The two pupils, elongated as they were, tilted inward at the bottom until they connected, like two links in a chain. Then the links shattered into motes of flame that blasted around Callan in the surging gale.

Suddenly, the whispered words turned to a shout, the quiet roar growing to a deafening crash.

Rasha!

Callan tugged himself back along Mairwen’s essence, wide-eyed. The encased puddle now resembled a gem of many facets. He had seen this in artfully folded parchment, where one could tug at an end to alter the paper’s shape. This mimicked that, bearing the likeness of a mirror-cube puzzle. After a moment, the shape collapsed back into a flattened state.

He looked to Mairwen and Perlith to confirm they, too, had seen the shape. To prove he wasn’t going mad and imagining things. But Perlith huddled over Mairwen, who lay in a heap on the ground, eyelids fluttering.

Callan’s stomach sank as he hurried to kneel by her. “Mairwen!” He lifted her head, the scant, new-birthed grass hardly a cushion. I need to figure out how to control this! Perlith held a finger to the woman’s wrist and then lifted one of her eyelids. Mairwen’s unfocused gaze flitted, and she inhaled deeply. She lifted herself with Callan’s help and calmed both him and Perlith.

“Perhaps that is enough for the day,” Mairwen said with a pained smile. Callan’s cheeks burned, but he helped her to her feet. Eventually, Mairwen let out a small laugh and told Callan she could stand on her own, although she bid him to gather the orb as they returned to the tower.

Still shaky, Callan lifted the orb. Its mysteries rankled him, and he couldn’t rest easily yet. He glanced at the window his stalker had occupied. Another challenge awaited him inside, and anxiety loomed over him.

From beyond the hill, the swish of approaching robes accompanied mutters. Who could that be? They sounded angry. He might have expected it to be Perlith crossing the crest if she had not been right next to him.

Instead, Vasha appeared, accompanied by her peculiar Reshua companion, Vayuna.

Her head shook slightly as she mumbled. Jet-black hair reached her shoulders and fell flat against her ears and nape. She still wore her gray Oathsworn robes, but with modified hems at the sleeves. She had fashioned a green sash from cuttings of the Shu’Ranai robes—the only element of their attire she accepted.

“Those fool servants couldn’t chip a clay plate with a stone slab if you put the hunk in their hand. Do they take me for the Oathsworn’s mother?” Her face twisted as she snorted. “Sweet light, you would think they could take meals to the captives on their own. They’ve enough staff to serve at both the Sanctuary Hold and the High Seat, and three times over!” Her face flushed, and she closed her eyes with a small shake of her head before quieting. Then she noticed everybody packing up to leave the hillside. “Am I late?”

Despite Callan’s general unease, he smirked. Vasha always acted like this after the servants asked her to help with anything related to the Oathsworn. The first, and only, time she had ceded to their request, Callan only saw the aftermath. She had stormed out of the tower and progressed through her stance practices with a fury.

Ever since then, the servants gathered in groups during their idle time and, whenever they caught her alone, followed her like a stonelark mother’s chicks.

Perlith grunted an approval of Vasha’s mood, but Vayuna frowned. When Vasha glanced the Reshua’s way, she mumbled something apologetic. Still, her nostrils flared, and her lips pursed, so Callan pretended not to notice. He had enough to handle without adding Vasha’s ire.

With a huff, Vasha asked, “How did the practice go?”

Reminded of his unsuccessful efforts, Callan opened his mouth to answer, but Mairwen beat him. “We seem to have made some progress. And we will keep pressing the day after tomorrow.”

I don’t know if that can be called progress. What had he done to exert Mairwen like that? And he still hadn’t fashioned a seal. As for tomorrow, he had scheduled sword training with Rhogana. Rather, she had scheduled it with him. At least that was one of the bright spots of his days. That and seeing the Dulled, even if he was too busy lately to visit.

“Very well,” said Vasha. “I will be there, assuming the fool servants can manage on their own two feet. I’m hungry, besides.”

Callan gave a weary smile. “Yeah, me too.” He then forced a partly genuine grin. “I heard the cooks are making those mushrooms again.”

“Mushrooms,” said Vayuna. His face grew a nose as he wrinkled it in disgust. “How can humans enjoy them, knowing they upset the stomach if not cooked correctly?” He sighed in dramatic fashion, eyes tilted skyward. “Truly, if only you had attended the great Feasts of Intellect. Why, in those days . . .”

Callan walked in silence, wondering what the conceptual foods Vayuna described might taste like. But as they approached the tower, no distraction kept him from glancing at the darkened, empty window.


Chapter 2

Dining Hall
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Upon nearing the door, Callan noticed Rhogana leaning against it. He didn’t have training with her until tomorrow, and her usual predinner routine involved intimidating the younger Shu’Ranai. He wouldn’t mind a spar, though, if it meant he didn’t have to study in the library later. As long as I get to eat first. He really was excited about the mushrooms.

Perlith eyed her too. “Have you been here the whole time?”

“Yes, but technically, I stayed in the tower like you asked.” She pressed with her back, bumping herself upright. “There’s a visitor, and he needs both of you.”

When she only indicated Mairwen and Perlith, Callan sighed. The library still awaits me after dinner.

“If those dusty scholars think they can summon me at their whim⁠—”

“Actually, they only requested Mairwen,” Rhogana said, a hint of playfulness in the massive woman’s voice. She smirked as Perlith’s brows squished together in confusion before continuing. “I’m the reason we’re also going. It only took a little convincing to make them admit they need us.”

Perlith snorted. “You could have gotten us out of it.”

But Rhogana barked a laugh. “He’s a courier for a traveling group of Shu’Ranai, which means plenty of the younger ones will be there to ask him questions. And while you’re busy, that leaves me time to up my count.”

Callan smirked when he understood. Since arriving at the tower, Perlith and Rhogana had competed to earn the most frightening reputation. Callan pitied their victims, but at least fewer gawkers eyed him whenever he practiced the blade with Rhogana.

As the three older women parted ways from Vasha and Callan, Rhogana elbowed him and reminded him about sparring tomorrow.

He valued the sword training, but Rhogana never went easy on him. Even now, she nudged him on a bruise from the other day, which he doubted was accidental. When he glanced at Vasha, she offered him a sympathetic smile, although he could swear laughter flickered in her eye. Do all women meet in secret to conspire against me?

After the entryway, the carpeted main hall extended straight. Sconces illuminated the walls, and cobbled side passages branched out, creating concentric circular walkways slashed through with occasional paths. Vasha checked down corridors as they passed them, muttering about servants lurking in shadows. She practically ordered Callan to look busy, just in case one popped out to ambush her.

Once, a week ago, Callan had asked her why she didn’t just go and take food to the Oathsworn instead of avoiding the servants. He had held his tongue ever since.

They proceeded down the hallway to the atrium. It stretched up to heights that still left Callan feeling weak in the knees. Spiraled stairs and platforms at irregular intervals adorned the inner walls, often with doors to the exterior, where other stairways picked up. Despite the narrow windows, their sheer number allowed natural light to filter in, with the crystalline sconces illuminating the rest. He didn’t ever expect to adjust to the immense scale.

Given the current hour, many clusters of tower occupants descended from those heights. He tried to focus on every Star Counter for signs of a watching stare, but none looked his way.

When Callan turned through a doorway, Vasha passed it, still muttering. He coughed for her attention.

“What?”

“It’s just, uh, the dining hall is this way, Vasha. Remember?”

“What? Oh. Yes, I know that. Of course.”

Callan snickered, and the only sign she heard it was a sniff and a lifted chin. He had recognized her difficulty navigating the halls, which likely contributed to the servants’ ease of finding her.

Paintings adorned half of this hallway. Only half, since the damage done to the tower had claimed most of the art. The works displayed here had come from upper levels to provide a stronger semblance of order down below. With couriers and emissaries arriving every day from various places, the Shu’Ranai needed to maintain some grandeur.

One diplomatic group passed by even now, but their cloaks clasped at the shoulder without hoods, and even the brightest garb lacked any stitching. None of these had been his silent watcher either.

When they walked through the open double doors leading into the dining area, Callan quickly caught sight of Sabhira, her thick red hair a beacon. Most draped over her shoulder, as usual, and whatever didn’t fit rested on her back. The curls at her ears caused a small wave to tumble down her front even when she tucked them away.

Callan grinned and waved at her, since she was staring right at the doorway.

He faltered when it took her a full two seconds to recognize him. Then she smiled and beckoned him. It seemed like she had expected someone else and didn’t notice Callan at first. What had her so distracted? Beside him, Vasha snickered much as he had at her. It was Callan’s turn to glower with an indignant shake of his head.

He hoped Sabhira gave him her full attention when he warned her to be alert for lurking stalkers.

Except . . .

That conversation would have to wait. Aryn and Gedri sat beside her. These were two of the younger Shu’Ranai Rhogana took such pleasure in intimidating. Gedri, specifically, shied away from the warrior woman, although Aryn never balked at her grunts.

Come to think of it, Aryn hung around them all quite a bit. Gedri, too, but only because the brown-haired, rosy-cheeked boy appeared inseparable from the sun-bleached Aryn. While Gedri was tolerable, something about Aryn bothered Callan.

He had become a fast companion to their group, with plenty of stories about the Zai’daem that interested Sabhira. Callan had too much to worry about with lurking shadows to spend energy on making a short-term friend, but Sabhira had told him to show some compassion when he complained to her privately. He would have to entertain Aryn, then. He stifled a groan.

To get to Sabhira, Callan and Vasha navigated through the squat tables scattered throughout the high-ceilinged dining area. The varied tabletop sizes didn’t match the space, having come from smaller collections above. White cloth draped each for the illusion of uniformity, and even the chandeliers hanging overhead didn’t pair together. It all signaled the devastation the tower had suffered.

As he passed scattered groups of seated emissaries, one member spoke in a loud whisper. “That’s the one who caused these storms to rise. He’s the reason our escort made so many frequent stops to collect those simple Dulled.”

Callan halted and turned to the speaker, who reclined in his chair with a wolfish smile. He took one step forward, and the smug emissary adjusted straighter. “I’m here to protect people, not harm them.”

The man’s eyes narrowed as he looked at a fist Callan clenched at his side, then raised a challenging gaze. “You’re sure?”

He’s not worth my time. Callan eased his grip but returned the stare. “I’m not like Maarat.”

Saying the Sealed One’s name aloud caused the table to grow silent, and Callan left them.

He would have raised his hood if doing so indoors would not draw even more attention. The Shu’Ranai had made no secret that they sheltered a valaren of the Vein of Vitality. Initially, Callan had avoided attention, but by now enough people had confirmed his description that any newcomer could easily identify him. With the constant influx of people and therefore more accurate descriptions, Callan no longer bothered escaping notice. That didn’t mean he liked it, though.

Next to Sabhira, Aryn offered an annoyingly wide grin. The passionate young man gestured broadly in the throes of some story, and his sweeping hand casually grazed Sabhira’s forearm. Callan’s eye flicked to it, but the fleeting contact appeared incidental.

“. . . and that was the moment I knew I was unfit to be a merchant! Perhaps that’s why they have me doing laundry all the time.”

Sabhira laughed, and Callan tried to, but it came out as a single ha.

“You should repeat that story to Callan,” said Sabhira. “He’s exactly the same way with numbers. Callan, remember when you tried to help me barter with that peddler? Where was he from again?”

Callan forced out a dry laugh and then squinted at Sabhira’s showing teeth. “Is that salad?” he asked, tapping his own tooth. Sabhira frowned and mirrored him, picking at the piece of imaginary food. Hopefully that cut off having to listen to Aryn.

“Hold on, Aryn,” Gedri said. A skeptical furrow cast a small shadow on his otherwise bright face. “What are you saying? You’re better with your numbers than anyone in your lectures. Besides, there would never have been five people weaving strands of essence if you said the weave was balanced. With an odd number? If that were possible, I would have read about it somewhere in the Archives.”

Sabhira paused and lifted a quizzical brow at Aryn, which bolstered Callan. Good job, Gedri.

Aryn offered a sheepish shrug. “Hey, it’s a good story! Besides, you’ve been pacing a lot lately, Sabhira, and I thought you could use some cheering up.”

Sabhira smiled once more and patted Aryn’s back. “That’s kind, Aryn. Thank you.” She turned to Callan. “Isn’t he nice?” Callan nodded and picked up a fork for something to clasp.

Right as he was about to sit next to Sabhira, though, Vasha let out a startled gasp and quickly took the seat instead. At the hall’s edge, servants whispered and pointed at Vasha, shielding their mouths with their hands. What they hid from being read on their lips was clear enough from the mischief in their eyes. Callan’s throat burned as he realized that left the seat next to Aryn, separating him from Sabhira. Lights below, the Creator is against me today.

Callan grimaced and took the last available seat.

“So, Aryn, is Gedri right?” Callan asked. “Are you just a liar?” Callan heard how abrasive he sounded and winced, trying to hide it with a cough.

Aryn inhaled and turned in dramatic fashion to face Callan. “Come on, patrol boy,” he said, using the nickname Callan had already expressed he didn’t care for. “Lie is a harsh word.” He turned back to Sabhira. “By the way, you know that ugly Ironwood emissary who keeps writing those notes? I told him not to bother my new friends.” Aryn flexed his knuckles, lightly scraped. “Chime in now, too, Gedri, if you want to confirm.”

Sabhira’s countenance warmed. “That was your doing? I wondered why he became quiet these past few days.”

Callan’s lips parted slightly. He had told Sabhira he would keep an eye on that fellow! And he had been watching, but the guy had stopped.

When she thanked Aryn and craned her head past the blond lump to release Callan from lookout duty, Callan bit the inside of his lower lip.

“Callan,” Gedri said, interrupting. “Speaking of Ironwood, I was reading a book about the last set of kings and how the rise of the princedoms affected relations with the Resolute. So—” He paused to lick his lips. “I was thinking, considering you know the Resolute, maybe you can take a look at the book with me and help me make sense of it?”

“Gedri,” Callan said, “there are plenty of Resolute here. Can’t you ask them?” Callan wanted to pull Sabhira aside once these two left. Plus, he did have to go to the Archives after dinner, but anytime he let Gedri join him, he ended up buried in books two hours longer than he intended.

Sabhira frowned at Callan’s curt reply. She knew just as well as Callan that Gedri loved asking questions about the Vein of Vitality, but she wasn’t the one who had to endure them. Even if the boy’s curiosity came well meant, it reminded Callan of everything he didn’t know. Sabhira opened her lips, but it was Gedri who spoke, and Sabhira just narrowed her eyes on Callan.

“Well, sure, but come on, Callan. You said you would work with me in the Archives days ago. But every time I bump into you there, you’ve got to practice with Rhogana or something.” He shivered at the mention of the woman. “You’ve got the busiest schedule!”

Aryn mumbled to Sabhira in exaggerated amusement, “Sounds more like he has trouble tracking how many hours are in a day. You were right about him and numbers.” He then nudged Callan as if he were funny. Normally, Callan enjoyed Sabhira’s delicate laugh. Not now, though.

A servant delivered meals for Callan and Vasha, promptly triggering Vasha to engage Gedri in earnest conversation. That occupied the eager boy, but Aryn continued his likely embellished story of his ineptitude with the Remani Merchant’s Guild.

At the mention of Rem, Sabhira again looked to the doorway, peering as she had when Callan entered. Callan glanced, but the doorway was empty. He returned his glum attention to his plate of mushroom and rabbit stew. This was one of his top fifteen favorite meals the Shu’Ranai served, but right now it tasted bland.

“Aryn,” Sabhira said, turning back to him, “how large is the Remani Merchant’s Guild?”

“Quite. And I hate to admit it, but some of it crosses with a deeper Zai’daem market.”

Callan scuffed his shoe to vent some of his frustration. Sabhira always jumped at the chance to talk of the Zai’daem, so it was no wonder Aryn had brought it up.

“You really think so? The Grand Archon has asked me to⁠—”

“I’d say so,” Callan chimed in. “And seeing how Aryn doesn’t mind twisting the truth in his stories, he probably helped keep it that way.” Callan only meant it as a joke, which everybody should have gathered from his tone, but nobody laughed.

Sabhira’s face slackened, and she shook her head slowly, but Aryn amicably draped an arm across Callan’s shoulder, making Callan tense. “You’re not wrong, patrol boy. I helped the Zai’daem. I joined them when I didn’t think I had any other option.” He gripped Callan’s shoulder and shook it, staring at the table. “But they made me do some things I’m not proud of. It wasn’t long after I finally entered their number that I needed to find a way out. And yet, if I hadn’t joined them, I would never have been there for Gedri. And if not for you, Gedri, I never would have escaped. Here, with the Shu’Ranai, I can work toward something better.”

I should have kept my mouth shut. But it was too late, because Sabhira spoke up too. “Callan, what is wrong with you? Stop being so rude. You don’t know what it’s like in the presence of those criminals. They’re no good, and they’ll use anybody to get what they want. Even their own. And just for sport.” Sabhira laid a hand on Aryn’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for what you suffered.”

Aryn closed his eyes with a solemn nod. “Thank you, Sabhira. You are too kind. But it’s not Callan’s fault he hasn’t had to face such ignorant animals.” He met Callan’s eyes with a forgiving smile that took too long to reach his eyes. “I still have the earring they marked me with. I hated it before. You can’t take it out, not after their Webs plant it on you. I was fortunate a Shu’Ranai here knew the weave and could remove it.” He pulled the earring out of his pocket, a crude, thick bar studded on either side with a purple gem. “I carry it on me still as a reminder of what I escaped.”

Callan’s neck heated, and he set his fork down so firmly his plate clinked. The food wasn’t satisfying anyway. “Aryn, for all the blasted pits, I’m sorry you had a bad experience, but you can’t honestly tell me you found it so horrible. Remind me, how long did you stay with them before you came to the Shu’Ranai? Because it sounds like you put up with it for several convenient years.”

Aryn narrowed his eyes at Callan and positioned himself further away in the seat. Any friendliness, real or affected, vanished.

“Callan!” Sabhira said, slamming her silverware down with equal force. “Leave him be. The Zai’daem are terrible!” She shook her head, and her eyes crimped. “You’re heartless, Callan. I had to journey with those thieves, and they twist everything on you.”

“Sabhira, I’m⁠—”

“And then when I finally escaped them, I found myself with one of the Defiled. The Defiled, Callan!”

“Sab—”

“Just stop it, Callan. Honestly. Do you even think at all?”

Callan picked his fork back up and shoveled food into his mouth. There was no point in engaging any further.

Gedri timidly cut off a piece of dunelark and pushed it around his plate. “Hey, I found something interesting in the Archives, Callan. It even talks about the Vein of Vitality.”

Callan tried to ease the dour look from his face. Few books spoke about his vein, but right now it reminded him that boring studies awaited. How long before Aryn left and he could talk to Sabhira? He wanted to speak to her privately, without Aryn there to step in and become some hero when it was Callan who was looking out for her. If she’s even willing to talk with me.

His entire life these days revolved around studying a power nobody could instruct him on, looking over his shoulder for hidden threats, and reading dull histories from thousands of years ago—made more difficult by confusing, archaic writing. To make matters worse, most of what he learned—or what Gedri explained when the convoluted texts evaded him—spoke of people who had died weaving haphazardly with the veins. And those were veins where the victims had mentors. Callan struggled on his own, clueless of the limit that might burn out his essence.

To crown it all, somehow he inevitably landed in more arguments with Sabhira. No matter how he tried to show her he really was putting her first, he was always in the wrong. Too overbearing. Not involved enough. Too aggressive. Too passive. How did she not see he was trying?

He had better answer Gedri before Sabhira scolded him further for rudeness.

“You know what, Gedri, sure. I have to go to the Archives anyway. Why don’t you show me what you found?”

He affected a half smile for Gedri, although he sensed his heavy eyelids exposed his grumpy mood. Aryn was bold enough to let out a short laugh as he stared at Callan, but worse was Sabhira sitting upright and jabbing at her plate, ignoring Callan.

A servant coughed from beside them and bowed when he got their attention. “Young Lady Sabhira? The rangers have arrived from scouting Rem’s borders. Their leader has confirmed his ability to meet you in the reception hall at your requested time.”

Callan turned to Sabhira. Is that who she’s been waiting for? Her lips parted, somewhere between surprise and nerves, before she composed herself. “Thank you,” she said to the servant. Then, turning to the others, she said, “And thank you for the lovely company, Aryn, Gedri, Vasha.”

“Sabhira,” Callan said, getting her attention. She looked at him, her eyebrows lifted, but hardly friendly. He glanced at Aryn, who averted his eyes but not his smile. Perhaps I can wait until after her meeting. I don’t want her to think I’m trying to delay her. She might misinterpret me as asking her not to seek her father again. That was probably what this meeting with the ranger was for. Her father had been spotted in Rem, but the storms had prevented her from confronting him as she hoped to.

He looked back to Sabhira, at the way her red hair caught the golden sunlight filtering in through the windows. His lips were parted, drying with his slow inhale, but he was at a loss for words.

Sabhira sniffed at Callan’s silence, and Aryn cleared his throat.

“Sabhira, I have to go that way too. Might I escort you? I’m not sure if you’ve seen the reception hall, but there’s a shortcut there. Only the servants use it, and even then, only in the early morning and late evening. I’ll bring a torch, but the walls are cramped, and it’s a bit damp. But as long as you don’t mind that, it’s direct.”

“Thank you, Aryn. I appreciate your kind, thoughtful offer. Yes, let’s.”

Callan stabbed a piece of meat, his fork clinking against the plate as Sabhira and Aryn rose.

Vasha immediately dove into conversation once more with Gedri as the servant lingered and tried to get her attention, a small smile on the attendant’s face. He only left after the second time Vasha waved a flustered hand at him.

Callan ran his hand through his hair as he plopped an elbow on the table. He hadn’t realized it was still clumped together from how the sweat had dried. His shirt was wrinkled and covered in hillside dust too. Lights below, he probably looked as much an unkempt fool as he felt.

“Um, Callan?” Gedri said, finding himself free of Vasha’s attention now that the servant had left. She seemed to be in her own world, muttering to herself and chewing her greens loudly.

“Yes, Gedri?” Callan only sounded slightly tired.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to go to the Archives today. We can go tomorrow.”

Callan sighed. He had missed the chance for privacy with Sabhira, and the reception hall was too public to be worried about stalkers. “No, it’s fine.”

He watched her exit the area. Then his heart skipped a beat. A Star Counter stood at the arched doors, glowering as he scanned the dining hall’s occupants. It was the head librarian, Counter Muesser. “In fact,” Callan said, scooting out of his seat, “let’s go ahead now. I’m not hungry anymore.”

Gedri stammered at Callan’s suddenness. The boy cast one wistful look at his own half-eaten plate before perking up. “Okay! Callan, I really want to show you this one passage. It’s so poetic! And to think, they made these suggestions over three thousand years ago . . .”

Callan waved to Vasha, who was also shocked by Callan’s abrupt departure but quickly rose as three servants approached. Callan didn’t pay any mind to what Gedri actually said, focusing on the Star Counter until a small commotion caught his attention.

“I had enough of this on the road, my most esteemed host,” said the arrogant emissary from earlier. His words sounded disingenuous. “Do you think I enjoy being bumped into by these bumbling oafs? Can I not eat this pathetic mush undisturbed?” Behind the man, a Dulled girl not much younger than Callan waited patiently beside the Shu’Ranai who escorted her. “Seat her elsewhere.”

As the Shu’Ranai opened his mouth to appease the disgraceful excuse for an emissary, Callan interrupted.

“Actually, she’ll have your seat.”

The man barked a laugh and turned his neck to regard Callan over his shoulder. “Shouldn’t you be off to produce another flock of sheep?”

Callan leaned down. “You’re finished here. Go along.”

“Vein Render,” said the apprehensive Shu’Ranai.

Callan ignored him and reached past the emissary to lift a dirty napkin from the table. He then placed it in the man’s stew bowl. “And you’ll go help the wait staff deliver something fresh for her.” A serving girl nearby tittered with suppressed laughter, making the emissary sneer and Callan smirk. Callan asked the serving girl to ensure the emissary didn’t tamper with the meal, and she nodded.

The emissary sputtered to the Shu’Ranai. “You’re going to allow this disgrace?”

The Shu’Ranai only inhaled and then shrugged, shooting Callan a look that fluctuated between amusement and reprimand.

Just as Callan stepped out, satisfied, a loud creak sounded overhead. Callan glanced up just in time to see a chandelier crashing to the floor. He grabbed the Dulled girl and leaped aside. Not until he regained his footing did he notice the great iron splinters suspended in the air by yellow weaves from the Vein of Impulse. The Shu’Ranai responsible let them drop to the ground with a clatter as she placed a relieved hand over her heart.

The dining hall was awash with shocked murmurs. Heart pounding, Callan looked up at the chain, which now swung limply from the ceiling. He sharpened his eyesight; the severed chain link was a clean cut. If weaves were used, he saw no sign of it now, so instead he swept the room with his gaze, searching for any hint of a saboteur. Everyone genuinely seemed either surprised or terrified.

At the doorway, though, still lingered Counter Muesser, his expression unreadable. When his eyes landed on Callan, he sneered and turned in the direction of his precious Archives.

Gedri, who had been frozen in shock, finally found his voice. “Callan, that was close! Are you all right?”

Callan nodded slowly, his eyes still on the spot where Muesser had been. “I’m fine. Let’s get to the Archives.”


Chapter 3

Through the Cavern
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With each step to the dining hall’s double doors, Sabhira refused to glance back. Oh, that rock-brained Callan irritated her sometimes, too impatient and stubborn to think before he spoke. Did he forget she had come here to support him? Even then, all she had really done at the Seam was wave around a reliquary cloak, and now as she bided time for a suitable opportunity to brave the storms and confront her father, she hustled every day to find any busywork, constantly aware of her lack of power, surrounded by valaren and high-ranking emissaries. She quirked her lips to one side and narrowed her eyes, exhaling loudly from her nose.

“Are you all right?” Aryn asked as they turned the corner. The relatively empty arching hallways branched out ahead. “I can show you this way another day if this isn’t the best timing.”

Her face softened. “No, no, I’m fine.” Now outside the dining hall, she looked over her shoulder. She wished Callan would have followed, but the only people exiting were two foreign groups. One had seen better days, likely refugees taken in from the storm. The other dallied, sneering and only advancing when the rougher group had passed a small distance. Nobles. Sabhira leveled an eye at them. Even though they wouldn’t see it, that didn’t mean they didn’t warrant it.

Turning back to Aryn, Sabhira put on a smile. “Do you always get this many travelers?” She knew the answer already but figured it was polite to make small talk. Aryn had been kind to her in the tedious weeks since she, Callan, and the others had arrived. Callan. Rather than be rude to Aryn, why not just pull me aside?

She felt bad for Callan and knew he carried a heavy burden, but couldn’t the boulder of a lump ask her how she spent her days while he was busy? She would give him a few more days to realize she was waiting for some level of acknowledgment before she confronted him directly. I suppose the number of days depends on what the rangers found.

“I’m sorry, by the way,” Aryn said.

Sabhira turned to him with a raised brow. “What for?”

“I know he’s your friend, but . . . I don’t know, he’s so dour all the time. I get that he didn’t ask to be valaren, but is that all he focuses on? It seems like there are other people he could pay attention to.” He offered Sabhira a small smile before guiding her down a side hallway. Had he blushed? He turned his face before she could be certain. “Ah, uh, this way, my lady.”

“Thank you, Aryn,” she said, grateful he had turned away so he didn’t see the funny look on her face. He did blush. “Don’t worry, you haven’t offended me. Callan is . . . Oh, I don’t know either. And really, you have been very kind to us. I’m just sorry to hear you had your own experiences with the Zai’daem.” She wanted to ask him what he had suffered, and he may have heard the unspoken question on her breath. For a silent moment, Aryn’s eyes darkened, and his brows knit as his arm twitched under her fingers. The pause lingered, and Sabhira pressed her lips together with the anticipation, reluctant to prod.

“I had to seek them out. I knew I shouldn’t. But I—” He cut off, and for a while only their muffled footfalls on the carpeted floor filled the air. With a low voice, he started again. “My family was wealthy. My father was eighteenth in line for a seat in the princedom.” He smiled. “Distant, yes. It would never have come to us, and we used to speak of it only in jest. Then five deaths ahead of Father happened in quick succession. Not all close to the prince but at various points along the chain. The third, the eighth, the twelfth and thirteenth, and the sixteenth—all in a span of three days.”

Sabhira lifted a hand to her mouth. “That’s terrible. You must have been scared.”

Aryn shook his head, his brows arching. “Perhaps I should have been. But the common trait among the victims was a love for plotting. They would have schemed to kill their way to the throne. I grew up studying the behaviors in court, and I could see that. The greed was closer to me than I thought, though. On the fourth day, my father was murdered.

“I had gotten up from bed to fetch some water, and that alone spared me from the dagger that night, I believe. My entire family . . .”

Unsure what to say, Sabhira fidgeted with her hands, speechless.

He faced her. “I was young, and I didn’t know where to turn. I found the Zai’daem. I performed their Dance of Gold. I brought them their coins. I completed their requisite tasks,” he said, spitting the word before trailing off. He let out a lifeless laugh. “And still, I carry this.” He pulled out the purple-studded bar earring. “Their token. For being a good lackey and earning my place.” His eyes drifted to the side, lost in memory as he tucked the earring away. “They saw my father avenged. I will say, they are a passionate lot, but there was so much more I had never expected to get involved with . . .” He shook his head and turned it aside as he wiped a tear.

“Aryn,” Sabhira said, but further words escaped her.

He cleared his throat and summoned a smile. “Ah! Here’s the first door. I think you’ll like this passage, especially since they have you staying on the fifth level.”

Sabhira donned a smile of her own, uncertain how to react. His change of topic brightened his voice, and guilt stabbed her for making him revisit those dark memories. She accepted his hand as he helped her into a drafty chamber where wooden scaffolding provided a walkway over uneven stone.

“There’s a way to get to your floor from here too,” he continued, “and you can skip past where all the Vhorin emissaries stay.”

Sabhira couldn’t help but give a genuine laugh. “That would be nice. Walking past them always sits ill with me. I don’t like how their eyes weigh me.”

“I’ve noticed that about you.” A smile tweaked Aryn’s face, and Sabhira tilted her head. Should she have come here? She hoped she wasn’t giving the boy the wrong impression. “Ah! Not to say I’ve been following you specifically or anything. Not watching you. Just, your hair stands out. It’s like a little bright spot whenever I see it, and yesterday when I was leaving lectures on the eighth floor, I saw you a couple levels below with the one guy . . .”

Sabhira now turned to hide her own blush. Not only was she concerned about leading Aryn on, but she was embarrassed! Was he referring to what she had yelled at that one noble? The lump-headed emissary had no business poking fun at a refugee, and she had made it known. If Aryn had heard that from a different floor, how many others had? She hadn’t been that loud, surely.

“What? Oh, yes, something did happen yesterday, didn’t it? Hmm.”

Aryn shook his head. “I admire what you did. I made note of who he was and told him he’d be watched.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “And I have a few friends among the servants. I had them move his sleeping quarters to the common room.”

A small bubble of satisfaction swelled inside her. That was the kind of trait Callan could benefit from. For someone with such sharp vision, he could work on his perception. Even if Callan had noticed the incident yesterday, he wouldn’t have confronted anybody. He probably would have just avoided her, afraid she might yell at him too. Light, Callan could be fine one moment and then shut down when he didn’t know what to say.

Aryn, though, had noticed her. With so many talented and important people, it felt good to be seen. She gently squeezed his elbow in appreciation, and he beamed. Light! No, she didn’t mean it that way! She quickly withdrew her hand and restrained herself from slapping her forehead.

“I really am sorry for not being nicer to Callan, Sabhira,” Aryn continued. “Truly. He’s your friend, and I am rightfully a host to him here as much as I am to you.”

“Don’t worry about that rock-dry mule. It just—just . . . It’s just frustrating to see that he can’t watch his tongue sometimes. He could think before he speaks. He wasn’t there when the Zai’daem captured us. Me and . . . a friend. And I know that’s because I went off on my own after that stone-blasted—” She stuttered to a flustered stop.

“Kipp, right? That’s what you said his name was?”

“Good memory,” she said, impressed. Her posture relaxed, and she nodded. “Yes,” she continued quietly, “Kipp.” Then she thought once more of the Zai’daem and heard the fire fill her voice anew. “And if not for that horrible woman, Jazeel, we’d never have needed to run past those bleakmire pools. And maybe we would have been able to help Callan if we’d been with him at Anwa Woods. Maybe then he wouldn’t be blaming himself so much. If Kipp hadn’t had to go off and try to sneak out, maybe this all would have ended up differently! Nothing good comes of the Zai’daem!”

Light, how had she already returned to that topic?

But he smiled. “You know, I would agree with that statement save for one detail. Their Dance of Gold is quite the impressive performance.”

She hesitated. He winked at her, then deftly performed an elegant spin. She gasped at how close he was to the scaffold’s ledge, but he smiled. “I come here often. Don’t worry. Here, you try it. That dress would spin marvelously.”

She flushed at that and peered at the walkway’s edge with a nervous laugh. “I don’t think I have your grace.”

He smiled and extended his arm as a barrier. “I will be a second railing to hold you up. It is an oddly freeing feeling.”

She sucked in a breath but made no motion.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to pressure you.”

She squinted at him. Maybe he wasn’t so perceptive after all if he thought anyone could pressure her. With eyes clenched shut, she ordered him not to dare move that hand, and then she spun. It indeed felt liberating, her doldrums vanishing in the whirl. A second time she spun, laughing and bumping into his arm, but his support held firm. When she opened her eyes, he beamed at her. “Wonderful. No one can deny your talent for the dance. You don’t even need the gold coins to create the flash.”

She gave a timid wince. “Ah, thanks, Aryn. But you know . . . Callan and I⁠—”

With reddened cheeks and an upside-down smile, he lifted a hand to stop her as he both nodded and shook his head simultaneously. He led her in silence for a moment, and Sabhira appreciated that.

Thoughts of her father entered her mind. He had probably performed this same dance to enter the Zai’daem. She still remembered that last day she had seen him. He had winked at her and elbowed her the way he always had, complimenting her on a wise trade the Merchant’s Guild had commended her for. And he promised her he would be back in time to watch Nentale’s eclipse of Vestral. He never returned.

Reports had told of a large Zai’daem gathering on the wards’ perimeters that day. A few people were even found killed. But nobody ever found her father’s body. And she knew some Merchant’s Guild members had seen him alive and well since then. The Zai’daem had not killed him. It would have hurt her if they had, but knowing he still lived and hadn’t returned hurt more.

“Just through this door now. Stay close, I wasn’t kidding about the walls being wet. They’re slimy too, but that didn’t seem like the best selling point at dinner, not with those nasty mushrooms.” Sabhira laughed and huddled in a little nearer to Aryn. Callan usually raved about mushrooms.

Why hadn’t he attempted to spend more time with her? It was a selfish thought, and she knew it. He was the prophesied Vein Render, and she was just a runaway from the Merchant’s Guild. Light, he knew she was leaving eventually, even if she hadn’t given the full details. To find her father, yes, but it was as if he avoided the subject. If he wanted to know what happened outside his own grand, important life, she would have told him about the surprising request the Grand Archon had made of her about a week ago. Even Aryn had asked! This meeting with the head ranger would give her some more information to determine whether the timing was right to enact the Grand Archon’s plan.

“Watch your head,” Aryn said softly as they passed under an unassuming rickety arched door. She ducked slightly to the left at the same time he did to the right, and his chin bumped her crown. “Sorry!” The fleeting panic in his voice quickly faded into shared, awkward laughter.

The ensuing view promptly cut Sabhira off as it stole her breath. For all the impressive architecture of the tower, this was a new world! Why had nobody taken the time to show them this space? They stood next to a wall that seemed carved—too cleanly to have been chiseled, which made Sabhira suspect the veins had been used—along a deep ravine. A waterfall flowed from a hole in the wall across a chasm, and the rock matched the polished obsidian stone outside the tower. Here, though, blue light gleamed along gloriously angled facets. Where that light source came from, she couldn’t tell, but beams bounced from the ceiling all the way to the vanishing depths, as if reflected off hundreds of mirrors.

Even birds flew here! White wings flitted from various ledges.

“I told you it was something to see. This way, when you’re ready. And mind your step,” Aryn said, allowing her a moment to drink in the sight. Her heart rushed as she stared at the chasm’s depths. She pressed into Aryn and could feel his heartbeat against her shoulder. His pattered, too, although his smile fell on her, not the expansive cavern. With a mental sigh, she ignored her fear of the height and put a small space between them. If that offended Aryn, he didn’t let it show. After they had passed the ledge and made it down two corners, he stopped.

“Um, well, this door takes you to the reception hall. I’ve got to go back to the atrium. I promised to fix a faulty communication weave. Oh yeah. And the fifth floor is up that way. I know the stairs are a bit rough, but there’s a railing.” He paused. “I’d be happy to come escort you down too. Sometime. If you’d like.”

She opened her mouth but hesitated.

“Just as friends, of course,” he added.

She gave him a sympathetic smile. Was she being rude? He was still a host. And she liked the idea of not needing to pass the emissaries every time she trekked to her quarters. “Okay, thank you. Perhaps tomorrow, after lunch?”

Aryn was smiling but also rubbing the hem of his sleeve between his finger and thumb. “Of course!”

His lips parted, and he started to say something but hesitated. This time, though, she did not worry she had to draw a clear line. The look on his face seemed to have nothing to do with whatever he might feel about her.

With his mouth still open, he waited three seconds before saying anything. When he did, he lowered his gaze to the rocky ledge. “Thanks for what you said earlier. Defending me with Callan. The Zai’daem did have a hold on me. And this earring,” he said, pulling out the purple-studded bar, “it’s probably not something I should keep holding on to. It’s just a reminder of all the darkness.”

She understood that. “Some memories are painful to hold on to. It’s okay to let them go.” Her eye darted toward the chasm. “You could toss it.”

He followed her gaze and nodded slowly. “Maybe you’re right,” he said, lifting his hand. But he didn’t throw it. His hand drooped. “But I don’t think I’m as strong as you are. I’m not ready for that yet.”

Touched, Sabhira offered him an empathetic nod. “I don’t blame you.” She had her own memories she clung to.

“Perhaps you could hold on to it for now?”

That caught Sabhira off guard. The tightness in her forehead made her realize her eyebrows had lifted.

Aryn stuttered. “I just figured it might come in handy for you. You know, for whenever you leave for Rem. If you’re investigating their secrecy for the Grand Archon, I’m sure you’ll bump into the Zai’daem.” He smiled sadly. “If you show them the earring, it’ll save you from having to get involved with some of the nastier business.”

She blinked. That matter had been a concern for her. Aryn’s face was quickly growing nearly as red as her own hair, his toe scuffing the ground and his eyes cast down. The sight made her blush as well.

“Of course I can. That’s . . . really kind, Aryn.”

He smiled and handed it to her, and they watched the waterfall again.

“Well, you should probably be headed to your meeting, but I’ll see you after lunch tomorrow, and you can let me know how it goes.” Then he winced and gave a slight shake of his head. “I’m an idiot. Perhaps after dinner? Gedri needed some help researching Spirit essence, and I promised to set the afternoon aside.”

“You’re good to Gedri. He’s lucky to have a thoughtful friend like you,” Sabhira said. “Yes, after dinner is fine.”

“Right! Right. Well,” Aryn said, his eyes locking onto Sabhira’s. They were a pale blue with an outer ring of deeper blue and what looked like shards of crystalline ice branching from the pupil. “I hope your meeting goes well tonight.”

She opened her mouth to say something, trying to make sure not to blur the line between friendship and intrigue, but Aryn turned quicker than a falcon and spared her the trouble.

Sabhira took a few steadying breaths and then shook herself. The ranger awaited her beyond this door to discuss the details of her upcoming task.


Chapter 4

Meeting with the Ranger
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Sabhira curtsied to the ranger, who gave his name as Lord Evuar. Though blanketed in travel dust, he smiled and offered a graceful bow. A handful of his men tended to documents littering a heavy table at the far wall, but Lord Evuar split from their number to accommodate her.

“It is a pleasure to meet you in person, young Lady Sabhira. I must say, I admire your bravery.”

Sabhira blushed. “Well, it’s not like I can weave with the veins.”

He laughed. “Do not sell yourself short. Nor can I, yet we all play our roles.”

Light, how embarrassing. She hadn’t meant to belittle him.

“The Grand Archon,” he continued, “says you have experience with both Zai’daem and the Merchant’s Guild?”

“Correct.”

He nodded and absently perused the banners adorning the stone walls. “Yes, this ought to work. We’ve been waiting for the right time. We can’t send any of our valaren because their weaves would give them away.”

The Grand Archon had told her as much. Of all the northern princedoms, Rem had always been the most secretive. It was also the greatest patron to the Merchant’s Guild, and though it denied any association with the Zai’daem, nobody believed that.

With the onset of the black storms, Rem had grown especially quiet, and the Grand Archon wished to know why. The task would most certainly involve observing Zai’daem behavior inside the city walls, which meant Rem could not suspect Shu’Ranai involvement. The thieving group’s valaren apparently had particular ways of weaving with the veins, and the Shu’Ranai methods would stick out quickly. Furthermore, any of the tower’s inhabitants who had escaped the Zai’daem, like Aryn, might be put in cells if discovered. For these reasons, the tower hadn’t found a fitting candidate for the mission.

“But with you,” Lord Evuar said, turning his warm smile on Sabhira, “a non-valaren with knowledge of both the Merchant’s Guild and the Zai’daem, we may unlock what Rem hides.”

“I am excited to hear it, Lord Evuar.” She was, too! Light, she hadn’t felt this good since the Grand Archon first made the suggestion. She finally had a chance to make an impact. To play her own small role in all this.

By Lord Evuar’s knowing smile, he probably read it on her face. The Merchant’s Guild had a qualm with her features’ inability to mask her thoughts, which was one reason they hadn’t let her handle many negotiations. She cleared her throat and smoothed her expression.

“Your letters mentioned they’ll accept your men in Riversgate, yes?”

“Indeed. And you have the cloak still, I presume?”

She nodded. The relic cloak had played its part at the Seam, and now it was time to put it to another use. When she had mentioned the Zai’daem’s initial interest in delivering the cloak to Riversgate, the Grand Archon had explained about the black market headquartered there. It had been Sabhira’s idea, though, to use the relic as a way to enter the group. She would infiltrate the lower ranks of the Zai’daem, sticking to the market with ears open for any information on why Rem had grown silent since the very first day the storms started. Previously, they had welcomed the Shu’Ranai—or at least their coffers.

“Wonderful,” said Lord Evuar. “When we leave, we will stop at our northernmost encampment. From there, we will travel straight to Riversgate along a former bleakmire. It is nothing pretty, unfortunately. Not the verdant patches of lifeblooms. But it is secure from the storms for at least a stretch.”

“I understand.” It was strange to think that the bleakmires that had threatened her weeks ago were now a source of safety.

The door opened, and commotion drew their eyes to an entering group. Those are the haughty emissaries I saw leaving the dining hall. Although a Shu’Ranai with the yellow fringe denoting the Vein of Impulse escorted them, her pinched expression showed her exasperation, and Sabhira didn’t blame her.

The leader of the group shuffled to a stop and peered over Lord Evuar’s shoulder at the others travel-worn rangers before settling his vision on the man with slight dissatisfaction. “You’re the ranger?”

“I am . . .”

“The head ranger?”

When all Lord Evuar did was fold his arms, the man made a small noise but shrugged. “I must speak with you about my delayed shipments. When you travel to Lirien, make a stop by Mattock and request the wagon intended for Lord Veshil of House Mear.” He lifted his chest and, in the ensuing moments of silence, said, “That’s me.”

“I’m very sorry, my lord, but as you can see, I am with someone right now.”

“Oh,” said the highborn man. Then he looked at Sabhira and said, “Oh,” again, quieter, before turning to the Shu’Ranai. “Esteemed Vivi, raise a warding.”

Esteemed Vivi let out an aggravated sigh and raised her hands. Sabhira had sometimes noticed that whispered conversations were suddenly blotted out in passages, and Gedri had told her that it was a trick achieved with the Vein of Impulse. She folded her arms while resisting the childish urge to make a crude gesture.

“It’s quite all right, Esteemed Vivi,” said Lord Evuar. “Don’t bother.” He beckoned Sabhira to his side while staring at the man. “In fact, you should know my companion is a member of the Merchant’s Guild.” To Sabhira he turned. “Would you mind hearing this lad’s problem?”

Sabhira kept her smile small as the grand Lord Veshil’s pressed lips turned to her. Rather than waste her breath, she nodded and extended an open palm for the man to speak.

“This really is a matter for the rangers, but yes. I commissioned a small lodge in Mattock for reinforced larkskin boots. It has not arrived.”

He paused.

“And the issue is?” Sabhira asked.

“I believe I stated it quite plain. The shipment has not arrived.” He then twirled his wrist. “I can only imagine a group of brigands has seized it in hopes of profiting off my own coin purse. Utterly disgraceful.”

Had she really expected anything more dire? “Ah. Well, given the unpredictability of the storms between Mattock and Lirien,” Sabhira said, “your shipment is likely just stashed at Peddler’s Pass. The storms have disrupted multiple routes lately, and any trader with sense would hold their goods there until conditions improve. You could just send a courier there first.” She offered a light smile, knowing it wouldn’t please him. “Of course, it might be better to consider donating some of those shoes to the refugees.”

Lord Veshil appraised Sabhira. “Give it to the refugees, you say? Hmm. Perhaps not.” He smiled stiffly. “But thank you for the suggestion.”

Sabhira shrugged as he turned on his heel and marched off, his fellow louts in tow. Esteemed Vivi sighed as she followed, but not before giving Sabhira an approving nod.

“Delightful,” said Lord Evuar. “And you tell me, did the valaren or the non-valaren have the knowledge to handle that situation best?”

A small laugh escaped Sabhira’s lips, but when Lord Evuar prepared to leave, Sabhira flagged his attention. “Pardon, Lord Evuar. When do we depart? I have a few matters to wrap up here.”

He laughed lightly. “Are you so ready to rush us out the door? We have at least a week. I cannot deny I myself currently crave a warm meal. Even if today is mushrooms.”

“Actually,” said one of Lord Evuar’s men, handing his leader a note, “I received this from the Star Counters. Sorry, but I only just remembered and read it while you were meeting.”

Lord Evuar’s expression sagged as he perused the letter’s contents and nodded. To Sabhira, he offered a pained smile. “I fear the Star Counters received news earlier this morning of yet another unexpected change in the storms’ patterns.”

Sabhira frowned. Again? She tried to help out with what she knew of the black storms back in the Bren Mountains, but these storms behaved differently. That had been another contributor to her feeling useless. Not for much longer, though.

“I,” said Lord Evuar, “do not think we can afford as many days’ rest as I wished. I had better be off to enjoy that hot meal, as it may be one of only a few I have for some time.”

“I see,” Sabhira said. “Then I suppose you shall leave tomorrow?” She had already packed her bags from the second day she arrived, and that was before this plan had developed. But she had thought she would have more time to say her goodbyes. She should have just had this conversation with Callan back when the Grand Archon first mentioned it. Instead, it remained at the end of a list of other conversations yet to be had, such as her confronting her father. And Kipp. But it shouldn’t always fall to me to bring these things up.

“No, not tomorrow, but we shall depart at dawn’s break the day after.”

Sabhira nodded, her brows drawn. “I will be ready.”

He pursed his lips in a slight smile and tilted his head. “If you need to attend to your matters, you are welcome to join us next time. It would be another two weeks away, perhaps slightly longer if we encounter more anomalies. Or have to haul a wagonload of shoes back to the tower.”

Sabhira hesitated. “Won’t they expect you in Riversgate, though?”

“With how long they kept us waiting,” he said with a scoff, “I wouldn’t mind delaying it by a trip. I can always fault the storms. The choice is yours.”

Sabhira nodded, sucking her upper lip under her lower.

“If you’d like to think on it this evening, you can let me know sometime tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Lord Evuar.”

As the rangers exited the room, Sabhira sat on a nearby bench.

Light. It was really happening. Until now, the upcoming mission had felt like some intangible concept. Surrounded by valaren who could perform the impossible, she felt like the promise of proving useful was a dream she shouldn’t dare trust too fully. She really needed to tell Callan that she was leaving now, and she could stomach her pride and explain that confronting her father was just a bonus. Does he really think I would be so selfish as to put that first at a time like this?

Her shoulders slumped. She had gotten herself into a proper ravine now and imagined Callan’s disappointment when she gave him the short notice. If she left in two weeks’ time, maybe he wouldn’t be so hurt. The poor lumphead didn’t know when he would finish his studies, either, so it might be a matter of solidarity for the two of them to wait together.

And then there was Aryn. She should have declined his offer to escort her tomorrow. He was a fine, nice man, but she did not like him like that. If she was to spend another two weeks loitering in the tower, she should be up front with him. It might be brusque to have him meet her only for her to request distance and explain that she would be spending her next two weeks with Callan only, but often the right choice was painful.

Yes, that is the reasonable thing to do. Father hasn’t seen reason to find me in all these weeks, two more can’t hurt. She bustled out of the room just as other servants filed in.

“The warrior Shu’Ranai are arriving in just days!” one said as the other giggled and commented on her thoughts of the lady in that group. Then both noticed Sabhira and let out a small eep before tucking into an arched hallway.

Sabhira sighed. Even the servants here hardly noticed her.

Maybe she could send a letter to Davyn. His correspondence so far described how close he had grown with the barracks master, although she doubted the accuracy of his scale. But if there was any truth to it, maybe she could have him request some troops to distribute a special pair of shoes in Peddler’s Pass to the less fortunate.

Off she went to find a courier.


Chapter 5

Archives
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“And that’s why you always have to look at the source yourself!”

As they walked down the mostly empty corridor to the Archives, Callan lifted a brow at Gedri, whose infectious mood had lifted Callan’s grumpiness. With eyes wide as saucers, the bright-cheeked Shu’Ranai brimmed with excitement as he recounted a two-day trip to Rubes’s renowned library school. He had challenged the school’s assumptions of the library’s architecture, claiming they misinterpreted a crucial passage about its construction.

Gedri’s revelation uncovered seventeen hidden rooms within the library, many filled with ancient texts of unknown languages. Callan appreciated Gedri’s genuine excitement, which focused solely on new knowledge without boasting of his role.

“All the knowledge out there, Callan. It’s hard to believe. Once we get rid of these storms, I want to visit the other libraries. There must be some way to translate those texts.”

Callan stifled a laugh. “Yeah.” He wanted to solve the storms, too, but he was tired of libraries like this one. The Shu’Ranai kept the adventuring stories in a separate library, and Callan didn’t have time for leisure reading anyway.

As they approached the open gilded doors, Callan glimpsed the impressive front display. The library had not suffered any damage, so the Shu’Ranai had not needed to make up for any lost splendor. Two massive bookcases lined the entry and extended all the way to the vaulted ceiling. Leather spines emblazoned with golden filigree filled every spot on these shelves. To one side of the head librarian’s empty desk, the door to the scriptorium stood open to reveal a scribe quietly focused on illumination. On the other, the library continued on, each aisle as dull as the next.

Callan normally wouldn’t be upset to find the librarian, Star Counter Muesser, away from his desk. But why had that man peered into the dining hall and run off the moment Callan noticed? Either way, they already didn’t get along. If Callan didn’t have special permission from the Grand Archon to be here, he suspected Counter Muesser would have ejected Callan on his second visit. I only meant to help when I accidentally returned that one book to the wrong section.

As they passed the histories, the most boring section of them all, Gedri’s eyes dripped with hunger. “Callan, imagine the biggest horde of . . .”

A flash of robes rounded the corner, with Counter Muesser’s mustache twitching in sync with his lips. It was definitely Star Counter robes I saw from the hillside. Callan considered an excuse to leave, but at least here, he could monitor the man. Meanwhile, words still tumbled from Gedri’s mouth, with his attention riveted on the shelves.

The Star Counter’s working lips finally parted in a harsh whisper. “Gedri! Need I remind you this is a place of study?”

Gedri nearly tripped over himself and blushed as he received the reprimand. He bowed low with an abashed murmur. “My apologies, Counter Muesser. I only⁠—”

“Yes, yes,” the Star Counter said, flapping his hands. “Always some reason you can’t contain yourself.” He glanced briefly at Callan. “You are here with him instead of Aryn?” He addressed Callan. “Trouble follows you at every turn, Vein Render. Keep it out of my Archives.”

At Muesser’s demeaning stare, Callan stepped forward and puffed up his chest. “We’re here to study, not set a fire. Perhaps I can ask the Grand Archon to come all the way over here and speak on my behalf?”

Gedri, from under his bowed head, flashed Callan a grateful grin. Counter Muesser’s eyes narrowed on Callan as he tapped a foot. He’s probably wondering if an opportunity to study me is worth a misplaced book. Even if this wasn’t his stalker and he had nothing to do with the fallen chandelier, every Star Counter seemed keen on details about Callan. From what Callan had gathered, Star Counters typically studied prophecies and the natural world, most not being valaren themselves. Now that they knew him as the Vein Render, many pestered him about the wards.

Not Muesser. He seemed entirely ambivalent about the fate of the world except insofar as it affected the condition of his valued tomes. The lump let out an uncharacteristically bored breath. “Well, be on with it then. Three rows back and two aisles over. And Gedri, you better not have brought ink with you again. If you need any, it is at my desk, and you will not bring it to the front displays. Tables only! That goes for you too,” he said, fixing Callan with his eyes.

Gedri nodded and bowed three times, while Callan bit his lip and bowed once. In his brief walk to his desk, Muesser’s stare never left them.

When they arrived at the designated shelves, enthusiasm immediately replaced any hint of Gedri’s reservation after the reprimand.

The rosy-cheeked youth lifted his hand, and a bauble of glowing light hovered behind his shoulder. He then shifted between standing on tiptoes and crouching low. Gedri called the orb a lumen and had once chided Callan for calling it a talespinner’s trick. Gedri had explained he created the lumen with the Vein of Knowledge, not by relic. Anyone could use a relic, but they typically served a single purpose, often related to leisure or efficiency. Ancient valaren apparently disliked performing repetitive tasks, monotonous and elaborate alike.

Gedri included the crystalline sconces lighting the library among relics. “If I could make one of those, I would make it ten times brighter,” Gedri said for the thousandth time, nodding at the dim orbs that failed to illuminate beyond the shelves’ lips effectively.

Callan blinked at the lumen to adjust his eyes. Not because of its brightness but because whenever Gedri summoned one, it dizzied him for a few seconds. Something in the air curled around the ball, like a nearly invisible warp.

Gedri caught Callan eyeing the orb. “I can’t get the things to stay perfectly round.” He huffed with embarrassment, as if he had to explain himself.

Callan laughed lightly. “Gedri, I didn’t even notice. Besides, I’ve only seen people who’ve earned their second colored tassel making them.” Only one sleeve of Gedri’s garment sported fringe, not even colored yet to match his specific vein.

The boy flushed and shrugged. “Tons of books explain how to make one, you know. I just read them, that’s all.”

Callan sighed. He had yet to find a book with anything meaningful on the Vein of Vitality. Any that touched the subject focused on prophecies much like the Resolute’s. Some sang of the glorious return of lifeblooms and something about celestial beasts numbering among the stars. Most, though, foretold the end of an age and the dangers of the Sealed One escaping. None offered practical advice.

He considered it a cruel oversight by long-dead scholars.

“Gedri, didn’t you mention you found a new book that talks about the Vein of Vitality?”

Gedri gasped, already having forgotten. “That’s right! It was in a returns pile yesterday.”

Callan sighed. “So it’s probably lost in the library somewhere, then.”

“Please, Callan. You think I didn’t see where they put it? Check the end of this aisle.” A small wisp separated from the lumen to rest on a worn brown tome.

Meanwhile, Gedri simultaneously grabbed a third-shelf book with his left hand and a bottom-shelf one with his right. Callan stared in absent amusement for a few seconds before following Gedri’s mini beacon to a work titled The Translated Lectures of Instructor Pruatti on the Properties of the Veins. Callan grabbed it but didn’t yet dare to think he would find something informative.

By this point, Callan had read—well, skimmed—dozens of books on techniques for weaving with other veins. Substance weavers often touched the material to be manipulated, and the books on Impulse discussed hand movements paired with intense concentration. Spirit was more abstract, and Callan couldn’t tell if those valaren had to enter a trance or lucid dream or something. Even after he had asked some of the Spirit-weaving val’trusar, their ambiguous descriptions only left his brain spinning.

Strangely, Knowledge seemed to contradict itself, and not just in the books. Vasha claimed she entered the Eternal Realm with precise meditation. Gedri, though, described what he did as a combination of studying formulas and then fixing his belief of the formulas. However, Gedri could not enter the Eternal Realm, and Vasha could not make a lumen or do anything with her vein here in the Temporal World, as she called it.

When Callan dragged his feet back to the table, he sat beside Gedri, who held one such Knowledge-focused book, titled Theoretical Applications: Inversions of Light Based on Color Penetration Through Water.

Callan peeked over Gedri’s shoulder and grimaced at the convoluted language. Hopefully his own read simpler. He opened it and then rubbed his chin.

The first few pages welcomed new inductees to the Truthguard, which seemed to table prior station and focus only on the individual’s recognized prowess and dedicated valor. It also led with a disclaimer that much knowledge had been lost and cautioned against attempting unknown permutations using multiple threads or even the same affinity of a single thread.

That last bit went above Callan’s head, but still he snickered. You think you lost knowledge? He thumbed ahead to a section discussing the basics of each vein:

We shall begin with an inspection of the two affinities, by vein. Each valaren exhibits a certain proclivity to one over another and, as such, should understand their strengths and deficiencies so they can make up for it. Similar effects may be achieved by different veins, albeit through different methods.

Adamyr essence, the energy that makes up the Vein of Knowledge, produces light when weaving with its material affinity. It is fitting that the ethereal affinity of the vein provides guidance and direction. Such weaves handle direct knowledge transfer, linking, and even certain types of stasis wardings.

Evayne essence extends from the Vein of Impulse. In its material affinity, it governs wind, force, and plant life. The ethereal affinity relies on enforcing one’s will upon their surroundings, and even one another, and requires the utmost responsibility.

Aladym essence, derived from the Vein of Substance, does not create but exerts control over stone and earth. The ethereal affinity imparts solidity and stability, which aids in crafting enduring reliquary constructs. Note: Any misuse resulting in significant damage to grounds or structures will incur severe repercussions.

Trusar essence comprises the Vein of Spirit. Sprit’s material affinity may not create a positive elemental force like other veins’, but manipulating the barrier between realms is powerful. Be cautious. To avoid unintended consequences on the fabric of existence, practice prudence. The ethereal aspects of this vein are especially potent while dreaming, but with trained focus, the severance of limbs during slumber is infrequent.

Odeshyr essence stems from the Vein of Vitality. Its material affinity generates heat, in both loose and condensed forms. In its ethereal affinity, Vitality links to forging, melding, and consolidation, as well as the senses and emotions that govern body and mind. While it cannot produce the effects of the other veins, it is instrumental in the shaping of combined weaves when more than one essence is required.

Callan devoured the excerpt, rereading it multiple times. Who had taken this out from the library, and how had they not shared it with him? There was enough tower gossip about Callan’s presence and search for information to compete with all the women of the wardlands whispering at Sun Festival!

Short as the passage was, the most interesting to him was the Vitality portion, of course. He considered himself a levelheaded man, and he already attributed his sharp vision to his vein. The shields he created likely had something to do with this consolidation concept, which he was happy to explore further. As for the mention of heat, he recalled the time outside Palerock Mountain, facing a krahl, when a bolt of lightning pierced the wraith and ignited a bush.

When the reading felt like it had sunk in, he flipped through some other pages. They mostly discussed crossing different veins into combinations, like using Impulse’s force generation against Substance’s stability to provide an accelerated launch of sorts. But that assumed the weaver had access to all five veins. Even more disappointing, it dangled a tantalizing explanation of coordinating other weavers’ essences, which seemed pertinent to Callan, but directed readers to the Tyn’scava Scrolls of Da’Almanaran College.

So much for hoping this could tell me how to replicate anything reliable from my vein. For a book on basics, it didn’t seem to recognize any of the aids Callan had noticed of the valaren today. Perhaps they didn’t need those aids back then.

Still, he had a tiny fragment more than he had before. A brief excerpt even described Vitality essence as able to grip the other threads, like a hand squeezing multiple harp strings until they touched, which he was already familiar with. That’s something I can try to practice with.

“Hey, Gedri,” Callan said. “You said somebody returned this book recently?”

Gedri nodded.

“Any idea who?”

“I’m not sure. I can ask Counter Muesser, though.”

Callan shot a look at the Star Counter, who quickly averted his eyes. “No, it’s fine.” He didn’t want to involve that man. Could Muesser have been hoarding this book from Callan? If so, it seemed strange that he would have let it slip his attention and wind up back on the shelves.

He glanced next at Gedri’s pile of books, each specific to the Vein of Knowledge and how to use it.

“I just wish they could have written one of those for Vitality.” He scuffed his boot against the tiled floor. It made a squeak, and the scratching of a quill from Counter Muesser’s desk grew silent. Callan neither needed to nor cared to look back to know the Star Counter glared at him.

Gedri glanced at a book as he set it on the table and offered a sympathetic frown. “Sorry, Callan.” He sucked on his teeth for a moment. “Want to revisit The Prophet of Gorhim on Tynspires?”

The thought of reading that book again made Callan’s gut squirm. Depressingly dark, it bemoaned the end of all life. Frequent footnotes from some scholar suggested alternate explanations that could drastically change the composition, further convoluting the already tedious concepts. To digest the little he understood had taken five consecutive read-throughs of a single paragraph. And that only reminded him of Anwa Woods.

“That one can wait.” A princedom representative entered into a hushed conversation with Counter Muesser. An insignia of a hawk carrying a sprig of honeysuckle in one talon and a halberd in the other adorned his lapel. Is that a Vhorin house? That was the kind of stuff everybody wanted him studying. “Didn’t you have a book on the transition from kingdoms to princedoms?”

“Oh! Right. You’re gonna love that one.” Gedri summoned another lumen to guide Callan to a thick red spine.

At the designated book, Callan tilted his head to read the title. The Northern Separation of Powers and Genealogy of Crests. He held back his groan mostly for Gedri’s sake. A thin layer of dust covered most of these hefty tomes.

Directly beneath, though, someone had freshly brushed aside the grime in front of another book. Unsurprising, since the visitors to these shelves probably enjoyed dull reading. To read the cracked spine, he lifted it and angled it in the glow of Gedri’s light. Fall of Alasha. Since it might relate to the princedoms warring, he grabbed it too.

He carried both to a table in a side alcove, slightly dreading how Gedri’s recommendation weighed his hand down. With an exhale, he let the two books drop. A small spiral of dust burst out from under the topmost cover as it landed, jumping up with the motion of its fall.

Meanwhile, Callan remained wary of Counter Muesser, who lacked any subtlety in concealing his squints.


Chapter 6

Restrictions
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After instructing Callan to flag him when he reached the third chapter on the Resolute, Gedri dove into his own studies. The boy was voracious.

Callan arched his spine until it gave a satisfying crack before beginning. The first dense block of text made no sense. On the other side of the page, complex diagrams paired names to others, crisscrossing and doubling back, showing ties, marking severances. It dashed his hope that the image might be clearer than the words.

I can ask Gedri for the short version later. Well, maybe somebody more . . . concise. He glanced at a row four aisles down, which illustrated sword forms. Granted, he had already read it through twice and had practice with Rhogana tomorrow. But that was the stuff he could actually grasp.

Near the entrance, Counter Muesser handed a slender metal rod from a set of others behind his desk to a black-haired Shu’Ranai with four rows of blue fringe on both her sleeves. But Callan thought he caught an extra bit of motion, as if the Star Counter had just averted his eyes from Callan. He is definitely watching me.

Gedri broke Callan’s musing. “Listen to this! ‘A trace threading of aether from the Vein of Substance can be interlaced with that of Spirit into a garment. By alternating the strands and shaping it according to these sigils, a garment can be made as strong as tanned leather, though it be wool.’ Why wouldn’t they have done that with every bit of clothing?”

Fatigue bit behind Callan’s eye, and he hoped his blank stare wasn’t impolite. Unsure of how to respond, he opened his mouth, only to see the regret on Gedri’s face, as if haste had led him to make a foolish remark.

“Oh, of course. The very next paragraph explains. Callan, it’s remarkable, I think. Can I see your shirt? In theory, I wonder if I could use the Vein of Knowledge instead of Substance. Aryn can take care of the other half. Callan, you should come, too, since you can see all the⁠—”

“Sorry, Gedri, I’ve got to train with Rhogana tomorrow. She doesn’t take no for an answer.” Callan felt a burning annoyance at the mention of Aryn, but the reason he cut Gedri off was because of how Counter Muesser’s ear inclined toward them. Callan wasn’t sure how many people knew he could see all the veins—when he focused—but he didn’t see a reason to make the information public here. To avoid drawing suspicion from his hasty reply, he added, “To be honest, I think the sessions are more for her than for me. I feel like I haven’t improved a bit.”

“You know, Aryn might be able to help you with that.”

Again with Aryn! “I’ll think about it, Gedri.” Then Callan chuckled at the absurdity of it all. “Gedri, you have to be blind not to see it. He and I just clash.”

“But why?” Gedri said, putting his book down. His tone implied he had sensed the tension but didn’t want to accept it. “You two should get along, Callan! If he wasn’t there for me when the Zai’daem had me . . .” Gedri trailed off before finishing with an imploring shrug.

Callan compressed his lips, shifting them to the side. “Tell you what. I’ll try to open up to him. If I can get away from sword training tomorrow with Rhogana, I’ll swing by. But even if not then, soon. I promise.”

Gedri smiled. “Oh!” He then closed his book and opened another, immediately finding the exact page he sought. “I wanted to ask, Callan, when you weave, do you notice anything looking inside out?”

Callan blinked at the vague question. When Gedri’s shoulders drooped at Callan’s response of “no,” Callan pitied him. More than once, Gedri had genuinely tried to help him discover how to control his abilities.

When Gedri resumed scanning two books simultaneously, Callan looked hesitantly to the sprawling diagrams of genealogies. He wouldn’t understand anything about the separations and crossed marriages that linked enemy nations on a knife’s edge. He set it aside and opened the other book, the one recently read by someone else. Its simple language proved a relief.

He flipped ahead a few chapters until he noticed a chapter heading. “Alashtair’s Broken Vow”? Was that an older name of the Defiled, Alistar? The Resolute named him He-Who-Hides, and he had captured Kipp and Sabhira for a time. Callan read the first entry.

As a young valaren exceptionally skilled with trusar essence, Alashtair, called Alasha, communed with tortured souls in the Undying Lands through a bleakmire. Sympathetic to their plight, he tried to rally his village to venture into the bleakmire and save the poor souls. Alone, he entered.

Some believe this to have been a trick of the Sealed One to draw an unsuspecting soul into the murky depths. But perhaps even the Sealed One did not know of Alasha’s innate connection to the veins. Erdhart of Da’Almanaran College recorded that the moments were said to have been “of a catastrophic nature.” Alasha saved a wraithlike soul from the Undying Lands, but it went mad and destroyed the entire village. He had to kill the returned soul, but the town fell before he succeeded. A melancholic gloom consumed him thereafter.

Callan flipped a few pages further, curiosity causing him to skim faster than he could read. A heading titled “The Sunken Point” caused him to stop. Although Callan’s reunion with his friend had been short-lived, he was pretty certain Kipp had mentioned the Sunken Point as a place Alistar sought to deliver them.

After they lost their second child to the bleakmires, Alasha’s wife left him. He grew obsessed with pacing the bleakmire’s edge. Documentation of vicious experiments exist in the college that have since been attributed to Alasha at this phase in his life. Although he never succeeded in restructuring the realms themselves, a stark turn in the experiments focused solely on a place he called the Sunken Point.

But the experiments called for an extricated, untainted use of the veins. Much to modern humanity’s relief, this proved impossible for him. The depravity of his studies precluded him from satisfying the purity of weave required to attain his goal.

This scholar has not laid eyes on the notes and beseeches the Creator that none ever shall. Servants of the Defiled exist in every age, even with their masters so imprisoned. Alasha himself once proved contact possible beyond that putrid vale, and many wretched souls would seek the gift of power, no matter how tainted.

“Callan, what do you think about this? It might relate to Vitality.” Gedri said, pulling Callan reluctantly away.

At the headache-inducing language of Gedri’s text, Callan stifled a swallow and closed his own read, first marking his page with a wrapper he still had from dinner. He scooted closer to Gedri, but at that moment, Counter Muesser approached in a swish of robes. Without hesitation, the curmudgeon snatched Fall of Alasha, his eyebrows waggling enough to contend with his nostrils. “Who let you in to the restricted section?”

“No one,” Callan said, more in question than answer. While he had permission to access most of the Archives for information relevant to the Vein of Vitality, that did not include the restricted section at the rear of the Archives, in direct line of sight from the librarian’s desk.

Callan resisted the urge to squirm under Muesser’s glare.

Finally, the librarian relaxed. “This book does not belong here. I apologize for the inconvenience.” His apology sounded anything but. Without another word, he secured the work under his arm and marched to the back aisles.

Callan’s quizzical gaze followed Muesser, but Gedri let out a relieved sigh. “I thought he was kicking us out. Can you imagine?”

Callan nodded, but he watched the Star Counter through the bookshelves. Somebody had taken that book out recently, and it wasn’t Callan. And Muesser seemed to have recognized it the moment Callan shut its cover.

As the librarian produced a metal rod from his robe, a dizzying blur gathered around his arms, like the warp around Gedri’s lumen. Muesser was one of the few valaren who became a Star Counter rather than a Shu’Ranai.

The metal piece glimmered with Spirit’s blue trusar energy, and he inserted it into a small hole. The air shimmered briefly as it disabled the lethal barrier protecting the aisles. To pass through it while activated was a fatal mistake, as the brusque willowspur of a librarian had warned on Callan’s first visit.

The man shelved the book and swished to his desk, where he tried to hide stolen glances at Callan. Discomforting anxiety made any further studying futile.

“I think that’s all I can manage tonight, Gedri,” Callan said, closing the page on sprawling family trees.

“Did you get to the part about the Resolute?”

Callan raked a hand through his hair. “Why don’t you tell me your specific question tomorrow, and I’ll talk to Mairwen.”

Gedri nodded, immediately returning to his books as if Callan didn’t exist. Callan carried his book to Muesser’s desk. He affected his most polite smile and placed the book down. “I figure you might want to put this away, not me. Sorry about earlier.”

The Star Counter pulled the book to himself with a mutter and turned back to his pages.

Callan, meanwhile, glanced at the back wall, where more metal rods sat. Shu’Ranai occasionally requisitioned them from the librarian, although sometimes they needed Muesser to activate the relics, since it required the Vein of Spirit.

Callan looked to the far end of the Archives, where Muesser had taken his book. Surprisingly, he already awaited his next library visit.


Chapter 7

Visitations
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Callan carried a pot of mushroom stew with both hands and opened the door using only his elbow. He liked the cooks, who were used to his after-dinner visits for extra servings.

The dim lighting in this set of passages probably made navigation difficult for those who didn’t already know the route. He wasn’t sure if the Shu’Ranai were right about direct sunlight being too bright for the Dulled, but they had to be wrong about always serving them the same meals. Nutritious, yes, but who wanted to only eat one thing?

He held the door open for the four people following him, who bore an assortment of pastries and meats. Only one was a servant. The other three hailed from a small town in Rubes’s outskirts.

A man with blond hair and braided forelocks, which kept the rest of his hair in place, coughed for attention. “The hour grows late, Vein Render.”

“We’re almost there, Master Dinsley.”

He couldn’t remember if the man’s title was Baron or Patron, but he figured it was better to blame his humble Ossindian roots than choose the wrong honorific. Some people were sensitive about that.

Besides, after all their excitement at meeting the Vein Render, they were the ones who had asked how they could be of service. Yes, they probably had meant with policies, but it was their fault for granting him an open-ended request. Bearing special titles sometimes works in my favor.

After cracking the next door open, Callan pushed it open with his foot. “We’re here! Now, if you can just help me pass out these⁠—”

“Ah,” said a matronly Shu’Ranai from within the room. “The Vein Render graces us with another visit.”

Callan liked her. In a tower full of Dulled that for some reason were kept largely out of sight, she was one of the primary caretakers.

“But who else comes? Our visiting patrons, welcome. Surely you are needed elsewhere?”

“Yes, Estee—” started the blond man, but Callan patted him on the back and cut in.

“No, Esteemed Yurta, they were only drinking wine in the common⁠—”

“I will take it from here,” she said with a smile.

Callan opened his mouth again, but a gag of air muted his tongue. Fair enough, he thought with a smirk. Meanwhile, Esteemed Yurta excused the group and instructed the servant in their number to escort the Rubian patrons wherever they wished.

When their retreating footsteps faded away, she turned to Callan and cleared her throat. He pointed to his mouth, and she chuckled, releasing the gag.

At her lifted brow, Callan went directly to the defense. “Isn’t the Vein Render’s job to unite everyone?”

“Oh, whoever they assign to you will have their hands full. And what is this?” she asked, inspecting the food. Her warm smile bent down in mild disapproval. “More sweets?” She sucked her teeth. “It’s one thing for an active youngster like you to eat this, but not when the poor dears never break a run.”

One of the Dulled reached for a pastry, slowly, and Callan gave her an imploring smile. The elderly woman sighed and shook her head, distributing the pastries to those nearest. She changed her topic of reproach. “You realize our visitors will return home at some point? Is this how you wish them to remember you?”

Callan shrugged as he ladled the soup into some smaller bowls. “I don’t see why not. Aren’t some Rubians in this room?”

“Of course, but many find it challenging to face so directly the bleakmires’ effects, or the black storms’, whichever have you.”

Callan let out a noncommittal sniff. “They don’t even know how to act around them.”

She nodded slowly. “I do not disagree with you, my child. But people are imperfect,” she said, gesturing to the broader tower rather than the occupants here, “and there is a reason we accept the dears.”

Callan sighed. “Perhaps.”

He glanced at the drawn curtains, then at Esteemed Yurta. After a brief pause, she nodded, and Callan opened them. Soft purple light filled the room. Even with Esteemed Yurta, it had taken time for her to allow at least this. Yes, Callan understood the Shu’Ranai rationale not to overstimulate the Dulled with views from the seventh floor. But that didn’t mean he thought they were right.

Most of the Dulled here were quieter than those he remembered from back home. He thought back to Eydoll, who at least made occasional eye contact. He wished he knew what went through their minds.

After distributing all the food, Callan brought out some rocks. That was another thing about Eydoll and those back home. Callan could press a colored stone into any of their hands, and eventually they would hold on to it. Here, though, it didn’t matter the object, unless it was food. That didn’t stop him from trying on each visit.

One woman here had the same button nose as Nolia, even though she was twice Callan’s age. He didn’t consider it favoritism, but he found comfort in talking to her especially. He took a seat next to her as she finished a bite of glazed dough.

“You remind me of my sister,” he said to the Dulled woman as he pressed a pink stone with white flecks into her palm. She stared through Callan. “I lost her to a bleakmire. We never found her body.” He offered a smooth gray rock. It fell to the ground when he released his hands, and he sighed.

Back at the Seam, Callan had seen what happened when Maarat unspun the fibers of a person’s being and turned them into Dulled. That wasn’t the only fate any had suffered, though. Some people, he mangled into shade fiends. Callan winced at the memory of human spines hunching over into figures of borehounds or flesh shriveling to a desiccated gray as eyes sank into hollow sockets.

He hated not knowing if that had been Nolia’s fate. There had to be some other option.

Through the windows, he saw two storms on the horizon—one natural, one not. At this distance, both looked small. But even Vestral’s light hardly touched the black storm. It turned his stomach to think that more people might end up in this very room as a result of that black storm, or any other.

He kept his eyes on the storm but addressed the Dulled woman. “Whatever it takes, I will fight Maarat. I swear it.” He turned to her with a pressed smile. When he placed a green stone in her palm, it joined the others on the ground.

He patted her shoulder and leaned against the wall, tucking his arms around his knees. Until he set out from the tower to fight shade fiends and accompany the Shu’Ranai as they rallied the princedoms, this was the closest he felt to doing something right.

I’m not giving up on you, Nolia.

He stayed for another ten minutes until the fatigue building behind his eyes demanded he seek his own bed.

After ascending several flights of stairs, he turned toward the hallway leading to his chambers. He froze when he saw the hooded figure hunched at his door. It moved as if sniffing for a way inside.

Instinctively, Callan sharpened his sight, hoping to make out some distinguishing mark. The ridgeline of a nose was all he spied through the raised cowl’s depths, and the looming figure turned to face him. Deftly, it dashed away.

Callan pursued.

“Stop!” he shouted, hoping to wake others. “Stop that person!”

He reached the edge of the corridor only to see the figure dash around another corner. And this time, when Callan made it there, a Star Counter robe lay on the ground, cast off in haste. Callan’s chest heaved from the short sprint, but he dashed even faster to the next turn. It opened into the atrium. Several people walked the stairs, though few were out at this hour.

All had cloaks of their own, and some cast quizzical looks at him.

The nearest was a group of three emissaries two levels above him. “Did you see someone run out here?”

They startled at his volume and lifted their fingers to their lips with a hiss. They were worried about that noise? He had shouted a moment ago. Many staircases led into nooks or outside the tower—too many to investigate.

He glanced behind him. Not a single person had come out of their rooms at his cry. Some Shu’Ranai of the Vein of Impulse could weave sound wardings. Could the culprit have done the same?

Shaken, he grabbed the Star Counter robe and lifted it. Nothing marked it as extraordinary. No stain from food, no dirt from the outer courtyards, no ink smudges from scribe work. He clutched it in his fist and walked tensely back to his room, where he shoved the cloak under the bed. After locking the door, he took the solitary chair and wedged its back beneath the handle.


Chapter 8

Light and Shadow
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Vasha shut her chamber door and pressed her back against it. The servants’ giggles faded to the edge of her awareness yet still aggravated her.

Who did these servants think they were? She was neither Shu’Ranai nor Oathsworn anymore. The High Seat had declared her anathema overseas, even if she desired otherwise. What do I care for their blind ways?

She padded to her bed, picked up her pillow, and accidentally threw it at the wall, where it burst in a loud pop of feathers.

“Oh my,” said Vayuna, startling her. His eyes glowed a soft white, and for a moment his face reflected a lighter, almost comical version of her scowl before smoothing out.

“Can’t you knock?”

“No,” he answered, disappointment in his raspy voice. “I’ve tried.” He pressed a fist against the wall. His skin—or rather, the outer layer of contained mist—bulged where it met the wall. He tried once more, harder, and it puffed into a cloud.

“Light-cracked omen bearer.” As he tsked at her, she plopped down onto her bed. “Sorry, Vayuna. It’s not you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Vasha. Of course it is me.” He puffed his hand against the wall again and watched it reform. “See?”

She sighed and ignored him.

Her dream calling remained unfulfilled; the events at the Seam had not satisfied it. For now, her path involved accompanying Callan to the provinces, which meant waiting.

Initially, helping the servants by delivering food to the Oathsworn’s chambers seemed a suitable way to pass time. Yes, the Oathsworn had scowled at her and showered her with their titles of Ally of Shadow and False Friend.

But they were wrong.

She rolled her neck. Vayuna did, too, although at horrifyingly jarring angles, so she shut her eyes.

Moreover, the Oathsworn’s weaves were just as ineffective as hers inside the tower. Connection to the Eternal Realm proved impossible within the grounds, although just outside the great doors, she could reach out to her tynata once more.

But even if the wretches did escape their cozy quarters on the twelfth floor—the Shu’Ranai were too generous of jailers—and encountered her outside, she could simply remain in the Temporal World. She still recalled how they had tried to blast her with beams of light in the Eternal Realm.

No, they were no concern to her. What had truly bothered her about that prior visit was the reminder that she had once followed their sanctimonious ways. So what of the name-calling? Plenty of pledged—undeserving ones at that—had whispered mockeries about her at the Sanctuary Hold. But who among those had discovered lost knowledge?

Let those withered, judgmental, kiln-blasted⁠—

Voices outside her door distracted her.

“. . . That room there, yes? Very good.” It was a man’s voice. “I will wait. Be on with your duties.”

As she rose, her fist clenched. Who was the antagonistic servant this time? She was not their plaything!

She yanked the door open. “For the last time, it is you who annoy me, not those dry, withered⁠—”

She stopped. The man standing beside the pillar in the columned hallway wore an Oathsworn robe. The briefest moment of panic overcame her until she reminded herself he was powerless. But what was he doing on her floor?

He smirked when he caught the hesitation in her voice. “You have changed quite a bit, Govashqah.” He gestured to her lank hair, no topknot keeping it up, then to her green sash, and finally to her hemmed gray robe, which she had cut distinctly to differentiate herself from both Oathsworn and Shu’Ranai.

Vasha lifted her chin. “Thank you.” She turned to Vayuna. “Omen Bearer,” she said, leaning in to the words in case it sparked fear in this fool, “fetch the Shu’Ranai. A stray dog has wandered from its kennel.” She turned back to him, refusing to return the smile etched on his face.

He looked vaguely familiar, but she would have recalled him if he had taught any of her lectures.

Then she recognized him. He had arrived with Guardian Lomisham—that screeching, discordant fool of a leader who had banished her with only a half loaf of bread. That is how the Shu’Ranai ought to treat them.

“What you did to us that day,” he said, “when you sealed our powers, I have never seen.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You, the Ally of Shadow, are a danger. Yet here, you are far less formidable.” He tilted his head, his eyes nearly slits. “I remembered you fiercer.”

Vasha scanned the halls for any sign of a servant or a guard. For once, no attendant loitered nearby, but a Shu’Ranai shuffled at the corridor’s far end. Vasha cupped a hand to her mouth to amplify her voice. “You, Elder! This Oathsworn has left the twelfth floor.”

The Shu’Ranai, confused, waddled over. Vasha turned back to the gloating Oathsworn but frowned as he bowed and extended a piece of paper to the approaching Shu’Ranai. The elder squinted and leaned in to snatch the slip from a cautious distance before glaring at Vasha for an apparent inconvenience.

What was on the note? Her lack of interest in the elders’ rules didn’t endear them to her, so she didn’t bother asking. She was done with bylaws, Oathsworn or otherwise.

Vasha peered at the sheet the man held. He leaned against the pillar but extended it to her. If she wanted to read it, she would have to join him. Vasha snorted and moved to close the door, but Vayuna popped through, half his body dispersing as he collided with and through the solid wood.

“It’s true,” said the unwanted Oathsworn, eyes widening as he made a star sign.

Vayuna cocked his head. “You’ll have to be more specific. Many things are true.”

The fool shook his head slowly. “Of course, the Ally of Shadow keeps company with an omen bringer.”

Vasha straightened her robes by tugging once on each side. “What message are you holding?”

“It is my leave to stroll the halls unguarded.”

“The Shu’Ranai would not permit you anywhere near their stores of knowledge. What lies did you spout to gain⁠—”

“No lies, Govashqah of Gho. I do not follow the shadow, no matter that my . . . esteemed hosts permit its corruptions in their very walls.”

“I fought the Great Deceptor at the Seam. What did you and your companions do?”

“So you claim,” he said, not answering her question. You attacked me and the Shu’Ranai’s precious Vein Render, that’s what. “But,” he continued, “I would ask you who opened breaches along every tynspire across the ocean, all the way here? And who found themselves fit to walk the Eternal Realm on foot without progressing through rank and ritual?” He shook his head. “Shade fiends awaited us at the Seam, and my question to the High Seat when I return will be, Who is responsible?”

“I did nothing I knew you in your base abilities could not address.” She recalled one or two breaches that had opened wider than she intended but did not see the need to say so now. She had helped at the Seam!

“We will figure out how you have managed this great deception.” He leaned in to the last two words, as if calling her the Great Deceptor herself. Why, if that were the case, the world would have crumbled by now.

Vasha half shut her door as the man pressed himself off the pillar and took three steps forward. She disliked his expression, resembling a rock eel peeking from the crannies of a sinkhole’s rim. Instinctively, she cleared her mind and eased her shoulders, reaching for her vein. But it was useless.

“That slip does not grant you permission to approach my door.”

He raised mocking eyebrows at her before glancing at his paper. His lips moved obnoxiously longer than necessary for two scrawled lines. Then he tucked it away in his robe and offered a pleasant smile. “I see nothing to the contrary.” His smile flattened. “My chief business lies elsewhere, but I was curious to see the Ally of Shadow with my own eyes.”

Vasha scoffed. “What do Oathsworn want from Shu’Ranai?”

“An alliance.”

“Absurd.”

He smirked and shrugged. “Is it unreasonable for two peaceful orders? Yes, one harbors an agent of darkness, but I have already voiced my plans to address that matter.”

Vasha scoffed. Both orders sought peace, yet they also accused each other of heresy.

He shook his head at her scorn. “Do you have any idea the turmoil you caused at the Sanctuary Hold?” Derision infused his voice. When Vasha still didn’t respond, the Oathsworn tilted his head. “I don’t think you do, do you?” He squinted for a moment and then laughed through his nose. “Do you know who they sent to Dhonai?”

Dhonai. Where was that? Vasha brushed some hair from her face to hide her glance at the map on the wall. Vayuna was already pointing to the location. That was on the border between South and North.

“Dhonai is too far north even for Oathsworn influence.”

His smile widened as he nodded. “Indeed. By all means, visit them and discover for yourself.” Upon her hesitation, his lips curled as he leaned in and dipped his chin. “Do not think you can evade the High Seat’s judgment forever. We will see justice served.”

Vasha inhaled deep. The High Seat. Lomisham. At the Seam, his absence had shocked Vasha. Disappointed her, even. She would have enjoyed beholding Lomisham’s face, defeated.

“I fear nothing from the High Seat.”

“Nor he from you. Light will overpower shadow.”

Vasha opened the door wide and assumed a stance. The Eternal Realm eluded her, but he might not know. Regardless of the vein, she wanted to punch him. She smirked when he stepped back, proud to have revealed his fear. Worthless, withering coward.

At that moment, a different Shu’Ranai approached, a glowing lumen hovering over his shoulder. Vasha wished to conjure one just to blind the Oathsworn fiend out of spite. Why is my connection to the veins dimmed in these wretched walls while the Shu’Ranai have no struggle?

The two men exchanged terse greetings, but fortunately the withered guardian needed to depart for his meeting. Before leaving, though, he bade Vasha a sinister farewell.

Sweet light.

When she was alone, she shut her door and leaned against it, even more tired than before this whole business with unwanted visitors. At least Vayuna didn’t annoy her, distracted by an effort to lift the pile of feathers from the ruptured pillow.

Let the Oathsworn waste their resources hunting her. Her path lay among the northern princedoms, whenever this withered Shu’Ranai escort arrived to usher Callan. She would take every opportunity on this journey to enhance her abilities beyond anything the Oathsworn managed with their restrictive approach.

Whenever she did eventually go south, she would have the backing of the princedoms. Perhaps she might fulfill her dream calling by that time too.


Chapter 9

Delicate Dance
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Drenched in sweat, Callan barely raised his blade in time to parry Rhogana’s dual onslaught of swords. A small crowd had gathered in the nearby garden, although they always kept their distance when Rhogana had her weapons out. The safety of the stone fence separating the garden from the hillside appeared a sufficient barrier.

While they watched in leisure, Callan contended on his back foot, heel uprooting the thin grass. Rhogana always pressed harder when she had an audience, but he wouldn’t suffer her jibes this afternoon. Despite his exhaustion, he lifted the flat edge of his blade in front of his nose.

Rhogana leaned toward him, her twin blades crossing in an X where his sword stopped them, but Callan pressed back, lightly shaking his head. Is that admiration on her face?

“Are you going to hold me here forever? Get out of this without making yourself vulnerable.”

Callan shifted his weapon sideways, sliding Rhogana’s two along with it.

She stepped back and dusted off her breeches as Callan caught his breath. “Well done, ward boy. You get better.”

“Thanks,” Callan said, unable to hide the small smile pulling at the corner of his lips. “It’s all because of your patience. Thanks, Rhogana, truly.”

She grunted and picked her fingernail with one sword.

While she pushed him hard during their sessions, she never exceeded his limits. Weeks ago, he dropped his sword under her every strike. Constantly sweaty palms added to the struggle. She had provided a solution, though, by wrapping leather strips around the hilt to wick away the moisture. It didn’t look as fancy as some of the visiting nobles’, but their swords looked more like displays than weapons. I intend to fight shade fiends, not impress them.

Unannounced, Rhogana looked up from her nail trimming and turned on the spectators, asking who was next. They scuttled away.

“Maybe you should take my place as diplomat, Rhogana.”

She chuckled once. “Sheathe your blade and start the Tolemca Dance.”

Callan took a settling breath, his triumph short-lived. Each series of flows composing the Tolemca Dance started from the sheathed position to promote quickened reflexes for any unexpected attack. Skill in the blade meant nothing if its wielder failed to draw it in time.

Sword at his waist, Callan entered the first stance, Mountain’s Root. He focused on the solidity of the ground and unleashed his blade as if a single opponent stood squarely before him. Stability and focus were key here. Each progressive stance assumed an incoming opponent from a different angle or distance. Raven’s Descent worked well if more space separated swordsman from foe, enabling swift, precise movements. In tight quarters, Snake’s Coil. If two enemies flanked from opposite ends, Willow’s Whip.

Callan grasped the importance of adapting his sword-drawing technique to suit each situation, as well as how it enabled subsequent execution. But the reflexes still eluded him, requiring a higher cognitive effort. He wondered how Gedri would fare with this.

Then he chuckled. Gedri might get the concepts down, but he doubted the younger boy had the stomach for fighting.

Thoughts of Gedri reminded him of Aryn. Callan clenched his hilt, the moisture from his palms building, but still he kept his grip.

“Focus, ward boy. Enemies strike easiest when your mind is elsewhere, and your Willow’s Whip left your rib exposed.” She demonstrated the stance with five quick slashes. “You must expect all sides at once. A bloodthirsty grimdol might always come at you head on, but more intelligent foes use coordination. Bandits will kill you as quickly as a borehound.”

Callan nodded, but his stomach tightened. Sword practice typically cleared his mind, but now Rhogana’s words reminded him of the dangers awaiting him outside the tower. He peeked toward an adjacent hill, where a lone dunelark hopped along the ground. Rhogana wasn’t wrong about the danger out there, but it wasn’t just outside the tower he needed to defend himself. The sniffing silhouette outside his door and the abandoned Star Counter robe remained vivid in his head. Bandits might be worse than grimdols, but what about a corrupt valaren? His eyes drifted to the tower’s dark windows.

Rhogana’s annoyed mutters shook him from his reverie.

Pits below, Callan. Stop worrying about that right now and focus.

They continued sparring, but it was a few minutes before he successfully curbed the impending dangers from flooding his mind more strongly.

When Perlith eventually called for Rhogana, the hulking woman sheathed her blades. “Not bad. But remember,” she said, tapping her temple, “focus.” She clapped the dust from her hands. “That’s all for now. Go, and keep your sword on you. Get used to it at your side.”

“Don’t you think people might consider it threatening if I always wear it?”

She scanned him, then grunted. “Not yet.”

Callan frowned. At least her voice sounded warmer than usual. With one last noncommittal swing, he resigned himself back to the tower, where Sabhira probably giggled beside Aryn. Or Gedri conspired to ensnare Callan into some group task with that smooth-talking val’trusar.

How could his dislike of Aryn rank as high as bandits and shade fiends? He recognized the absurdity, but the stone-blasted lump with his stupid blond hair somehow earned the spot anyway.

As he kicked his boot to scuff the ground, a crackle underfoot revealed a thin shell of red crystal. Now it decides to appear? Even then, it dissolved like melted ice. He paused, though. That one handbook linked Vitality to emotion. Could heightened emotions be a part of his own weaving aid?

He closed his eyes and imagined Aryn’s dumb smile. Inside his clenched fist, a faint, almost imperceptible bit of heat warmed his palm. When he opened his eyes and fist, he smiled at the small red crystalline clump. It faded away in a matter of moments, leaving no trace.

Then a thought struck him. With a smile, Callan returned his sword to its scabbard.
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Lavender and rose aromas wafted through the laundering rooms’ doorway, reminding Callan of Durinvale’s wildflowers. But with Aryn inside, he doubted he would enjoy resting here long. Callan mustered his resolve, hid his reluctance, and rapped on the mantle. “Hey, Aryn. Have a moment?”

Aryn looked up from pressing the water from a final rinse. He lifted an eyebrow at Callan and squinted. After casting his eye to the side, he returned it to Callan. “Yes?” He wasn’t quite as warm without Sabhira nearby.

Should I crouch down to his eye level? It might make Callan seem more sincere. His mind wanted his body to stoop, but he kept standing. “So, you saved Gedri from the Zai’daem.”

Aryn adjusted himself to face Callan directly. His lips pressed slightly, inviting Callan to continue. I bet he suspects I’m trying to soften him up to me. That was his plan, after all—start by dropping Gedri’s name before attempting to smooth his relationship with Aryn.

“I respect that. I don’t like how they treat people either. A friend of mine once wanted to join them, but he’s different from them. Was different. He wouldn’t have lasted with them anyway.” Callan almost continued on a rant about Kipp, but he cleared his throat. Focus. “You fought back. That’s admirable.”

Aryn’s chest rose as he inhaled, but he remained silent.

“Listen, I think we never really started off on the right foot. I’m struggling with some of my reading, and I was wondering if you might help?”

Aryn’s crinkled eyes finally unscrunched. “Ah, I see why the sudden change. You need something of me.”

“No, it’s not like that!” Callan gritted his teeth and had to force his fist to unclench. “I mean, you’re right. I do. But consider this a peace offering.” He raked his hair. I have no idea how to handle this.

“Imagine, the Shu’Ranai want to present you to royalty.”

Callan hoped his thin smile hid his underlying glower.

Another moment, Aryn held Callan’s gaze and then finally sighed. “What are you struggling with?”

“It’s history. So many rock-dry books . . . Perhaps you can help me find the right ones?”

Setting down the bundle of cloaks, Aryn folded one arm across his chest and lifted the other. With the raised hand, he rapped his chin with a single knuckle. “Gedri can help you with that. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather ask him?”

Lights below, of course Gedri could. That would be more bearable, too, but wasn’t the goal. Some diplomat I make. Impatient to get to the main point, Callan took a more direct approach.

“Gedri’s the one who suggested this. I won’t lie, I’m doing this more for him. He wants us to be friends. Friendly.” Callan glanced upward at the vents before blowing out a breath. “We don’t have to be best friends. I’m just trying to keep an open mind.” Callan doubted genuine friendship was likely, but it would be better than outright hostility. Sabhira might even decide to talk to Callan rather than scold him.

“Very well. What idea do you have?”

Callan’s lips lifted in a smile. “Well, there are some works in the Archives I could use your help locating . . .”

Not only might this appease Sabhira, but those metal key rods Muesser used to unlock the restricted section only responded to Spirit essence. Having a val’trusar with him might be just what he needed. He patted his pocket to reassure himself of the small parcel he had prepared.


Chapter 10

Hunting Histories
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Callan attempted casual conversation while they walked to the Archives, but Aryn’s stiff answers made it challenging. Silence proved less awkward.

Upon reaching the library doors, Callan directed Aryn toward the ceiling-high shelves on either side.

“Callan, these won’t contain anything helpful. There’s an entire history section. These are just to impress visitors.”

“I know,” Callan said, aware of Muesser eyeing them. The Star Counter practically exuded a reprimand for them to keep quiet. Callan offered a watery smile to the insufferable librarian and placated him by lowering his voice. “But don’t some worthwhile books end up here? I feel like I’ve scoured the history aisle.”

“Let’s just have a look there first, and we can come back⁠—”

“Please?” Callan just needed to bide his time a little longer. Muesser still watched them, but two emissaries—definitely Vhorin—entered behind them. And they approached Muesser. Perfect.

Muesser turned his ever-scowling gaze on the emissaries, and Callan pointed Aryn’s attention to another book. While Aryn looked away, Callan pulled out the small package and unstoppered an inkwell. He poured some out on a couple books on a lower shelf and let the half-empty inkwell sit on the ground.

“That’s not history, Callan. Really, let’s just go⁠—”

The emissaries were leaving Muesser.

“Hang on, Aryn, let me try the other side. Can you give this shelf another scan, though?”

Aryn inhaled and, after giving Callan a flat look, nodded.

When Callan situated himself on the other side, he waited until Aryn’s eyes drifted upward. He quickly focused on everything annoying about the blond boy, and a small pellet formed in his hand. Before it dissolved, he pelted it at the inkwell; the glass shattered, which caused Aryn to jerk back in surprise.

Muesser rushed up from his desk and waddled to Aryn. “What was that?” Before Aryn could answer, Muesser gasped and pointed in horror at the stained floor. “What have you done?”

As Aryn sputtered to fit a response between Muesser’s berating, Callan stalked to the Star Counter’s desk. Several metallic rods hung on hooks behind the desk. He palmed one. Muesser shoved Aryn into the adjacent scriptorium and placed the stained books on top of a podium. “Scrub! You are val’trusar. Remove it!”

Aryn’s jaw dropped. “Ink removal takes forever!”

“Exactly. You expect me to waste my time over your clumsiness? Quickly now, before the ink sets.”

Aryn groaned and explained once more that the inkwell wasn’t his, but Muesser ignored him. Callan stared from beyond the door, but so did those two emissaries, so Callan fit in.

Not until Aryn began weaving with his trusar essence did Muesser snort. “I want every stain lifted, and I will be watching! Do not bring it to me until it is spotless.”

Callan received no more than a disgruntled glare from Muesser as the lump passed him. With the flustered Star Counter stalking to his desk, Callan slipped into the scriptorium.

Rod in palm, he approached Aryn and pointed at one of the stained pages. He positioned his hand so his finger hid the rod, and he timed his tap right as a thread of trusar essence surged over that section of paper. “What happened here?” The rod thrummed against his palm, and he retracted his hand before the metallic key glowed.

Aryn looked Callan in the eye and squinted but didn’t answer.

Muesser, meanwhile, poked his head through the door. “What,” he yelped, “are you doing in there? Out! Leave him be!”

Callan jumped. He hadn’t expected Muesser to check on Aryn after only a few seconds. He offered Aryn a sympathetic shrug and excused himself from Muesser’s shadow. With the first step complete, the restricted aisle awaited directly at the far end.

Two Shu’Ranai responsible for shelving all returned scrolls and books sat in an alcove near it, unfortunately. They still peered at the commotion with lifted chins. Callan had counted on Muesser monitoring Aryn to enter the restricted aisle, but now he had to skirt the notice of these two as well.

With an innocuous gait, Callan browsed various aisles, nearing the back. How could he distract them?

Those two usually pushed a cart with returned texts, right? It might be nearby . . . Yes. Just a couple rows down. Rather than walk down the main aisle, he wove around the back side of an adjacent row, then sidled to the cart. Breath held, he towed it nearer to the restricted aisle.

He waited until Muesser returned to the scriptorium—that didn’t take long—and placed the cart partway to the aisle. After untabbing the ribbon closure on a scroll, he rolled it along the ground. The rustling paper caught the two elders’ attention.

“Didn’t you put this cart away?” Tufts of yellow hair poked from behind a balding Shu’Ranai’s ears, and more yellow-tasseled fringes decorated his sleeves’ hems than his gray-whiskered companion’s.

“I did,” said the second Shu’Ranai, confusion in his voice.

“Well, I don’t want Muesser barking at me. Go roll that scroll and put the cart away! It’s blocking his precious view of the main aisle.”

Only the lesser-ranked Shu’Ranai rose. Callan silently cursed the lazier one for not getting up too. At least at this angle, the cart hid Callan not only from Muesser’s view but also from the bald one’s.

But when he pulled the rod out from his cloak, he panicked. For a moment, he thought the trusar infusion had vanished; while it still glowed, it had definitely dimmed. He needed to act fast!

With one more peek to confirm Counter Muesser still scrutinized Aryn, he inserted the rod into the keyhole.

The air shimmered silently as a network of blue strands flashed in and out of view, but neither Shu’Ranai noticed, their yellow fringes denoting their powers of a different vein. The shimmer vanished—did that mean the barrier was down or that the rod’s stored trusar energy hadn’t held enough charge to disable it? With a swallow and a perhaps reckless test, he pushed his finger past the aisle’s lip.

His skin didn’t shrivel.

Callan held his breath, ducked, and balanced stealth with speed as he crept down the aisle to where he spotted the red leather spine of Fall of Alasha. Crouched like this, his reach didn’t extend to the shelf. Dare he stand and risk being seen?

Meanwhile, the lazy, balding Shu’Ranai chuckled over how his mustachioed companion better hurry before Muesser noticed.

Callan tossed his caution away and rose from his crouch. Standing on his toes didn’t give him the best control, and his urgency didn’t help either. The book stuck to another beside it.

Just as the gray-whiskered Shu’Ranai finished rolling the scroll, Callan pried Fall of Alasha from the shelf. Both it and the other book dropped into the crook of his arm. Some pages bent, but the dry crinkle didn’t attract unwanted attention.

He waddled in his crouch back toward the entrance. He should have just enough time to slip out.

Then the air started shimmering again, the network of blue essence descending like fabric unfurled to cover a window. Heart pounding, Callan raced without a thought for stealth before the warding fully reassembled.

Near the edge, his squatting thighs burned, the blue blaze of the barrier reflecting off his glistening nose. Was this how he would die? Survive the Sealed One at the Seam just to perish in a library?

He squeezed his eyes as he ducked into a roll, expecting the barrier to kill him or at least sever an arm. The moment never came.

Heights above! Callan had made it out unnoticed, alive, and with all body parts intact!

He darted all the way down the nearest row to distance himself from the restricted aisle when he realized he had left the rod in the slot. As he wondered whether he should go back to retrieve it, the balding Shu’Ranai bellowed about it.

Hairs bristled on Callan’s neck. They’ll discover what I did. But then he registered the lazy guard’s grumbles. “Not only do you leave the cart out, but you didn’t return the rod to Muesser? He’ll have our hides!”

The relief hit.

Even that was short-lived, though. As Muesser hobbled down the main aisle, demanding quiet, Callan hugged the opposite wall. Muesser might glance down at the wrong moment and see Callan’s flushed face. But the flurry of robes undulated behind the ornery man as he stomped toward the now-silent Shu’Ranai. Callan breathed slowly to steady his heartbeat and proceeded closer to the Archives’ entry. He grabbed a random book from a shelf before poking his head out into the main aisle, sufficiently removed from the restricted section.

At the other end, Muesser bombarded the Shu’Ranai with questions as they tried to placate him.

“What,” shouted Muesser so loud it made Callan jump as much as the two Shu’Ranai, “is the meaning of this? I will have order in my Archives!”

A storm of finger-pointing overtook the two Shu’Ranai, with the balding one attributing both the uncharged key rod and the untidy cart to the whiskered man.

Muesser’s chin waggled with how his face shook. Then he glanced down the main aisle directly at Callan. “You!”

Callan lifted his brows innocently and glanced behind him for added measure, as if Muesser meant someone else. Then he lifted the book in his hand. “I’m just trying to read this.”

“You expect me⁠—”

“Pardon, elders.”

Blasted pits! That was Aryn’s voice. Callan turned to find Aryn’s cool gaze on him. Was he going to ruin this?

“Our honored visitor asked my help to find that very book. The . . .” His eye flitted to Callan’s hand. “Ah. Yes. The Diets of Horses in the Second Age. Riveting, I’m sure.”

“Right,” said Callan slowly, wondering what trick Aryn planned.

“I tried to help him find it,” Aryn continued, “but mistakenly sought it at the front, where my mishap took place. But also, somebody just fled the Archives. I didn’t see their face.”

Muesser’s chest puffed and retracted, his cheeks a deeper red than any of the surrounding dusty tomes. He then turned on the two guards. “You’ve cost us the culprit!”

As the librarian scolded the two Shu’Ranai, Callan mouthed his thanks to Aryn and debated fleeing. They might think that’s more suspicious. Instead, he sat at the nearest table and promptly studied all the foods the majestic horses of old consumed. He craved a sugar cube himself right now.

After several minutes, Aryn presented the ink-free pages to a flush-faced Muesser, who waved Aryn away. The young Shu’Ranai sat beside Callan in perfect silence, flipping through pages of a book of his own.

Callan peeked his way occasionally, but Aryn’s face remained flat.

Finally, when Callan had had enough of hay and mashes, he rose. Aryn followed.

Outside the Archives’ doors, Aryn cleared his throat. “I am sorry I wasn’t more helpful.” His pupils shrank, and his voice tightened. “I somehow knocked over an inkwell and needed to undo my damage.”

“Ah, uh, not a problem. I gave up and switched to something else.”

“Yes. I noticed.”

Callan coughed. “Um, yeah. Well, sorry this was a waste of time.”

“Indeed.”

When Callan thanked Aryn and apologized again, Aryn nodded slower than dripping honey. “For Gedri, Callan. I’m glad we had this chance to bond.”

Callan resisted the urge to bite his lip. “Yes, thanks again, Aryn.”

At his room, Callan closed the door and inhaled deep. He then rushed over to his desk, sat down, and pulled out the book, prying apart whatever gunky seal had stuck the other tome to it. The pages parted slightly at one place. He opened to the disturbed section, where he found his grease-stained wax wrapper.

He probably should have checked for that sooner, but his instincts were right. What are they trying to hide?

He had lost his initial place but read from this point.

Merriba, leader among the Defiled, stalked Alasha for many years. Why did he not kill him? Had he received orders from his foul master, the Prince of Death?

This scholar thinks not. For wouldn’t it be more in line with the Defiled’s ways to prey on lasting pain than entertain a quick thrill?

As the years passed, one by one, Merriba plotted and stripped any ties from those whom Alasha grew close with. Alasha never understood.

The next two paragraphs were blurred by water damage, but Callan thought he at least made out a part of the name Merriba again.

Bashed and battered, he lay as a helpless mutt, at the whims of those who would see him dead. In such a state, the ill-sanctioned powers that be discovered him.

A few pages were missing. Callan sifted forward and backward, but whatever pages not here had been removed long ago. Time had weathered their stripping.

Where the pages resumed, Callan continued.

It is a matter of wonder that Alasha permitted even one person to live. Why risk the accusation of mercy from his hands?

Yet mercy it was not.

For Alasha had imbued all the pains and desires of his own self on her. And the greatest harm was dealt to Jerrix in seeing what his betrothed had become. As she fled Jerrix, Alasha sought her and destroyed her, priding himself in her death as he forced Jerrix to watch. That moment fully shattered Jerrix.

Countless times did he try to return her to her former self, to enrapture others and recreate his bride. Each time, he failed.

Eventually, in her blood was he bathed—against his will or not, what we know is that he joined the undying ranks of the Defiled, locked into both enmity and treaty with Alasha. He, too, is imprisoned beneath the folds of the world, encased and severed from the veins lest he touch them and escape.

Again, the remaining pages were spoiled or missing. As much as Callan wanted to know more, he felt queasy at having read not one but three different Defiled’s names in proximity.

For the first time, Callan actually looked at the other book. It was solid black with a cracked leather spine. He glanced through it, but it was one of the dry reads, speaking only of shapes of things Callan couldn’t comprehend. He paused when he reached some speculations on what powers once existed, back when all five veins had been whole.

A knock on Callan’s door startled him. Gently, he closed both books and tucked them beneath his pillow.

At the door, the Grand Archon greeted him. Heights above, he must have heard about what happened at the Archives. Callan grimaced, preparing for the reprimand and for his library visitation rights to be stripped.

Instead, the Grand Archon smiled. “Callan, I know you have been eager to depart. May I come in?”


Chapter 11

Deep and Beyond
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Grand Archon Sorarris left Callan’s room comforted. Troubled dreams threatened the Vein Render would not unite the provinces, but the youth sounded pleased to hear his departure neared. His eyes had glazed when Sorarris explained the import of garnering the princes’ and princesses’ support, but Sorarris trusted the assigned entourage to resolve that.

Sorarris smiled idly at the obsidian pillars rising from the marbled floor. The Vein Render’s only request had been for the Dulled to take meals in the dining hall during regular hours. While unexpected, that mirrored the unity Sorarris sought.

Sadly, though, this had been only one of many anxieties wearying him.

How would history record Sorarris, Grand Archon of the Shu’Ranai? Would it name him one who failed the world in its time of need by letting his order fall into ruin? Every prophecy decreed the Vein Render critical for balance between all realms.

Yet even when he was a boy, many believed the prophecies were being fulfilled, only to discover that the world still waited.

Sorarris did not deny the importance of considering the future, but he vowed never to act as if it had already come. Many prophecies foretold the downfall of civilizations upon Vitality’s return.

Servants and fully fringed Shu’Ranai alike bowed to him as he passed, and he offered each a smile. One small absent-minded boy stumbled when he noticed Sorarris and dropped a loaf of bread on the red carpet. The poor boy seemed caught in a dilemma of restacking the loaf or hiding it. Sorarris remembered a time when he, too, had carried loaves.

Trying his best not to intimidate the youth, Sorarris crouched to the boy’s eye level. Fear paralyzed the child. Does this beard hide my smile?

“What is your name, young man?”

“Ya-Yannic, good Grand Archon lord sir.”

“Yannic. A wonderful name.”

Yannic’s lower eyelids trembled. “Please excuse me for disturbing you⁠—”

“Did you know,” Sorarris said as warmly as possible, “I was once your age? I recall a wedding feast between the Ossindian prince and Rubian princess. My duty was to pour the wine.

“Naturally, I came ready. Proud,” he said with a triumphant fist thrust, “to bring others joy. Carafe in hand, I marched to the scullery, when who but the minister himself flagged me for a pour.” He beamed at his fist, holding the imaginary pitcher, and then leaned in. “Can you guess what happened?”

Yannic must have questioned if this was a long-winded reprimand. He fidgeted as he eyed the fallen loaf. “N-no, lord Grand Archon.”

“Well,” Sorarris said, tilting his fist, “I went to pour it—and instead spilled it all over his white robes! I froze, and the music in the entire hall stopped.” He released the invisible pitcher and cupped an open hand to his mouth. With a lower voice, he added, “I nearly soiled myself with embarrassment.”

Yannic gaped. “How did they punish you, sir?”

Sorarris smiled so hard his eyes crinkled, mindful to make his levity clear through his thick beard. “Punish? Oh, no. The minister laughed and declared it a sign from the Creator himself. An offering and a reminder that a simple stain on the surface does not spoil what lies within. That day, he imparted a lesson to all present, beseeching the newly espoused to rejoice and share in even the trifles of life. The joy of union can overcome any inconvenience, great or small.”

Yannic’s eyes rivaled the second moon’s size, and his mouth hung open. Sorarris picked up the loaf, which broke the boy’s stupor.

“I’m so sorry, sir lord Grand Archon lord.”

“Yannic, did you not hear my story? This is but a triviality. Let us show gratitude for the chance to meet.” Sorarris rose with only slight difficulty. “I will enter your name into the scrolled lines. Thank you, Yannic, for reminding me that joy can yet exist, even when the bread plate is so full it risks tumbling.”

Yannic stuttered over his thanks, and Sorarris patted him on the head. He hoped he hadn’t frightened the boy even more. Had a beard as large and white as his own scared Sorarris at Yannic’s age?

When he finally arrived at his chambers, he eased into his chair, knees creaking. The small encounter with Yannic served as a reminder of wonderment’s beauty but also his declining agility.

At the engraved mahogany desk, his personal attendant ticked papers, arranging them into three piles.

“Eirdrys, could you please pass me my letters?”

“Yes, Grand Archon.”

He waved Eirdrys’s tiring bestowment of titles away. “After twenty years, how many times must I ask you to call me Sorarris, Eirdrys?”

“At least once more, Grand Archon.”

Sorarris puffed out his beard and shook his head in annoyance as he pointed to the desk.

On it sat a letter with a heavy wax seal imprinted with an O. Eirdrys brought it, and Sorarris checked for any signs of tampering. Satisfied, he opened it and scanned the contents. The usual goings-on about the black storms’ aftermath. News of raiding parties—that anybody would take advantage of the lesser fortunate in a time like this lit a fire in Sorarris’s chest—and accounts of abnormalities in the travel patterns estimated by the Star Counters. Stubborn refugees who clung to their homes continued to add to the increase of the Dulled. Bring me news I have not come to expect.

After reading, Sorarris massaged his temples.

“You should eat, Grand Archon. Shall I request a platter?”

The topic reminded him of the bread. “Very well. Can you add the name Yannic to the scrolled lines, please?”

“Yes, Grand Archon.”

When Eirdrys left, Sorarris lifted the letter. He closed the paper at its folds once more and pressed two fingers to the wax seal. The air around the paper inverted on itself. The paper, too, adjusted in a similar manner, and characters turned on themselves, swapping positions.

When he opened the letter again, he read the true contents.

Confirmed. The tower is unsafe from the shadow’s influence. Traitor presumed in my number. No more letters. Communication by weave only. Arrange a code upon my arrival.

—O

That was all. Sorarris closed his eyes and tapped a fingernail on his chair’s arm. Why must the Creator thrust this on him?

Sorarris already struggled to maintain even minor relations between the northern princedoms, and that excluded safety for the southern tribes. Da’Almi waited to see how his aid of Krshkv panned out before they agreed to approach the eastern continent on his behalf.

If the lands did not unite, the Sealed One would return. A crafty deceiver, the Prince of Lies.

Now he also needed to expunge corruption from his walls.

Hopefully the stain did not penetrate too deep.


Chapter 12

Firm Decision
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As Sabhira waited for Aryn, she paced the fifth floor’s ledge, the waterfall’s buzz dim. Callan was a right lump. At dinner, she had tried telling him about the Grand Archon’s mission, but he distractedly excused himself to read his books. Since when did he enjoy reading anything besides those adventure stories? Was he looking for reasons to avoid her?

She kicked a small pebble into the chasm and scowled at it until it soundlessly vanished.

Calm down, Sabhira. This was just a temporary frustration. Callan wasn’t always this irritating.

He had ended those Briveki boys’ teasing when her father left. Had given up his bread when she dropped her own in the mud a few years back. After all this time, he still might not know her favorite flower, but he cared for her in his own way.

But why should she spend two more weeks dallying around the tower if Callan lacked the decency to acknowledge she was doing it for him?

She shook her head slowly.

She still had time to accept Lord Evuar’s invitation for tomorrow. To help the Grand Archon’s cause and confront her father.

Light, it was probably her relationship with her father that caused these absurd conflicted emotions. Her temple heated at the thought of the power her father’s actions held over her even now.

As her unfocused eyes pierced the abyssal depths, a cough interrupted her. Aryn approached, possessing the dignity to observe the walls instead of Sabhira’s obvious scowl. I probably look more ridiculous than Callan. Aryn fidgeted with his robe’s sleeve but smiled when his eyes finally turned to her.

“You look bright, Sabhira.”

She accidentally sighed before saying thank you. She needed to tell him she no longer needed his company and be done with it. But he continued.

“Did you have a pleasant meeting with the ranger yesterday?”

“Yes, I did.”

He nodded, and Sabhira dug her nails into her palms.

He opened his mouth and closed it. She opened hers and closed it as well. Then they both opened their mouths, and he said, “I’m glad we could escape the tower’s bustle,” as she said, “I think it’s best we part ways.” Both blushed, he sucking his lower lip in, and she blinking more than necessary.

“I’m so sorry, Sabhira. Did I overstep? I wasn’t meaning to imply . . . I know you said you and Callan . . . I can leave at once, if you’d prefer.”

“No! Well, yes. I mean no, you didn’t overstep. And I don’t prefer you leave, but Aryn, I came to this tower with Callan. You and me spending time together in a place this . . . intimate . . .” Even if Callan can’t bother to spend his time with me.

Aryn clasped his right wrist in his left hand behind his back. “I understand. If you think it’s best, I can leave now, and we needn’t hold any further words. I have clearly caused you discomfort.”

Sabhira exhaled, her chest dropping into the depths with the cascading water. “It’s nothing you’ve done, Aryn. You really have been a wonderful host. But . . . we can just be friends, can’t we?”

She clenched her stomach. Why had she asked that? They had already established that yesterday, and her intention was to stop associating with him altogether, not to foster a friendship.

“Of course,” he said, eyes squinting. Air whistled through his nose, and then he sagged and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Sabhira, I really don’t know.” He reached for her elbow, then stopped himself. “I appreciate you trying to remain friendly with me, but if friendship is all we can share . . . I admire your strength, but I am weaker than you.”

“Oh,” she said, startled by the compliment. Just remain silent, Sabhira. “Well, thank you. You’re a gracious host. I agree, we really should go separate ways. Don’t you think it’s for the best?”

Aryn paused, seeming unsure of what to say. Of course he’s unsure. How else would he respond? I practically repeated his own words as if I hadn’t listened. But Aryn’s hesitation gave way to a pained smile. “What I believe is, some people enter our lives for a reason. Callan is a lucky man, and he must value you. Whatever special bond you two share, I envy, but I wish you the best. I cannot promise I won’t think of you, but I do not intend to put you in a position where the one who cares deepest for you is deprived.”

Sabhira’s jaw dropped. Something inside her wanted to toss her feelings for Callan into the chasm. If Callan always thought of her, he had a stone’s grace in showing it. And as thoughtful as Aryn was, he just didn’t interest Sabhira like that. Right? He was nice and kind and respectful. But . . .

“Aryn, that . . .”

You light-blasted lark! Let this slide! Her heart raced, merely because of the open pit. What was she doing here? Her mind careened in all directions at once, leaving her a lump-headed fool. She couldn’t throw away years with Callan in a single distracted moment because Aryn actually bothered to notice her when Callan was too busy.

She gasped at the sudden realization. Aryn confused her and would continue to if she stayed in the tower.

That decided it. She would depart tomorrow with Lord Evuar. She would figure out how to tell Callan, but she needed to do this for herself.

She waved her hands. “Aryn, I am so sorry for everything. My mind is not itself right now. Listen, the rangers invited me to join them tomorrow. I leave at dawn.”

Aryn frowned and opened his mouth, but Sabhira lifted a finger to silence him. I won’t let him say something thoughtful.

“I have already made my arrangements and cannot back out of it now.” Her cheeks flushed at the small lie, but she would speak to Lord Evuar immediately after this. Then Callan, which would be a dreadful conversation. But this lie was small and ultimately good because it cemented a wise decision. “I’ll be aiding the Grand Archon, and I even stand a chance at finding my father.” Already, she felt her conviction returning.

To herself she nodded twice, then once more to Aryn. “If you and I cross paths in the future, yes, it will be as friends and friends only, but it will be a while before that happens. Thank you for understanding. May we both find what we seek.”

She expelled the air from her lungs, though little remained with how many breathless words she had crammed together. Saying it relieved her. She should have made this decision the moment the Grand Archon first approached her, and now her words held her accountable.

Poor Aryn, he looks speechless. Well, there’s nothing to do about it now. I should make it easier for him by excusing myself, as he was kind enough to offer earlier for me.

“I am very sorry, Aryn. Have a wonderful evening, and I really wish you well.”

She marched past him and was already two steps away when she heard movement from him.

“Sabhira!”

I won’t change my mind, Aryn. I can’t. With a sigh, she turned, prepared to say those words aloud.

“I depart with the rangers tomorrow too.”

Her stomach lurched. If it had descended to the depths of the falls earlier, it just sank past Errathara’s core. She didn’t know if she only thought the word what or said it out loud, but Aryn continued, his sky-blue eyes simultaneously panicked and apologetic.

“I should have led with that. I came here to say that I’d give you and Callan space and that my superiors summoned me. They want me to look at some uncovered ruins. They suspect they found a relic trove and think it will be good training.” He lifted a lip with a light sniff. “I don’t really have an option, and if I tell the elders no, they’ll excuse me from the tower.”

Sabhira’s mind was a whirlwind. She let out a short laugh before her face contorted with a grunt. Aryn looked away, abashed. Oh, he would not do that to her. He would not take this away from her.

But what to do? She couldn’t ask him not to go. He just explained it would mean expulsion from the Shu’Ranai. But she had been certain of her decision to leave moments ago. Regardless of Callan, the Grand Archon needed her. Actually needed her!

And her father was out there, somewhere. She owed herself closure. But, oh for all the lark-filled pits, why must it unfold like this?

“Aryn,” she said and immediately stopped, having no follow-up words.

He offered a sympathetic smile and a shrug, the conflict apparent on his face. “I know. Sabhira, I understand everything you said.” Blast you, stop understanding me! “And I promise you, if you’re still thinking of going, I will stay out of your way.”

She gasped. “Of course I’m still thinking of going.” Why was she angry? Blast it all! “I just mean, this is what I need to do.” She nodded rapidly. “Yes, we should spend our time apart while journeying together. Rather, journeying in the same group. Not together. I suppose we may need to carry out joint camp tasks, but besides that . . .” She struggled over some additional words but was too busy berating herself to notice what she said.

Aryn coughed, nodding. “Of course.”

“Besides, I’m only traveling with them as far as the northernmost encampment. We won’t have that much time together. Not together-together. Just together.”

“Yes, I know.”

Sabhira sighed.

“I’ll leave now, Sabhira. See you tomorrow. Or, um . . .”

She lifted a hand and silenced him, her pathetic stare now directed at the swift, cascading waters.

He bowed, turned, and departed, leaving Sabhira to contemplate the tumbling falls.

Creator, but how had that happened? Kipp had always said the Creator possessed a fool’s sense of humor, and he might have been right. First dumping her from the Zai’daem into the hands of the Defiled, and now tossing her into the hands of Aryn.

Well, one certainly seemed better than the other.

But no, she was not going into Aryn’s hands. Not in the slightest.

She sighed, exasperated.

Had Aryn ever done anything truly wrong to her? How was she supposed to evade him the entire trip? Hopefully, enough people composed the group to make it easier.

One day at a time.

This day, though, was almost over. Light! She needed to tell Callan. And Lord Evuar!

She gathered her skirts and followed the meandering walls to find the ranger before he retired.


Chapter 13

New Knowledge
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“Where’d you get that?” Gedri’s head bobbed to better see the cracked black leather spine as he admitted Callan to his quarters.

Callan walked to Gedri’s desk. To hide his anticipation of Gedri’s attention, Callan casually flipped the cover in his hand before setting it down. “Just in the Archives.”

Gedri joined Callan and mouthed silently as he flipped through pages, curiosity piqued. “I don’t recognize this. Was it in the histories? Or the veins’ forms?”

Callan searched for an answer, but Gedri had already lost himself in the book’s contents. Everything Callan found dry caused Gedri’s head to jerk back in surprise and then relax with comprehension.

“How interesting . . . Callan!”

“Hmm?”

“When you see other people’s essences, can you touch them?”

“Kind of.” He thought back to anytime he saw the weaves employed by Mairwen or even Gedri. “It’s not a physical touch, though. And I usually only see them if I’m focusing on them, and even then, I sometimes can’t.”

Gedri scanned the page and nodded, as if he expected that. “When you do, though, can you influence them?”

Callan’s left brow arched up, recalling the other book’s mention of melding and shaping weaves. He tried to peek at whatever Gedri read in this text. “I think that’s a good description. Some, I can influence, but not always.” He explained how Mairwen’s bright threads seemed open to him but how anytime the threads looked dark, he couldn’t reach them. There were also the oily threads that radiated evil and porous threads that shattered at his touch.

Gedri craned his neck closer to the book and squinted, tucking his chin in and peering quietly at Callan through his eyebrows. Then he marked his spot with a hand and straightened. “Do you see any right now?”

Callan cocked his head. As if that was an answer, Gedri’s eyes shifted to the ceiling with a blustered sigh. He already flipped to a new page.

“You’re a real idiot sometimes.”

Callan blinked. “Excuse me?”

Gedri dismissed him, and Callan bristled. What was that for? Gedri could be excessive with his questions, but not rude. After summoning a lumen, Gedri looked up, his boredom plain. “What do you see here?”

With flexed jaw, Callan bit back resentment. “There’s a warping around the light. Is that what you mean? But it’s not threads.”

Gedri rolled his eyes. “Callan, we’re past that. Keep up. You’re never going to learn anything at that rate.”

Was the book cursed? Callan massaged his eye with his left hand and opened his mouth to ask Gedri to back up, but Gedri plowed over him. The bright-cheeked Shu’Ranai student demanded to know something about how selvages differed from pulls.

“Gedri!” Callan said, grabbing Gedri’s shoulders.

Then Gedri slapped Callan’s face, his lumen puffing out as he did. Callan restrained himself from punching the crazed kid in the nose, but he snatched the book back.

Gedri, meanwhile, clapped with an excited squeal. “That’s it, Callan! Wow! Great find with this.”

“What are you talking about, Gedri? And why did you slap⁠—”

Gedri blushed. “Oh, sorry. The book mentions val’odeshyr are more prone to passion and drive. It was just a guess to help you have a bit more chance of interacting with the vein. And I think it worked! See, I didn’t extinguish my lumen. That was you! I think, anyway. But look, it keeps going.” He gently pried the book from Callan’s grip. “If we instead try⁠—”

“Gedri, slow down. What are you even reading about?”

Gedri’s sheepish sigh sounded more apologetic than annoyed. “Callan, see this page here? What does that tell you?”

Callan stared at Gedri, then at the words. The text discussed a lot of things, each one confusing. It said material and ethereal affinities of the veins could be woven together by embracing a core. Weaves across veins were just as possible as interlacings of the same vein—and even of the same affinity. Eventually, the words blurred, and Callan’s eyes glazed.

Gedri, leaning forward, blinked eagerly. When Callan didn’t answer, he fidgeted until his pent-up excitement burst. “Callan, obviously we know the veins used to be fused together.”

“Right, obviously.” Callan didn’t hide his sarcasm. He actually did know that, but his cheek still stung, and some resentment at Gedri’s methods lingered.

Gedri squinted at Callan. “The Archives has books about the Golden Order. Haven’t you read any? Never mind. Look, material affinities. Those are the ones that usually create an elemental force—like light.” Gedri lifted his hand and produced a lumen. “And you can add a bit more of the same affinity . . .” Gedri’s brow furrowed as he focused, and the light began cycling through shades of blue and orange. He grinned at his own success. “And Esteemed Burris says only fourth years can do that.”

“Focus, Gedri.”

“Ah. Well, they haven’t covered much about the ethereal side yet, but I’ve studied some ancient machinery. Patterned grooves cover them all, almost like tynspires. I think that’s supposed to be a visual representation of a core.” Gedri’s eyebrows lifted, inviting Callan to finish the deduction.

Callan just blinked.

With a sigh, Gedri continued. “Cores are only supposed to be structural. But this talks about engaging cores to strengthen weaves.” At Callan’s blank stare, Gedri glanced around his room. Then he beamed and pointed at the arched doorway. “See the keystone at the top? It locks the frame in place. If we took the entire wall surrounding the mantle away, it would still stand, even though it’s only a single layer of stones wide. But when you add pressure against the sides, as long as the keystone stays, it makes the arch stronger. Maybe cores are similar. But every theory says they consist of all the veins. In valaren, you manifest the strongest force in your core’s structure.”

Callan nodded. “You and Vasha are val’adamyr. Knowledge.” Callan glanced at the boring textbook and then at Gedri’s glistening eyes.

“Yes! And you’re val’odeshyr. But we don’t know what Vitality’s major trait is. But when you’re annoyed—” Gedri blushed and coughed.

Callan regarded him flatly. “I wasn’t annoyed when I fought the Sealed One at the Seam, Gedri.”

The cheery boy flashed a smile. “Not annoyed. Angry! Hmm. Maybe not angry, but emotional.”

Callan scoffed. “I’m not emotional.” What was wrong with “passion” or “drive” from earlier? What Callan had gleaned from the other book, he figured applied to sensible emotions, but the way Gedri said “emotional” meant something else altogether.

The bright-eyed Shu’Ranai either didn’t hear him or pretended not to as he grabbed books, a pen, and paper and stuffed them one after another into a bag. “Maybe it’s not a formula we have to solve. It might be something more instinctive for you. But come with me, and let’s figure out if you can embrace your core and⁠—”

“Gedri!” Callan said, unsure whether to laugh or gawk. “I don’t even know what it means to embrace a core.” Even if Callan ceded the point on emotions, Gedri was beyond that. Lights below. He tried to summon even a hint of a shell or pellet, but now that he was aware of the concept, it evaded him.

Gedri’s beaming smile twisted into a dejected frown, and his shoulders curved downward to match his lips. “That’s actually a fair point. We probably wouldn’t be able to force it from you anyway. Hmm.” He perked back up. “But that’s okay. Now that we know what can make it happen, I’ll start brainstorming a practical way to drag it out.”

Gedri exited his own room before Callan could say goodbye, popping his head in a few seconds later. “Can I borrow this?” he asked, lifting the book already in his hand.

“Uh, yeah. Just . . . I don’t want people asking me questions about it. Can you keep it to yourself for now?” Callan hoped Gedri wouldn’t accidentally rat him out to the elder Shu’Ranai. This tome had come from the restricted aisle as much as Fall of Alasha, and he would have to relinquish both if Counter Muesser found out. He couldn’t allow that, but if anybody was going to learn something from this book, it would be Gedri.

“Of course! Are you kidding? I need a fully presentable case and a deep chance to study this before I mention it to anybody. Can you imagine the ridicule if I, a second year, made this argument with no evidence?”

Gedri burst into a fit of laughter, shaking his head as if Callan had made the most remarkable jape, and shut the door. Callan, meanwhile, let out a small stunned laugh of his own. He was making progress. Then his stomach rumbled. Let’s see what the cooks fixed up today.

Outside Gedri’s chambers, Callan strolled toward the atrium, a smile forming on his lips. Then he rounded a corner and nearly bumped into Aryn, who wore an unimpressed glower. After two seconds, it broke into an inauthentic smile.

“Callan, what a delight.”


Chapter 14

Understanding
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“Ah, hi, Aryn.”

“You know, Callan,” Aryn said with mock concern, “I wasn’t completely sure where to find you. First, I checked the dining hall because, well, we all know how much you love their food, and you especially light up on handcake day. But then I thought, ‘No, Aryn, he’s probably in the Archives. After what we went through searching for that book, wouldn’t he continue trying to find it?’ And so I went to the Archives. But guess what?”

Callan pulled his lips into a small smile. “Ah, yeah. I’ve been busy with other things, but thanks for the reminder.”

Aryn nodded slowly, his eyes locking onto Callan’s. Those icy blues pierced Callan, injecting a spike of frozen discomfort into his spine.

“I see.” Aryn then glanced down the hallway Callan had come from. “You know, Gedri’s quarters are down that way.”

Callan pursed his lips at the sudden mention of Gedri. “Oh, you’re right. They are.”

“If anybody tried to wrap him up in their own schemes, I’d be really upset. He and I came from a pretty messed-up place.”

“I know something happened with the Zai’daem and⁠—”

“Care to join me for a walk, Callan?”

“Ah, I would, but⁠—”

Aryn draped an arm around Callan’s shoulder and squeezed his elbow, denying Callan’s attempt to pull away. He was tired, and with Aryn close at his side, his belt shifted so his scabbard banged uncomfortably against his calf. On top of all that, he especially wanted to visit the dining hall, having completely forgotten about handcake day. Then he frowned. What did Aryn mean about him and food? I have to eat, don’t I?

They rounded a corner before Callan finally started walking more willingly. He owed it to Aryn. He hadn’t actually apologized or thanked him for his help with distracting Counter Muesser. “Where are we going?”

“I never showed you the passageway, did I? No, just Sabhira. When I was alone with her.” Callan prickled, but Aryn ignored the sideways glance Callan shot him. “It was quite nice going there with her. It’s dark, and the walkways are a bit narrow, so you have to stay close.”

Let him have the win. He’s probably just annoyed with me. “No, you didn’t.”

Though irritated, Callan practiced his breathing. Vasha claimed it helped her clear her mind. Aryn was simply trying to get under his skin. Callan still hadn’t spoken with Sabhira, but only because he figured she needed some space. He didn’t want to overwhelm her. He wished he knew more about how to get along with girls. You’re worse than Kipp and his pathetic flirting attempts with Analyn. Back when life was full of handcakes.

Aryn led Callan down the halls until they reached a small door. It opened into a narrow passage with a raised wooden walkway. He kept as much distance from Aryn as he could, but the space was tight. When the cramped corridor reached a bend, he had to hunch down to make it through the next doorway, and Aryn followed immediately behind. Then the space opened into a wide expanse, and the view took Callan’s breath away.

“Callan,” said Aryn, ignoring the majestic scene. “Imagine you face two choices. One is bad, but if you act on it, you could stop ten other bad things from happening. The other choice isn’t necessarily bad or good. Think of it more like turning a blind eye. You do nothing; nothing changes. But then those ten other bad things happen. Would you commit one bad deed for a chance to stop more?”

Callan squinted. It was a strange line of questioning, and the cavernous beauty distracted him from hypothetical thinking. “I don’t think I would. I’d want to make things better, sure, but there’d probably be a way to do that without stooping to that level myself. And nobody can predict the future.”

“What if you could, with the utmost certainty, guarantee more bad things would happen if you didn’t act?”

Callan shrugged. “I’d really have to know more about the situation.”

Aryn finally stepped away from Callan, leaving him a little breathing room. “When I met Gedri, he was young. He doesn’t remember much from back then.”

Callan stopped gawking at the scenic view and looked at Aryn. Something in Aryn’s voice made him uneasy.

“You see,” Aryn continued, “a man was hurting Gedri. Back then, I struggled with my own bruises. I didn’t make that stuff up about the Zai’daem, you know. But I thought if I spoke up, he would only take it out on me.”

“Listen, Aryn, I’m really sorry⁠—”

“Don’t interrupt me, Callan.” He dropped all pretenses, his voice iron, triggering a quiver in Callan’s stomach. “So, when I realized that man was hurting Gedri too, it made me question what was happening in my life. And you know what I did, Callan?” His blue eyes practically glowed here.

Callan consciously forced himself to meet Aryn’s gaze without eyeing the return path behind him. Aryn leaned in. “I offered to hold Gedri down while he kicked. And with a smirk, that cursed marauder accepted.” He pulled back again, but his voice was still low. “But do you think I was really going to help him, Callan?”

Callan’s lips parted, at a loss for words. Was the sensitivity of this topic responsible for the dark glint in Aryn’s eyes? Callan genuinely wanted to sympathize with Aryn, but Aryn clearly had more to say. Instead of finishing, though, Aryn motioned Callan to advance.

Reluctantly, Callan obliged, affording only a couple darting glances back at the valaren, whose narrowed eyes made his scalp prickle. The ledge wrapped around irregular walls. Though Callan kept a small space between him and Aryn, Aryn closed it, stopping only to look out over the chasm, so Callan did the same.

“Back to my story. I had my knife with me. So when he got ready for the first kick, I stuck it into his stomach, right at his navel.” Aryn mimicked a gentle plunge at Callan’s own belly, and instantly the desire to be away from this place returned. “Then, I dragged it up, just like this, right up his stomach. It’s not like it was a sword,” he said, patting Callan’s scabbard with his other hand. “It got stuck here, at the bone. I had to pull it out and jam it back in up . . . here.” He tapped Callan’s clavicle. “Then up his throat until his jaw stopped me again.”

Callan’s mouth had dried. “Aryn. I had no idea.” Callan truly hadn’t. Everything he had said to Aryn he now regretted, but he also glanced at the chasm. The flimsy railing separating it from him made his heart pound. Callan squirmed a step back from Aryn as he spoke, offering a frown he hoped emphasized his sincere sympathy.

Aryn peered at Callan for a while and then nodded.

“Thanks, Callan,” he said, suddenly more cheerful. “I don’t regret what I did. Because I got Gedri out of there. Nobody stopped us. Gedri doesn’t remember anything, or at least says he doesn’t. I believe him too. I’m jealous even, sometimes. But I remember that night. And I remember my decision. A decision I made and followed through with.” Aryn’s fist trembled at his side, but then he winked. “Look how smart he turned out, right? I like to think that’s, in part, my doing in bringing him here.”

Callan glanced over Aryn’s shoulder, back the way they had come. The ledge was thin for a few paces, but it widened after a short distance. To get free, he would have to squeeze past Aryn, but this ledge was far too winding and tight. How else could he disengage the conversation? “Aryn, he’s really, truly lucky to have had your help. And I can understand what you did. I’m sorry you had to do that.”

Aryn smiled and clapped Callan on the shoulder, halting Callan’s effort to maneuver around him. “Thanks!” The force of the clap was hard, and Callan’s feet shifted. Little pebbles skittered into the abyss, and Callan took a steadying breath. “But you know what, Callan? I’m not sorry. I mean, don’t get me wrong. At first, I felt horrible and blamed panic. I wasn’t the one who had done that. I must have imagined it. Imagined the sound of ripping flesh.” He shrugged. “But before long, we encountered more trouble. Turns out the old brute had some friends.”

Aryn regarded the waterfall. “They weren’t any smarter than him, though. I ushered Gedri to another room while I gutted them. By this point, I had seen what the Zai’daem’s Webs could do. Their main interest, if not their only one, in keeping me around was to teach me. They had been training me with the weaves. For example, did you know there’s a trusar weave that can shift planar barriers to redirect sound? Gedri was safe in the other room, and I didn’t need their screams to drag him into all that. But in that room, with those three men, it wasn’t just gutting. I practiced more than just sound weaves. The first guy, I accidentally killed too soon. But the other two? It was messy business, but they couldn’t leave the room with the barrier I’d put up. I tried using my weaves to see how many vibrations bones can handle. It wasn’t pretty. After they passed out, I ended it, but I figured I needed more practice.”

Callan tried to calculate where this winding path led, but the natural curves obscured any guesses. He didn’t know where it went, but a laughing Aryn blocked the only sure escape.

“The elders here always encourage practice. Think they would be proud of me if they knew?” He winked again. “Don’t worry, though. I only practiced on people who deserved it.”

Callan held a hand to his gut. “I need to go, Aryn.”

“But none of that’s the point. You know why I did it? It gave me control. Control I had never possessed. It made me feel something other than helpless, Callan.”

Callan’s flimsy smile was more of a flinch as he moved to squeeze past Aryn. Even getting this close to him made Callan nauseous. If Aryn suddenly decided to practice those terrible things again, Callan was the only one here.

Aryn squared his shoulders and blocked the passage. “And that’s when Jerrix found me.”

At the Defiled’s name, Callan froze.


Chapter 15

Pursuit
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Callan shook his head. “Are you the one who’s been watching me? I thought the Star Counters . . .” He was certain he had seen their cloaks around all the corners. He even had one under his bed to prove it wasn’t his imagination.

Aryn laughed. “It helps to have easy access to their laundry.”

Callan stifled a groan. His mind flitted back to the near encounter outside his door. Hadn’t Aryn mentioned weaves to redirect sound? That explained why the people in the atrium hadn’t heard his yelling.

“You’ve been absurdly simple to track,” Aryn continued. “Especially since Jerrix has kept me so . . . motivated to watch you. You see, Callan, Jerrix was the next one to get Gedri. Do you know what Jerrix does? The experiments he performs or the influence he exerts? I’ve seen people follow his words blindly.” His eyes dimmed. “The pain I had to endure daily to keep Gedri safe from him, to keep Gedri in the dark of the dark . . .”

Aryn no longer paid attention to Callan, a strange cast shrouding his eyes. Like a mask. Or like a face that’s been hiding behind a mask. Vaguely aware of his own hand touching his pommel, Callan breathed shallowly as he tried to recall Rhogana’s lessons. Aryn, speaking casually about one of the Defiled, was a threat. He tried to summon a more sizable chunk of the red shell he had used in the Archives, but nothing happened, likely because he was too shaken. That didn’t change the fact that Aryn was an enemy, though, and at this angle, Callan would need to draw his blade with Raven’s Descent. He hated that form, but it would be easier with a little more distance between them. A backward glance showed the path curving around jagged walls, hiding how wide or narrow the ledge might be. He needed a straighter path and more space for what he had practiced.

Aryn smirked. “Callan, if I didn’t know better, I might have guessed you were trying to use Gedri. Use me to distract Muesser from whatever book you were really searching for? Fine.” His eyes darkened. “But Gedri?” He laughed uncomically and shook his head. “Do I have that correct, Callan?”

Aryn was wrong about that. Callan had never tried to use Gedri. If anything, he couldn’t get the boy to leave him alone. Callan stepped back as far as possible without falling off the ledge, striving for a better position to draw his sword. “Aryn, Gedri’s constantly offering to help me! I never asked him to. As for you, I’m really sorry. I never imagined⁠—”

Yet again, Aryn cut Callan off. He closed the paltry distance Callan had gained and brushed Callan’s shoulders as if dust coated them. Callan couldn’t achieve the right sword form here. Rhogana hadn’t gotten to close-range combat yet either. “Hey, Callan, don’t worry about it. I’m sure you have your reasons, Vein Render. Anyway, I depart tomorrow.”

Between the massive drop, his proximity to a valaren not in his right mind, and the unfamiliar terrain, Callan’s heart was ready to explode. How could he confront Aryn, let alone get past him? Even if he managed, Aryn had just explained how his val’trusar weaves killed people. And hadn’t Aryn said before that servants rarely frequented this place except at odd hours? The chances of someone discovering him in the next few minutes were slim, especially when he detected a subtle weave surrounding them. He would bet anything this was Aryn’s sound redirection weave and even a passerby on the upper ledges wouldn’t hear them. “Well, Aryn, I know I never thanked you for your help at the⁠—”

“I’ve been summoned on an expedition to an outpost for some studies,” Aryn said as if Callan hadn’t spoken. “It’s north of here. Just beyond it are fallows and the bridge to Riversgate. That takes you right to Rem, the heart of Zai’daem territory. Sabhira is joining me for at least that first bit of the stretch.”

Callan tensed. “Sabhira? No, she’s not leaving for weeks yet. She would have told me⁠—”

“Oh, shut up, Callan. You use me, fine. You use Gedri? Callan. I answer to somebody. And I have my orders. Ideally, you survive this. But it’s not necessary. Not when Maarat is the prince of the Undying Lands. He can always bring you back, although it will be difficult to explain.” Another of those sinister winks. “But worth it, I think. When you go missing tomorrow, Sabhira will be sad, sure. But they won’t find your body, Callan. And when you’re not there for Sabhira, she’ll need somebody. It’s a shame she’ll disappear too.”

Callan pushed Aryn back.

Loose scree skittered off the ledge as Aryn laughed. “You see, Callan, the difference between us is I do what’s needed to protect the people I care about. I don’t hate Sabhira. But like I said, I have my orders. And if it’s between her and Gedri . . .”

“If you dare even think about touching her⁠—”

Aryn erupted, his neck cording. “How do you think I saved Gedri from Jerrix, Callan? Nothing is free. I answer to somebody with power. All I ever wanted growing up was to leave my mark on the world. I probably would have become a court talespinner if my ability with the veins didn’t have other plans for me. I may not get a lasting legacy, but Gedri? He’s uncovered knowledge that eluded an entire princedom for hundreds of years. He has a future ahead of him. And after everything we’ve been through, I’ll sacrifice myself to keep Maarat away from him. No matter the cost, Callan.”

An oily inversion bent the air around Aryn’s hands. Unlike the warping around Gedri’s lumen, this held the sickly taint Callan had only seen from the Sealed One and his minions.

“You see it, don’t you? This delves deeper than the veins. And Maarat gave it to me, Callan. Me!”

Callan reached for his sword and drew it. As if swatting a fly, Aryn struck it down when the tip cleared the scabbard. It clattered to the thin ledge. Then the crazed Shu’Ranai hurled a shimmering blue bolt like what protected the restricted aisle, but darker and oily. Callan barely dodged in time, and stone chips sprayed into the chasm, leaving cuts as clean as those that had brought down the chandelier in the dining hall. That could’ve been my head. Something maniacal had taken over Aryn’s features—a hunger, but also a cloudiness.

Aryn prepared another blast, and Callan braced himself, the jagged surface of the wall digging into his back. I need a way out! He sharpened his vision, looking for anything. Desperation pushed his search, and something popped within him.

His vision faltered for an instant, and when it resettled, it was as if he witnessed a pulse thrum from himself throughout the entire cavern. In its wake, brilliant bands detailed every groove on the far walls, every droplet of water breaking away from the torrential cascade. Every pore in Aryn’s twisted face. Callan almost fell at the abrupt transformation, but with reflexes quick even for himself, he grabbed a jutting stone behind him and remained standing. He had sensed the grip and instinctively reached for it.

Instinct. Gedri’s mention of the instinctive embrace of cores flitted through his mind. This had to relate to the Vein of Vitality. Whatever the case, Callan needed to act now. His sword just evaded his reach, and Aryn prepared another oiled weave.

Callan roared as he lifted his forearm in front of his face. The air blurred and reddened into a brilliant shell just as Aryn’s attack met the translucent crystal shield. Flames flared as the oiled thread hit Callan’s shield, and Aryn gasped; the fire surprised Callan as much as him.

“How did you . . . ?” But his face contorted, and Callan’s protection started dissolving.

No, come back. Callan reached for it, stretched, but he failed, and Aryn tossed him, prone, to the rocky ledge. As he rolled toward the lip, he scrambled for a grip to save himself from a fatal plummet. But Aryn dug his nails into the tops of Callan’s hands.

“Oh, Callan, the pain I will inflict on Sabhira. Her screams. And then I will tell her how I ended you.”

Callan maneuvered his arm to summon the flame. The air warped. Aryn slapped his forearm to the ground again, then grabbed Callan’s tunic so forcefully he tore the fabric and scratched his chest, lifting him in an iron grip. Callan’s spine arched at the pain as Aryn forced him to his feet—with only Callan’s heels on the ground, Aryn suspended him over the edge.

“You will die, Callan!”

Callan eyed his blade lying close by. Aryn followed his gaze and laughed. Callan clenched his stomach, trying to repeat his earlier heightened awareness, and strands once more banded every surface. Even the air glowed with minute threads. His gaze focused on the red strands, and they contorted into a blur.

Aryn scoffed. “More flames? I think not.” Aryn’s eyes clouded once more, and sheets of oily blue Spirit essence wrapped around Callan’s summoned heat haze before vanishing. Like that, the air stilled.

Callan stretched for his sword, but Aryn predicted the motion—as Callan hoped. Aryn kicked the blade to send it into the abyss, which made sense if he thought Callan intended to stab him.

Instead, he swept Aryn’s foot with his own and grabbed the lunatic’s wrist with his other hand so they both plunged into the chasm. Despite tumbling upside down, Callan focused on the stone siding’s crannies and the falling hilt beside him. He seized the cloth-wrapped grip midfall and altered the blade’s somersaulting drop into an arc. Then he jammed it into a crevice, and his side slammed into the wall. In the same movement, he wedged his feet into another gap as if he had been climbing the South Face and nothing more.

Aryn still clutched Callan’s tunic, even after Callan had let go of Aryn’s wrist. The Shu’Ranai scrabbled and clung to Callan’s shirt. The fabric ripped further as Aryn wrestled for purchase, then finally steadied his own feet.

Callan hauled himself back up to the ledge in a frantic scramble before checking whether Aryn pursued. But no. Aryn clung to the walls, his wild eyes once more clouding as the air sizzled around him.

This couldn’t be happening! “Aryn, what in the pits⁠—”

Aryn roared, and three jagged bolts of deep purple and blue raced toward Callan. Callan thrust out his hand, and the bolts sank into a shield, which thrummed with energy. The vibrations tingled, and Callan feared the shield might shatter any moment. Before it could fall away, he shoved the heel of his palm forward; a gout of flame blasted downward. Aryn fell, still surrounded by the blue sound barrier. With Callan now outside it, he watched Aryn’s burning clothes illuminate his silent descent until the pinprick of light vanished.

For minutes, Callan stared over the edge at where Aryn’s body had once been. When the trance broke, he looked at his hands. They were clean, until he touched his stinging chest.

Blood.

His blood.

With short, labored breaths, Callan realized how close he stood to the edge, and he backed up. His eyes darted across the cavern. Nothing stirred except the roaring waterfall.

Hands trembling and feet unsteady, he retrieved his lodged sword and pulled himself along the flimsy railing. Once off the ledge, he fumbled to the main corridors, clutching his cloak to hide his torn tunic.

Dazed, he staggered back to his room.


Chapter 16

Undying Pleasure
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Jerrix grimaced at his hand, where blood seeped into a nail bed. Freshly bathed, he hadn’t left his personal quarters, yet this was the start to his day?

As Jerrix squeezed the messenger’s throat, his fingernails sank deeper, and the blood flow quickened. Despite the servant’s panicked stare, he did not resist. In this the servant showed wisdom, aside from delivering bad news so early.

“You are sure, then, the boy killed Aryn?”

Unable to speak, the messenger nodded. So held, judging by the pinched creases around his eyes, the motion pained him.

Pain. An interesting thing. Jerrix felt pain, though it could not kill him. It was a mere inconvenience. An unnecessary evil. When inflicted on him, anyway. He released the messenger, who inhaled deeply without clutching his neck, where a fleshy shred dangled.

“When did you learn this?”

“Not an hour ago, sire.”

Jerrix’s lips drew into a line. More than mere moments had passed? He lifted a hand before the man’s face to punish his dalliance, and recognition flashed behind the lumbering fool’s eyes.

“Sire, you were in the middle of⁠—”

Jerrix closed his fist. Five veins responded to him. Ethereal strands gathered. The verdant flow of Substance. Cerulean, pearl, gold, ruby. Each one slicked in oil, made brilliant, shining, iridescent in a way their purer cousins could never compare.

The cuts were clean, and the man died instantly.

Jerrix sighed. Normally, he possessed more restraint. He would have enjoyed extra time toying with his prey, but the bleakmires had unleashed Alistar several weeks ago. His master’s escape hinged on the eventual release of every member of the Collective of the Unchained, yet Jerrix had dragged himself free of the bleakmires long before any others. He savored this lesser competition, using this time to merit higher ranking in Maarat’s eyes. And for mere spite, he had hoped Alistar would be freed last.

Age-old squabbles aside, red spots now stained both his palm and his brocade doublet. He waved the soiled hand, summoning servants to dispose of the messenger’s corpse before lifting his other hand—the clean one—to massage his temple.

“Meddar.”

“Yes, sire?”

“Fetch me clean clothes. I fancy a walk.”

“Of course, sire.”

Meddar returned with an airy silk shirt, an embroidered vest, and a casual gown. All fresh-laundered and smelling of citrus and cinnamon. When Jerrix lifted his arms, servants instantly dressed him as another cleaned his hands.

So, this boy intended to defy his master’s release? Jerrix admitted the events at the Seam came unexpectedly. The Vein of Vitality had awoken in humanity before, but the Collective always eradicated it before it became problematic. Perhaps Jerrix held some blame for not watching those simple wardlands closer, especially with so many of the Collective still incapacitated. Best to scrounge an excuse if the Night Prince ever confronted him.

Better yet if he created an alliance and could link the oversight to Alistar. But who to pursue? Nuremi sat among the Oathsworn, and Zuman plotted something in Krshkv. Which would Alistar most benefit from? I should engage them before he has a chance.

“Meddar, fetch a courier. One who can manage a simple task this time.” A growl tinged his voice. He considered ending Meddar right now, since he had vetted that first sniveling snot anyway. But Meddar possessed loyalty and a strong stomach. One does not toss the jewel for spite of the band it sits in.

“At once, my liege.”

Meddar beckoned, and another messenger scuffled over, bowing deeply and long. Jerrix did not rush the wiry man, instead enjoying the admission of lowliness before one of the Unchained.

“You, messenger. Have a note placed at Shu’Ranai Tower explaining Aryn departed early. I’ll not have any investigate his disappearance.”

“What would you have the note say, sire?”

Jerrix leaned backward and blinked. Had the dismal creature not heard him? Bloodthirst churned his chest again, but he couldn’t expend all his messengers. Besides, he had just donned fresh garb.

“I trust I need not write the message for you. Relate it enough to the tower’s affairs to avoid suspicion.” A simple ask.

“Of course not, sire.”

Jerrix kneaded the kink from his stiff neck, rotating his left shoulder as he exited his chamber, relishing the plush purple carpet spanning the gold-flecked black tiles. On either side, attendants followed, heads bowed and ready to serve.

Liveried assistants bustled throughout the halls, preparing for festivities later today. He had no reason for the celebrations, but his subjects never questioned the opportunity for a feast. Jerrix simply enjoyed the casual frivolity. Occasionally, he even passed a few generations without harming any family. Set people up for grandeur, arrange their positions, watch their children and their children’s children grow.

Then take it away. Others of the Unchained lusted for more flagrant displays of their control. But Jerrix had more patience than them. Sadly, he suspected more would arise from their imprisonments before long. While he had enjoyed the centuries without others’ interference, it seemed that era had come to an end. They always do.

He followed the hall to a tall steel door emblazoned with a serpent’s face. On the other side sat a viewing parlor. At least for now.

He pressed his hand to the door, infusing it with the oiled veins, and it opened.

Any behind him would still see the viewing parlor. If they thought to join him, they would turn away at the last moment, remembering some erstwhile obligation. To his eyes, he walked through the wall of mist, the barrier between realms.

As he emerged from the dense shroud, a glowing red sky stretched to the horizon. Burning forest smoldered here, with wails and moans crescendoing in a grand, melodious symphony. He then strutted to a nearby clearing, where a single pillar jutted from the ground. Special columns like this populated various regions of this outer realm, one fashioned for each of his servants in the event they might die without his permission. Jerrix looked at Aryn’s body heaped against it, chains binding his arms.

“Do you know,” Jerrix said, nearing the young man, “what happens to those who swear their oaths to me and do not deliver?”

The figure moved slightly in rhythm with its ragged breathing. “I—I⁠—”

Jerrix tapped a boot gently against Aryn’s ribs. He flinched, arms growing taut, awaiting the deafening crack of bone. But the best way to play the game was never to let the prize expect your actions.

“Allow me to show you.”

Jerrix raised lashes conceived from the veins themselves. Substance, with its iron strength to batter bones. Impulse, with thorny barbs to penetrate skin. Knowledge, to scour away the surface and expose raw flesh. Spirit, to permeate the deepest crevices of the soul. And Vitality, to boil and sear the blood, bringing the others together.

Vitality, the one that united them all.

So, the boy from the swampy muck of Durinvale sought to contend with immortals?

A laughable matter. Others among the Unchained rose from their slumbers, though, and Jerrix lacked spare time in ensuring Alistar’s demise. For now, he would monitor this so-called Vein Render. With the trouble he had caused, he would make a delightful addition to his collection of pets.


Chapter 17

Rangers' Departure
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Sabhira tapped her fork against the table, awaiting Callan’s reaction. He just stared at his dinner like some lark-startled willowspur, poking his food from one side to the other. Does he even care that I’m leaving tomorrow?

She set her silverware down more firmly than she intended, and her plate rattled beside it. “Callan!”

He blinked. “Uh. Um. I need to tell you something.”

Sabhira wanted to slap him. No matter she had pitied his full schedule hours ago, did he even hear what she had said? He never met her eye during her entire explanation that she had a chance to actually make an impact. “Callan, you know what, I don’t want to hear it. Get some sleep, would you? You look like someone dragged you over a rock and tossed you in a pit.” She squeezed his hand across the table, but already his eyes drifted to his plate again.

“Yeah,” he said, voice hollow. He sounded even worse than he looked.

A part of her hoped he would share her excitement at helping the Grand Archon. Why did his reaction make her feel selfish now? Didn’t he know how much she needed this opportunity?

She chewed a spongy lump of something and swallowed it with water. Callan’s silence made her gulp sound all the louder.

“Aryn’s coming,” she said, trying to sound casual. He winced. It pained her to see that. Had Callan actually noticed Aryn’s interest in her? Of all the times for Callan to show any hint at perception. Well, she had already told Aryn to keep his distance from her during the entire trip, but maybe she would have to reemphasize how adamant she felt on the matter. Unless Aryn received any messages from Callan, of course, and he needed to share them with her. “I tried telling him not to be such a bore on you. I’ll let you know what comes of him. He’ll probably make a fool of himself.” He’ll probably be perfectly kind, and I’ll make a fool of myself. I’ll spend no time with him whatsoever. None at all. She hated seeing Callan ragged like this.

Despite her swelling guilt at Callan’s shocked speechlessness, she rose from the table and rounded its corner to hug his shoulders from behind. He startled at her touch, and at that moment a candle flame flared, catching both her and Callan’s attention.

The flash subsided, though, and she turned his chin to lock eyes. “I miss Kipp too.”

“But he’s dead,” Callan whispered.

Unbelievable. “Just—I’ll try to say hi when you arrive in Rem.”
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Little sleep left Sabhira’s eyes dry and stinging, and the brisk air outside did little to soothe them. Callan had looked so helpless last night, but he hadn’t come to her quarters afterward to talk. She was sure he would.

Now, standing outside the tower’s doors, her departure was imminent. She envisioned scenarios where she would confront her father. How long had she waited for this moment? So long, she hadn’t even fully known she desired it. Ever since the day her father had left.

Where was Aryn, though? Servants bustled with last-minute preparations, securing saddle bags, distributing travel packs, and inspecting the horses’ tack. Lord Evuar doled out solemn directives to others, confirming provisions and capturing the Star Counters’ latest predictions for the nearest black storm’s course.

She only half-listened to the report as she stood on her toes, craning her neck, searching for Aryn’s shining bright-blue eyes. She didn’t search for him in anticipation. Certainly not that. His absence merely stalled the departure. She held her fingers up to mark the sun’s height above the horizon. Thirty minutes already?

Lord Evuar expelled an impatient chuff. “What has come over that boy? We can’t keep waiting. How much longer before the storm sweeps by and delays us further? And how long is it expected to hover?”

“I truly cannot say, Lord Ev⁠—”

“Lord Evuar! Young Aryn left a note. He set out early for the outpost and apologizes for the hasty notice. He understands repercussions may await him on his return, but he received an urgent summons and couldn’t spare a minute. We have confirmed the cart, two horses, and even a stable boy left last evening. He must have taken them all.”

Lord Evuar compressed his lips, the sight lifting the hairs on Sabhira’s neck. The man had only ever been kind to her, but he was a ranger, and she suddenly didn’t want to be on the wrong side of his justice.

He opened his mouth, then closed his lips, next his eyes, and gave a small shake of his head. “If he had come to me directly, we could have left earlier. Never mind that, Hari, thank you. At least the storm is visible on the horizon. Even at its swiftest, it shouldn’t postpone our schedule. Tell the Shu’Ranai not to be too hard on the boy. I will give him a firm word myself.” By his softened features, though, Sabhira could tell he would be gentle. Just, yet merciful.

“Men, let’s be off.” Lord Evuar’s polished cuirass reflected the risen sun. Sabhira didn’t know what to feel as the rangers responded to the orders and began hoisting chests. His orders included her, even though she was the one woman in the group, and she did move, if slowly. She didn’t own much and had already dressed Faldora, her Ilmarene-bred horse.

At least her horse had found her way to her after the fall of Anwa Woods, even if Callan hardly noticed her anymore. Yet while her body went through the motions of setting out, her mind was a jumble.

It shouldn’t bother me that Aryn isn’t here. That is for the best. She didn’t need him complicating matters.

“Do you need help, Lady Sabhira?”

She looked up and blinked at seeing the other horses had already set out. “No, thank you.” With lifted chin to hide her embarrassment, she nudged Faldora into a canter with a subtle squeeze of her heels. Faldora needed no more guidance. Before long, the proud horse had advanced to the front of the line.

On the horizon, the crawling storm appeared calm in the distance, like wisps of spun black wool, and her thoughts rolled along with it.

Should she have been more compassionate in ending things with Aryn? A wave of remorse seized her stomach. Clearly, she had forced him into deeper trouble. She had spoken with him just last night, and he said nothing of this urgent business.

What of Callan? He hadn’t seemed eager for her to stay or go. He’s just occupied. She began blinking heavily, a strange sensation welling up beneath the inner corners of her eyes. Perhaps the storm was causing some change in the weather pressure and she felt that?

She pulled a handkerchief from her cloak and blew into it, relieving some of the pressure, and steadied herself with several deep breaths. Let Callan and Aryn behave how they wanted. She had a mission. Faldora whinnied and shook her mane beneath her, so she patted her companion’s neck with a bittersweet smile.

When they set up camp that evening, she made a conscious effort to join in their cheer. She even tried a sip of their ale but spat it out instantly. “That is repulsive!”

The short silence followed by everybody’s belly-shaking laughter eventually drew out Sabhira’s humor too.

“Is that your first taste of Mazish River brew?” Whoever asked it, they were in tears as much as she by this point.

“Well, it certainly tastes like river water.” She wiped at her eyes. “If you want something really special, you should visit Falgar and ask for Master Lukham. Once, I had to prepare a shipment of kegs ordered from across the Azure Ocean . . .”

By the time she retired for the night, she had learned three new songs and expected more to come.


Chapter 18

Scratched Surface
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Callan stared at the specks on his wall. Nentale’s purple light came and went, and now the cool light of Solstine washed them. Bright daylight would soon replace that. Have I slept at all?

Last evening after leaving the chasm, he had scrubbed his hands. I killed him. Yet the only blood was his own, staining his torn shirt. Even the raw skin on his chest had stopped bleeding quickly.

With the garment being the only sign of the struggle, Callan had burned it to hide the evidence. Hide evidence! He, a wardkeeper, had gone straight to his room, lit a flame start, and burned the tunic. He would’ve burned his pants, too, but the flame start had already fizzled out. And he didn’t want to try summoning those flames again.

Flames. Fire.

He had forced himself to attend dinner to avoid arousing suspicion. Without proof Aryn served the Defiled, if Callan became suddenly absent when people noticed Aryn’s disappearance, they might name him murderer. He had agonized the entire meal, worried someone might somehow find Aryn’s body and link it to Callan. He was going to kill me if I didn’t kill him!

Did Callan have to kill him? Was there no other way? What would he say to Gedri? Gedri would take it hard. Could he even trust Gedri, though? If Aryn was involved with Jerrix and the Sealed One, what about his best friend?

Callan tried to remember what he said to Sabhira at dinner. She had clearly wanted someone to talk to. Callan always knew from that look in her eyes, the way she bit her lower lip. A right mess I made of giving her the attention she deserves. He couldn’t even recall how he had reacted to her departure news. He was glad, of course, because whatever was happening here at the tower, he wanted her away. But when he tried to tell her about Aryn, she grew upset. Why? And why couldn’t Callan have just pushed on and said it anyway? So many things about yesterday Callan wished he could undo.

Well, the sun was up now. Sabhira must have already left. He meant to go to her room and tell her everything. She would obviously discover Aryn wasn’t joining her trip. But he also didn’t want to worry her. After all, if she knew about Aryn, she might delay finding her father. Maybe it was best that he hadn’t told her, lest she cancel her trip just to stay with him.

He had wanted to see her off, but he also worried about putting his foot in his mouth and saying something he shouldn’t. Just hopefully the next time he saw her, she didn’t kill him. He wished he hadn’t sounded so light-blinding upset or idiotic last night, though. Fitful sleep took him as he weighed various apologies.
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Birdsong floated through Callan’s window, and he groaned. His body ached, and he wanted to stay in the shelter of his room.

Footfalls outside his door jolted him to alertness. On the edge of his bed, he stared at the gap beneath the door. It loomed in his vision, and the white light of day curdled into a caustic yellow. Streamers of smoke drifted in, and red flashes hinted at a raging inferno beyond.

Callan rose from his bed, panic welling in his chest as the walls closed around him. The door opened to reveal an endless furnace. At its heart stood Maarat, pointing a gnarled, worm-infested finger at Callan. The sinuous finger stretched across the expanse, and the walls closed to ensnare Callan, paralyzing him.

When the decrepit yellow nails punctured the skin of his chest, Callan was transported into the heart of the flames. Horrendous scenes played in various sections of the fires. In one, an ice storm raged, figures frozen in silent screams from within imprisoning glaciers. In another, scaled tails thrashed in a bottomless pool of boiling water as hands groped from the surface, with no chance of finding purchase, while burning stones battered them. Maarat’s presence beside him terrified him, yet where could he flee?

“Rasha! Murderer! Serve me, Vein Render. I will send more of my servants to you, and you will free my most loyal.”

Callan opened his mouth to scream refusal, but a flood of worms strangled him.

Callan jerked up in bed, churning his sheets to the footboard as he scrambled to create distance from the door. His chest stung where Maarat’s finger had pierced him, and he raised a hand to it. Reality settled around him, though, as he realized the pain was only from the raw scratches. It was early morning, his room had not shrunk, and his door did not open into a fiery doom. Light, there wasn’t even a gap between the door and the floor for smoke to filter in.

That didn’t make him any less wary as he stepped out of bed, glancing even at his windows, afraid some visage of Maarat might peer at him despite his chamber being over ten stories from the ground.

Scuffing of wood on stone outside his room signaled delivery of the morning wash water. He forcibly quelled the jitters in his hand as he opened the door to an exceptionally plain, nonburning hallway, and he snatched the basin into his quarters. He quickly sponged himself clean, tripling his efforts on his chest. Residual foulness lingered where that seedy finger had connected, dreamed or not.

Mairwen, Perlith. They needed to know Maarat’s influence permeated the tower. Light, why didn’t I tell them last night?

If only he had woken in the wards to laugh with Kipp over ridiculous dreams. Instead, he was stuck in this shadow-infested tower. He selfishly considered asking the Grand Archon to summon Sabhira back just so he could talk to her. How many more of Maarat’s agents lurked here?

After three wrong turns, worse even than Vasha, he arrived on Perlith’s floor. Halfway to her room, he realized he had left his sword in his own. Rhogana would be disappointed. Rhogana is hardly my largest concern. Exactly then, he bumped into a hooded figure turning a corner, and he immediately raised a defensive forearm. The air shimmered with heat haze, ripples banding it like the taut threads of drawn bows.

“Callan, are you all right?”

It was just one of the head messengers, Hari. Can I trust anybody? “I’m fine.” The distorted air settled. “I’m just looking for Perlith.”

The messenger nodded, a curious hesitation on his face. “I just came from there.” He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “I’m breaking into a sweat, it seems. This morning is busy for messages. I’m guessing you heard the news of Aryn?”

Callan froze. If Hari was one of Maarat’s followers, was he toying with him?

When Callan didn’t answer, Hari continued. “He up and left in the middle of the night. He was supposed to join the rangers today. That’s caused me a big hassle because apparently he took some of my messenger horses and a stable boy. So now I have to beg the cook for an untrained horse, while delivering my messages and sparing one of my couriers to support the stables!” He shook his head with an exasperated snort.

Callan blinked. Had he heard Hari correctly? “What do you mean he left?”

“Exactly! The stable boy should never have joined. With the letter announcing the traveling Shu’Ranai’s arrival so soon⁠—”

“No, I mean Aryn. He left in the middle of the night? How do you know? Where’d he go?”

The messenger squinted at Callan. “He packed his bags last night and left a letter. Urgent business or some sort.”

What letter? Callan touched his chest to confirm he hadn’t dreamed it all. The fibers of his tunic irritated the raw skin. “A letter? Where is it?”

The messenger groaned. “Don’t ask me to find that too. I have enough to manage as it is, although you have saved me a trip to find you. Grand Archon Sorarris wishes to inform you your departure is early thanks to a change in the storms’ courses. A group of traveling Shu’Ranai led by Esteemed Orlev will arrive soon and accompany you to Vhorin first, then the other northern princedoms. Instead of next week, they will arrive in three days.”

A Shu’Ranai escort. Was Maarat hastening his plans to trap Callan?

Hari coughed. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Hmm?” Callan’s eye was twitching, and he guessed the messenger noticed. “Yes, I’m fine. Thanks for the notice.”

“Wonderful. Well, I have to be off. You said you need Perlith, yes? She is with Rhogana in the observation turrets two levels up.”

Hari departed with a bow, leaving Callan to blink hard to wet his dried eyes.

Up more stairs, then. Callan needed to tell them both. And Mairwen too.

Cohorts of Shu’Ranai bustled around the upper levels, some with only one fringed band on their cuffs, others with all five and emblems on their collars as well. Maarat might have contaminated any rank.

What about the various emissaries and refugees hurrying by, casting glances at him? Was it just because they knew he was val’odeshyr? Did curiosity drive their scrutiny, or something more sinister?

When he arrived at the observation turret’s closed doors, he hesitated. Should he tell the three women? What trouble might he get them into? If somebody had concealed Aryn’s death, they had to have a reason for it. How far up did the conspiracy go? Could it reach as high as the Grand Archon?

Callan shifted uncomfortably. The Grand Archon had visited him shortly before his encounter with Aryn. If Sorarris were involved, wouldn’t he have killed Callan right then?

No, Aryn wasn’t supposed to make an attempt on Callan’s life, even if he had tried. Maarat had needed Callan back at the Seam. Callan almost considered reasons Maarat would want him alive, but he quickly turned away from those thoughts as he recalled Maarat’s crooning words in his dream. Not in this state of mind. Those thoughts painted him at Maarat’s will, like a puppet pulled on a string.

He had to tell somebody, though. He lifted his hand to knock on the door.

But Perlith? This matter required secrecy. If he told her, she would likely fume and spit on every Shu’Ranai and tear the whole tower down. Subtlety suited her as well as a smile.

If Perlith let the word out, then whoever was concealing Aryn’s death might flee. Plus, Sabhira was somewhere out there, with Shu’Ranai. If he told Perlith and she said something to the wrong person, it could put Sabhira in danger. Any worse than if she’s already on her way to the Sealed One? He groaned. He wished he had mustered the courage to see her last night.

Yet she had survived the company of an actual Defiled before. Heights above, but he had to believe she would be fine.

What of Rhogana? No, that would be the same as telling Perlith. Might as well stand in the atrium and shout it from there. Not Rhogana either.

Mairwen? At Anwa Woods, she had balanced secret discontent and potential rebellion. Without her discretion, Callan might have ended up in one of the underground cells at the bizarre forest at the time it fell. And Callan thought only quickly about what the world might look like if the Sealed One had escaped the Seam had he been stuck in Anwa Woods.

He could tell Mairwen. She had proven herself trustworthy and able to hold secrets. But he had also seen what those secrets had done to Mairwen in the end. When she helped him train, anytime her eyes fell in Anwa Woods’ direction, sorrow filled them. Her threads—even when shining—seemed less potent. She had kept him safe from unknown horrors when they walked the Wide Gate, and that had taken a toll. How much had she lost on his account, even with her prophecies that his existence signaled the end of her sacred grove?

She would want to know anyway. He hated to place this burden on Mairwen, but he had no other option.

The door opened with his hand still raised, and Perlith’s surprised face greeted him. After a blink, her brows furrowed in a scowl. “Well, boy? Are you going to stand there, or do you have something to say? Out with it.”

At least ten Shu’Ranai and Star Counters filled the room, deep in discussion on mysterious anomalies they observed in the skies and black storms—and conspicuously far from Rhogana, who grinned as she rolled a long knife along her knuckles.

Too many people, and none of them Mairwen. He wanted to turn and run back to his room, to the quiet, and watch the sun fade to moonlight. Or sleep.

But that would do no good. If Shu’Ranai here might risk killing him and turning him over to Maarat, he needed to be ready for whatever they put in his way. And that meant applying himself to training. Could he have restrained Aryn instead of killing him? His power seemed to come reflexively rather than at will. Light, he had almost scorched Hari mere moments ago!

Should he have?

“Are you going to answer me?”

Callan looked up, his eyes having slid to the cracks in the cut-stone floor. “Good morning,” he said, amazed his voice didn’t crack. “I need to speak with Mairwen.”

Perlith scoffed. “These imbeciles sent her to study the wreckage left behind by a storm with some of their number. She will be back in a few days. Tell me, and I’ll have them send her a message.”

Callan balked. “She left?”

“No, I lied and she’s standing beside me.”

Callan shook his head. “She never said she was leaving.” Had they taken her and forged some falsified note like somebody must have done for Aryn?

“Well, maybe if you had joined us on the hill for practice like you were supposed to yesterday, you would have known.”

Callan groaned. Yesterday could not have unfolded any worse. But at least Mairwen hadn’t been stolen away.

Perlith snapped in front of Callan’s nose. “Is there any other reason you’ve come here besides apologizing for wasting my time? Which you still haven’t.”

Callan would have to compose himself for a few days. And he couldn’t do that tucked away in his room. Especially not when the shadow’s servants could find him anywhere in these walls. “Actually, yes,” he said. “I wanted to get some extra training with Rhogana.”

Perlith squinted at him. He half expected her to grab his cheeks in her fingers and pull him in for an inspection. When his stomach grumbled, her lips quirked to the side. “Have you had breakfast?”

“Uh, no.”

“Well, eat and then meet in the courtyard.”

He stood there, eyes drifting into the room on the off chance every Shu’Ranai and Star Counter might have vanished and Mairwen had suddenly appeared.

“Do you have rocks in your ears? Go, and get out of my way!”

Callan stepped aside. Just a few days.

Plenty of people bustled through the corridors as he ambled to the dining hall. The hairs on his arms bristled.

Each person posed a threat.


Chapter 19

Krshkv
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Dhook stood in the line, awaiting his turn for food. A bluebird chirped, a bright fleck amid the towering dark wood buildings that the greenlanders had erected. They had come for “good” reasons, to establish peace and order. But Dhook had seen what came of their order. Some meant well. But those were not the ones stationed here regularly. And they did not understand the Krshkevi tongue.

No, even when the Krshkevi tried to speak up, the long-term residents—their captors, their occupiers, their oppressors—would sigh and say it was an effect of the hysteria that came from living so close to the rock of the mountain. They had used the mountain, the life-giving font, to explain away many things and keep the reinforcements who came and went busy and oblivious to the troubles that truly plagued the Krshkevi. Dhook did not hold any hard feelings against these visitors, for he knew they intended well. He had seen it in their eyes and even appreciated it. It was not their fault.

“Are you coming, you lumbering grit?”

Dhook bowed and calmly filled the vacant space. “My apologies.” He presented a slip of paper from his pocket.

The administrator adjusted the strange glass lens on his face and peered at the bill before ticking a mark and returning it. He issued a flat order to an attendant behind him. “Rations for four.”

Dhook frowned and double-checked the ticket as the helper passed the prized food to the administrator. “My wife. She is pregnant. It allows for a fifth.”

“Has she given birth yet?”

Dhook grimaced. The man had placed three rations in the bag but held the fourth in his hand. He waited for an answer, and the cruel smile on his face warned Dhook that if he pushed back, he might not receive that fourth ration.

“Four rations,” Dhook agreed. “Thank you.”

He did not struggle with the Northern tongue, no matter how bitter a taste it left in his mouth. Life was too precious to worry over pride. They could not take his spirit from him, even if they wrested subservient words from his lips. Resist, and he might find trouble. He would rather be grateful to work in the mines than risk an injured hand that interfered with earning the precious few rations.

He glanced up to find the bluebird, but it had already left. Fly free, little one. Enjoy your sky.

As he walked down the chiseled path through the mountain, the greenlander constructions grew sparser as Krshkevi housing became more prominent. Krshkevi carved their homes into the mountains. It was a sacred place for them and a source of pride. No matter what the oppressors said, awe glinted in their eyes whenever any of the visitors came for inspections. They admired the Krshkevi work.

Dhook passed Denla consoling her toddler boy.

“There will be more food. Hush now, my son.”

His hungry cries continued despite her efforts. Dark circles ringed her eyes, and her pleading requests for her boy to quiet sounded hollow, her attention elsewhere.

I can spare some of my share. “Denla, they gave me more than I needed.”

Denla glanced up and peered into Dhook’s eyes. He smiled and motioned encouragement with his hand when she made no move to take the bread.

With a grateful, if reluctant, smile, she eventually accepted the bread and handed it to her boy. But when he reached for it, she reprimanded him and bid him to thank Dhook first.

“Hearth to hearth,” said the child.

Dhook patted the boy’s head. “Mine to yours.”

With gratitude shown, the boy set to devouring the small loaf.

Denla lifted a hand, hesitated, then lowered it. “Thank you, Dhook.”

“Speak nothing of it. May the morrow rise and your home be warm.”

“And your hearth full.”

Dhook continued, passing broad-nosed Mrootka and hairless Glrok, exchanging nods with each.

“Dhook, you look as thin as a silver vein. You have lost your strength. Glrok here could dig more ore than you.”

Dhook’s hearty laugh rumbled through the narrow pass. “Mrootka, remind me who won the wrestling competition last week. Then let us see how deep the source goes.” Mrootka smirked, and Glrok laughed, clapping Mrootka on the back. Mrootka waved a dismissive hand, despite his twinkling eye.

He passed two other mountain-carved houses, at one of which a girl played outside with a pile of sticks. “Ah, the great builder is at work, I see?”

“Dhook-krah! It will be larger than the mountain! And have a smokescape for a fireplace.”

Dhook complimented the child with a solemn nod. “A sturdier home I’m sure has never been built. You keep that up, and you’ll put your father out of work!”

She beamed. “I told him that too.” And then she returned to her building.

The faint glow of the sun, unable to penetrate the thick clouds hovering over the mountain, was sinking behind the slope when he neared home. A commotion caught his attention, though, and he spotted the glint of imperial steel around a corner. Was that Elkra’s anxious voice?

He stepped in, alert, to see her backed against a wall as two greenlander soldiers elbowed each other.

“I think she ought to have some reason for being out, don’t you, mate?”

“I sure do. I’m just afraid I can’t understand enough of her stone-mumble to have made it out.”

“It’s a shame, isn’t it? Perhaps we take her back to camp and make sure she isn’t lost. Give her a nice warm place to sleep, eh, mate?”

“Ha! Indeed, mate!”

“Gentlemen.” Dhook stood a head taller than them, and they turned.

The thinner of the two lost his composure momentarily, shrouded by Dhook’s shadow in the sinking sun.

The larger sneered. “What do you need, ore-digger?”

“I would have my wife’s company on my walk home.”

The bulky one cracked his knuckles. “Is that so, ore-digger? We think she looks too frail. You’ve been negligent in caring for her, haven’t you? We’ll help you out and give you one less mouth to feed tonight. She’ll be back tomorrow.”

The skinny one had regained his stance and chuckled. But when Dhook growled and squared his shoulders, stepping further into the pass’s offshoot, he cringed again.

His companion didn’t balk, though. “Are you threatening us?”

“I’ve issued no threat. I’m sure there is no need.”

The large greenlander reached for his sword, but the other stayed him.

“Take care of her,” the aggressor hissed after a pause. “And see she’s not in our way again.”

Dhook stood grounded as the two soldiers walked past him. He did not budge as they approached, forcing them to skirt around him in the tight crevice.

When they had left, he turned to Elkra. She rushed up to him and embraced him. Though he was fatigued from the mines, the firmness of her hug bolstered him. He caressed her hair, smoothing it. “Did they harm you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “No.”

“Elkra, why are you out this late?”

She sighed wearily. “Dhook, come now.”

He gently grabbed her shoulders, separating her from him lightly, and then placed one of his palms on her belly. They both turned their gaze to her rounded stomach. With a pained smile, she placed her two hands over his, and he clasped his second on top. During her other pregnancies, her stomach had been rounder. He gritted his teeth at the absent rationer. We should be grateful that we have food for the night and no violence has come to us.

“Let’s go home, Elkra.”

She nodded and embraced him once more. With closed eyes, he relished her warmth. Then the two walked home.

Upon their arrival, their older son, Prkard, glanced up from the corner where he sat with Bnatk. He was a strapping young man, with Dhook’s frame and Elkra’s eyes. “About time you’re back, Ma.” A brooding glower shadowed his face.

When Dhook opened his mouth to reprimand Prkard’s disrespect, Elkra rested a hand on his elbow. Her eyes widened, an unspoken command to be lenient. Her firm face allowed no dispute.

He sighed and kept his rebuke simple. “Do not speak to your mother like that.”

“Tell me,” Elkra said, “did you clear the room of drip water as I asked?”

Prkard rolled his eyes and pointed to the corner where a bucket sat.

“And why haven’t you put it on the fire to boil yet?”

Prkard groaned and then motioned for Bnatk to help with the chore. The boy might be difficult, but he was a good lad.

Elkra set the table while Dhook divided the rations. As he emptied the bag, he noticed splotches on half the remaining rations. He sniffed it, and the stench made him grimace. He eyed it a long moment, wondering if it might still be worth eating. His stomach pushed him to say that yes, it was still edible. But he knew better. I should be grateful the rest is clean.

He laid out the edible rations for his family. Prkard went to dive into the food, and Elkra opened her mouth with slight exasperation as she bid him to slow down.

Bnatk spoke, though. “Papa, why aren’t you eating?”

Elkra turned to see his empty plate, and she fixed him with a firm stare. Even Prkard paused. He pressed his lips to a thin inquisitive line.

“Go on, eat. I had what I needed earlier at the ration house.”

“I knew it! See, Ma? You don’t yell at him for eating fast. He ate before he even got back!”

Elkra tutted at him and then looked at Dhook, but he averted his gaze from her concerned frown. She began cutting her ration in half to set on his plate.

He had only to take his hand and rest it on her stomach to stop her. Still, he did not look at her until she relented.

As Dhook watched his family eat, grateful that he could still provide for them, a knock sounded at the door.

“Stay,” he said when Elkra motioned to get up. “Eat.”

He rose, hoping it wasn’t one of the neighbors coming to make small talk. Some of them did that around dinnertime in the hope of a warm invitation to sit and share food. He didn’t want to give Elkra any more excuses for generosity when she couldn’t afford it.

When he opened the door, though, steel glinting off torchlight reflected back at him and cast hard shadows on the greenlander soldiers’ half-plate armor. No light reached beyond the helmet slits, their eyes unseen.

Dhook tensed. What must he do to maintain peace with these men? Two soldiers in the second line nodded. “That’s him, all right.” Though shadow hid their features, he recognized their voices from just an hour ago. Perhaps he had been too bold with them.

A gruff-voiced man in front lifted his chin, the torchlight finally shining onto the bridge of his nose. “I hear you were ungrateful to my men. They offered to help your wife home earlier today.”

“I meant no offense to them.” Dhook regarded the pair with a blank face.

The leader nodded. “I am sure not, ore-digger. I believe it only fair you apologize to these men.”

Dhook’s jaw flexed. After a time, he nodded. “I am sorry for the disruption.”

The two men sneered. “That sounds insincere to me. What about you, mate?”

“Aye. A bit of fire in that one.”

“Please accept my humble apologies,” Dhook said, sighing as he bowed.

The two men grumbled, but the leader lifted his hand. “He said he’s sorry. Does that sate you?”

Dhook, still bowing, waited for permission to straighten, but it did not come yet. This was not the first time the lordlings had come to his door. He did not need trouble, not with his young ones inside.

“Because of our kindness,” one of his accusers said, “we missed the distribution of goods.”

Dhook started to rise, but a sword moved. A warning he should remain bowed.

“Is that so?” the leader said. “Ore-digger, you do realize that my men are on a strict schedule and must be available to receive their dues from the North, yes? If they offered you a service out of their generosity and you slighted them as well as causing them to miss the distribution, it is only fair you compensate them.”

Dhook stood at that, ignoring even the blade that moved again. The guards settled into stances. “That, they are mistaken on.” They shuffled back at Dhook’s glare, suddenly less confident, and the torchlight finally revealed the cowardice hidden behind their helmets. The torch’s glow might have been emphasizing own jaw and perhaps worked in his favor right now.

The leader turned to the cowards. “Dwin? Nurn? Does he lie?”

They grimaced but said nothing else.

“Very well.” The leader turned back to Dhook. “See to it, though, that you cause them no further trouble, ore-digger.”

Dhook nodded and eyed them. They sneered. When Dhook turned, one spoke up to the others. “His whore of a wife asked us to take her with us too. Shame we couldn’t help her out. It’s no wonder she wanted to be rid of a grit like him.”

Dhook turned, and in an instant the one who had slandered his wife was on the ground, knocked flat. The other jumped back and shouted.

The leader shouted. “Ore-digger! What is the meaning of this?”

Dhook shook, fire in his eyes.

“For that, I will have your gold. Now,” the leader said.

“No, it is for my family.”

“You will not have ration scripts for the week, ore-digger, if you refuse.”

Dhook’s nostrils flared. He looked over his shoulder. Elkra stroked her two boys’ hair, eagerly trying to direct their attention away from the door. Prkard locked eyes with Dhook before turning to help Elkra calm Bnatk.

Dhook returned his attention to the leader. His lips worked, but he said nothing as he handed over his money.

“That’s hardly enough to replace my armor. Look at this dent!”

The man pushed Dhook, and Dhook moved toward him. Swords raised, and Dhook slowed. He had already had his share of trouble with this lot.

“Be off,” Dhook said.

The man moved forward and stepped up to Dhook. “I said, you’ll give me more, grit!”

Dhook growled and lifted the man up by his half-plate armor, making the coward shout in a high-pitched squeal. The prick of a blade pressed against his neck, not piercing but on the verge.

Nostrils flaring, Dhook lowered the man. “I’m sorry,” he finally said.

“You worthless . . .”

The man kicked him, and suddenly something heavy sent Dhook crashing to the ground. His vision swirled into two for a moment, and an instant later he was being kicked in the ribs, the head, and the neck. Pain ripped into his stomach as something cracked, and his vision doubled once more. The fuzzy, unaligned image of a figure walked toward the door, torch raised, as the other soldiers continued to kick him. Then his vision faded to black.
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Dhook awoke to somebody pommeling his head. No, not pommeling. Somebody was cleaning his head with a soft rag. Odd that I would have thought that hurt. And odd that I smell fire. Did Elkra keep the fire burning for dinner?

He stirred in an effort to sit up but promptly collapsed.

“Shh, shh,” cooed somebody overhead. Was that Denla? Had she come for dinner?

Memory flooded back to Dhook, and his searing, white-hot vision settled. He lay on his side, facing his home. Or what remained of it. Gouts of flame licked at the edges of the decorative wood mantle. Something acrid burned the air. Voices above him spoke in a distant buzz.

Elkra. Prkard. Bnatk. Dhook pushed himself upright, ignoring the nausea. The world trembled and lurched with each step. He stumbled over to the mantle. Here, he noted with a fleeting glance the doorpost, which Prkard had helped him set in the mountainside back when he was small. He may be a stubborn one at times, but he’s a good lad. Memory only held Dhook hostage for an instant. The acrid smell burning his nostrils churned his stomach and forced him forward.

“Dhook,” came a pleading voice. It had been pleading with him from the moment he stood. He ignored it, walking into his home.

His knees wobbled, numb with cold despite the flames surrounding him. Charred wood sat on its side, marking the dinner table. Chairs lay on end at the edges of the room, also burned. But not at the table, and nobody sitting in them.

Dhook trembled, his mind racing, unable to hold a thought longer than a second. He continued. He followed the stench that now burned his insides.

A flaming bit of carpet covered a misshapen mound. He pushed through the pain in his ribs as he tossed it aside. It was nothing, only a heap of fabric. It’ll take a while to clean the clothing. He looked at the overturned table. What was Elkra cooking that stank so?

His body paused as his mind processed the heap of laundry beside him. Slowly, reluctantly, and with an eternally drawn-out turn, he eyed the old clothes.

The rags held a strange form. And where flame danced along sleeve openings, he saw exposed, raw skin, charred.

Again his stance wobbled, ice digging beneath his kneecaps, seeping into his elbows while fire licked at his shoulders and thighs.

He grabbed the carpet, not caring that it burned his hands, which were, after all, only skin and not meant for handling flame, calloused as they might be from digging for thirteen hours every day.

He saw the bald heads of Elkra, Bnatk, and Prkard, flame having scoured their hair. He dropped, overcome with grief. Again the pestering voice called to him from outside. Would they not quiet and leave him with his family?

He struggled to breathe, and what little air he did inhale was hot from flame. He remembered watching the soldiers walk into his home.

And the last thing he had said to them was “Sorry.”

Shaking, only vaguely aware of the hands that pulled him from the wreckage—the cruel hands that pried him from his family—Dhook roared. The mountains resounded with his rage, echoing like a reverberating chamber, his voice more filled with fire than the tongues that licked at his home and family. He screamed until everything faded again, indistinguishable from the starless night sky.


Chapter 20

Underlying Discovery
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Vasha scanned for anything familiar about the corridors as she followed Gedri. She only listened to his chaotic, excited babble with half an ear. His company was better than the sullen Callan’s. What has come over him? She hoped Callan wouldn’t be such a bore on the entire trip throughout the princedoms.

“Right? Vasha? Or did I get it wrong?”

Vasha blinked away her distraction. “What now?”

“Sorry, I probably spoke too fast.” Well, he hardly sounded sorry. Then again, she had promised she was listening twice now. “Can you confirm for me where the Eternal Realm feels accessible to you?”

Vasha resisted rolling her eyes. “Outside, as I mentioned multiple times.” She closed her eyes—she had kept her body calm but not her words. Sweet light, she was trying to be friendlier, truly. Mairwen had suggested her difficulty getting along with others her age might be the way she came off to people. Vasha had said that was an issue of their own to overcome. She had worked hard to fight ignorance on her own part, and she expected that of others!

Mairwen, though, said Vasha’s statement proved her point.

“I’m sorry, Gedri, that came out wrong.” She tried not to choke on the words. But she liked Gedri, so it wasn’t too difficult.

He seemed oblivious to her initial irritation, already interested in continuing the conversation. “Yes, I know outside, Vasha. But precisely where?”

Vasha opened her mouth and then closed it. “Outside? It’s just, I don’t know, the door, I suppose?”

“Can you take me there?”

Vasha frowned. Then she closed her eyes to recreate the light-withered map hanging in her room. “This way.”

Gedri only had to question her directions once when she led them toward a pantry, apparently. But that was his only interjection, and Vasha beamed as she found the door.

“Here, I can feel it here.” She stood outside, aware again of the sweet connection to her tynata, should she summon it. Robust power emanated from the Lone Twin Tynspire within the tower. While her connection vanished inside the tower walls, out here the tynspire’s proximity amplified her ability to drift into the Eternal Realm as long as the tower doors remained open.

She was hesitant to enter the Eternal Realm beyond her tynata, though. Vayuna had warned her to be judicious and purposeful before entering it, since he said the storms affected the Eternal Realm.

Her tynata had concerned her previously. Apparently, it had been connected to a place called Agghadash. The crumbling, decrepit city where she had first encountered Callan in the flesh. A vile residue tainted that place.

But whatever force pulled her to the tynata now remained pure, and Vayuna sensed no trouble from it. Considering he expressed dislike for the Wide Gate—that pathway beyond the boundaries defining existence—his ambivalence for her tynata must account for something.

Beside her, Gedri scrambled as he jotted notes, with furtive glances between her and his parchment.

“What are you doing?” She did not care for the scrutiny in his eye.

Rather than answer her question, he posed one of his own. “You say this is where you can feel it again, yes?” He held the pad of paper a distance from his eyes and tilted his head, like an artist examining a sketch from a new angle. Dissatisfied with whatever he saw, he shook his head. “I don’t know, I could be wrong. This doesn’t really make sense. I thought it would be closer to the door. Ah, well. Thank you, Vasha.”

Sweet light, but his mind clearly swam faster than a redfin. He surely meant no wrong, but it tired her to see him deduce things in his head without sharing. “What are you talking about? You might make more sense if you said everything on your mind.”

“Right, of course. I was thinking it might be the structure of the tower itself and not just the region or the land or even just proximity to the tynspire that affected whether you could enter the Eternal Realm. But if this is the exact place that sensation rekindles in you, I’m clearly wrong.”

Vasha squinted. “Well, I didn’t realize you meant the exact place.” She stepped closer to the tower and still felt the connection. A rush of embarrassment warmed her cheeks as she realized how silly this experiment was. She could find another way to ease her boredom.

Then she saw a servant spot her as he walked past the door, and he paused. Do they mean to track me even out here? Not if she was busy, they wouldn’t.

She decided—silly or not—since she liked Gedri, she owed him this favor for losing her temper.

After each series of steps, she reached out to her tynata without actually entering the Eternal Realm, confirming the connection remained right up to the edge of the doorway. “I can access it here too.”

Gedri’s eyes glinted. “And it stops at the threshold?”

Vasha nodded, heading through the doorway. Standing inside, she made the attempt again but confirmed it would not work. She compared the connection to the Eternal Realm to scratching at a dense clump of cotton with her fingernails, hoping to find a seed in the middle but only feeling the rough sensation crawling up her forearm.

Gedri walked around her, analyzing the floor and the ceiling. “I see. I see.”

Then he made some notes. Vasha tried to peek over his shoulder, but he paced as he scribbled, hunched over the parchment. Not secretive but excited.

He planted himself on the polished wood strip directly under the archway. “Vasha, can you access it right here? Where is the exact line that you can and cannot reach out to the Eternal Realm?”

Vasha released an exasperated sigh, but servants whispered behind her. I’m not spending my time frivolously. I am entertaining Gedri. She shot the servants a glower, and they giggled before departing, allowing her to indulge the cheery boy in peace. At small increments along the roughly two-foot width of the wooden lip, she checked her connection to the tynata. “I suppose . . . Hmm . . . Not here . . . Here.”

Gedri crouched to his knees and knocked against the wooden beam’s center point. He rapped along its width, first with small movements toward the tower’s interior, then toward the outside. That did not sate his curiosity, and he continued his tapping, crawling along the length of the floor right to where the polished wood met the doorpost. With a glance over his shoulder, he dug out a small knife and pried at the grain. Her scalp prickled unexpectedly. She didn’t want to be caught with Gedri while he defaced the tower. She already clashed with several Shu’Ranai who still considered her Oathsworn. With a furtive glance, she checked that no servants had returned.

“It’s no use,” Gedri said, giving up with a sigh. The wood turned out to be a thin veneer with only polished stone beneath it. “I can’t get to the foundation through this. Maybe if I can find a book on the tower’s construction, that might provide more details. Blueprints. I know there’s a whole section on the impressive structural engineering in the Archives. If⁠—”

Well, she did not want to get sucked into a trip to the Archives. Best to take advantage of the servants’ absence by leaving now. She had practiced the route to her room from the entryway enough times to have memorized that. “Gedri, thank you, I’ve enjoyed the distraction, but I should go. I have important matters to attend to.”

“Hmm? Oh, of course. Thank you, Vasha!”

Gedri started walking before Vasha could say, “You’re welcome.” She oddly felt discarded by his sudden dismissal. With a huff, she was preparing for the trek to her room when she noticed him pull a book from his cloak and bury his nose in it.

Vasha froze. “Gedri, where did you get that?”

Gedri turned to look at her and then his book, and suddenly his eyes went wide. “Vasha! I didn’t know anybody would have asked you to keep an eye out for it. Please don’t say anything. I just want a little more time with it.”

Vasha waved him to silence and stepped closer to inspect the tome. The cracked leather binding, though damaged, reminded her of a book she once skimmed through at the Sanctuary Hold. The book the confounded Pledged Heglion had introduced her to that had unearthed older knowledge than anything the Oathsworn taught during their early lectures and had set this whole mess in motion. For the best, though, since it got me away from those unbearable withered hypocrites.

“No, Gedri, I’m not concerned about that. I think I’ve seen this book before. May I?”

Gedri hesitated but then handed the book to her after checking the hallways were empty.

Vasha flipped through the beginning pages. Her enthusiasm wilted; it wasn’t the same book. But while the content differed and mentioned nothing of intonations, it covered plenty on stances. She thumbed through the introduction. Fourth Era? The book Heglion had shown her had been marked from the Fourth Era as well. Outdated, of course. Well, so the Oathsworn would have claimed.

“You found this in the Archives?” she asked.

After Gedri reluctantly nodded, she briefly explained her encounter with Pledged Heglion, leaving only small, completely unimportant and irrelevant details out.

Curiosity coated Gedri’s voice. “Interesting. But some concepts in here just don’t make sense. All this talk of stances. What do they have to do with anything? Look at this, for example. What does it mean to take the form of a sparrow dodging the falcon’s talon? It’s too abstract. Is there no equation for it?”

But Vasha cocked her head. “I’ve not heard of this form, but if you imagine . . . Step back, please . . .”

Gedri retreated three paces, and Vasha entered a pose on one foot. One hand lowered, the other uplifted, she flowed between two stances. Specifically, Sparrow’s Agile Resting and Hawk’s Alert Vigil. She hummed the tones that paired with these two stances, and as she did, a swirl of energy gusted around her like wind. Not a wind like Mairwen produced with the Vein of Impulse but a thrum that shook her bones in the most pleasing way.

Gedri’s jaw dropped as he closed the distance between them, reaching his hand out as if to feel the invisible surge that spiraled her. “How did you . . .”

Vasha stood and straightened her robe. The Oathsworn correctly assessed the Shu’Ranai’s ignorance of stances and intonations. She bit back the urge to tut at him, though. While the Oathsworn may have been right on that one matter, her personal experiences did not reveal the Shu’Ranai to be malicious or deceitful. Merely oblivious to the intricacies of mental preparations.

She inhaled before speaking, mindful not to condescend. “I suppose I can try to explain it . . .”

After no less than ten failed attempts, Gedri finally balanced on one leg. She stopped him after his first try at a dual intonation, though, but only because she could not stop laughing.

He settled for transcribing notes on what Vasha recalled from her childhood instructions in Gho. Westerners and their inability with dual intonations. Really! Near Brekh, some people still spoke Iniko regularly, with its resonant vowels. As such, everyone typically grasped the basics, which made dual intonations a natural next step.

“Thanks, Vasha! I’ll keep practicing this—what was the name you gave it? Fleeing Sparrow. In the meantime, I need to find the tower’s blueprints.”

“Before you go, Gedri, do any other books discuss stances?”

Gedri pondered her question for a moment and shook his head. “Nothing like this. But there is something about war stances with similar silly names. Is that helpful?”

Vasha smirked at what he considered silly. But regarding his question, she had never heard of war stances and therefore didn’t know.

She was, however, open to finding out.


Chapter 21

Change
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Callan forced a steady pace through the halls, although whenever in solitude, his pace quickened. Sideways glances down every offshoot caught no vanishing cloaks. I probably won’t see any more of those with Aryn dead. While he sought solace in that, the grim reality meant anybody still watching him probably hid in plain sight.

In bouts like this, Callan wondered if he could have done something differently. Maybe he could have encased Aryn in a crystalline shell or even just caught the clues sooner. It was impractical, he knew. He was only beginning to discover the extent of Vitality’s power, and even then, mostly through instinct.

Outside the tower, Rhogana waited.

Three days now, he had asked for extra sparring. She had been surprised but impressed. When he didn’t train with her, he trained on his own. He had little else to do, with Sabhira gone and Mairwen still absent. The routines’ familiarity let him process what he had done to Aryn, and now at night he slept with a crystal shell holding his door closed in case the locks failed. He had to resummon it whenever he woke, but it still eased his mind.

He understood the necessity of his actions, but that didn’t provide the relief he thought it might. I need to be okay with having killed someone. If we come across bandits, I might need to again. They’ll kill me if I don’t fight back. And from what Aryn had said, even death wouldn’t spare Callan from Maarat.

“No need,” said Rhogana when Callan started the Tolemca Dance. “Straight to sparring today.”

“So I’ve improved that much?” Usually, their spars only concluded their sessions. Yesterday, she had only made him practice one cycle of the Tolemca Dance.

Rhogana grunted. “You can’t warm up before every ambush. Let’s see how much you’ve learned.”

Callan smirked. He recognized this gruff tone as one of affection. Swords clanged within seconds. Her initial strikes pushed him three steps back, but he adjusted his grip and met her blows. When her blade came down on his shoulder, he parried. When she shifted to let it roll down and take him in the ribs, he followed her blade through the whole arc with his own, deflecting the attempt.

Even when she came in close to elbow his chin, he ducked and rolled to her outside, away from the blade. He recognized the mistake almost immediately. I should have struck while I was within her guard.

She grunted, apparently not having missed his error either. “Reset.”

In the next round, she whacked Callan on the knuckles with the flat of her blade, but he landed a strike at her waist. A low whistle drew his attention to Perlith, who watched from the sidelines, and in that moment, Rhogana pressed her blade to Callan’s neck.

“Oh, that’s not fair. I wouldn’t have been distracted in an actual fight, and you know it.”

“Don’t let the enemy take you in their death throes.”

Perlith tutted from the side. “I’m with the boy on this one.”

Rhogana grimaced at her. “Reset.”

Twice more they reset, and each time Callan thwarted Rhogana’s blows and landed a few of his own.

Now, though, Rhogana charged him unexpectedly, and he took too long to enter Mountain’s Root before getting his blade up. Rhogana was simply too large, and he had to dodge with a side roll. Callan raised a surrendering hand while balled on the ground, ceding the round to Rhogana.

“That wasn’t fair either. You’re way too—” He caught himself before calling her massive but never finished with a more elegant choice of words because someone else had gathered beside Perlith.

The newcomer was a tall thin man sporting dust-caked robes with five rows of white-fringed bands on his cuffs. His dusk-hued skin was a shade darker than Mairwen’s, and his hair short, black, and tidy. If the state of his garb and number of bands wasn’t enough to distinguish him from most Shu’Ranai, etched steel armor peeked out from beneath the tucked edges of his robe’s lapels. Small tattoos rested above his brows, and a triangular arrow pointed down the bridge of his nose. One ear held many earrings, and a heavy assortment of necklaces encircled his neck.

“Is this what the Grand Archon has deemed worth my departure from Da’Almi?”

Who is this guy? “Esteemed Shu’Ranai, I did land strikes before you arrived.” He estimated the bejeweled man somewhere between Rhogana’s and Perlith’s ages. And why didn’t those two seem shocked by his arrival?

He pointed at Rhogana with his chin. “How would you overcome her size?”

“By entering a different stance.” That’s why I’m practicing.

Rhogana shook her head. “He’s right. It does you little service to train against a single type of opponent. I can make an edge from an iron bar, but there are more angles to temper.”

The tension from the hallway stroll returned. Please don’t say you’re handing me over to him for training.

Rhogana folded her arms. “This is Orlev. You will train under him now.”

Callan hid his frown. This Orlev fellow stood shoulder to shoulder with her. How had he managed that without her brandishing a knife at him? She must have met him already. He wanted to explain he couldn’t trust the Shu’Ranai. Where was Mairwen? If she would just come back soon, he could share his concerns and plot with her on how to ferret out the spy.

“I look forward to your instruction, Esteemed Orlev.” When Callan finally moved to put away his gear, Rhogana clacked her two swords together.

Orlev was the one, though, that spoke. “She said you will train under me now.”

“Now now?” Callan’s eyes darted between Rhogana’s and Orlev’s matching bemused looks. With a wide-eyed shrug, Callan entered Raven’s Descent.

Rather than take a sword from Rhogana, Orlev produced a quarterstaff from his back with one deft motion. Rhogana and Perlith each stepped back, Rhogana with a judging gaze and Perlith with an annoying smirk.

Orlev beckoned Callan forward.

Callan took one step, and the moment his foot left the ground, Orlev swiped the other with his staff, sending Callan to the dirt. Cheeks flushed with embarrassment, Callan rose and squared his shoulders. Snake’s Coil. Crouched lower, he maintained better balance, but he doubted Orlev would perform the same strike now that Callan was expecting it. And so, when Callan stepped forward, he deftly deflected Orlev’s jab to his gut. But Orlev leaned into the thrust and swung the staff with blinding speed until the butt of the weapon whammed into Callan’s chin. He kept upright for only a moment before the staff again swiped at his feet and sent Callan tumbling to the earth.

He could have shattered my teeth with that blow! Who was this man?

“I’ve only focused on sword training.”

“Then swords it is!” Orlev held his hand out, and Rhogana tossed him a blade.

Callan had barely risen to his feet before he was dodging swipes. None of the forms felt familiar, but Callan adapted to this new technique. Although he evaded the blows, he lost ground with each step.

I won’t let him shame me. Callan planted his feet and leaned forward, stopping Orlev’s advance. The onslaught of strikes did not end, but Callan focused on his breathing. His vision sharpened, anticipating each blow. Orlev’s movements followed a pattern. Raising his sword to the left, Callan blocked a strike, then quickly pivoted, expecting the follow-up.

Callan found an opportunity to step into the strikes where he could press Orlev back, but Orlev suddenly changed tactics completely from liquid motions to a savage barrage. The change in styles disoriented Callan as he struggled to meet each strike, and then a brilliant flash of light blinded him, followed by a steel smack against his wrist and another to his thigh.

“You used the veins!”

The blindness wore off and revealed Orlev standing with arms clasped behind his back, all weapons put away in the moment Callan had lost his sight.

“Yes,” he said, “but I didn’t need to. I’ve trained with the swordmasters of Tolemca, the bash champions of Jafat, and the elite archers of Vassasa. The Shu’Ranai, I have been with for longer than all these, but I found no reason not to train my body. Doing so hones the mind. The two are inseparable, and if you are to weave with the Vein of Vitality, you have much yet to learn.”

Callan responded through clenched teeth. “I’m making progress.” He looked to Rhogana for aid.

“You have,” she said. “Months ago, I wouldn’t have bet on you against a borehound, but now I’d risk my coppers.” She pursed her lips. “You’ll do well under him. Besides, your build is challenging to work with for what I prefer to teach.”

She would only bet coppers?

Orlev produced several books from his robe. How many things could he conceal in there? And what else might he be hiding? Callan didn’t rule out secrets. “Take these and add them to your bags. We leave at dawn.”

“What are those?” He had already packed his stolen books and now needed to ensure room for these without drawing unwanted attention to the others.

“Customs of the nations, combat and otherwise. I mentioned training mind and body, which extends beyond sparring. For the Shu’Ranai to present a diplomat who knows nothing of local ways would be a mistake.”

Callan didn’t think this was the time to point out the Shu’Ranai could manage the diplomacy part. Pits below, he’s the Shu’Ranai I’m traveling with. But could this man help him learn his powers better to challenge the storms? Callan wasn’t even sure he could trust the man not to turn him over to Maarat. He really wanted to talk to Mairwen. The moment she touches tower grounds, I’m pulling her aside. I don’t care what attention it earns.

Callan nodded slowly and accepted the books before turning to Rhogana. “Will you still train with me, too, though?”

Orlev lifted his chin at Callan but spoke to Perlith. “You haven’t told him?”

Callan braced himself and asked Rhogana, “Told me what?”

Instead of answering him, she glanced at Perlith, whose distracted gaze fell on the horizon.

Callan cleared his throat. “Perlith?” She startled and glanced his way. “What didn’t you tell me? And why isn’t Mairwen back?”

“Clodhopping . . . Mairwen had to leave directly from the wreckage site with the Star Counters accompanying, and I leave tonight. Oh. And she wishes you strength and such.”

The news hit Callan like a fallen boulder. Mairwen’s not coming back. “When were you⁠—”

“I’m not beholden to you, boy. My role was to get you to the Seam, and that is done. If you want to finish this business with the Sealed One, you need something more than I can help with. He’s the dirt-clogged valaren, not me. I left my business in Vassasa when I rushed to you, and to Vassasa again I’ll go.”

Callan’s left eye twitched.

Rhogana chuckled. “What she means is we head to her family.”

“Family?” Callan asked.

Perlith spat. “Other farima do’tyna. I don’t care for most of them.”

“They sent Mairwen in advance to ensure smooth conversation,” said Rhogana, amused.

Callan kept his face blank. He couldn’t rely on Mairwen as a confidant, then. Nor would he have Rhogana’s protection. But if the shadow sought to corner him, he would be ready.


Chapter 22

The Road Ahead
[image: ]


Negotiations aren’t so difficult after all. Despite the welts from Orlev’s morning training session, renewed vigor distracted Callan from the strain of lifting the sculpture’s base to clear a banister. The Grand Archon had allowed him to recruit ten servants, whom Callan led in carrying artwork upstairs to the Dulled’s quarters.

The Grand Archon had listened patiently to Callan’s rushed explanation of how the Dulled in Durinvale showed more expression than the Dulled here. He hadn’t expected the Grand Archon to grant the request so quickly.

Esteemed Yurta awaited them, and Callan smiled to see she had already opened the shades on the east wing, even at this noon hour. If the Dulled preferred the dark, they could seek it on the west side. As Callan suspected, though, many loitered in the sunlit half.

Some even approached the boy in back carrying pastries. If nothing remained of them, like so many claimed, then why had there been a slow change in their behaviors over the past few weeks?

“I am impressed, Vein Render,” said Esteemed Yurta.

“I know it isn’t much, but it can’t hurt either.”

She laid a hand on his shoulder. “We thought we understood what was best for them. You have shown us something different, and the Dulled already improve.”

Callan sucked in a breath as he surveyed the floor’s occupants and caught a black storm on the horizon. Although he was glad to see the changes in these people, they still weren’t their initial selves. I will end these storms.

Unfortunately, Callan lacked the time for a longer visit. He had bid his farewell to Esteemed Yurta and the general occupants of the room when the woman who reminded him of Nolia ambled toward him. She dropped a small pink stone on the floor.

Callan blinked. She moved away, her vacant eyes showing no recognition, but Callan picked the stone up. “Thank you,” he said as she strolled silently to the sunlight. He rubbed the tiny colored rock between his forefinger and thumb before smiling and tucking it away. It would make a pleasant reminder while he was on the road with strangers. Strangers who might want me dead.

But not all his companions were strangers. Then a sudden worry struck him. Was Vasha going to leave him and join Mairwen, Perlith, and Rhogana? She couldn’t! Where would he find her?

His eyes landed on one servant hanging a painting. “Have you seen Vasha?”

The servant flinched before glancing at the door and nodding. “Outside, behind the tower. The fountain walk, just beyond where you found me.”

Despite the odd behavior, Callan thanked her and departed. He had already descended two levels before pondering why so many of the servants he collected had been leaving the fountain walk, even showing eagerness to join him. They all love badgering Vasha, so why avoid her?

Not a single servant did he encounter from the tower’s doors all along two outer courtyards until he arrived at the fountain walk.

There, Vasha grinned in a widespread stance as Gedri scrawled on parchment, murmuring as he dipped his quill frequently. One servant waved his hands frantically, his eyes unfocused, as another chewed her lip, watching her companion.

“Vasha?”

Vasha turned, her smile faltering slightly with something just short of guilt in her eye. She glanced around, but finding only Callan, she relaxed.

Callan stared at her flatly. He liked her company, but not when she made him feel like he was nobody. “Did you hear I’m leaving tomorrow?” He almost said “we” but didn’t want to curse his luck.

She nodded. “Yes. I have already packed.”

Callan exhaled, grateful.

Gedri, though, dropped his jaw. “What? Vasha, we are so close to figuring out these stances!” He turned to offer an apologetic shrug to a snorting servant. “Sorry. But even I can’t make someone fall like that.” Then he turned back to Vasha. “If you can pair a stance and an intonation to disorient someone, we have to keep studying! I still can’t tell if you’re just muddling their sense of direction or if you’re actually planting a skewed perception.”

Vasha tapped her lips. “Yes. We need more practice. But not here.” She nodded. “Gedri, request to join us.”

Callan’s gut tightened. He still didn’t know what to think of Gedri, let alone any of the other Shu’Ranai. He couldn’t outright say that here, though, especially not with how Gedri adored Aryn.

Gedri raised his eyebrows. “Vasha, I doubt they would let me leave when I’m only⁠—”

“Think about what we can learn, Gedri, and the libraries along the way.”

“Vasha—” Callan interrupted, but she lifted her hand to stop him. The two servants used the distraction to escape, one tripping over his feet.

“Gedri, you have the . . . that one book still?”

Gedri glanced conspicuously each direction before speaking. “It’s okay, Vasha. He’s the one who gave it to me.”

Callan groaned. “Gedri, you told her about it?”

“She discovered it!”

Vasha sniffed. “You weren’t exactly hiding it,” she muttered.

Callan sighed and, in that moment, decided Gedri was no threat. Nobody working for the shadow could be that oblivious. If his naivety was an act, it convinced Callan. Gedri can’t hide secrets.

It might be best to have Gedri join after all. Callan could better watch him, and he desperately wanted more familiar faces. Considering he wanted to bring the books from the restricted aisle with him but didn’t know if he would have enough time to read the pages while surrounded by others, Gedri’s presence might give him an excuse as a group study session. Better that than leaving the books behind for someone to discover.

“I can arrange it. Do you want to go, Gedri?”

“If you can make that happen, yes! This is a real adventure. And maybe we’ll bump into Aryn along the way. What Vasha and I are learning will impress him.”

Callan raked his hand through his hair and exhaled to hide his wince. “Well, I suppose I’m headed back to the Grand Archon.”
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After double-checking his bags, Callan left his chamber to meet the others. Vasha and Gedri crossed his path on the way. The sun sat beneath the horizon, so it was mostly Solstine’s light that guided them to the stable. Every horse there was Ilmarene, as apparently the Shu’Ranai required the finest steeds.

Outside the stable, Orlev and four other Shu’Ranai had already gathered. Each wore the more traditional cloaks of the Shu’Ranai with the fringe on their sleeves, marking which of the four veins they wove with. Five sets of fringe adorned each of their sleeves, and all wore matching golden clasps on their cloaks.

They hardly acknowledged Callan as he passed them, which suited him just fine. Some of the ostlers Callan recognized, but others were clearly refugees pitching in. I guess Hari found some help after all.

“Here you go, my lord,” said one of the stand-in refugees to Callan with a reverent bow.

Callan glanced around to see if one of the noble emissaries was nearby, but the servant had spoken to him, so he let out an awkward laugh. It was one thing for the Shu’Ranai to give him titles, but not a refugee. “I’m no lord—just Callan is fine.” Fortunately, nobody had been close enough to hear the boy.

The refugee seemed both offended and confused. “You are the Vein Render, aren’t you?” Callan blew at his hair as he nodded, and the boy shifted discomfortably. “Right, my lord. Please, help stop the storms.”

Before Callan could explain again that he was not a lord but would do his best regardless, the boy fled.

Not caring for the stunned solitude, Callan patted his assigned horse, a stunning black Ilmarene named Billow with a longer mane than most that earned him his name. His flank’s short black hairs reflected the third moon’s pale light like a sheen on dark ice, yet when Callan patted his side, he was warm to the touch. I can trust you, boy. He would trade all the Shu’Ranai for horses if he could.

A whicker from the next stall over prompted Callan to stand on his toes. Vasha’s bags were loaded onto a gray steed, and Vasha was checking the cinches and stirrup straps with her hand. At first Callan thought she was confirming they were secured, but then he realized she didn’t know how to mount.

“Vasha,” he said, drawing her attention.

Her face pinched. “Yes?”

“You have all your bags?” Nonchalantly, Callan mounted Billow, acting as if he were testing the stirrups’ lengths. Vasha’s eyes darted to where he placed his feet, and he could read her attentiveness on her face.

“Yes,” she said slowly, grabbing her gray’s reins and slipping her foot into place. She almost overbalanced as she mounted but quickly steadied herself, smiling. The smile quickly turned into a frown. “I know how to collect my belongings, Callan.”

Callan smirked and nodded. “What’s his name?”

“Oro,” she said, testing her balance on his back. The gray stamped a hoof and nodded at his name, and an uncharacteristic softness glinted in Vasha’s eye.

The sound of a struggle drew everybody’s attention, human and horse alike, to the stall across from them, where Gedri had somehow managed to strap his saddlebags on backward and upside down.

“Sorry, Da’sheer, just bear with me a little . . .”

Callan laughed and dismounted, then quickly resituated the gear for Gedri. Apparently, the ostlers had mistaken Gedri for one of the assistant stable hands and left Gedri to struggle on his own.

With the horses in order, Callan stepped outside to ask if Orlev was ready to leave.

The man was in conversation with a Star Counter. “And you are certain,” said Orlev, “the storm will not change course a second time?”

“It must be correct, Esteemed Orlev. We cannot see how, barring any direct interference, it could be otherwise.”

Orlev nodded and then looked over his shoulder to see Callan standing there. He froze, and his eyes tightened, as if reprimanding Callan for eavesdropping.

How can they be certain of anything if the storms aren’t behaving as expected? Callan tried not to let his face show he had overheard anything. “I’ve packed. I also have⁠—”

“Very good, boy. I will check your preparations in a moment.” He resumed his low discussion with the Star Counter, edging his shoulder to dismiss Callan.

It’s bad enough not knowing anything about him. I don’t need another Perlith.

Callan coughed, and Orlev turned with a lifted brow. Callan didn’t step back.

“My name is Callan, Esteemed Orlev.”

Orlev straightened, his brows shadowing his eyes as he stared at Callan. Orlev made a closing remark to the Star Counter, who bobbed in acquiescence, and then clapped for attention. “Introductions! The boy has given his name for the party’s benefit.” He waved his hand, the glossy white of his own fringes flashing in Solstine’s last light. “Beginning with the Vein of Impulse, we have Bengaru and Chintsi.”

The two men in yellow fringe bowed. Bengaru, with bronze skin and silver hair, commented with “Favored is the road that begins with dawn’s embrace.” Chintsi, pale and distant, barely dipped his head, the straw-colored strands that arched from his widow’s peak to fall at his shoulders hardly shifting. He remained silent, his eyes icy.

The third was Synz, in the green fringe representing the Vein of Substance. With her unreadable deep-brown eyes, set beneath thin black eyebrows, she regarded Callan with a brief nod that made her curls jostle before returning to the mounts.

Finally came Ustep, with Spirit’s blue fringe. He gave the deepest bow, and Callan felt obligated to return it. The man exuded authority, but his beaming smile paired with his shined auburn mane disarmed Callan, and he clapped a hand on Callan’s shoulder, expressing his honor to meet the Vein Render.

Ustep questioned Callan about life as a patroller in the wardlands, but Orlev interrupted.

“That is enough. The boy will ride alongside me so I can test his knowledge of the northern provinces. The lesson begins immediately.”

“Now?” Callan asked. They hadn’t even taken their first step!

Orlev mounted his horse with a fluid leap. “If somebody rushes you with a spear, what do you do?”

Callan situated himself on Billow, conscious of everybody waiting for his answer. The leather reins creaked in his grip. “That’s not enough detail. What kind of weapon am I holding?”

Orlev shook his head, disappointment etched into his face, which rankled Callan. “Clarifying questions are important, but that is the wrong one.”

Callan inhaled, ignoring Vasha’s chuckle. “What am I supposed to ask?”

Orlev dug his heel into his mount’s side, and the others followed. Callan had to match his pace to continue the conversation.

“About your foe’s stance. Rubians favor a low stance when wielding spears. They aim low and force you to defend low. To counter, you anticipate their move and either sidestep swiftly or move to higher ground, where their stance becomes a disadvantage.”

Synz smirked at Callan’s failure to answer, Chintsi and Bengaru shared a shrug, and Ustep offered him an encouraging, sympathetic smile. All turned away from him, though, but that didn’t stop Orlev’s questions.

Despite Orlev driving Callan’s nerves to the edge, he possessed impressive knowledge. Rhogana had focused on overpowering opponents and killing monsters. Finding their weak spots and striking. Orlev could expand on that.

While Callan still didn’t know who among the group he could trust, he could make use of the knowledge available to him.


Chapter 23

Encampment
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Sabhira’s chest tightened as she picked through the encampment’s remnants—a chaotic jumble of shredded tents, shattered vases, and broken wagon wheels. Amid the wreckage, no evidence of people prevailed.

A strip of white cloth cleaner than the rest caught her eye, and she knelt to pick it up, shoving debris aside. The scrap lay under a heap of wooden tent frames, and she lifted the canvas atop it to find a small rattle made of bone and some fresh bread. That can’t be more than a day old.

She pursed her lips as she continued to sort through the strewn remains of the camp, pausing only to scan the horizon. While she was glad not to see any dead bodies, if a storm had taken this, why were no Dulled wandering nearby? With less than twenty-four hours having passed, they couldn’t have wandered far—assuming any survived. She glanced back to the rattle. Creator, keep that little child safe.

“Lord Evuar,” a Star Counter shouted. “Over here.”

Sabhira’s gaze drifted to where the man pointed at markings in the ground. Lord Evuar’s perplexed gaze followed the path.

“You’re sure the storm only reached this far?”

“This pattern in the ground, it only happens where a storm turns away from fallowed land or everstone.”

“Yet there are neither fallows nor everstone here.”

Sabhira frowned. They were all missing something.

“Hello?” she called out, not for the first time. “Speak if you can hear me, or move a bit of rubble. We have water and food.”

No response, but she kept upturning fallen tents.

She stopped at a broken stake and, upon closer inspection, noticed bite marks from a weapon. Signs of repeated hacking appeared on other objects in a close area, and nearby a strange patch of land rose in spikes. Aryn had spoken of how the Zai’daem Webs made spikes like this from the ground to act as cages. Or incapacitating leg snares. Her calves spasmed at the thought.

“Lord Evuar?”

He picked his way over. “What is it, young Lady Sabhira?”

“This . . . I think people did this, not the storm.”

“I think she’s right,” said a nearby Shu’Ranai investigating the spikes. “The Zai’daem val’aladym Webs favor this technique.”

But why?

No blood marked the spikes, no torn clothes. The pattern was neither circular nor big enough to be a makeshift prison. So why destroy this tent? A show of force to scare people? A brutal search for hidden refugees? Or did they just put in the extra effort to destroy everything so nobody else could use it?

The senseless destruction angered her. The world already struggled against the black storms, with each day only getting worse. Why do they still use their abilities to hurt rather than help?

A sudden concern for Aryn gripped her. Had he come this way? If so, she hoped he had avoided the Zai’daem. If they recognized him as a former one of their number, they would imprison him. Plus, part of her plan involved using his earring in Riversgate as proof she was already inducted. Her stomach knotted, and she uttered a quick prayer for Aryn.

No! Callan! Think of Callan.

It troubled her how they had left things. Yes, he could be a lump-headed stonelark, but last night a soldier had mentioned how Callan often, after late-night studying, walked her corridor and checked to make sure she had her favorite bread in her morning basket. Why hadn’t he just said something?

As if summoned by her thoughts of Callan, a stonelark picked at some strewn food. Its erratic movements carried it from one spot to another, scavenging. Even when rummaging soldiers shooed the stonelark away, it hardly moved except to pivot around. As stubborn as Callan indeed.

A Shu’Ranai approached. “Out there, Lord Evuar.”

Sabhira followed his finger but saw nothing. Apparently, neither did Lord Evuar, and the Shu’Ranai shook his head.

“It’s a warding.”

Sabhira frowned. Valaren could make wardings for sight as well as sound?

“If it’s designed to hide,” said Lord Evuar, “how can you tell?”

“A good question. I cannot see the weave itself, but everything surrounding it is too symmetrical. It’s easy to miss unless you’re looking for it.”

“I see.” He then inhaled and turned to Sabhira. Why did he have that look in his eyes? “Lady Sabhira, I recommend you stay with us rather than proceed to Riversgate.”

Oh, this again. She lifted her chin. “Lord Evuar, I did not come all this way just to abandon my mission.” I don’t abandon causes. Or people.

“Of course not, but it isn’t safe.”

He was right. But the way he said it made her feel like he was telling her she was too weak. Which she might be, but she had hardly come unprepared. She folded her arms and scanned the ruined encampment again. The ruined yet bloodless encampment.

Then a thought struck her.

“In fact, Lord Evuar, I think I will leave tomorrow.”

He peered at her. “Would you care to elaborate?”

She smiled as she explained. Based on the Zai’daem’s presence but lack of carnage, and Riversgate’s black market due north, the thieves likely planned to deliver these people into servitude. She was fairly certain Jazeel’s group had intended that for her and Kipp, alongside delivery of the relic cloak.

She already intended to infiltrate the market, so why not join the group and head there with them? She pulled out Aryn’s purple-studded earring as a reminder of the initial plan.

“And what,” asked a dubious Lord Evuar, “makes you think they won’t simply take the cloak from you? It is one thing to deliver to the black market yourself, but this is something else altogether.”

She pursed her lips, then shrugged. “I can sew it to the inside of my cloak.” She had already stitched pockets for the coins on the outside.

Although Lord Evuar once again tried to dissuade her, asking her if she would consider heading west to Lirien first and follow the road along the newly fallowed lands to Riversgate, she shook her head. That route would delay her by weeks.

Besides, she now had a question: What made the Zai’daem so bold as to pillage an encampment near an active black storm? The thieves in this troop would hold that exact answer.

“My goal,” she said, “is to pry their secrets free. Gaining this knowledge will be a head start on my mission in Riversgate.”

Lord Evuar’s lips pursed side to side.

She quickly distracted him by waggling the earring, and before he countered again, she began dictating her needs to a nearby camp follower. The attendant hesitated, first turning to Lord Evuar for confirmation.

Sabhira did not look at Lord Evuar as he appraised her. She needed to exude confidence, so she instead polished the earring and mouthed various precautions, counting each with a finger. She added a few counts for good measure.

With a small shake of his head, Lord Evuar relented. “Do as the young lady requests.”

Sabhira beamed as the attendant bowed and retreated.

That evening, she joined in the men’s raucous fireside laughter, filling the small pockets on her cloak with coins, and practiced the Dance of Gold, smiling as she recalled twirling with Aryn.

She blew out a breath. Callan. He wasn’t as good a dancer as Aryn, but he wasn’t terrible either.

Thoughts of Callan dampened her heightened spirits. It doesn’t matter that he can be a frustrating, lump-headed rock half the time. Perhaps that trait would serve him well in speaking to princes and princesses. Light, he never even asked if I would be coming back. From what the man had told her earlier, he seemed to care, but how much of that came from his own assumptions? She suppressed the thought, choosing instead to focus on the excitement of infiltrating the lower ranks of the Zai’daem and working her way to her father.

Despite her excitement, a nagging voice of doubt crept into Sabhira’s mind. Was she too eager to embrace deception for the sake of her mission? This was the hypocrisy her father embodied.

It’s nothing like what the Zai’daem do, though. I’m working toward an actual cause. She didn’t really need to explain that to herself, of course. It was her way to catch two larks with one snare.


Chapter 24

Into the Unseen
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Already missing Faldora, whom she had needed to leave in Lord Evuar’s care, Sabhira strode to the dizzying patch on the ground. Once the Shu’Ranai had pointed out how the weave worked, it didn’t matter that she couldn’t see the veins in use. She could tell from its effect.

When she realized she had somehow pivoted too far north, she faltered slightly before correcting her course. Eyes closed, she envisioned Aryn’s graceful moves guiding her hand. With all the practice last night, it came to her quickly. Undecided whether her smug smile would serve her purpose better, she opted to keep it. The goal is to make them think I’m already Zai’daem, after all.

Step. Slide, slide, step. Slide, slide. Hold—and pivot. Slide, step, step.

She raised her cloak, and the gold glinted in the sun.

How different this was from her first encounter with the Zai’daem. Had Kipp really expected to complete this dance? He would have tripped over his two left feet. One day, she would laugh over this with Aryn. With Callan. I’ll laugh over it with Callan. She tried to imagine Callan finding any of this funny.

Her shawl whipped in the wind, and she batted it aside with her next sweeping hand gesture, mildly aware of the trinket Lord Evuar had handed her. A drained relic, a double-headed coin that no longer held any power and might as well have been wooden. He claimed it was lucky and had doubtless intended the gesture as friendly.

Well, she didn’t want to rely on luck. During her time with Jazeel’s crew, there had clearly been a hierarchy within the troop. That matched Aryn’s experience, and it was just a matter of pinpointing the leader and getting them to accept her. The best way to do that without causing upset would be to take the lesser jobs.

She patted Lord Evuar’s superstitious coin within the stitched fold that also held the purple-studded earring from Aryn.

With the wind whipping around her and the scent of lifted dust in the air, she finished the dance. She was certain she had closed some distance to the warding, but still her eyes slid along the ground. She tapped her toe against the earth, careful to hide her impatience behind the cloak. What if the Zai’daem hadn’t seen her dance? Perhaps they were moving forward and hadn’t thought to glance behind them? She laughed. Enticed as she was to think of them as careless as that, they couldn’t be that oblivious. Or at least not the ones higher up.

She cleared her throat just to be sure and flicked her two outstretched wrists so the cloak cascaded, emphasizing the glint of the coins. She pursed her lips and widened her eyes as she prepared to begin the dance again. At that moment, a gust of wind sent a biting spray of pebbles and dirt into her eyes. Her lips parted in surprise, but that only gave the scree a newfound home, which sent her into a coughing fit.

Her brow flattened and eyelids drew down halfway. While she wanted the Zai’daem to spot her, hopefully Lord Evuar’s lucky trinket had kept that undignified moment from their notice, if indeed they could see her.

Once more, she resumed the Dance of Gold. This time, rather than reminiscing on her time at the tower, she considered the blatantly materialistic name. It was hardly a dance, but more of an arrogant display.

At her last twirl, where the sash at her waist whipped to reveal the coins stitched beneath it, her feet slowed as if she waded through knee-deep water. Her garment thrashed around her, cracking like a whip in her ear, and just as she raised her hand to remove the obstruction, her palm slapped to her side. Her other arm, too, clamped her obliques, thick bundles of flapping garments so compressed they felt like tiny bundles of barbed wire pressing into her skin, like smithing rods clamping her to an anvil. If this were a struggle to see what would snap first, the twisted garment or hips, ribs, and elbows, she didn’t think her body would win.

She scowled even as she fell. She had expected a constrictor bind, but she forgot how uncomfortable they were. What she hadn’t expected, though, was for the shimmered haze to puff away and reveal she stood not at the Zai’daem camp’s border but directly within its center.
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Sabhira sat upright in the wagon. The only sounds she could produce were nasal exhales, but they weren’t loud enough to draw the Zai’daem’s attention.

You are claiming to be one of them. Light, but this hadn’t met her expectations. This crew is even worse than Jazeel’s cowards. Not only did they treat her rougher, they stank worse. Spoiled eggs left in a bog for ten days smelled better. Her shawl still whipped at her face, occasionally blocking her nose.

It worried her when it covered her nostrils; the gag they had fastened with nothing but air sufficiently limited her ability to breathe, despite her mouth being left open like an absurd oaf. And yet the binding still dried her tongue. They had no right! To calm herself, she focused on what details she could use to her advantage.

As a Merchant’s Guild member, she knew how to read lips lest a buyer huddle off to the side to speak with their friends, but the wind blew too hard to keep her eyes open long enough for any reasonable insights. So she relied on other observational methods. Based on the way clusters stood facing each other, there appeared to be two separate troops here, with the two leaders caught in discussion. Which group ought she wheedle her way into, though? Never mind that I have to get out of this ridiculous situation first.

The wind died down just enough that the shawl fell motionless, and words reached her.

“What matter that she performs the dance, Rudagil? Our orders require secrecy.”

“Indeed they do. You would do well to remember that, Peli,” the man Rudagil said, nodding forcefully at Sabhira without acknowledging her. Secrets behind what made them brave enough to risk proximity to storms? Perhaps she should target his group.

The woman named Peli huffed and scoffed at him. Even though they matched in height, she raised her chin to look down at him with her beady eyes. “Well, if you cared for that, why didn’t you just leave her behind? She could be with the rangers grouped beyond the ridge. I still say we should capture them, cut out their tongues, and send them to Riversgate to labor in silence. And this is my group. You’ve given us what we needed and should have left yesterday.”

Cut out their tongues? Sabhira’s eyes widened. She herself had declaimed the Zai’daem as thieving murderers, but when she was with Jazeel, the woman had gone to lengths not to kill or maim. She supposed she should have expected Jazeel wasn’t the worst based on the things Aryn had described of his own experiences.

To capture their attention, Sabhira tried squirming. If they didn’t let her talk, then how was she going to stop them from pursuing Lord Evuar’s men? She had a story ready for this exact purpose, but all she could do was blink her eyes furiously. Nobody gave her a second glance.

Rudagil considered Peli’s argument, nodding slowly. “I suppose you are correct. But tongues, Peli? Would you take their hands, too, to keep them from writing notes?”

“Yes, I would. And maybe a few heads.”

He gave a pained sigh. “Capturing, though, yes. The orders require secrecy at all costs, and we must oblige. Let’s be quick before any other travelers approach. I want violence at a minimum.”

Sabhira’s face went red as she tried to shout at the pit-blasted scoundrels through her gag. Still, nothing. In a last effort, she smacked her knees together so hard that a loud crack filled the air. That, finally, drew some eyes, even if Sabhira’s vision went white with the pain.

When her sight returned, she earned Peli’s scorn and Rudagil’s curiosity.

“It seems,” said Rudagil, “our would-be recruit wishes to speak.” He motioned to a man with blue tattoos covering half his face. “Remove her gag.”

Sabhira drank air with two massive gasps. Composure, Sabhira. When her lungs calmed, she squared her shoulders. “I recommend you avoid them.”

Rudagil chuckled. “Do you? How can we know they won’t come seeking you?” The mild-spoken man gestured at the path Sabhira had taken. “You performed the dance, but if you had meant it, you would have traveled alone for seven days and seven nights, as must all who come to dance with gold. You could be a spy from their number.”

Sabhira chided herself for missing that detail, but she mustered all the haughtiness manageable. “A spy? Please. If not for me stopping you from attacking those rangers, you would soon realize how unfavorable your position is.” She made a show of counting their forces. “How many of you are there here? Fifty? Sixty?”

Rudagil narrowed his eyes at her. Perhaps that was a little too direct. Without wasting time, she continued. “Those rangers are only a scouting party. Another three hundred are due to join them this evening.”

At that, Rudagil frowned. But then he nodded. “I definitely want to avoid a greater confrontation.” He lifted a brow at Peli. “And I suspect even a simple capture would turn messy with you joining.” Peli grimaced, her disappointment plain.

Though relieved to hear it, Sabhira tried not to smile at her own bartering. Let the Merchant’s Guild say she couldn’t be persuasive enough now.

“How,” said Peli, interrupting Sabhira’s contentment, “do we know this smaller party won’t come seeking you anyway? You still haven’t explained that you’re not a spy.”

Sabhira sniffed. “If you suspect me, why haven’t you bothered checking my pockets? You could have spared us all some trouble and been on the road by now. I am Zai’daem, and I have the earring to prove my tasks complete.”

Both leaders pursed their lips as they considered her words, then Peli motioned to the tattooed man. “Empty her pockets, Polg.”

The rough-handed lout wasn’t gentle, and Sabhira immediately disliked him. His proximity also revealed him as the primary source of the lingering stench.

“Would you look at that,” said the disgusting Polg, pinching the earring between his grubby fingers and holding it up to the others. “She’s telling the truth.”

Rudagil approached and inspected, Peli peering over his shoulder to do the same.

After thumbing the purple gem, Rudagil met her eyes. “What’s your name?” Curiosity tinged his voice.

“Tressa,” she fibbed.

“And what were you doing with them?”

Sabhira chuffed. “It’s simple. I was in a small troop of my own, but a storm hit us. We were unprepared for it, you know?” She leaned into the question, hoping to detect a sign that one could prepare for a storm. They didn’t react. Keep going, you lump! “Well, I’m the only one who escaped. That’s when I found the rangers.” She jerked her head eastward, to where Lord Evuar’s men had departed. “Fools just assumed I was a refugee.” She shrugged, affecting diffidence. “Free food was fine with me. Just kept my eyes honed for the right time to escape. Noticed the patches of dirt from a Zai’daem Web.” She emphasized a scowl. “You all really should be more subtle. Anyway, how would they hold me back? I could go whenever I wanted, and I said I had family out this direction.”

Rudagil contemplated her words. Then finally he shrugged. “All right. Peli, I’ve got my hands filled with getting rid of these villagers. She’s yours.”

Sabhira’s gut tightened, and not only because she wasn’t joining Rudagil’s crew. The poor villagers. She thought back to the rattle but had to hide her concern. I’m sorry. I’ll find some way to make it up to you. Why had her father ever left her to join despicable people like these?

“No,” said Peli. “I can’t afford to. I have a contract to fulfill before I get to Riversgate, and I don’t need anybody slowing me down. You can find a spot in your caravan south.”

Was Rudagil not going to Riversgate? Suddenly she preferred joining Peli’s crew for the destination alone. Yet now Peli didn’t want her?

“I only need to go as far as Riversgate,” Sabhira interrupted. “I have business at the market there.” She hoped dropping the black-market reference lent credibility to her story as an established Zai’daem member.

Peli sucked on her cheek. “Fine,” she said. “But listen to me. You pull your weight. Maybe the rangers doled free food, but that won’t work here.”

“I figured,” Sabhira said with perhaps too much defiance.

Peli met her stare and smirked. Though her eyes were still fixed on Sabhira, she spoke to a woman nearby. “Release her, Liu. You handle her and keep her out of my way.”

The constrictor bind on her wrists fell away, and the one named Liu, silver hair cut short to her ears with an ungainly tuft at the front, came up to clap Sabhira’s back. “Welcome to the family, Tressa,” she said. “There’re some foul trousers need washing.”


Chapter 25

Dualities
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Vasha squeezed the bridge of her nose with her forefinger and thumb at Gedri’s dual intonation attempt.

Last night, she had managed to read some of the book when sharing a watch with Ustep. For somebody of such comportment, his aloofness astounded her. Hardly fitting for a man of his position.

Her studies suggested a stance paired with a dual intonation created a resonance that defined particular layers within the barriers. She didn’t know what that meant.

Yet.

So now that it was finally dinnertime, and with the Shu’Ranai largely focused on Callan’s practice, she wanted to practice coordinating with Gedri. But not with that grating excuse for a dual intonation!

While Gedri achieved both the high tenor and the gravelly bass, the timbre fluctuated between the two without overlaying each other, resulting in her migraine.

“Gedri, why didn’t you practice earlier?”

Gedri paused and tucked his chin down. “I did.”

Vasha barked a laugh, and Gedri’s chin tucked lower.

Vayuna, meanwhile, coughed and raised an eyebrow at her, forming it as he needed. Prior to this, she had argued with the omen bearer that she was very approachable, and he had called her as reachable as a wisp on ice.

She grumbled, then sighed. “You imagined the stonefruit lodged in your throat?”

“I tried! But I’ve never swallowed one before, so I don’t really know what that’s like.”

Vasha slid her finger and thumb apart along the bony ridges beneath her eyes. When it came to diagrams, the boy had a wonderful imagination. It confounded her how that only extended so far. It really was easy to open the throat for the second intonation. That, though, gave her an idea.

“Here, study this . . .”

She drew a sketch of how he should shape the roof of his mouth and draw his tongue back. Something lit behind his eyes, and she puffed her chest at having gotten through to him. Nevertheless, when he took a deep breath to fuel his intonation, she lifted a finger. “Just—practice over there for a bit, yes?”

He nodded, to her relief.

Vayuna glided over and opened his mouth, but she silenced him before he spoke. “I was helpful, wasn’t I?”

“Immensely. And as warm as the weather.”

She shot him a look. He couldn’t even feel the evening’s faint chill.

Even with Gedri at a small distance, she still heard his practice, but at least it wasn’t grating in her ear. It blended into the rest of the camp’s sounds. Namely, the fire’s crackle, Callan and Orlev’s practice clacks, and the Shu’Ranai’s snickers.

Callan met Orlev’s quarterstaff with his own twice before Orlev entered his guard and shoved him with his shoulder, knocking Callan to the ground. The Shu’Ranai’s quarterstaff pinned Callan, the staff’s butt at his sternum.

“Dead.”

The words had become a mantra of his whenever he trained with Callan. Callan never gave up, though. Where Perlith’s taunting and teasing made him bluster, Orlev’s spurred him harder. Why?

Callan rose to his feet with a grunt, but before he was halfway up, the quarterstaff swept his legs and came down at his left collarbone. “Dead again.”

Vasha winced at the short span between the two death proclamations, her sharp inhalation drawing his attention. Callan glared at her, hard, but she had to admire his resilience.

If it were her in his place, she would have simply shifted into the Eternal Realm and ensnared Orlev in beams of light. For all he, Gedri, and the other Shu’Ranai could achieve in the Temporal World, she held the advantage in her capacity with the Eternal Realm. Why, she could do things even the Oathsworn couldn’t!

She smirked at the thought of the Oathsworn. They named her the Blind Companion, did they? That name suited them far more, the ignorant traitors.

They knew nothing of war stances, and she was learning. Who was blind now? One day, maybe, she would teach them these war stances firsthand.

If she wanted to do that, though, she needed to practice. Whatever Gedri lacked, she would compensate. Determined, she summoned him back.

“Gedri! Don’t worry about your imbalanced pitch. Focus on the stances more, and I will carry the tones.”

“Okay, Vasha. But is this any better?”

She braced herself for the screech but then lifted her brows in surprise. Actually . . . that was impressive. Sweet light, how had he improved that quickly? All from a diagram?

Gedri’s eyes brightened at her expression. “So that was good!”

Vasha smoothed her robes. “Don’t act so surprised. I instructed you well. You should be glad I escaped from the Oathsworn so that you could have my instruction.”

“Weren’t you banished?”

She regarded him with a lidded stare before ordering him into a stance. Why could he learn her techniques so fast and still she could not understand how he summoned light? Gedri’s explanations made no sense. She could ask Orlev, but he was so far along with the Shu’Ranai and far more likely to wrap her up in their rules. The fact that the Shu’Ranai couldn’t enter the Eternal Realm was a clear sign their methods were imperfect, and she did not want to waste time studying something flawed. If—rather, when—she learned the lumen trick, she would do so properly.

As Orlev proclaimed Callan “dead” repeatedly, Vasha and Gedri hummed a dual intonation while practicing Fleeing Sparrow stance. Gedri faltered at the stance’s bottom and moved in reverse to correct himself.

A light flickered extra bright, and Vasha stepped back.

“Gedri! Now is not the time for a lumen.” Was he trying to draw attention to the fact that she couldn’t create one? She swatted at some residual floating light flecks and glowered at him.

“I didn’t.” He furrowed his brow in concentration and then gasped. “I can’t even make one right now.” Then one flickered into existence. “Oh. I guess I can.” He frowned. “But I couldn’t for a moment.”

Vasha hesitated and looked toward Orlev.

“Now you’ve lost your arm,” said the Shu’Ranai to a red-faced Callan. He flipped his staff to the other hand and pressed it to Callan’s forehead. “Dead.”

It couldn’t have been him. He was busy with Callan, and he didn’t strike her as the pranking type. None of the other Shu’Ranai wove with the Vein of Knowledge and therefore could not create lumen.

“Gedri, reverse the movement in the stance as I descend into it.” She was about to instruct him how to manage it when he quickly achieved the form. Sweet withering light, how is he advancing so fast?

They repeated the inverted stances while humming the tones. A spark once more flickered from Gedri to Vasha, but it was nothing more than a spark.

“What’s the name of this chord again?” Gedri asked.

“The Fifth Chord of Seeking.”

Gedri nodded slowly, forcing Vasha to ask him to explain what was running through his mind. “It just feels . . . right. It clears the mind, you know?”

“That is the point.” She lacked the patience for his train of thought. “That is why many meditations start with it.”

“But it’s like . . . It relaxes me in the same way required for conjuring a lumen. Like staring at the horizon until you see through it.”

Vasha squinted at him. That matched her sensation of drifting into her tynata. “Can you make a lumen while balancing in Fleeing Sparrow and humming a tone?”

Gedri gave a lopsided grin and shrugged. “I can try!”

On the fourth attempt, Gedri succeeded, several strands of light gathering from the air like wisps, merging into an orb. The waffling lumen drifted closer to Vasha, creating a faint tingling sensation, like the anticipation before receiving a static shock.

Out of curiosity, she leaned into the familiar chord and eased her mind, as if entering her tynata.

At the lumen’s edges, the tiniest bit lost some stability as a tongue of light split from it. In an instant, it flicked into a flash before her, where it held a smaller spherical shape before dissipating. She and Gedri both dropped their intonations and shared a silent stare.

A lumen formed through tones paired with stances? It had been more than a lumen.

“Again,” she demanded. A quick glance toward Vayuna showed an unnecessarily quirked brow. She plastered on a congenial smile and added “please.” Gedri, eyes gleaming, had already reassumed the stance.

This time, when the light came close to Vasha, half the glow emptied from Gedri’s lumen to fill a vacuous hole in front of Vasha herself until it achieved an equilibrium.

And now, as she descended into her stance’s depths and Gedri rose to the height of his, the transference completed, and Vasha’s lumen flared with twice the brightness Gedri’s ever had. It lasted only a moment before the orb flattened and exploded, a gaseous burst of light flaring out in a ring.

Excitement energized her as she shook Gedri’s shoulder. He matched her passion and then muttered in unease. He again furrowed his brow, just as he had earlier when he said he couldn’t form a lumen. This time the inability lasted longer, but he eventually created one.

“Perhaps,” said Vasha, taming her keenness, “we should read more in the book before we keep trying it.”

Gedri nodded. “Do you think they noticed?”

Vasha glanced. Caught up in the thrill, she had completely forgotten about their surroundings. The Shu’Ranai didn’t spare any second glances. Good. She didn’t want Orlev forcing her to divulge this discovery to him, too, and Gedri clearly didn’t want restrictions against studying beyond his abilities. She knew that feeling.

Instead, the Shu’Ranai all nudged each other and chuckled at Callan. Callan was the only one facing Vasha and Gedri, but the sweat beading his face made it clear his complete attention was on Orlev.

Nobody had seen them.

At that moment a loud clack sounded, and several gasps drew Vasha’s attention to where Callan had knocked the quarterstaff out of Orlev’s hands.

Orlev nodded approvingly as he stepped back and upright. “You’re making some progress, boy.”

Callan also straightened, and Vasha could see the glow of pride in his face. Still animated by her own discovery, she clapped for him from the side, thinking it a friendly gesture. But when he noticed he had gained her attention, the pride fizzled, and pink tinged his cheeks as he offered her a sheepish grin and scratched his neck.

Then Orlev swung his staff around while Callan was distracted. “Dead.”

This time, even Callan laughed.

At least, until he squinted and pointed in horror at the horizon.


Chapter 26

Stragglers
[image: ]


“Shade fiend!”

Callan’s enhanced eyesight remained sharp from the spar, enabling him to spot the lurching borehound. He adjusted his grip on his sword and prepared to charge it, but Orlev’s shout halted him.

“Boy!”

Callan’s forearms bristled as he debated rushing ahead anyway. Rhogana had trained him for moments like this! He prepared a rebuttal, but Orlev’s next words pleasantly surprised him.

“I will judge your form.”

Callan grinned and sprinted forward.

He was aware of every stone, his feet finding steady purchase even on the rocky plain. A few spans away from the snarling monster, he dug his heels into the earth and thrust his sword.

The borehound lunged, but he focused on his breathing and lowered into his stance, lifting the blade. He swept one foot out to the side, redistributed his weight in a crouch, and just as the borehound passed over where his head had been moments ago, thrust his blade up and into its armpit.

Pride swelled in his chest, despite the varied strands he glimpsed filling the air, prepared lest he fail.

When the borehound landed, it crumpled as its forepaw connected to the ground. With the sword lodged between its joints, the weight of the beast’s forward momentum wrenched Callan’s blade from his hand.

Though it tried to stand, it failed, and Callan came from behind and plunged the sword deeper to penetrate the monster’s heart, twisting the blade until the paws stopped trembling. He considered attempting to summon a spike of red crystal for good measure but decided against it with the Shu’Ranai watching.

Orlev approached, hands clasped behind his back as he regarded the beast. “A single borehound?”

Callan sighed as Orlev demeaned his victory. “I know, it’s only one. I shouldn’t have let it lock my⁠—”

Orlev raised a silencing hand and scoured the horizon. “No. That is not what I mean.” His eyes widened, and he pointed. “This stray came from that larger group there.”

Callan followed Orlev’s gaze and swallowed. A swarm of shade fiends loped in the distance, a black storm beyond them.

“We can make it to them.” Callan’s heart pounded in his chest at the opportunity. Finally, he could put his practice to the test!

But Orlev shook his head. “It is the wrong direction.”

Callan’s jaw dropped. “You want to ignore them?”

“No, boy. We will watch them, but I wish to make it to Ironwood. Joydell is near enough to that location, their own defenses can handle the shade fiends.” With that, he turned from Callan, dismissing him. “Chintsi, can you raise a warding to conceal us?”

“Of course.”

Callan frowned and cleaned his blade. His blood still pumped from the excitement, but if others could fight the shade fiends, so be it. He stared wistfully at the small horde.

Why did the shade fiends thrash in such a frenzy, though? Callan honed his vision until his heart skipped a beat. “People are there!”

Orlev, who had already moved on to another task, turned.

Callan pointed. “They’re caught between the shade fiends and the storm! If that’s Joydell’s defense, they’re losing!”

Orlev and Chintsi shared a glance. Why are they delaying? The sudden worry they might be involved with the attack set his skin crawling, but the concern in their eyes seemed genuine. Then they nodded and ordered everyone to mount.

Callan vaulted onto Billow’s back and spurred him forward with a renewed zeal. Together, they shot ahead of the others. The thrum of Billow’s hooves reverberated up Callan’s legs and into his core, spreading through his body to his fingers.

Beside him, Orlev already whipped up weaves of light, his torso hunched over the steed’s rippling back, securing himself by his legs alone.

Between them being on Ilmarene mounts and the cover of night skewing their initial depth perception, they reached the scene surprisingly quickly. Callan clutched his embraced core, distinguishing the location of each shade fiend.

Their ranks struck him as oddly organized.

People, though, needed their help, and a black storm raged nearby.

He hopped off Billow’s back and roared as he charged a grimdol attacking a soldier who struggled to fend off two borehounds. With the grimdol blocking her, she was dangerously close to the storm wall’s edge.

The grimdol looked at Callan and, with nothing more than a glancing swipe of its talons, knocked aside Callan’s strike. The tremor in the blade tittered until it reached the pommel and resounded in his bones. His entire arm felt like an electrocuted needle had pricked it, but he refused to drop the sword.

Without thinking, he shifted into Snake’s Coil. The thrum within the blade became an advantage, and he swung his arm back and hooked under. His blade sank into the grimdol’s rib cage.

The shade fiend screeched and lifted its taloned hand to swipe at him, a bloodthirsty hunger in its eyes, but the other soldier buried her broadsword in its skull. They exchanged a quick smile of comradery before urgency pulled them apart.

Two other borehounds rushed at him. Willow’s Whip. He thrust a blade into one’s shoulder, angling it to avoid getting tangled in the armored hair, and leaped aside from the other as it gnashed at him. He steadied himself and prepared for it to wheel around, meeting it as it did and severing its hamstring.

It fell nose first and skidded against the earth, and he followed up, driving his sword through the soft underside of its chin to finish it.

Panting, he surveyed the rest of the space.

Vasha and Gedri stood side by side, Gedri on one foot while Vasha crouched low to the ground. Callan shouted at them to watch out as a grimdol lunged at them, but the chittering creature twisted sideways, tripping over its own foot, slashing at a borehound at its side. Callan blinked at that. But before the grimdol could get up, Vasha closed her eyes, and a faint aura shone around her. The grimdol then went rigid, and the aura vanished. That sight triggered a brief flashback to the grimdols he had encountered outside Palerock Mountain falling to unexplained sources.

Shouts grounded him in reality.

Synz, nearby, thrust the heel of her palm to the ground, the green fringe rippling in a five-ringed sunburst exploding from her forearm. A chain of stone jutted from the earth amid erupting dirt, carried by her green weaves as jagged shrapnel followed in its wake.

Despite the chaos, Callan tried to fix the image in his mind. The pattern of her weave was distinct, yet unlike any of the others’.

Then four consecutive flares of light burst nearby as bubbles filled with burning radiance popped. A rush of air whipped around the bubbles amid braided strands, followed by a shock wave that rocked Callan, nearly sending him to the dirt.

Orlev swirled his hands as if he held a fishing net made of brilliant light, and he tossed it. Unlike a fishing net, though, instead of launching out to ensnare the approaching grimdol and borehound, this jettisoned into a ray of light that pierced through both. The way the beam had aligned, it tunneled through the grimdol’s tattered, pale skin, leaving behind red-fringed char around the gaping hole. The borehound was only a pile of fur lumped in a section.

Callan wanted power like that. Despite Orlev wielding a different vein than him, he tried to memorize the structure, but with so many whirling patterns, focus on one proved challenging.

Near Synz, again, a swirl of dirt filled the air, and the top layer of ground shifted from under his feet like a pulled rug. He bounced on his toes to keep his balance, and what looked like an inverted tornado wrapped around a group of three shade fiends. Light from Orlev spiraled into that dirt funnel, its braided threads once again visible to Callan, and this time not blinding. The braids looked alive, wriggling, weaving themselves. Orlev extended his hands, and Synz heaved herself forward.

Callan couldn’t resist. He reached out for the threads, which almost begged him to seize them.

The moment his crimson Vitality strands connected with theirs, Orlev’s light blasted in shafts while the spinning dirt and stones flashed in a bright red glow. When it faded, what remained was a mound of solid red-streaked earth filled with spears of white stone like a fixed afterimage of Orlev’s bolts. Protruding through bits, or otherwise just beneath the stone mound’s surface, was tattered skin, and from the spikes, patches of borehound hair clung, ichor dripping from them.

Only straggling shade fiends remained, and the soldiers disposed of them.

A chill prickled Callan’s arms, though, and the air pressure dropped.

The storm surged toward them.


Chapter 27

Patterns in Chaos
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The Shu’Ranai worked together to funnel their weaves at the storm wall. What did they expect to achieve? Callan hadn’t heard of anything holding a storm back other than everstone or fallowed land.

He embraced his core, focusing on the strands.

Each color carried a unique pattern, both in their interlacing designs and the strands themselves. What does any of it mean? He hadn’t seen strands working together like this in the tower.

An aura glowed to his left, paired with the core-shaking hums from Vasha and Gedri, but Callan focused on the network of weaves converging into a corkscrewing cord that surged toward the storm’s edge. Where it hit, it splashed outward.

The hollow, central void amid the threads tugged on Callan. Each strand was different, including his own. What qualities of his own power could he conclude from observing these strands act together?

Callan leaned into his gaze. The green thread of Substance carried a solidity to it, providing a brute force. The thread of Knowledge guided the others forward, a white glow pulsating along its length. Impulse forged the path for the others, dragging them along. The thread of Spirit Callan struggled to place, but it shaped the other weaves like a casing.

What is something missing in this? What could his own weave be that differed from these? They have shape, purpose, direction. Around each, Callan made out the warp in the weft, a brilliant shimmer that roiled the way a bleakmire never would. The shining rope of bound cords jetted toward the black storm. Where it struck, it was as if the weaves were a forearm culminating in a splayed hand, holding the storm back, but the crafted barricade was weak, like pressing on a door against a flood. By the strains and shouting, Callan knew the Shu’Ranai couldn’t hold it back forever.

“Motrius!” shouted the female soldier Callan had helped earlier. “Get up!”

He didn’t want to rip his eyes away from the weaves, but somebody lay pinned beneath a dead shade fiend. The soldier ran toward the fallen man.

A funneling tendril like a forming tornado, the beginning of a vortex, slid away from the bulk of the black storm. It stretched toward the fallen man, who struggled to shove the corpse off himself, but his stagger was too slow.

When panic threatened to grip Callan, he pushed it down. I need control! The black storm would leave the man Dulled or dead.

As a renewed blast hit the storm wall, though, the groping extension of the storm faltered. Something had changed—now, a new weave of light had joined the main strand. This one filled a quarter of the inside of the great beam, like a thin coat of honey stuck inside a straw. What differentiated it from the others, though, was a peculiar pattern.

It resembled a mold or cast for a barbed whip, like a resting place for thorns.

But the space allotted for the missing thorny element shifted dynamically. Whatever filled it would have to be something organic, fluid. If this new contribution only accounted for a quarter of it . . .

A cry of pain tugged his eyes elsewhere. The storm’s funneled finger had reached the man, and he collapsed. Something vibrant inside the man began to dim, like gold fading to bronze.

Callan entered Willow’s Whip stance, heightening his attention all around. He embraced his core, inhaled, and with an exhale, thrust his palm forward, emitting a gaseous beam of his own red odeshyr essence.

He focused less on the effort of shaping it and instead leaned into his enhanced perception. The strand condensed in places, glinting like ruby shards on a string, and molded itself to fit directly into the greater weave. It fit like a puzzle piece inside the other strands. Where the others had looked like threads that wobbled together, simply laid near each other, now they united into a single seamless pattern. Like loose harp strings bound tight in a fist.

Callan’s entire body shook, and his calves ached with the strain, but he did not let go.

He jerked the entire beam to the side, and the tendril that gripped the man shriveled away. The storm pressed on, bulging over the integrated weave’s culminating starburst like a river coursing past a stone.

Callan dug his heels into the ground. He refused to let the storm take them. His blood threatened to burst from his veins, but he tightened his grip on the beam. A quiet crack like thin ice breaking filled the air, and the splayed end that connected with the storm stretched higher.

Callan shoved as if he pushed against a colossal filled wineskin. At first, the momentous onslaught threatened to bowl over him, but then it yielded to a springy give and finally slid away in a release of tension. They had averted it!

Callan gasped and fell to his hands and knees. His body shook as if with fever, his forehead icy and sweating.

Hands from various Shu’Ranai helped him to his feet, but his eyes immediately shot to the man the storm had touched. The female soldier knelt at the man’s side, checking for a pulse. Callan scrambled toward them.

The man’s closed eyelids fluttered. Callan had seen this before, the moment before Dara’s eyes opened that day at the Green back in Durinvale. When she opened her eyes then, it was with the vacant stare of a Dulled.

Callan watched, breath held.

The man’s eyes opened and . . . there was life in them. Heights above! Callan had never felt such joy. The man seemed to wake from a dream when he suddenly stretched his hand out, frantic. The soldier beside him let out a loud breath and alternated between praising the Creator and scolding the man for letting a shade fiend fall on top of him and pin him.

Callan opened his mouth to share his excitement with his companions, but the Shu’Ranai crowded around the man, pushing Callan away.

“I saw the storm touch him,” said Chintsi to Orlev. “He should be Dulled.”

Orlev nodded slowly. “Like we saw in Enstead.” Both Shu’Ranai looked at Callan.

If their intent had been to make him cringe back, he didn’t. Instead, he met their gaze. “Are you going to help him recover?” Why weren’t they more excited? Were they expecting this? It didn’t make sense if they had planned this. Yes, at first Orlev had advised against helping at the storm, but the moment he found out people struggled against it, he came. And together, they all thwarted it.

Chintsi snorted and helped the man, but Orlev stepped toward Callan.

Callan shook his head. “If you’re trying to⁠—”

“Dead,” Orlev said, his staff against Callan’s chest. Callan blinked before batting the staff away, but Orlev continued. “You must always be prepared. Even in a moment as this, you never know who might stick a knife in you.”

Orlev then left him, and Callan’s gaze followed him. At least the man was being tended to.

But what had prevented him from becoming Dulled? An eagerness rose in Callan’s chest as he remembered the pink stone in his pocket, the token from the Dulled woman at the tower. He wanted to use his appointed status with the Shu’Ranai to improve living conditions for the Dulled in the northern princedoms. And he still could. But this . . . Could he prevent the Dulling process? Could he hold back storms entirely?

Another thought niggled at the back of his mind. Could he reverse the Dulling?


Chapter 28

Another View
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How is he doing that?

Vasha watched Orlev’s strands spiral toward the storm, branching out into a webbing. She had done similar to contain breaches, but in the Eternal Realm. Frustrated that she lacked the ability in the Temporal World, she prepared to access her tynata.

“Vasha,” Vayuna cautioned her. “It is dangerous to enter the Eternal Realm now.” He scoffed. “Really, of all the humans to become responsible for, must I have gotten the most reckless?”

“Can’t you act as an anchor for me? Vayuna, look!”

His lips quirked. “Well, I suppose so, as long as⁠—”

That was the only confirmation Vasha needed. “Gedri, Fifth Chord of Seeking, now! And cycle through the war stance!” Sweet light, she hoped that transcended planes of existence.

The Temporal World’s chaos faded as Vasha entered her tynata. Gedri remained in the Temporal World, but she sensed his presence by his intonations.

And while the noise of the assault vanished, the roiling storm stole her breath. In the Temporal World, it appeared as an opaque black cloud. But here, it looked like a raging sphere of boiling water viewed through fractured glass. Within each roiling bubble, a frothing white churned. That shade matched the familiar hue of mists in the Eternal Realm. But also churning alongside it was a virulent purple shadow.

Her memory raced to a prior time when she had fallen into a bleakmire within the Eternal Realm. With a swallow, she checked to make sure her tynata would not crumble away and fly into the storm. It stood firm.

While the edges beyond it wavered, its border demarcated a line where the misty expanse did not faze. She turned to Vayuna, who trembled. Sweet light, she had never seen him look so exhausted before. Was he providing the stability?

Now that she was here, though, she didn’t know what to do. Why couldn’t she see the beam the Shu’Ranai were blasting at the storm? In the Eternal Realm, all weaves were visible. Granted, she had never before checked for Temporal weaves within the Eternal Realm, but she sensed Gedri’s presence and knew the other Shu’Ranai were nearby.

She hummed to the Fifth Chord of Seeking and assumed Lotus Cuts the Water’s Surface. As she did, the vision of the shattered storm shifted, like puzzle pieces sliding along each other. She also saw a blur . . . a four-colored blur. The beam from the Shu’Ranai!

As she sank into the stance, the beam grew blurrier. Not that stance, then.

She shifted into Fleeing Sparrow, and it aligned perfectly. She had only detected Orlev’s weave in the Temporal World, but the others spiraled neatly around it, like an underground riverbank tunneling through clay.

Now to do her part. Falling into routine, she focused her essence. The white light that must be Orlev’s looked similar to Oathsworn beams, and she wove one to lie on the underside of his.

As she blasted out, though, Orlev’s white essence paled as hers overpowered it. Her tynata shook, sliding toward the edge, pulled against her will.

Vayuna gasped. “Vasha! Why in all the realms are you nullifying Esteemed Orlev’s essence?”

In a panic, she tried to halt the drain, but the power generated force on its own. “I can’t stop, Vayuna!”

“Drifting wisps! Unless you’d prefer to spend the next age explaining to me why we are stuck in the void, break your focus!”

All her training had been to maintain impeccable concentration, but now she dropped that. Her weave fizzled.

While she questioned a return to the Temporal World to see if she had caused damage, Orlev’s weave steadied.

Although relieved, she didn’t dare repeat the same attempt. Gedri’s texts spoke of counters and bolstering weaves. Had she created a counter? If she changed the flow of her beam to match the structure of Orlev’s weave, might that achieve something?

Fool girl, do you really want to test that out now? But if she didn’t, what might happen to the others? The storm would likely take them anyway.

She settled into her stance again and this time shifted the tempo of her weave to complement rather than mirror Orlev’s.

When the spectacle fractured, she expected it and released her focus. But that fracture had been in a different direction, as if she had turned a lever left instead of right.

On her next try, she matched the same fluctuation, but rather than intoning it a half step forward, she did it a half step backward.

Her weave locked into place. It no longer felt as if she were cupping her hand against a river’s current but streaming with it. Yet why did so much space remain in the weave’s hollow?

Soon, though, a crimson light filled at least a portion of that space. Callan. It stabilized her, made her flow with the essences’ pull weightless and synchronized.

She grinned and leaned into the stance, drawing strength from Orlev as surely as she bolstered him.

The beams fashioned a webbing around the roiling bubble. It wasn’t nearly enough to encompass the entire thing, but it sufficed to create a wall. A surge of energy from Callan’s essence pressed the barricade forward, like shoving a kiln door closed.

Then it began to roll away.

The individual strands lessened in their intensity, and Vasha, too, eased hers.

“Well done, Vasha. Although perhaps ensure your tynata stabilizes before you attempt anything similar next time.”

“Are you okay, Vayuna?” His voice was quieter than a ripple.

“I will be, yes.”

She nodded warily, but he closed his eyes and grew silent. She watched the storm a moment longer to be sure it continued to drift away before returning to the Temporal World in a blur.

“Vasha!” shouted Gedri. “You’re all right. I wasn’t sure at first.”

“I am fine, Gedri. Thank you.” She checked for Callan, who glowered as he batted away Orlev’s stave. Well, he seemed fine enough. Best not to bother him right now. She could ask him about his Vitality weave later.

When Gedri gave her a small hug, it surprised her. “That man was almost Dulled. I’ll be right back, Vasha.”

The soldier Gedri pointed out looked hale, yet Vasha lifted her nails to her teeth. Had his near accident occurred when her weave weakened Orlev’s?

Gedri hurried off, leaving Vayuna, who floated beside her, blowing at his hands to create small gusts through his palm. “See? I only needed a moment.” When a bit of his hand vapor took too long to rejoin his body, he elongated his neck and ate it.

Vasha shivered, then shook her head and stared at the black storm. Here, it looked like any other cloud. Or at least, any other cloud driven to the deepest inky hue. What had caused it to look so fragmented from her tynata?

She cycled through Fleeing Sparrow, Lotus Cuts the Water’s Surface, and more; none caused the storm’s appearance to change.

“Vayuna, do stances affect the Eternal Realm?”

He laughed and blew harder against his open palm, causing the entire center to disperse. “Of course not.”

Vasha wrinkled her nose. “Then why did the storm’s appearance shift when I cycled between progressions? And not just that storm, but some breaches in the Eternal Realm remain invisible until entering a different stance.” The Reshua had to be wrong.

“Ah, so you did notice!”

She snapped her fingers. “Which means you saw it too.”

“Of course I did. Truly, Vasha, that couldn’t have been more than a few moments ago?” Baffled, he paused. “Right? Surely not days or hours? Time is so⁠—”

She growled. “You just said that stances don’t affect the Eternal Realm!”

His twilit face developed a wide grimace. “And they do not, nor will they if you ask the question ten more times.” He blew at his palm.

“Would you stop that and face me?”

He sighed and lowered his hand. “A stance,” he continued, “is of human construct, not of the Eternal Realm’s. You hold a stance, you meditate. It merely affects your perception of the Eternal Realm.”

Vasha snorted. Light-cracked Reshua. “That’s essentially what I meant.”

“Then you should have asked the proper question.” He lifted his hand again. “Vasha, in this moment, I can imagine you as a receptive pupil, eager to learn and open to feedback.” He had the gall to look wistful. “However, my perception of you would neither make it true nor determine your behavior. Instead, it serves as a lens through which I observe your actions more attentively. Therefore, when you do demonstrate occasional receptivity, my focused awareness allows me to recognize and appreciate it more fully, even if I am not the cause.”

Her lips twisted. What kind of example was that? I am always receptive to feedback. Best not to engage him further on that matter.

Instead, she pivoted her questions to return to bleakmires. After all, she had seen breaches and bleakmires within the Eternal Realm, as well as the strange blurring that seemed to be an onset of a breach. And clearly the storms were related to the bleakmires. After recounting these thoughts aloud to him, she concluded with a question. “Might these all be various states of bleakmires? Like how a seed becomes a tree but is not both seed and tree at once?”

Lips formed on Vayuna’s face and parted as he prepared to answer, but he paused. “I believe so, and possibly more.”

The way he said it implied the “more” portion might be worse. She hoped the delay didn’t keep them too long from the troves of knowledge that must exist in libraries throughout the princedoms. Her discoveries could help in the days to come. Perhaps this was her calling, to learn how to seal a black storm and provide this service among the northern provinces.

Only the northern provinces? She snorted, which drew an arched brow from Vayuna. She couldn’t abandon the rest of the world, even if Oathsworn awaited her if she stepped too far south or across the ocean.

Right now, though, the thought of sealing a single black storm seemed monumental. The webbing they had all weaved jointly had hardly done much except nudge the storm, and even then, it had taken all her strength. The others seemed equally fatigued.

All the more reason to practice, then. She entered a stance and started to drift to her tynata when Vayuna slashed his arm through the air, his body swirling with the sudden motion.

“Vasha, the essence of the Eternal Realm is not stable and could sweep you away within its currents. Do you realize how difficult it was to anchor you? I do not have that level of energy again right now. If you fall into a storm from within there, I cannot say what would happen to your physical body in the Temporal World.”

She sighed. “Yes, yes, I know, tear me apart and such.” That was the same caution he had given her countless times at Shu’Ranai Tower whenever she wanted to inspect closer storms. For all the experiments he didn’t caution her against, it might be best to take his warning seriously.

What, then, to make of the commonality, if not direct correlation, between breaches, bleakmires, and now black storms? The Oathsworn claimed the barriers of the Eternal Realm required stability and that the breaches were in an unstable state. If by some chance those imbeciles had discerned a kernel of truth in that, perhaps the black storms were similarly connected to the barriers.

Gedri’s book might reveal more. She beckoned him over and recounted what she saw in the black storm. His eyes brightened at her questions, and he rushed off for the book. He was already gone before she could whisper to him to be less obvious. The Shu’Ranai were mostly still interrogating the soldier who had fallen, but she only counted four.

As Gedri returned with the book, a cough made him halt two steps away from Vasha. Ustep loomed over them, and Vasha groaned. She should have just grabbed the book herself rather than ask the overly conspicuous bubble of energy.

Gedri smiled wide as he turned, holding the book behind his back. Does he really think he isn’t acting suspicious?

Ustep returned Gedri’s smile. “I suppose you have found that reading enlightening?”

“What reading?”

Apparently, he does.

Ustep arched a brow and waited in silence as Vasha began running through reasons she needed the book if Ustep attempted to take it. But to Vasha’s surprise, when Gedri finally sagged, Ustep chuckled. “It’s fine, Gedri. I’m no stick in the bleakmire like Orlev. Just be cautious.” He turned to Vasha. “You can keep him from trying anything too ambitious?”

Vasha frowned at him. Gedri’s naivety was one thing, not being full Shu’Ranai yet. But this? How had Ustep ever earned the title? Still, if this was all it took to keep him from interrupting her studies . . .

She glanced once more to the other Shu’Ranai and startled at Chintsi’s focused gaze on Gedri. Had he overheard about the book too? The moment he noticed Vasha’s attention, he turned away.

“Of course,” Vasha said to Ustep, hiding any sign of nerves.

Ustep bowed, and even though he went to speak with the other Shu’Ranai, nobody cast a second look their way.

Satisfied they faced no more interruption, she then recounted to Gedri how she had uncovered an inverted stance that amplified the adamyr flows rather than usurping them.


Chapter 29

Resolve
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Davyn swung lazily at the wooden target. Nobody from the gathering of dukes and duchesses at the far end of the training grounds looked at him. None were high enough to bother impressing, anyway. Even if he had wanted to, though, their attention focused on the far doors across the sandy pit. Davyn leered at the closed metal grates.

I should be in there, negotiating with those stupid Vhorin delegates!

A chunk of wood flew free from the practice dummy’s shoulder as his blade bit into it.

Had anyone told him months ago he would be practicing in Ossindia’s capital’s palace, he would have been ecstatic. The barracks master he had trained under, Owain Harwin, resided here. To top it all off, Harwin had earned a name for himself in the past month for limiting the number of shade fiend attacks. Considering Davyn’s own ties to the military mind, and that Harwin was rising, that should mean Davyn would get to see plenty of action.

But the barracks master would not permit him in the proceedings yet. Why not? He’s only ever praised me in the past.

A dreadful thought occurred to him. What if Davyn’s father found out that Captain Harwin didn’t consider Davyn worthwhile enough to receive commands beyond stronghold upkeep?

With each swing at the useless dummy, he felt the chances of seeing his father’s pride slip further away. He wanted to see his father smile at him again. The smile he hadn’t seen on his father since before Davyn’s careless actions spread the blighted disease to his own mother. Since her death, his father had needed to quit his job as Berring’s Watchkeeper and join the administrative ranks of the Merchant’s Guild in order to raise Davyn. Only when Darius Addylryd remembered his days fighting the wild beasts from the Bren Mountains or river raiders along the Lonar’Un did he seem passionate. That’s why Davyn had taken up fighting in the first place.

I tried to show him I could take care of myself. But right now, his father’s idol wouldn’t even consider him for a duty on the wall, let alone outside it.

Davyn funneled his frustration into a quick burst of blows at his silent enemy.

Across the practice yard, he noticed two young women and a slender man whispering excitedly, casting their eyes in his direction.

He flashed them a smile, and more than one face blushed. He planted his sword’s tip into the sand with a firm thrust, rolled up his tunic’s sleeves, and cracked his knuckles before yanking his sword free.

Strike, strike, slash, duck, thrust.

His admirers’ giggles tittered louder when he winked at them. He had time for a chat. That would be more entertaining than this target. At least he could have a conversation.

Sheathing his sword back in the sand, he casually ran a hand through his hair and down his neck to see how much sweat he had worked up.

None? Really? He tsked himself. In his experience, he had found a nice light sheen of sweat worked better in times like this.

The smirk returned; he could make do without.

After just two steps toward his fans, he paused. Unbidden, he imagined Rhogana’s magnificent tall presence. The well-muscled figment derided him as a plumelark for his lack of sweat.

A tingle crept up the back of his neck at the mere thought of the insult. Then again, had he broken a sweat, Rhogana might have called him a waterlark and scoffed just as hard.

That woman was hard to impress. A real challenge.

His focus returned to the three doters, each anticipating his next step. One of the girls batted her eyes as a pink fan concealed her demure smile. With a sigh, Davyn chuckled and shook his head, returning to his target. No silly noblewoman could fill the void Rhogana had left.

The momentary pause in giggling followed by a contemptuous sniff somehow renewed Davyn. Strange, that. For Rhogana, he thought, dedicating his next flurry of strikes at the target to her. He envisioned her mysterious smirk, the one that always danced between mockery and flirtation. That and her grunt.

Just as he established his rhythm, the doors creaked open, and blaring fanfare made the sand vibrate beneath Davyn’s feet. “Let the people attend! He comes, the Lion of the North, the Sword of the People, Voice of Kings Gone, a King Yet to Be, Hope of the Light, and the Christened Lord of Ossindia, Prince Eirk Tu’rian.”

Davyn’s chest swelled as he beheld the prince. The procession’s majesty distracted him from the futility of his position. He stood straight, raised his chin, and then tapped his fist to his heart three times in a salute fitting royalty.

One day, he would work his way up to those ranks. Imagine that, walking behind a prince, sporting his victorious insignia for the world to see. And Father watching.

Prince Tu’rian walked out, three servants lifting the train of his robe off the arena’s sand. The Vhorin delegates following behind glared at the floor, which did not suit their heeled shoes. But Ossindia’s greatest strength lay in its military, and forcing diplomats to pass the impressive display of armor and weaponry was a strategy. Of course, the architects claimed it was the only remaining space they could build on that offered reasonable light.

The prince, despite his years, carried himself with regal composure. This man would certainly achieve the honorific of king in death. According to Davyn’s father, too much time had passed since a prince displayed enough merit in life to bear the posthumous title.

Barracks Master Harwin followed directly after the prince. Quite the place of honor. I wonder if he got promoted in there. His earlier disappointment returned. I’m missing out on too much!

It took Davyn’s greatest resolve to wait for the last of the procession to pass before trotting to the door. If he didn’t show the proper respect, that would reflect poorly on him. And his best chance at asking Harwin for some task more worthwhile was to get to him now, right after the meeting, and he wouldn’t let any sign of disrespect get in his way. If I have to clean one more candelabra . . .

Unfortunately, everybody else from the raised spectator platform had flooded the door. By the time Davyn worked his way through, the Vhorin prince’s adviser, Ariss Pyotr, had already besieged the barracks master. From Harwin’s lowered brows, he was unhappy. Davyn had to scramble through a grid of model terrain tables from various locations throughout Ossindia before getting close enough to overhear. If I can figure out what’s bothering him, I can offer him help.

He frowned at Pyotr’s voice, dripping with highborn disdain. “Surely, Owain, you do not ask permission to shirk payment of the levies.” His brows scrunched with disingenuous woe. “The storms have buffeted our lands, and the poor farmers suffer.” He snorted, and the farms seemed to vanish from his concerns. “Your troops’ upkeep weighs heavily upon our stores. Even if these . . . these . . . unseasonable tempests did not exacerbate the scarcity. Your prince may have named you captain for clearing the river of bandits, but do not think this places you above province-wide levies.”

So he was promoted. A captain would have plenty of needs.

Even though Davyn wanted to stuff one of the war figures in Pyotr’s mouth, Harwin’s response was firm and diplomatic. “Ariss, without my men, your farms would be overrun. But that is beside the point. Tell me, when have I missed a payment to the farmlands?” His brows furrowed deeper. “And I do not recall Prince Tu’rian appointing a Vhoriner to manage Ossindia’s coffers.”

Pyotr sneered. “Joint coffers, Owain. And it is only a matter of time. Between these, the incumbent costs of upkeep for the refugees, and the shares set aside for relief across the sea in Krshkv, rumor says purses are showing up lighter than they should.”

“Accuse me,” said Harwin, his brow now a solid ridge, “of grafting money, Ariss. I trust my accountants. Perhaps you would share your own reports?”

Pyotr’s lip lifted for an instant. Then he smiled. “Indeed. Know your place, Captain. I have elsewhere to be.”

The barracks master—no, captain—watched without blinking as Pyotr strode away. Only after the snobby ingrate had left the room and the door shut behind him did the honorable captain lift a finger to his temple.

“Congratulations, Captain,” Davyn said, offering a salute. “How may I be of service?”

Harwin looked up, apparently not having noticed Davyn. I really need to focus on my presence. Davyn set his shoulders and puffed his chest.

“Can you excise bureaucracy from the dealings of royals and their noble endeavors?”

Davyn bit his lip, fidgeting only slightly as he sought a response. But Harwin smiled and beckoned him to the map table.

“I know it eats at you, lad, not attending the goings-on of princes and emissaries. But think not of that. Like you, I was once eager to dive into these matters. But as a soldier, you see action. Dynamic. Gripping.” The passion in his voice faded, and Davyn thought of his father. “In a war room, there is far less action, no matter the excitement in the name.”

“I appreciate the input, Captain,” Davyn said, trying to sound appreciative. Harwin did not know what it meant to him, but he could not hold that against the man. “But you’ll be more active on the front lines again with your new role. Perhaps you need help overseeing the outer wall’s defenses?” He pointed to a map to their left showing the east road from Lirien to Riversgate. “Perhaps, even, offenses?” He rechecked his posture, dismayed his chest had shrunk slightly.

Harwin traced his finger along the east road until he reached Riversgate. There, his fingers tapped pensively against the pieces marking its walls. The Remani princedom had shown advances in fortifying Riversgate’s walls.

As for how Rem had implemented the structural reinforcement, they had not yet divulged. Even in the monthly letter between princedoms, Rem claimed any assumptions on Ossindia’s part were speculation.

“I saw it, you know,” Davyn said, voice bright. After the events of Anwa Woods, the Resolute had divided into two factions—Metath’s supporters, who had tried to kill Callan for destroying their sacred grove, and Mairwen’s, who sought to aid Callan as he completed their prophecies. “I passed Rem,” he continued, “when the Resolute and I escorted Metath and his companions here. A black storm forced us to skirt the edge, but it turned aside from the city at the last moment. They have wooden scaffolding all over the walls, but it must conceal something important.” Several of the great cities seemed able to resist the black storms, but Riversgate was not one of them. Riversgate, in fact, had been the first city hit by a black storm, but not since. “Maybe I can go on a scouting mission and gather information on why the black storms no longer touch it?”

“The trouble with the courts,” Harwin said, continuing as if from where he had left off, “is that even when they all have their hands in the same share-pot, it is only to snatch out what is best for them without being noticed.” He gave Rem’s structures one last tap before staring at the door where Pyotr had vanished. “Perhaps not as bad here in Ossindia as in Vhorin. But that does not excuse us of our own participation in their dance.”

Embarrassment at having been ignored bit Davyn’s cheeks, but he tried to hide it. “The Vhorin province is full of itself.” Wardkeepers were Ossindian, even if the wards were forgotten more than half the time. Many wardkeepers forgot that, too, but when Davyn’s father had been the Watchkeeper, he had planned to join Ossindia’s ranks. I will make a name for myself here.

Harwin smiled. “They are. But it stems from their prince’s savvy, and his pride is not wholly undue. A man who amasses such a reputation often gets away with much, and others will use his name to achieve their own goals. Great power comes in that. The Vhorin prince is not a man to be trifled with, always with his hands in more share-pots than spines on a willowspur. And a deeper bite he has too.”

This conversation was veering from Davyn’s intent. The captain now contemplated the map table showing their current location in Avaira, and Davyn suspected his imminent dismissal. If the captain would not develop a task for Davyn, Davyn had to create one. “Let me take care of the Vhorin emissaries. I can escort that Ariss Pyotr and his entourage from the city and prevent him from snooping around.”

Harwin laughed, and Davyn sucked his lips in. What was wrong with my suggestion?

“If those emissaries were the Vhorin prince’s spies, then I would be a page boy, lad. Doubtless, Ariss and his compatriots will concoct reports, but do not think their prince so tactless as to not have other informants. Worry not over that.” Harwin inhaled deep, peering at the Avaira map. Davyn, meanwhile, scrambled for some other idea. But before he could think of anything, Harwin nodded, his eyelids tight. “You mentioned the Resolute prisoner. Metath, yes? I want you to watch him.”

Good thing Harwin stared at the board, because Davyn’s eyes widened, and his upper lip tucked under and bulged upward. Prison duty! At least upkeep lets me see the pretty ladies. How could he evade it when he had just asked for a task? “Sir, a full cohort of Resolute already guard Metath. Maybe on the wall⁠—”

At Harwin’s raised brow, Davyn’s mouth snapped shut.

“Lad, our defenses are sound. Where Vhorin threatens us is their cunning Dance of Merits.”

Davyn squinted. “What does that have to do with us? Er, captain?”

Harwin tapped the lower section of the model Avaira palace, where the dungeons lay. “Prince Tu’rian is eager to garner the Shu’Ranai’s support and so sends resources south to Krshkv to meet the requests.” There was no map of Krshkv, but Harwin looked south, as if it stood visible through the castle walls. “Vhorin emissaries tend to bend at the Shu’Ranai’s calls, and for this reason Vhorin receives favoritism regarding border disputes.”

Davyn bit his lips. “And Metath . . .” He trailed off, still uncertain.

Harwin waggled a finger at the map. “Metath is under constant surveillance by the Resolute, who are close allies of the Shu’Ranai.” Connections began to form in Davyn’s mind as Harwin continued. “Yet I’ve been unable to persuade them to join any feasts or briefings. And as they are royal guests, Prince Eirk does not wish to order them into engaging with us.” Harwin chuckled. “Do you see the intention?”

“If I can build relations with the Resolute,” Davyn said, drawling at first but gaining confidence as Harwin’s chin lifted and eyes lit, “we can establish stronger ties to the Shu’Ranai.”

Harwin tapped Davyn’s chest in confirmation. His smile was infectious.

Davyn bet his father would beam, too, when he discovered Davyn’s key role in strengthening the prince’s Shu’Ranai relations.

Davyn left his meeting with Harwin, grinning. Now it was time to visit Metath.


Chapter 30

Fording
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Sabhira patted the horse’s flank as she finished the last rubdown and mopped the perspiration on her neck with her cloak. The wind didn’t reach these riverside hills, which made the sun’s presence uncomfortably noticeable.

While the horses were more bearable company than practically anybody here, these tasks did nothing for her mission. And why had Peli announced this morning that they were to ford the river here rather than take the northern bridge directly to Riversgate? They had already traveled east.

The woman took private meetings every night and only in the morning announced which direction they would travel and how far.

Every time Sabhira volunteered to take lookout duty or scout or even pack Peli’s gear for her, that pit-blasted Liu assigned something else. Sabhira swore some of the pants Liu made her clean hadn’t even been worn. And what was taking so long to get to Riversgate?

Even trying to sidle near Peli in idle work when she made her travel plans had proven futile thanks to Liu.

Peli didn’t even care that she herself had assigned Liu half these tasks just for the lazy lump to pawn the duties off on Sabhira.

Liu strolled along at that moment, inspecting the cleanliness of the mounts. “Well done. Peli just ordered me to tie the empty water barrels together and drag them behind the wagons while watching for anything that might fall off. Polg’s already handling one side.”

“Very well. I can help at the front, checking for stones.” The river was flat enough to ford here, but underwater rocks could obstruct the wheels. More important, Peli was situating herself at the front. After two days having no time with the woman, she was overdue to befriend her.

She strode that way, but her neckline tightened as Liu grabbed the back of her blouse and chuckled.

“Splash me, Tressa, didn’t you hear? You’re going to help Polg.”

“I did hear. You said⁠—”

A strong flick of air nudged Sabhira’s shoulder, forcing her to turn and face a smirking Liu.

“Polg doesn’t smell so bad when he’s in the water. Still bad enough I don’t want to be there. He’s almost as bad as burnt stinkweed. But you’ll be fine.”

Sabhira sucked on her lips so hard she thought the skin might burst from the pressure. Liu turned to leave, but Sabhira stopped her.

“Aren’t we heading to that storm ahead?” Considering their off-road path led toward where she had previously encountered Jazeel’s group, she figured it a logical guess.

“And?” Liu asked, confirming Sabhira’s suspicion.

“Can’t Polg manage on his own? Wouldn’t I be more useful readying us to avoid the worst of the storm ahead?”

To Sabhira’s relief, Liu tapped her lip. She’s considering it! Her whole point in joining this group rather than heading directly to Riversgate was that it might speed up her ability to learn about the Zai’daem’s inner workings since the storms had picked up, but that wasn’t happening.

“You lost your troop in a storm, you said?”

Sabhira’s heart skipped a beat at the suspicion in Liu’s voice. Had she misspoken? “Yes.” Brief answers might be best here.

“And how early into the storms did that happen?”

Though Sabhira itched to fiddle with her hands, she kept them at her side. “The very first one we encountered.” Her pulse pounded in her ears as she awaited Liu’s reaction.

“And you didn’t have everstone plates?”

“No,” Sabhira said. With only two available answers, she prayed to the Creator she chose correctly.

The woman nodded apologetically. Thank the light! “Well, splash me. That’s a shame.” She whistled low. “Tell you what. You can stay with the plates when the storm hits the encampment ahead.”

“Wonderful,” Sabhira said, even though she felt bad for whatever encampment awaited pillaging.

“But”—Liu grinned—“they’re in the back of the caravan, so you might as well stay in the rear with Polg anyway. Don’t want any of those beauties falling into the water.”

Sabhira bared her teeth in a deliberately unconvincing smile. She wants me to splash her so bad, just let me get in that river with her. I’ll give her a splash. When Liu left, Sabhira cast a look toward the northwest, where Riversgate lay. They were headed there next, yes? The fright of Liu digging too deeply into Sabhira’s initial story kept her from asking.

Beside her, the horse whickered, and Sabhira realized her dour look. “Sorry, sweetie, it’s not you.” She gave the steed an affectionate pat and found her place near the rear wagon.

Polg was at the front with his close friend Sorn, an equally unlikable man with short thick brown hair completely shaved on the sides. It looked like a mouse’s hide sitting atop a bald pate, and not enough to cover his entire crown either. Their huddled conversation and occasional glances toward Sabhira did not instill comfort. From the little she read on his lips between glances, she caught the word contract. Peli had mentioned contracts when they parted from the last troop, but Sabhira didn’t know what those were.

When Polg slunk over to help Sabhira lace rope around the barrels so they would float behind the wagons, he was humming and darting occasional glances at her.

“I’ll take this side,” she said, separating from him while also claiming the upwind half of the river. I don’t care if the water does clear some of his smell, this should help too. He just nodded and smiled.

The head of the caravan began moving, and Sabhira frowned as she balanced her sights between Polg, suspiciously content, and Sorn, who sat high above the water. When she entered the stream, the water chilled her calves, and though shallow, the current traveled swifter than it looked. Twice, she nearly lost her footing as the barrels threatened to knock her feet from under her.

On her third slip, she groped to catch herself on a barrel, but its towline untethered from the wagon—Sorn’s wagon—and sent her crashing into the water. Drenched and sliding with the river’s current as sharp stones scraped at her thighs through her dress, she passed Polg, who didn’t even stoop to catch her.

In a panic, she sank as she crossed the edge of the ford and her head dipped underwater, no longer able to reach the river’s bottom after the sudden drop-off. She flailed her arms beneath the water’s surface as she tried to right herself, but she couldn’t figure out which way was up.

She was unable to resist the flow, and just as she grew sure of her imminent drowning, her rib smacked into a large stone. She clung to it and struggled to scale its slippery slides, the thrum of the water at her crown indicating the surface.

As she breached her potential watery grave, her hair clogged her mouth in a wet tangle, and she struggled to breathe through it, but more river than air entered and set her coughing. She didn’t dare remove a hand from the saving stone lest the water careening around it sweep her away once again.

Next, a sharp squeeze at her sides shocked her and dragged her against the stream’s flow—it was another constrictor bind. She didn’t question it and let it carry her until the uneven riverbed brushed against her body. Once more at the ford, she scrabbled to her feet, shivering as she stood with the swift water lapping at her knees. Only now did she press her fingernails to her nose and pry the plastered red hair apart for a clear view.

Atop the wagon, now secure on land, Sorn rubbed the back of his head while Liu barked at him. Polg snickered, taking his last few steps to the bank.

When Liu finally turned to face her, she motioned behind Sabhira, where Sabhira saw the barrel floating against the river stream as she had, its lank rope trailing behind it.

“Grab it,” Liu shouted from her safe perch.

Sabhira turned back, lips parted. “Can’t you just set it on the shore?” Light, if the woman could drag the barrels against the stream, why couldn’t she have carried them over from the beginning?

Liu shrugged in reply and hopped off the wagon, but not before landing a forceful elbow to Sorn’s gut.

Sabhira trudged against the current, tugging on the rope, the painful cut of a stone on her sole revealing she had lost a shoe in the chaos.

At the shore, Sorn helped Polg with hauling barrels, and he turned to Sabhira. “Toss me the rope, Tressa,” Sorn said, wiggling his fingers in beckon.

Sabhira bore through him with a stare, and he made a face.

“What, you’re still upset over that?” Less than a minute had passed since he nearly killed her! “Peli wanted to make sure you were competent. She doesn’t care for splitting contracts with people who don’t pull their weight. It’s nothing personal.”

Bristling, Sabhira cleared her mind. As much as she hated these two right now, they both always seemed to get closer to Peli than she could manage. If she was going to be traveling with this group anyway, perhaps she might have some luck associating with them.

“Thanks,” she said, balling the rope in her hand and throwing it at him as hard as she could.

“Watch yer step,” Sorn said. “Beyond this lip lies a fallow.” He chortled and gestured to Sabhira’s feet. “Makes more sense to me to cross it with two shoes. Polg and I already have us the seats on the wagon.”

Sabhira glanced ahead. So focused on them, she had overlooked the wilted grass choked by thorny stalks. And of course, the fresh footwear was at the head of the caravan. Curse them. She did not look forward to hopping like a child on chalk squares across the entire strip of fallow.

“Polg, don’t it remind you of that storm outside Haems?”

Polg grunted. “I think so. Just glad I don’t see any of those massive spiders here.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Sorn laughed. Then he turned to Sabhira. “What did you see in the storm that took your troop, Tressa?”

Sabhira used her indignation at hauling the last of the barrels out of the water to bide her time to find an answer. What did they mean, seeing things inside the storms? If the fallowed land here reminded them of one, could she reference a fallow from back home? Both hers and Callan’s wards had a skeletal charred forest.

“Big trees, trunks hollowed out from a fire. Ash floating in the air.” By the way the two leaned in, Sabhira thought they seemed keen on the story. That was fine and well if it meant they had warmed up to her, but not if they asked her further questions. “Terrifying, really. It . . . It’s difficult to talk about.”

They both nodded, and she smiled to see them help her with the final barrel. The smile faded, though, when they promptly took the two spots available on the last wagon.

“Watch them feet,” said Sorn as the wagon bumped along the prickled ground.

“Thanks,” she muttered. She wound some rope left over from the barrel around her bare foot several times to give it some minor protection. Only a few barbs snuck their way through, but she didn’t let anyone see her grimace.

After they crossed the fallow, it wasn’t long before the troop bustled, preparing for the storm nearing beyond the hill. Polg led her to the wagon stashing the everstone plates, and while she didn’t like that she was helping pillage a town, the knowledge she gained from these episodes was exactly the type of information she sought to deliver to the Shu’Ranai.

She had come out on top, after all.
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Despite her eagerness as Zai’daem scurried off to their posts, Sabhira cursed when the storm arrived on the other side of the hill but nobody used the everstone plates. When she tried to get nearer to watch, Polg grunted and told her to stay with him.

“They’re taking the villagers out of that city now. A good haul to bring to Riversgate.”

Unbelievable. Fury burned in her chest.

“Without these?” She waved a hand over the everstone disks, which reflected the sunlight just the way Palerock Mountain did. Each one was tall enough to reach her chest, but currently they sat flat on the wagon bed. Or almost flat, considering strange nubs disrupted their otherwise smooth backsides. The front facade was slightly rounded like a massive fingernail, covered in intricate patterns and pierced with two holes. They looked more fitting as wall decor for Shu’Ranai Tower.

Polg’s belly shook. “Of course not. Ours need recharging, but we can’t do that until a runner meets us. Riversgate is usually full of them, so I’m surprised we haven’t had one yet. For the best, we’re headed there next.”

She had known her task would involve tolerating seedy work, but at least in Riversgate she would be further removed, and she was glad to confirm it as the upcoming stop. Still, if she let her outrage at this level of unruly behavior show, she risked forfeiting her task. And possibly death, clear from the river fiasco.

“Then what good are we fulfilling here?”

Polg’s scent had returned with a vengeance after the river trek. If only she had wriggled into Rudagil’s troop, she might have learned something valuable.

“While Peli and the others snag the villagers from the town, we make sure nobody makes their way over here and discovers the everstone.”

“Can’t Webs just put up a warding?” She stood on her tiptoes, but that did nothing to show events beyond the hill.

“They already did. We’re the backup.” His eye narrowed on her. “We don’t have to worry about you revealing them, do we?”

“Don’t be absurd, Polg.”

He shrugged but lacked subtlety in leering at her, so she didn’t want to ask more questions.

When the storm finished, she only caught small glimpses of the refugees taken from the town, still stuck making sure nobody neared the everstone.

These poor captives were bound for Riversgate, though. With luck, they might encounter this runner beforehand. Whatever their role, it seemed important to these everstone plates, and she might be able to relay their routes to the Grand Archon.


Chapter 31

View of Ironwood
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Ironwood’s walls loomed on the horizon like an impenetrable fortress. Slate tiles capped the conical tops of each gray stone turret. At their tips, the gold-and-white royal standard proclaimed Vhorin’s dominion. Whose green-and-red house banner streamed beneath the prince’s eluded Callan, but he assumed it was the leading noble house. Behind the dark walls, tidy beige houses with red roofs divided the dome of the building-covered hill city into neat segments. A white castle surrounded by a verdant ring of gardens crowned the summit, gleaming in the setting sun’s light.

Gedri shared a happy glance with Callan, while Vasha scrunched her lips to one side and asked if that was the city’s only garden.

Bengaru chuckled. “The grand city of Ironwood contains well-tended yards, you will see.”

Their destination of Crystal Bay lay through a winding mountain pass, currently blocked by a black storm. A day’s journey from Ironwood, they opted to wait within the walls for the storm to pass.

Callan clamped his thighs to Billow’s ribs to steady himself as he strained for an extra inch’s worth of height. Prior to this, he had considered Lirien’s three-storied buildings impressive. Shu’Ranai Tower’s height exceeded this, but that obsidian monument pierced a barren land. Ironwood seemed straight out of Borgast Waterseeker’s adventures.

“Look at the banners,” Callan said, wonder in his voice. His hair lay flat in the still air, but birds flocked around spires, wheeling on currents that made the flags stream steadily. “The hill must be windy.”

“Perhaps on the other side,” said Bengaru. “But no, we provide relics to keep the flags ever up.”

Callan frowned. Majestic, yes, but it hardly seemed necessary. He hoped the people of Ironwood wouldn’t be terribly difficult to please. He expected the Shu’Ranai would drag him around the city, but he would rather practice the weaves from the storm. Maybe he could trust Orlev enough to share how he could see all the weaves together. “Is this what all the palace cities look like?”

“Palace city?” Bengaru laughed. “Each province only has one palace city. House Jilton is the predominant noble house here, but it pales next to the Vhorin prince’s residence in Crystal Bay.”

“No surprise there,” said Synz with a grunt. “A palace twice wider than any other, blocking the entire city’s ocean view.” She spat, which surprised Callan. If the Shu’Ranai loaned relics to a smaller Vhorin city, surely they had a good relationship with the Vhorin prince.

Bengaru leaned over to explain. “She’s from Enstead.”

Callan nodded slowly. Like the wards, Enstead was in Ossindia. According to his aunt, a long-standing animosity burned between Ossindians and Vhoriners. Still, he hadn’t considered Synz—or any of the party—might think like both a Shu’Ranai and an Ossindian.

To lighten the mood with Synz, he pointed to the campfires and tents outside the walls. “Our armies are better organized.”

She arched a brow at him and followed his gaze. Then she scoffed. “You think those are troops? Do you see the glint of cheap Vhorin steel?”

Callan shielded the sun from his eyes. She was right. When he recognized the drab refugee rags, he leaned back in his saddle to distance himself from the town. These people sought shelter. Affronted, Callan asked why Ironwood wasn’t admitting them.

“So the boy does see,” mused Orlev. “I heard him sharp-sighted, but it took long enough for him to show it.”

“Orlev,” Ustep chimed in, “be easy on the boy. Let him enjoy the view.”

Callan peered, leaning forward and shaking his head. “It’s not so great anymore.”

“Enough,” said Orlev. Then, he said to Callan, “The prince resides in Crystal Bay. He pays little heed to smaller cities within his domain.”

Synz scoffed. “You mean littering his domain. That is how Prince Xylliano describes it.”

Orlev silenced her with a glance, but Callan shook his head. “Why, though? They are his people, aren’t they?” He tried to imagine any of the wards outright ignoring another in need. Well, besides wealthmongering Castor. And I guess lazy Falgar.

“The prince,” Orlev said, “focuses on Vhorin’s prime source of livelihood. Its coasts.”

That answer didn’t satisfy Callan. “Sure, but how do they get the jewels from the Jewel Coast?” With names like Goldcrest and Opalhaven, Callan figured the prince needed to hire miners.

When he said as much, he wished he had kept his mouth shut because every Shu’Ranai barked with laughter.

Gedri struggled to guide his horse astride Callan’s. “They call it the Jewel Coast,” he explained with sympathy that made Callan self-conscious, “because of all the wealth on the shores. I guess Opalhaven’s name is relevant, but Vhorin imports its share from overseas. Prince Xylliano made a fair business of exporting salt and his coastal crops.”

Synz tossed Callan a consolation too. “But you are correct. He relies on these people more than he admits. Mainly, though, in levying his taxes.”

For the first time, Callan felt proud to be Ossindian. How could somebody in charge of a people be so careless of them? Callan glared at the storm-blocked pass, beyond which sat the palace city. The Shu’Ranai wanted him to work with someone like that?

“It is his right to do so,” said Orlev.

Synz situated herself in her saddle. “Maybe. But his prerogative does not extend to isolating the people from the city. Whenever the Grand Archon orders the gates opened, Ironwood presents reasons it cannot. A contained epidemic. A flooded quarter. Always something. This is nothing new.”

“They never open the gates?” Callan disliked the city even more. He looked at Orlev, who studied Callan. Is he trying to upset me? Does he want me frustrated at Ironwood?

Synz answered. “Occasionally the gates open, but never as long as they should. House Jilton issues its decrees from behind its gilded banisters. Most recently, they said that a pandemic during such a time as this would be worse for everybody, those inside and those without.”

“That’s absurd,” Callan blurted. “How can they say no to letting people in? What of the storms? No humane person could keep the doors closed to the people. That’s a death sentence!” He looked with worry at the crowded refugees at the gates, imagining each person Dulled or dead.

Orlev’s steely, impassionate voice didn’t falter. “What would you do, boy, if it was your decision to save a few lives that many might die, or leave a few in struggle so that the many might thrive?” Orlev’s response was factual. Cold. Emotionless, Callan thought.

Callan answered without hesitating. “Might, Orlev. Might die and might thrive. We can’t know the future.” How could the man be so blind? “And it’s hardly a few people. They might all live inside the walls, too, healthy.”

Even without everyone watching, Orlev’s disappointment grated Callan. “They provide the courtesy of moving the refugee encampments along the walls. Like the tower, Ironwood’s walls prove impervious to the storms. So far, this approach has kept the refugees safe. Ironwood’s Star Counters have accurately tracked the storms, and as such the storm shifts haven’t surprised anyone, giving ample time for relocation.”

“That’s not enough,” Callan said, staring at the city with disdain. Its bright colors no longer conjured glorious stories; they painted a snobbery worse than a Castorian’s. “The Grand Archon should follow up on his commands.”

“You know what is best for the world, then, boy? The Grand Archon balances refugee safety with the nobles’ funding. Demands like you propose could tip that fragile balance.”

“Funding doesn’t matter when we’re talking about lives,” Callan combated. Heat filled his cheeks. Other than some light coughs and clopping hooves, only he and Orlev spoke. Why wasn’t Synz agreeing?

“What, then, of the rising costs,” challenged Orlev, “to care for the increasing number of Dulled? With travel made more difficult, prices have gone up, yet do you see the Shu’Ranai turning any away?”

Callan licked his lips. He hadn’t thought about that.

Orlev continued to plow forward. “Did you not hear what Gedri said of Vhorin’s trade relations?” Gedri made himself small on his horse and blushed. “Countless efforts we fund to maintain peace with the eastern continent. Or do you know nothing of Brekh and how it conquered its lands of old? The nation’s small seat did not hinder it from seizing a continent. Do you think they have not considered expanding to ours? Do you think they have not already begun exploring the unknown oceans?”

Orlev sniffed and shook his head. “Think before you speak, boy. You, from your isolated hole of a mountain home, know little. Did nobody have you visit the Archives?”

Callan coughed. He was supposed to have studied, but none of that stuff made sense.

Orlev sneered. “Had I realized you wasted your time, I would have ingrained these basics sooner.”

Orlev separated his horse from the group, declaring that they would set up camp here with the city too far to reach without resting the horses.

Callan, meanwhile, hunched over Billow, his toes curling in his boots. The latter bit of Orlev’s unnecessary rant didn’t convince him, but he understood the funding for the Dulled. If they had all those trade agreements, wasn’t that enough to keep their shores safe from invasion?

When he reached Crystal Bay, he intended to challenge the Vhorin prince’s treatment of refugees, Dulled, and even his own subjects.


Chapter 32

Fire's Edge
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Callan excused himself after dinner and sat at the camp’s edge. The flickering orange fires bespotting the ground outside Ironwood’s ominous walls contrasted with the steady yellow glows within its bounds.

He glanced over his shoulder to his Shu’Ranai companions, who occasionally broke into soft laughter. Orlev’s probably chiding my ignorance, and they all find it funny. He clenched his fist, and heat warmed his palm.

Nobody was watching, so he eased his fist and laid his open palm in his lap, focusing on that heat. He hadn’t tried summoning fire since Aryn attacked him. What if he needed to use it again, though?

He considered what he knew so far. Emotion supposedly aided his power. But whenever he tried to force it, the results were weak at best and utter failures at worst. It was a Creator-cursed paradox. If his abilities only worked on instinct, then how could he ever expect to use them on demand? Did it always require some life-threatening situation?

Surely the valaren of old had more control. Granted, they also had access to all five veins back then. But there had to be something more to it.

Back when he and the others had confronted the storm, Callan had felt the pull of their weaves and surrendered to it. In that sense, he had given in to instinct. However, he had made a conscious effort to let that need guide his creation. Perhaps it was a matter of finding a balance between forcing the intent and yielding to it.

He honed his eyesight and regarded the distant refugees, mapping the licking of flames from each fire. None followed the same pattern, but the chaos seemed a pattern of its own. Callan eased into the fiery dance, and his vision, despite its enhancement, doubled as he stared beyond it all. His attention drifted to his heartbeat, a steady tempo at odds with the disorder yet a part of it.

A small whoosh flared at his waist, and he laughed as he looked down to see a tongue of fire. It shrank away the moment he took his eyes off the flickers in the distance, though. He tried once more, and again the tongue appeared but only lasted for as long as he regarded the fiery models near Ironwood.

The warmth radiating inside his chest wasn’t the flame’s doing. He would keep this to himself for now. It might be a small achievement, but it was more than he had accomplished yet, and he didn’t want to lose sight of that. Even still, it didn’t address the problem of how the Vhorin prince treated the refugees.

As Callan tapped his knee, contemplating the insurmountable task of tangibly impacting an entire province’s customs, Gedri and Vasha approached.

“Callan!” Gedri’s unbridled excitement made Callan’s neck chafe a little less. “Listen to this!”

The bright-eyed boy hummed, and a vibration permeated Callan’s bones. Callan lifted his brows, impressed. “You almost sound like Vasha.”

Gedri beamed, although Vasha folded her arms. “My dual intonations,” she said, “are steadier.” But she clicked her tongue and nodded. “It is decent, though, Gedri.”

“Thanks! You’re a good teacher.”

The beginnings of a smile etched into Vasha’s face, and she excused herself as she bent down, claiming a bug crawled on her robe. Callan didn’t see one. “Well,” she said when she rose, “we still have work to do. An intonation does not a chord make.” She scowled. “That is what my mother always said.”

Callan tried to imagine Teya in monk robes and wondered if everybody in Vasha’s homeland spoke that way.

Rustling pages drew Callan’s attention to a book Gedri produced. “Gedri, is it wise to read that right now?” He flicked his gaze to the Shu’Ranai.

“Oh, it’s fine. Ustep already knows about the books.”

Callan closed his eyes. Heights above, I should have held those myself. At the fire, Ustep engaged the others in a story. Synz shook her head as Bengaru laughed, while Orlev and Chintsi exchanged unimpressed looks. Callan smirked, thinking Orlev wore the look well, but he recognized the childishness of his happiness, so he turned away.

“Ah, here it is,” Gedri said. “Callan, does Whipping Willow mean anything to you?”

Callan peeked at the various diagrams and postures shown, one of which resembled Willow’s Whip. When he said as much, Vasha and Gedri both leaned in and asked him to demonstrate it.

At least I’m useful to someone, he thought as he held the pose. But they tilted their heads.

“It’s not dynamic enough,” Vasha said to Gedri, who tapped his lips and flipped a few pages back.

Callan blew out his cheeks. Heights above, I know the form. Were these two about to tell him how he was wrong about sword stances too?

He glimpsed another form on the page. “Wait, go back. Hmm. That’s Raven’s Descent. And on the next page—yeah. I think this is the Tolemca Dance.”

When he ran through the motions this time, Vasha’s eyes lit up.

Gedri clapped. “Perfect! Where’s your sword? Can you do it with that?”

Callan patted at his side to show his scabbard, but his hand met empty fabric. Then he closed his eyes and let out a small groan. “It’s back with the horses.”

Vasha folded her arms, just like she had with all the servants back at Shu’Ranai Tower. It had been more entertaining there. “Didn’t Orlev tell you not to leave without it by your side?”

Callan let out an exasperated breath but quickly regained his composure. “I can do the forms just fine without it.”

Gedri scratched his neck and spoke without meeting Callan’s eye. “I think we need to see how the sword fits the progression, Callan.”

Callan checked the nearby ground on the off chance of discovering a discarded blade. He didn’t. One side of his upper lip lifted as his eyes drifted to the horses. The path led directly past the campfire, and the earlier berating still stung.

“Please, Callan?”

“Okay, okay. Give me a bit.”

Callan took an evasive route to the gear, following a curved arc. The Shu’Ranai were now pointing to sketches in the ground, debating the best route through the mazelike pass to Crystal Bay from Ironwood.

Callan gave a wide berth, concealing his trek to the horses with the boulders. He wanted to grab the sword without running into anybody—least of all Orlev. Pits below, if Orlev catches me trying to get the sword I left behind in the first place, he’ll make training miserable.

He peeked over a boulder toward the fire. Where is Orlev, anyway? At this angle, he couldn’t see him or Chintsi. Hopefully they were just grabbing more brushwood for the fire. He walked delicately around the nearest rock.

The horses came into view on his left, but between him and the rock stood the two missing Shu’Ranai. Of course.

Callan was debating whether he should take the blow to his pride on the chin or wait for them to leave, but then he noticed a faint shimmer in the air. Curiosity piqued, he looked closer and saw their lips moving, but he heard nothing. He wasn’t that far away, and they weren’t whispering. Chintsi shuffled a stack of paper, and that made no sound either.

A warding? He embraced his core and detected a faint lacework dome the color of parchment and dried lifeblossoms. What use did they have for a warding?

At the tower, sure. With all kinds of people from all places nearby, that made sense. But out here?

Callan chewed his lower lip. He had already dismissed the notion that Orlev intended to kill him. Considering he trained Callan to be stronger, he also doubted the Shu’Ranai worked for Jerrix like Aryn did. He didn’t know what motives fueled the Defiled, though, so he still kept alert.

But this secrecy roused Callan’s suspicion. Synz’s Ossindian sentiments influenced her roots. What of the other Shu’Ranai? He didn’t even know where Orlev was from. If Orlev did work for Jerrix, or any other Defiled, he might have motive to train Callan but sabotage his influence with the princedoms.

A hundred other reasons popped into Callan’s mind, faster than his brain could process, but a subtle hum near the Shu’Ranai drew Callan in. Callan eased into the sensation, and crimson odeshyr strands drifted from him to the half sphere until they brushed against the web gently. The instant they touched, the hum scattered into various wavering pitches, like a pond’s surface disrupted by a stone. When they settled, Callan recognized the two low voices.

“Why in all desolation would you provide everybody a different instruction within the city, Orlev?”

“They have no reason to discuss their orders, Chintsi.”

“No reason! Orlev, if anybody discovers you spreading conflicting information, what trouble will you bring our mission?”

Orlev shifted and looked around, and Callan quickly pressed his body tighter to the boulder, concealing himself.

“Keep your voice down.”

“You know they can’t hear me, Orlev. Or do you not trust me to maintain my warding? Perhaps you should trust the companions your superiors ordered you to cooperate with.”

What orders? Callan tucked the thought away, trying to focus on their conversation.

Orlev’s frown was evident in his voice. “Regardless, sowing the simplest seeds is safer.”

Callan risked peeking back out in time to see Chintsi’s lips scrunch from one side to the other. His shifting feet made his discomfort clear, but eventually he nodded.

“Well, I wish you would have told me sooner. I would rather not discuss anything contradictory with the others.”

Orlev let out a short laugh. “Be careful not to draw attention to it all the more, Chintsi. During how many of our trips have you ever discussed the tedious details of your assigned visits with the greater group?”

“I suppose,” Chintsi said, not sounding appeased. “But Orlev, if we are discovered, the Star Counters would have us skinned, and who can say what reprimands the Grand Archon will impose?”

“Worse things exist than punishment before the Shu’Ranai,” Orlev said coolly.

Chintsi inhaled and shrank in on himself as he contemplated those words, nodding. Then he scowled at Orlev, breaking free of his brief reverie. “Then for all three of our sakes, I hope this stays concealed. I prefer not to have my essence stripped.”

Three? Who is the third person? Callan panicked briefly that somebody might be right behind him. But he was alone, and his fears were allayed—at least concerning an observer.

Laughter rose from the fire, and Orlev and Chintsi shifted a few steps further away. Callan stretched a thin odeshyr thread to reconnect to the warding, but he overshot the distance, and Chintsi’s webbing wavered as if caught by a breeze. Chintsi froze and looked toward the campfire.

“What is it?” Orlev whispered. “Did anybody notice us?”

“I—I don’t know. I don’t think so. Bengaru still sits by the fire, and I would have seen if he wove evayne essence. No, I don’t think he detected the warding.” Then Chintsi looked flustered. “Likely, it’s your recklessness that has me so on edge. Just in case Bengaru detected the warding, though, we should part now anyway. If he asks why I wove it, I can say it was only up for a fleeting moment because I had to curse you for being a fool, which wouldn’t be far from the truth.”

The two wrapped up their conversation, and Callan observed the remaining energy webbing dissipate, like fireflies scattering into the night.

Not until a full minute after their departure did Callan finally approach the horses, where his sword lay. He grabbed the blade and quickly returned to Gedri and Vasha.


Chapter 33

Reception
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Outside Ironwood’s gates, the musk of unwashed clothes assaulted Callan. Does nobody else smell that? If he wasn’t worried about offending the refugees, he would plug his nose.

They dismounted to guide their horses through the crowd. People of all ages in tattered rags retreated for each of their steps, hands outstretched toward the passing Shu’Ranai. Only Ustep and Synz nodded at them, which the people embraced as a blessing, one man even weeping in gratitude.

Callan struggled to meet anybody’s eyes, fully aware of his cleaner clothing. When he offered his cloak to a dirt-stained woman, she nearly fainted. Whether from hunger, thirst, or the shock of being addressed, or possibly some combination of all three, Callan didn’t know. Vasha patted his shoulder and said he needed it on the road anyway.

But they couldn’t think like that. “I can just buy another,” Callan said. He then draped it over the lady before continuing. A few steps later, he glanced back. She shivered with the cloak clutched tight, although several other refugees narrowed their eyes at her. Could he use his diplomat role to demand more blankets out here? He would talk to Orlev inside. That’s something basic, even he has to see that.

In near unison with the light coughs, bells rang faintly behind Ironwood’s high wall. From this angle, the crenellations hid everything inside the city except the lush garden and white castle. That and the ever-flying streamers on the barricade’s dark turrets. Could they make it any more imposing?

Two guards in half-plate armor straightened, tapping their spears’ butts on the stone threshold twice before angling the shafts forward.

“Hail, Keepers of the Old Knowledge,” said one guard, tapping a fist to his heart.

The other nodded. His face, partially obscured by the visor, lacked friendliness. Is he sneering? The noseguard blocked his brows, but the bitter man’s mouth curved down. Callan huffed.

“Light shine on you,” Orlev said. Although the men in their overweighted armor and plumed helmets stood taller than Orlev, Orlev made a point to scan the cold guard from head to toe.

Subtle weaves surrounded him, and his quarterstaff glowed. Is he doing that to threaten or impress them? If not for the arrogant guard, Orlev’s flippant use of the power might have annoyed Callan. They still hadn’t spoken since their argument, and this was just another way Orlev exuded superiority. He appreciated seeing the snobby guard humbled, though.

“Do you keep the Old Knowledge fast?” Orlev demanded.

“Ever we wait, Esteemed Shu’Ranai,” said the first guard. When Orlev turned his gaze distinctly on the second man, he also repeated the refrain, if distractedly.

“Let the gates open, for the Grand Archon’s word seeks a home in friendly hearts.” With slightly less grandeur, he added, “We need all eight Ilmarene stabled and brushed.”

The first guard saluted again and moved to tap the gate with his spear, but the second shifted on his back foot, form and decorum loosening. “I only see five Shu’Ranai. What of the rabble with you? Ironwood may honor its . . . obligations”—he said the word with distaste—“in exchange for the Shu’Ranai’s valued aid, but times are difficult. Each admission strains the city, and already you five outnumber admissions on a normal day. And with simple horses. But to burden our people with supporting stragglers? This is excess.”

Callan’s jaw dropped. “You’re talking about excess?”

Bengaru laid a quieting hand on Callan’s shoulder, and a distinct shimmer of additional threads from Chintsi surrounded Orlev. If Orlev’s glowing staff wasn’t prominent enough, all other sounds vanished save for Orlev’s voice.

“The Shu’Ranai’s beneficiaries,” said Orlev with perfect enunciation, “would do well not to question their duties. Recall how instrumental the tower’s support is to Ironwood’s function, and perhaps you shall continue enjoying your post.”

The obstinate brute faltered, startlement overriding his defiance. He shied away and, after finally regaining his composure, blatantly sneered at Orlev before assisting the other guard in cranking the portcullis. Callan smirked and almost commented before Bengaru tightened his grip on his shoulder.

“Amazing,” whispered Gedri. He hummed with excitement as the massive grate creaked and the barricaded wooden doors groaned, swinging wide.

Callan agreed, momentarily forgetting his anger as he admired the beautiful ivy crawling along every house’s sides, but Gedri’s eyes lingered on the gate mechanism itself as they passed under. Callan almost laughed at Gedri’s focus on the rotating gears over the buildings but then looked backward at the longing refugees’ faces.

Inside the city’s limits, walls gleamed in the light, untouched by the plain’s dust. Despite the late spring, the ivy displayed myriad blooms of red and gold and blue. Liveried attendants pruned the plants or swept streets.

Callan sighed at the contrast between inside and outside, then sighed again at the air’s freshness.

“None of this is right,” Callan muttered, intending it only loud enough for the contemptuous guard’s ears. He and Callan shared a glance, but the man snorted, already closing the gates.

“And why do you say that, boy?” asked Orlev.

Wasn’t it obvious? And was this to be their first conversation today? Despite Callan’s personal grievance against the necklace-laden Shu’Ranai, Orlev had humbled the guard. Whatever secrets he shared with Chintsi, at least he had snubbed that rock-dry lout. “It’s just wrong. Refugees struggle outside, yet people here tend small jobs. They could do more.”

“Such as?”

Callan gestured at the gate. “Food, for one.” He then pointed to someone carting loaves toward a four-storied building where laughter drifted from windows. “Nobody needs that much bread.”

Orlev kept walking, and Callan had to catch up, placing him in the center of all the Shu’Ranai. He peeked over at Vasha and Gedri; Gedri’s hands were a blur of motion as he chatted with Vasha, who nodded absently but stared intently at all the workers. He already regretted leaving their side to engage Orlev.

“I,” said Orlev, “saw nobody collapsed from starvation. Did you?”

Callan frowned. Actually, he hadn’t. People were thin, but so was everyone inside. And nobody looked emaciated. Orlev explained that Ironwood’s officials divided leftover bread among the refugees the next day.

“Well, still. Nobody likes stale bread.” He didn’t bother acknowledging Chintsi’s flat stare. Those two’s plot might connect to the courts here, if not the Defiled. If they were trying to enmesh him in some convoluted schemes, he needed to assert his opinions. Make his own decisions. He pointed at an ivy-covered wall. “Take these flowers. Really, pruning? Why not make blankets for the ones outside?”

A pretty girl cupping a delicate blossom lowered her head at Callan’s words.

“Sorry,” he muttered to her. They shouldn’t have me playing diplomat.

“Do you know celanthor flowers?” Orlev asked.

“No . . .” Callan suspected an education awaited.

“Their roots shatter stone, and they grow an entire foot each week. They’re native to Da’Almi, but Ironwood, Goldcrest, and Opalhaven all suffer from the invasive seedlings that arrived through poorly inspected shipments. The insects that thrive off the ivy cannot survive this moderate land.” He pointed to the tall building that had received the bread. “If celanthor ivy overtakes that structure, the building will collapse. And whom does it house?”

Did Orlev really need to instruct him so publicly? At least Synz had the decency to hide her stares, whereas Chintsi altogether sneered. Ustep’s and Bengaru’s compassion was actually worse, though.

“Well,” Callan said, “whoever’s building it is, they’re having a grand time in it.”

“I am glad,” said Orlev, stern. “Considering it is the orphanage.” Callan winced at that. “I suspect,” Orlev continued, “its doors are full.” He then arched a brow at Callan. “All the more reason to keep the building erect, yes?”

Callan lifted his hands and tried to fall to the rear. Orlev snapped and pointed to his side, beckoning a chagrined Callan to maintain his pace. “I am not finished. You must learn these matters to understand the princedoms.” He plucked a blue flower from the meshwork of vines. “Why has Ironwood not completely uprooted the celanthor ivy?”

“Because it grows too fast.”

“No,” said Orlev, but Bengaru interjected.

“That is one reason, Orlev.”

“But not the important one. I will manage the boy’s lessons, thank you.” Callan wanted to sink into one of those lush ivy thickets right now. “The celanthor flowers dry more easily here than in Da’Almi. This allows them to be crushed and made into a medicinal compound, an Ironwood specialty. A fortunate fact for the refugees, too, since the important salve cares for illnesses that occur among such numbers.”

Callan raked his fingers through his hair. “Okay, fine! That’s why the Shu’Ranai are involved here, isn’t it? But I can’t just ignore what’s happening outside.” He pointed at the gate, now vanishing around the safety of a well-manicured corner. “I should be out there. I need to figure out how to stop these storms, Orlev. I can’t do that behind walls that the storms can’t even touch.” He believed what Orlev said about the walls protecting those outside, but it must be toilsome for the refugees to move their tents constantly. Callan needed to find a permanent solution.

“Has Durinvale’s eagle-eyed boy examined the people here?”

“What?” The question caught Callan off guard.

Orlev, though, nudged Callan’s chin with his stave, directing his eyes to the workers. “Inspect their faces, boy. That man, at the forge, is Ironwood’s longest-serving smith by ten years. And yet his assistant has the copper complexion of one from Da’Almi.”

Callan sucked on his teeth as he considered Orlev’s words. Two people tending the flowers had the same color of skin, and yet another carried the blue skin of the South.

“They are not of this town,” Orlev continued. “Not originally. In exchange for their contributions, they receive shelter and rations. They exchange their roles with others outside the gates on a scheduled basis. The Shu’Ranai have mandated this and more, and Ironwood upholds at least this commitment.”

“The bare minimum,” grunted Synz, but Orlev ignored her.

“Take heed of this, boy, for in all Ironwood’s interactions lies the Dance of Merits, just as throughout all Vhorin. Gedri, I suspect you did not press these matters in the ample time you studied together? Hmm?”

Gedri bit his bottom lip as he flashed Callan an apologetic shrug. Vasha smirked. Not her too. How long had they both been listening?

Orlev clicked his tongue. “Of course not.” He then shook his head. “Vhoriners seldom do anything unless they can gain equal or greater return. Especially if the other party is oblivious to the manipulation or believes themselves in control. They vie for superiority among those of the same rank and award relics as trophies. It brings their faction honor.” He gestured broadly behind them. “Likely, that first guard was only so eager to let us in so that we might take word of his commitment to the prince in Crystal Bay. He is no fool to think the Shu’Ranai wouldn’t come this far without advancing to the palace city. As for the other, I wager he sought to cause issues for his companion more than anything else. Sometimes they believe bringing another down can be just as good as, or even better than, gaining an advantage.”

With wide eyes, Callan shook his head. And Orlev wanted him to associate with these kinds of people? The initial guard hadn’t bothered Callan much, since he assumed the man was simply carrying out his responsibilities, but now he wasn’t sure who was worse. Between an opportunist and a saboteur, Callan cared for neither.

He regarded the people diligently tending the vines again. Many didn’t even notice them passing. Callan’s lips tweaked somewhere between a smile and a frown. At least these refugees had a temporary reprieve. Still, he wished it was more.

An approaching palanquin broke Callan from his thoughts. It was led by a liveried attendant with a bulbous nose who proudly wore the green and red of House Jilton. “Greetings, my lords, ladies. Welcome to Ironwood.”

“I’m no lord,” mumbled Callan, but Orlev whacked the small of his back with his staff.

The attendant smacked his lips, paused, and cleared his throat. “Ah, yes. House Jilton welcomes you regardless. We will tend to your horses. In the meantime, please.”

As a group of uniformly dressed refugee workers took the steeds, the man with the honkable nose parted the palanquin’s curtain. Where Callan expected a noble lady, to his astonishment—and disappointment—it carried food. Though the fare appealed to his grumbling stomach, which had only enjoyed bread and dried meats of late, he deemed the lavishness unnecessary.

It will go to the refugees tomorrow. He had to remember that. The less he took, the more for others.

“Refreshments to help you recover from your lengthy journey, Esteemed Shu’Ranai.” The servant bowed, although his eyes lingered on Callan, Gedri, and Vasha. “We heard you were stuck in the filth outside.” The rock-dry plumelark smiled as if he had just remembered not to be rude. “By which I mean, the unswept promenade.”

Callan swallowed and lifted his chin. Even though these Vhoriners provided some level of relief for the refugees, they had room for improvement. “We can take as much as we want?” Unfazed by Orlev’s sideways glance, he kept his voice quiet and level.

The servant appeared startled, as if unexpectedly touching a hot plate. “Indeed, my lord. We would not be seen as inhospitable to our esteemed guests.”

Let this one call me lord. He nodded. Why bother waiting for tomorrow for the people outside to get their share? The fruit would probably mold by then.

“Thank you,” Callan said, clapping the servant’s shoulder. The man smiled and faced Callan, although his eyes flitted to a dirt smudge Callan’s paw left. Callan then piled as much food into his arms as possible.

“Boy,” cautioned Orlev.

Callan ignored him and turned to the servant. “Give Lord Jilton my thanks. And please let him know there’s some filth inside his walls too.”

Hands full and chest high, Callan walked back toward the gates.


Chapter 34

Ivory and Alabaster
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Vasha arched a brow as Callan rounded the corner. What does he expect to achieve? She cared little for this game of earning merit Orlev explained, but she didn’t have to play it. No matter that it seemed to work. Fine. The refugees were not forced into this. Perhaps, in a sense, forced by the storms, but they could go elsewhere. As Orlev told it last night by the fire—not that Callan had listened—some caravans even escorted people away. Ironwood seemed to respect the wishes of those who did not want to participate in the mutually agreed-upon system and took them safely to different places.

Of course, those Ironwood nobles are likely eager to rid themselves of their onus. As for why more droves would show up here rather than proceed elsewhere—some even having come from elsewhere—she didn’t know. She wondered about her own home at the Sanctuary Hold. What if they invited her back? Would she accept?

Of course not. And they, unlike the fools of Ironwood, lacked the decency to escort her off the grounds. They had banished her with half a loaf of stale bread. Had she simpered and waited for help like these refugees, she would be dead. But she supposed not everybody could rely on their own sensibilities for survival, as she had.

A thought for Vayuna popped into her mind. He had stayed in the hills outside Ironwood to avoid frightening the refugees. Perhaps he had provided a small aid in her journey. And her being val’adamyr.

She returned to scouring for any fellow Easterners. If she found any, she would be prepared to disable them. For that reason, she stayed near Gedri while he babbled about the different colorations of beige. Evidently, distinct colors expressed the stones’ eras and quarries, identifying the buildings’ ages. As long as he created a lumen when she asked him to, she would be armed against any threat in the Temporal World. Her war stance allowed her to draw from Gedri’s own pool of essence and redirect it, although temporarily disabling him. Let them marvel over that.

“You must excuse him,” explained Orlev to the frivolously decorated fop. “The Vein Render lost his sister to the bleakmires several years ago . . .”

Was that so? She had known something of that, but Callan had never discussed it forthright.

The attendant straightened his garments. “I understand,” he said, unconvincingly. “Still, you will note we who have upheld the Old Knowledge assembled this bounty of our own rations. By doing so, we upset our natural order, and yet we bear the burden willingly.”

His toothy smile rankled Vasha. Were all Vhoriners this disgraceful? She was tired of these manipulative dealings from her own days in Gho’s courts.

The practices didn’t bother her, but this man’s behavior stripped the veneer of sensibility and exposed the entitled privilege. Any longer waiting here, though, might drive her insane.

At least Gedri had grown quiet. Which, she realized, was strange. She turned to him to discover his head bobbing in succession from one turret to another, lips moving in silent calculation. “What is it, Gedri? Do you plan to rebuild these walls elsewhere?” She chuckled, amused by her own comment.

“Oh no, Vasha, that would take forever.” Her laughter fizzled, and her lips drew to a line. When could they advance deeper into the city? But then Gedri returned to his excited self. “Didn’t you see, Vasha? A layer of stone rested between the walls, like what hid under that wooden beam in the tower’s threshold. It carried the same polished sheen.”

Vasha peered at the monotonous dark stone walls.

“No, not here. At the gate.” He leaned in, eyes bright. “Also, I hummed a dual intonation as we walked under it.”

“I noticed.”

Gedri beamed, taking it as a compliment. He really is not getting my japes. She was funny, wasn’t she? Vayuna sometimes laughed around her. The Reshua laughs at trees.

“The vibrations,” Gedri said, “dampened right below the fluted arches. Vasha, do you know what that means?”

Vasha tossed aside her next jest. Without hesitation, she reached for her tynata. She may as well have been inside Shu’Ranai Tower for all the good it did.

Without consulting Gedri, she interrupted the woebegone dandy. “Where is the library?”

The delicate servant grimaced but recovered quickly with an affected smile. “You can follow the perimeter walls northeast. It should be quite visible. Ironwood carries such an abundance of⁠—”

Vasha turned her back on the light-withered redfin, tugging Gedri along. Whatever long-winded nonsense was taking place, it was clearly meant to quell the upset over Callan; the Shu’Ranai could address whatever ripples her own curtness added.

Gedri resisted Vasha only a moment, but her speed dragged him in tow.

“He was telling us about the library, Vasha!”

“I venture it has books.” His excitement would return in a moment.

Faster, in fact, than she expected. “I bet it’s huge! We’ll need to search for anything on the city’s architecture or Builder’s Guild or . . .”

Gedri would repeat himself when she asked, so now she let her mind drift. Still no threat of Easterners, by the looks of those they passed. These were all workers anyway. Maybe in the library she could conclude whether Vhorin was a worthwhile place to settle after fulfilling her dream calling or if all its natives possessed that fool’s boorishness.

She could entrust Gedri to research the walls while she focused on the Eternal Realm, then. Some crossover must explain the broken connection to her tynata.

The library indeed stood out among the other buildings. Built of a vibrant orange-stained wood, it reminded her of a riverboat’s hull at a far larger scale. A base material for a place of study. At least the Sanctuary Hold possessed a physical beauty. All sorts of people—liveried and not—ambled through the paved plaza or huddled in engaged clusters on its steps.

It reminded Vasha of lectures, and she grimaced. Why let those memories sour your mind? You are free to study as you wish and come to your own conclusions now. The grimace slanted upward. Yes, no more of the ignorant Oathsworn ways, accepting others’ beliefs blindly.

Nearing the exterior, Vasha slowed. She actually admired the intricate carvings along every surface. At places, precious stones fit within perfectly carved holes. Oddly, though, the opaque windows seemed to defeat their structural purpose.

When Vasha peered, Gedri followed her gaze and gasped. “Alabaster! Vasha, stone windows. I’ve always wanted to see them. Who ever thought of shaving a stone so thin that light passes through it? Let alone using it as a window?”

“It is pretty.” Vasha sighed. But were the people here sufficiently interesting? As for the windows, novel, yes, but some of the southern sanctuary holds allegedly crafted stained glass at various opacities. Best to keep Gedri focused, though. “Perhaps we will read about the process indoors.”

Gedri’s eyes shone.

The wide stairs allowed Vasha to pass easily between two especially large congregations. One group astutely scribbled notes as a man with golden hair lectured. Not yellow, but true gold, glinting in the light. Vasha had never heard the tongue.

The other group, though, rambled about these woeful times. “. . . Blood begets blood. The skies rage against us. The Oathsworn scout as far as Dhonai. Talking shade fie⁠—”

Vasha lurched to a halt. Gedri, whose elbow she forgot she was clutching, tripped, and he yelped as his knee struck stone. Vasha had suffered worse; he would be fine.

“What?” Her voice croaked, and she cleared her throat. Sweet light, she had gathered a light sweat, and her hair stuck to the back of her neck.

The man blinked at her. He eyed her robes, then Gedri’s novice-level Shu’Ranai attire. “Pardon, Esteemed One.” She snorted at his erroneous conclusion, but he flinched and sped up. “The Dhonai tribes have no right denying the Shu’Ranai. I meant no offense by speaking of them in your presence.”

Vasha waved her hand. “Of the Oathsworn. Repeat what you said.”

The man nodded. “Ah yes, the Oathsworn. Unenlightened! They are wrong to challenge your power, Esteemed One. But fear not. They search for some stray aspirant.”

Vasha grunted. Hunt, more likely. She had been the victim of their searches once before and doubtless was again. At least this journey stayed in the northern princedoms for now. This sniveling redfin, clearly seeking merits by assisting a Shu’Ranai, cemented her mind against settling in Vhorin—or at least Ironwood.

The man opened his mouth, but Vasha stomped onward. Gedri hopped on one leg before easing into a steady limp. “Apply pressure, Gedri.” To his credit, he hummed the Second Chord of Clarity and didn’t complain.

Inside the library, Gedri immediately gravitated to the historical municipal section, as expected. He whisper-shouted three books’ names that she certainly would never remember, especially with how he pointed in five directions all at once. I’ll start with the sacred realms.

After perusing the dusty covers, she only found three that sounded remotely relevant. A Tynspire Treatise; Prophecies of Other Dialectics: A Full Compendium with Modern Translations; and The Veins Beneath. She coughed as she lifted them. The layer of dust was so thick that when it compressed under her fingertips, a tingle quivered to her elbow. She grimaced.

To spot Gedri, she searched for the table with the tallest stack of books. Next to a pile ten high, Gedri simultaneously read two texts, a finger from each hand marking his separate locations, and already a discarded tome lay closed and upside down beside him.

He didn’t notice Vasha until she set down her own three books, but he beamed as he tapped his leftmost.

“Does it pertain to the walls?” Vasha asked.

His eagerness dipped, and he scrunched his nose with a shake of his head. “No.” The smile returned. “But these water systems!”

“Gedri, focus.” She mimed a breathing exercise she had taught him for the intonations, and he inhaled.

“Right.”

She flipped through her own pages, starting with A Tynspire Treatise. A disappointment, that one, nothing more than a blathering rant declaiming tynspires as unnatural and worthy of incurring the Creator’s wrath. Upon checking the front, she scoffed. Written by Odiser Gurrein, Prime Elite of the Unwavering, Fifth Age. Annoyed she had spent the energy carrying it, she clapped it shut.

Unwavering drivel.

Imagine despising the veins. To claim the Creator intended to sever them all and that even relics posed a threat to their Final Ascendance. She shivered at recalling a lecture about the blubbering imbeciles invoking extreme measures to excise the veins from valaren themselves.

The book on prophecies was similarly unpromising, although she suspected Vayuna might find it entertaining. Her eyes flitted to a poetically styled excerpt.

In the Twilight of All Ages, when the Gold Court is scattered to the winds, a time shall come when all Ja’sir must unite. The celestial beasts, long dormant, shall once more color the skies, their flight spanning across the realms. Should this fail to pass, doom shall embrace the world, and the veins shall be torn asunder, separating the sacred realms for all time.

What title did the Reshua always give himself? Third-eldest brother of the Gold Court? This bore no relevance to her own pursuits, though, and the veins couldn’t be more separated than they already were. Her experience with prophecies suggested their words hid different meanings and could be twisted depending on what fit desires best. Take the Oathsworn’s False Companion prophecy. Did they honestly believe Vasha was the one who would usher the Sealed One back into the world, even though he would currently be free if not for her? Yes, Callan had done the sealing work, but he would have failed without her and that impish friend of his.

The Veins Beneath, though, that was her perfectly fired vessel amid chipped pots. She leaned closer to the pages when the word Oathsworn stuck out to her like an upright tree rooted in a raging river. She then let her eyes flit upward to the beginning of the chapter and began from there.

The Ivory Courtyard, once a sacred place where all realms converged, was renowned for its ability to ensure stable transitions when passing through barriers. Documentation suggests the pure adamyr essence composing it fulfilled a primary role of detecting structural integrity. This enabled precision in selecting suitable transition points, lest any one segment of the barrier grow too thin and collapse. The secondary effect ensured only truth could be spoken within its bounds.

It was this sanctuary that provided a haven for the first truthspeakers, who assumed the task of maintaining balance in all realms. Their authority stemmed from the Courtyard’s power, and it is said that celestial beasts themselves sanctioned the space with their blessing.

She glanced up to boast, only to see Gedri had whittled his stack from ten to two. When she hoped a disheveled pile of four books were all duds, she scolded herself. His discoveries help you too, fool girl. Quietly and with adequate grace, she returned to her own research.

Many scholars debate the cause of the Ivory Courtyard’s fall. Some believe it shattered when the veins were sundered, rendering realm travel impossible. Others believe it suffered a gradual decay when the traitorous Truthguard abandoned creation.

One Spirit weaver theorized that by manipulating trusar essence, the barriers between realms could be shaped once more, and the Ivory Courtyard recovered, if not altogether bypassed. Yet when he gathered a crowd in an attempt to demonstrate the process, it ended in disaster—he vanished into the fabric of existence, never to return.

Recently, a faction naming themselves the Oathsworn have established a small home in Jafat and already expand to Prisk. These val’adamyr are believed to use Knowledge essence to identify and possibly exploit weaknesses in these barriers, but those in their number share not their secrets. If such speculation holds truth, it may pertain to realm travel. But it remains unconfirmed whether they have discovered a method to match the unrivaled grandeur and perfection of the Ivory Courtyard.

A small diagram with a caption titled “View of the Ivory Courtyard from the Ruins of Thatima, Second Age” reminded Vasha of some of the murals in the Unused Rooms back at the Sanctuary Hold. But it depicted massive marble palaces piercing the sky. While the book didn’t address her inability to access her tynata within Ironwood’s or Shu’Ranai Tower’s walls, it opened new questions. Perhaps the Eternal Realm with its vast misty expanses somehow related to the unseen heights where palaces vanished in this Ivory Courtyard. Her tynata did have a certain grandeur to it, although it conflicted with the concept since it mirrored a location within Agghadash.

Did she dare hope Vayuna offered any useful insights?

Nearly the remainder of the book returned to abstract concepts of trusar energy and how the Vein of Spirit shifted the barriers under particular circumstances.

That irked Vasha. It made her feel as if her Eternal Realm was better suited to another school entirely. Ustep’s, no less. That aloof jester hardly deserved any claim to her special realm. Most of these weaves no longer existed, though.

“Vasha, careful! Your quill.”

Vasha looked down to see the tip had connected to the pages where she tapped against it. Peculiar enough, two thick splotches dotted the inside of the O in Oathsworn. She tilted her head before adding an upside-down curve to create the likeness of a frown. For good measure, she added two harsh slashes, completing the puny angry countenance.

With a nod, she closed the book and met Gedri’s shaking head. He would get over it. Now, what of the other val’trusar? What was his name? The handsome blond one. “Gedri, your Spirit-weaving friend. Wasn’t he summoned somewhere?”

“Aryn? Yeah. His note didn’t really say, but somewhere north. I’m guessing near Rem.” Gedri’s brow furrowed only an instant before his smile reappeared. “I’m hoping we bump into him along the way.”

Vasha frowned. Rem. That was the next stop after Crystal Bay, but did she really want to wait that long to explore this? Tolerating Ustep and his banalities could speed her discoveries. Assuming he doesn’t slow me down by having me explain the basics of realm travel.

Gedri apparently had said something because he rapped the table, drawing more than one studious soul’s glare. “Hello, Vasha? You’ll want to see this too!” The glares deepened, and Vasha pressed a finger to her lips. Hopeless. He cringed slightly, but that didn’t diffuse his excitement.

As she scooted closer, he angled the book for her.

Shorthand scribbles marked the page, but that wasn’t what caught Vasha’s eye. These were diagrams of Ironwood’s walls. Her tongue clicked, resonating in her open mouth.

She traced her fingers around the outer defense’s curves and the demarcated tunnel network. The design matched a stance sigil. “Lotus Cuts the Water’s Surface.”

He nodded and flipped the page, which gave an alternate view of the city.

Superimposed with Surrender Stance?

“You see it?”

Vasha nodded. “But what do stance sigils have to do with architecture?”

A librarian with a handbell advised of the closing hour. Already? Vasha quickly slid The Veins Beneath under her robe.

A disheartened Gedri’s shoulders dropped at the ending call. “I’m still trying to figure that out. There are these grooves here, here, and here,” he said, pointing to various annotations at key joints in the wall’s cross sections. Then he patted the stack beside him. “I want to revisit these and grab a few more tomorrow.”

Vasha pursed her lips but nodded.

On the way out, she explained her own upcoming intentions with Ustep, earning Gedri’s wide-eyed admiration. She didn’t relish the idea of rehashing a year’s worth of lectures, especially painting it in a lens understandable to a val’trusar. But she and Gedri had made great strides.

While she cared little for Ironwood, she approved of its library.


Chapter 35

Riversgate
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Sabhira padded at the caravan’s rear, grateful for the freedom from Liu, who was required at the front with Peli. The captive villagers ambled between them and her, with only one who strode with Peli and Liu.

This man apparently had something to do with the runners and a contract, and Peli had told her last night they would make that stop first before escorting Sabhira to the black market. That worked fine for her because she considered it a chance to get some more information on how the Zai’daem worked before parting ways. She certainly wouldn’t miss Polg’s stench and Liu’s never-ending barrage of tasks.

The bridge itself was cobbled in neat beige squares, its sides made of massive river stones, clearly built long ago. Makeshift wooden structures sat at either end, though, and those spoke of new construction.

They passed it, and she checked behind her to see what sat on the other side of the wooden barricades, but they were completely enclosed.

“Everstone plates in there,” said Liu, following Sabhira’s glance.

“Of course,” said Sabhira. She kept the sarcasm from her voice but not her thoughts. If the Zai’daem could use these plates to redirect storms, why not station these at all cities? Once she made it to the market, she would do her best to decipher how these plates worked so she could tell the Shu’Ranai. She might be able to bring about a deal of good for a lot of places if she could get her hands on that knowledge.

The town of Riversgate itself felt dark to her, and not just from the preferred stain on the wood. Every building sat too close together, and large awnings from higher floors prevented the sun from reaching the ground in most places. Peddlers sat at every corner, clearly keeping an eye on the main exits. A few guards Sabhira did notice patrolling the place, and while some of the peddlers moved whenever they saw one, she observed at least two guards walk to a peddler and exchange some coin for a lumpy bag.

Corruption permeated more than just the dilapidated structures.

When they came to a building with a large water mill, a brutish thug approached and spoke in quiet words with Peli before escorting the villagers away with a grunt. Sabhira felt a twinge of remorse that she couldn’t help these people now. I’ll make more impact by staying undercover here.

“This way,” said Peli, nudging the one villager who remained toward a dingy-looking structure. Liu and the others joined, so Sabhira did too, and the pub they entered was as disgusting as she could have expected.

“What’ll it be?” asked a yellow-toothed, gangly man with a stain-splotched rag draped through a weathered old belt.

“I’ll have the double porter,” Peli said.

Sabhira watched in curiosity. The barman eyed the man sandwiched between Peli and Liu. Why hadn’t he been taken away with the other captured villagers? Perhaps he was the runner himself, and Peli was setting up a meeting? If so, the man seemed stiff.

Sabhira squinted. Unnaturally stiff. She glanced at Liu, who was focused on him. She has him in a constrictor bind.

Most likely not the runner then. But who?

“We don’t have porter here. It’s lager or ale.”

“Porter, and I’ll take two.”

Sabhira was definitely confused now. The barkeep had just said they were out. She suspected the only reason Liu didn’t chime in and nag Peli was that she was focused on the constrictor bind.

But the man nodded and walked around the other side of the bar.

At his whistle, a burly patron stood up and went to a closet door.

Light, Sabhira didn’t like the strange silence. When the large fellow opened the door, she caught sight of him leaning against the doorpost and folding his arms before the rickety wooden plank shut him from view.

“This way for contract business,” said the barman, leading them to the same door. When they entered, it was empty save for a few sacks of flour and a chair by a desk covered in wax drippings. The barkeep pointed to the seat. “One of you grab it by the leg and pivot it if you want your claims.”

Peli motioned to Polg and Sorn, who moved the chair, while the man flipped the end of a carpet over to reveal a square cutout with a handle.

Peli lifted the handle with the toe of her boot until she could get a good grip. She twitched her head, and the man went down after an invisible shove, followed by Liu and the others. Sabhira went after.

The creaky, plain stairs descended into a small storage space. Polg and Sorn moved a stack of crates and pressed on another plank, which revealed a large candlelit room with velvet walls. So, a secret meeting place? At various tables, people rolled dice or flipped cards, while a talespinner with a nasal voice sang a raunchy ballad of Borgast Waterseeker, and Sabhira tried not to blush. She did her best to ignore him so she wouldn’t give herself away as not caring for this seedy establishment.

“Peli,” said a man with a voice smoother than the velvet walls. “Always a pleasure.”

“As long as you’ve got my money, Berris, pleasure indeed.”

He smiled. Then his eyes fell on the village man. “You know you’re one of our better ratcatchers?”

“Keep that contract bounty where it is, and I’ll bring you more.”

“Indeed,” he said with a wide smile. He got up from his seat and walked around the man. “He is gagged?”

Liu nodded and, at the man’s request, removed it. The captive spat at the slick-haired Berris, but the glob fell without hitting him. Berris only chuckled.

“I’d add disrespect of a city official to the list of your crimes, Ultris, but I don’t think you’ll have time to pay the fines.”

“You won’t stop us,” said Ultris. “Zai’daem aren’t the only ones with hidden eyes.”

Berris walked back toward the table holding parchments and, after shuffling through a few, picked up one scroll. He unfurled it and cleared his throat. “Interference with a runner; attempted theft of a storm plate; impersonation of a city official—” He paused to glare at the man, and his next words sounded like an aside. “Really, Ultris, you couldn’t pull off my looks. But never mind that.”

“Not attempted theft, Berris. You’re wrong there. We did swipe one of those plates and shipped it off.”

“No, Ultris, you did not. We recovered it.” Ultris’s face went slack. “And all of your accomplices have already been killed.”

Killed? What had this man done? And how had he been trying to undermine the Zai’daem? She felt sorry for the man but also tense. Undermining the Zai’daem was her goal too. Dangerous, yes, but she hadn’t thought much of the consequences should she be discovered. Apparently, though, that culminated in death.

“Attention, all!” The gambling den turned to face Berris. “If anybody among you thinks to interfere with runner business, you will face the penalties.”

Agreeing murmurs filled the room.

“The only power we have over these storms lies in the storm plates. We keep those with troops and troops alone.” He turned to look at Ultris, but his voice still commanded the room. “If anybody thinks to steal one and hand it to other princedoms, or prevent the runners from performing their rituals among the troops, the penalty is death.” Then he leaned in and said, quieter, “And, Ultris, I know you have one more accomplice in this very room, even if I don’t know who.”

More murmurs rose. Sabhira cocked a brow. Another person? She looked and then shifted uncomfortably when she noticed multiple people eyed her. Light, they couldn’t know she intended to send information to the Shu’Ranai, could they?

“Any ideas, Ratcatcher Peli?”

Peli frowned. “You’re sure there’s another?”

Berris nodded. “And she’s in your group.”

Peli’s eyes scanned everyone, resting a moment on Sabhira.

Liu, though, spoke up. “I think I know who it is.” She walked toward Sabhira, who tried to lock her trembling knees.

Right when she expected Liu to stop in front of her, Sabhira almost squeaked, but the Zai’daem Web passed her by two people.

“Olina, on the front lines at the storm, why did you not participate?”

“I—I—” Olina stuttered. If that didn’t give her away, her pale face and trembling lip did.

Liu doesn’t suspect me, then!

“Even when Rudagil’s forces performed the decoy, your plate faced away from the storm.”

Olina turned to bolt, but Liu grabbed her by the neck and hauled her beside Ultris.

Peli fumed. “Olina?”

Liu growled. “Exact your punishment, Berris.” Then, as a personal direction to Olina, she added, “Nobody tries to bring the family under.”

Berris returned to his table and moved more papers aside until he produced a dagger. “Keep it tidy, Liu.” Without further ado, he slit the throats of the two underminers, their blood pooling in the air before them, where Liu focused.

Lights below! That could be Sabhira. And here in Riversgate, she would be surrounded by plenty of thieves. If anybody suspected her, she would suffer that same fate. For that matter, right now she had to keep her face blank lest she give away her own hesitations. Nobody else looked perturbed. Peli mentioned how many were in the party, correcting herself with one less given Olina’s demise, and received an accordant number of bags from Berris. As Sabhira received the coins, she was glad her hand remained steady.

“You helped at the town, so you get a cut of the contract.” Peli looked at Olina’s body and then turned to Berris. “I need someone handy with axle repairs. Olina was my fixer.”

Berris peered at his desk, ignoring the two bodies on the ground as some other men came to carry the corpses away. “We don’t have anybody in town to spare for troop duty, but give me two days and we can send for someone.”

“Foul wretch,” Peli said, spitting on Olina’s body as it passed. “Costing me time away from contracts.”

Sabhira’s mind was a whirlwind as she processed everything. She had barely noticed the gold in her hand. From what she had overheard, though, it sounded like runner business was something that took place outside towns rather than in. She hadn’t realized it, but she might have the best chance at learning about the everstone plates and how they worked if she stayed with the troop!

It wasn’t the original plan of infiltrating the black market here, and it also meant pausing her hopes at confronting her father. But her purpose was to learn what had made the Zai’daem so secretive since the onset of the black storms and try to leverage anything that might simplify Callan’s mission when he made it to Rem. With all the gambling taking place—already the insensitive thieves had returned to their gambits—Sabhira might need to place a bet of her own. A wager that she would learn more valuable information staying with the Zai’daem than she would sitting at the black market—especially one where she would likely stick out, get caught, and have her throat slit.

Peli, though, was short a troop member. She weighed the coin in her hands.

“Peli,” said Sabhira, “all contracts pay this well?”

“Aye . . .”

Sabhira didn’t faze under her peering gaze. “I know a bit about axle repair.” And she did, having done some of that work with the Merchant’s Guild.

“I thought you had business here at the market.”

“Sure. I did,” Sabhira said. Then she put on her most conniving, light-blasted smirk. She felt filthy even doing it. “Doesn’t pay as well as catching rats, though. You never told me how much a contract paid out.” When Peli paused to tap her lips, Sabhira added that it meant getting on the road sooner too.

Eventually, Peli agreed and sent everybody off to enjoy the night at a tavern and spend whatever they wanted of their contract rewards.

Liu found reason to badger Sabhira all the way to her own inn, and Sabhira had to force herself to swallow an entire pint of Mazish River brew, but it gave her something for her restless fingers to clutch. She could continue her front with the stone-blind members of this troop without risking discovery within Riversgate.

But three more reasons spurred her jittery excitement. First, she could learn more about these runners and how that affected the plates. Second, if there were more contracts out for people undermining the Zai’daem, she might be able to find a way to help them escape similar fates.

The third, and perhaps most promising, was that she now knew about attempts to steal the plates. Although it hadn’t worked for Ultris, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t for her.


Chapter 36

Private Study
[image: ]


Callan stewed in his room, sitting atop the plush bed. He had already determined to sleep on the floor. As his feet swung, his eyes traced their motion, letting his thoughts wander.

The armful of food he had carried beyond the gate made little impact and left him facing the overwhelming crowd of despondent refugees.

His gaze drifted to a broad candle burning on the desk, its wax dripping to the wooden surface. He opened his palm and focused on it to erase the glum sight from earlier, embracing his core. After a few moments, a small flame ignited and swelled on his inhale and extinguished on his exhale. He repeated this until his eyelids grew heavy, his mind emptying with the repetition.

Then a flash of red lit his vision through his eyelids, and he scrambled to his feet. The desk’s edge had caught fire.

Pits below, Callan! He stared, core still embraced, and tried to draw the heat out of the wood.

The flame extinguished. The wood, though, buckled, where his attention remained. Curious, he tried to raise the small warp in its surface higher. It responded, if reluctantly, and by the time it cooled, he could not affect it further.

Then someone knocked. He had been quick enough to dampen the flame before it smoked the air, but the char on the table looked suspicious. To cover it, he lifted a travel sack and plopped it on the surface.

Although he didn’t want any company, he had expected it. Durinvale had a saying that if you ruffled a plumelark’s feathers, it would find you eventually. Even with that thought, he considered ignoring it. The idea was laughable. Maybe it’s at least just Synz or Bengaru.

He hoisted himself off the bed and trudged to the door. Even the latches are lavish, he thought, lifting the gilded bar. Ironwood’s excesses knew no end.

Naturally, Orlev stood in the frame. Callan averted his eyes and dragged his feet back to the bed.

“The boy still broods, I see.” Even without looking, Callan pictured the strained expression on the slim man’s tattooed face.

“What do you want?”

“I came to check on you. Did your palatial stash of food sate every refugee?”

Callan concealed a fist beneath his tunic and flopped his rump onto the bed, his feet swinging once more. With an exhale, his shoulders sagged before he met Orlev’s eyes. He still didn’t trust the man, but he needed somebody to vent to. “You and I both know it didn’t make a difference.”

Orlev remained by the door, chin lifted but fixed. Despite the still-visible pinch, his eyes softened slightly.

He kept silent, so Callan continued. “I wanted to, Orlev. I wanted to help them. Help someone. But that food? I barely had enough for five people.” With one arm crossed over his chest, he propped his chin on the other’s fist. “I knew it as I left, but it just seemed different in my head.” He doubted he needed to clarify his primary goal of snubbing the pit-blasted attendant and his frustration with Vhorin’s pompous Dance of Merits. “A child took some, but when he saw how little it was, he pretended he wasn’t hungry and passed it to an older woman. She made him split it with her. Even then, they both devoured it in seconds.” Callan’s swinging feet ended with a final kick. “The boy looked even hungrier after.”

“So it was not worth it, then?”

Callan shook his head and gazed at the ceiling. “I don’t know. I mean, at least I did something, so it wasn’t completely pointless. Right? But that pair . . . they were both new. The woman explained it was just a taste of what he would get in two days’ time. He hid his moan, but I could see his eagerness for the two days to pass. It’s like I was taunting him.” Callan’s voice cracked. “I wanted to help, but now his night is probably worse.”

Orlev took his first step deeper into the room, shutting the door softly. “I admire the intention, boy. But what you did was at odds with what you want.”

“You’re wrong!” Callan’s vehemence surprised himself, and his eye darted to the candle. It burned steadily, and he relaxed. “I don’t want them to starve, and I want to make their waiting period easier.”

“What, though, do you truly want? That is my question to you.”

Callan sighed. “I can’t stand seeing more people Dulled and lost to these storms.” He chewed on his thumbnail. “But it’s more than that, now. These people deserve stability and freedom again.”

Orlev nodded. “The way you can make that happen is by persuading the prince in his courts at Crystal Bay that you deserve his attention. Convince him, and show him, that the prophecies stir.”

“No, Orlev. I have to stop these black storms. But I can’t do that inside these walls. I belong out there,” he said, pointing through the inn’s enameled paint shell. “We did something out there, Orlev. If we just practice⁠—”

“You cannot be everywhere at once.”

“Well, we can still try. Maybe we can completely seal one away.”

Orlev didn’t bother entertaining Callan’s suggestion the second time either. “You say you don’t want the Shu’Ranai to drag you into our dealing, to be touted as a symbol. But which do you want more? To avoid taking part in a game where you have no control over the rules? Or to have your stubbornness leave the people at the mercy of that same game, where your attempted aid puts the burr in their shoes?”

Callan gritted his teeth. He wished it were that simple. And he wanted to believe Orlev that it was possible. Wanted someone on his side. But with those secret meetings about secret orders . . . Did Callan even trust himself enough to know if he were being manipulated?

Besides, how did Orlev’s plan have any more certainty than Callan’s own? How many ages did it take to fulfill a prophecy?

Still, if he had to go this route, he would prefer Orlev to be present for any of this diplomatic nonsense.

Orlev nodded, as if Callan’s silently flexing jaw were the answer he had desired.

Then he pulled a short rod from his cloak out of nowhere and went to jab Callan in the chest with it, but Callan blocked it with his forearm. He had expected some cheap trick from Orlev, and Orlev smiled, as if Callan were a prized student.

I don’t belong to you, Orlev. He was improving under the man. If that was the shadow’s intention, at least it was Callan’s too.

“Well done, boy. You are learning to mind your surroundings,” Orlev said. “Tell me, though, are you still studying your genealogies?”

Callan groaned as Orlev pulled a book from another of his robe’s folds.


Chapter 37

Fashionable Choices
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The next morning, Callan rubbed his eyes. Orlev had kept him up late to recite more knights and rankings divided among the four princedoms than anybody ever needed to know. He had appeased the relentless willowspur last night, but now he no longer recalled if Rubes or Remia appointed Hornclouds.

After straightening his shirt, Callan reached for his cloak. His hand met empty air. That’s right. I gave it to that refugee. His first day’s action, then, was to buy a replacement. A tall looking glass stood in the corner, and he checked himself. Maybe a new tunic also. Threadbare patches mottled this one.

On his desk lay a freshly laundered shirt with ruffled sleeves and Ironwood’s colors embroidered on its collar. Reluctantly, he stripped off his own tunic to don the other. These past few days, he had already felt an unkempt fool; he didn’t need to dress like one.

After shopping, though, then what? The storm still blocked passage to Crystal Bay, stranding them here, and after yesterday’s embarrassment, he wanted to avoid the gate guards and refugees. He had the book on Jerrix and Alistar. And I finally have solitude. Perfect.

As he yanked on alternate sides of the starched collar, a knock interrupted him.

“Yes,” he said, opening the door. His lips pressed tight at finding yesterday’s foppish attendant, sporting a devious smile.

“Good morn, good sir!” The roundnose fellow’s plumed cap swept the floor. “House Jilton invites you to an early lunch.” He peered over Callan’s shoulder at the tousled sheets. “When I discovered you were the Vein Render, I never imagined you might sleep in this late. Not with such troublesome times.” His chin lowered. “Hopefully your slumber proved luxurious.”

Callan dug a single fingernail into his palm. If I stay civil, this will pass. “I spent my late evening devising a plan of action—my good sir.” Oops. A shame that accidental indignation permeated his last words. But whatever. The lump blocking his exit hadn’t concealed his. “Tell Lord Jilton I respectfully decline. Pressing matters demand my attention before I depart for Crystal Bay, where the true value of my business lies.” Callan ended with a slight bow of his own for good measure.

A small laugh escaped the man’s lips. “Why, allow the Vein Render to leave the city without receiving his grace’s hospitality? Lord Jilton would flog me.” That’s fine by me. “Besides,” the attendant continued before Callan could daydream, “your carriage awaits.” He lifted his hands at Callan’s first protest. “I find no joy in opposing your wishes, but the Esteemed Orlev was quite adamant you join. He already assured Lord Jilton of your presence.”

Callan inhaled until his nostrils itched with dryness. “I understand,” he said airily. “Allow me to dress more appropriately for the occasion.” He shed the nicer shirt in favor of his worn one.

Orlev wants to pull strings? Great. Let’s see how far he’ll go to garner these nobles’ interests. Based on Orlev’s reactions, he could see if his pit-blasted mentor favored any lord or lady.

Callan brushed past the attendant’s effort to escort him lest the lump announce the Vein Render’s presence at the top of the inn’s stairs—they always did in the stories. But he let the man open the carriage door. He insisted, even.

Inside sat Orlev, hands folded on his lap. Wispy streamers of adamyr weaves vanished into Orlev, like chalky bands melding into his dusky skin. Was that what someone else’s core looked like? The faint markings vanished too quickly to analyze.

Orlev scanned Callan’s attire without remark. Callan just tugged his untucked shirt aside to clear it from the carriage door as he sat on the absurdly lush bench across from Orlev. The carriage jerked as its horses advanced, and before long the small bumps on the luxurious ride became patterned and enjoyable, which irritated Callan.

“The Bulwark’s Teeth,” said Orlev.

Callan’s neck stiffened, and he tapped his foot, but Orlev locked eyes on him, a single brow lifted with expectation. “That’s what Rem calls its pikemen. Specifically, the pikemen of Hartal because they’ve thwarted every advance across the Zel’Un River from the mountains all the way to Riversgate.”

“Good. What is Tolemca known for?”

Callan hadn’t even had to study that one. Being from Durinvale, acclaimed for its fine forges, even he knew Tolemca’s weaponry surpassed Durin blades. “Swordsmithing. Both short and long sword variations. For crafting axes or fletching, though, they fall short, and the only decent armor they produce is splint.”

A small smile danced at Orlev’s lips. “Spoken like a Durin boy. Should you discover yourself conversing with Tolemcan nobles, let us hope you choose tact. In swords they excel, and swift are they to use them.”

Callan shrugged. Outside the window, workers trimming hedges bowed and retreated from the carriage’s path. Callan still felt slimy being inside the thing. He wished they could see his shirt and what he thought of this decorum.

“Phinola.”

Callan glanced sideways at Orlev, though still facing the window. After a drawn-out moment of silence, Callan answered. “Red and yellow wines.” Such a mundane product.

Orlev nodded. He turned to quiet reflection, providing Callan a silent respite as the landscaping grew more elaborate and the dwellings finer until the carriage rolled to a stop. The rock-dry attendant opened the doors, welcoming them to House Jilton’s manor estate.

Ebony, silver, jade, and plenty of marble bedecked its five-storied facade, all etched with fine gold filigree. The intricate gates resembled stemmed vines, and at first Callan mistook the brilliantly painted orbs at their ends for gemstones.

Just as attentively detailed was the brickwork promenade, designed with swirls and spirals directing the eyes to the magnificent manse. Callan followed it, squaring his shoulders and catching his tunic’s V-neckline with a finger to tug it down. If Orlev noticed, he gave no sign.

Once through the massive double doors, his feet met so little resistance from the soft crimson carpet, Callan stumbled as if he had missed a step. The well-polished wood shone under the combined illumination of natural light and unnecessary golden candelabras, the contrasting grains evoking illusory depth on the square-paneled floors.

Callan burned hotter than the candles at the extravagance, and when the attendants ushered him to the elegant archway crowning a grand staircase, he restrained himself from stomping down the stairs.

At the base of the monumental steps milled lords and ladies dressed in more lace than Callan guessed they had skin. Even with the fabric’s lightness, Callan figured the clothing doubled their weight. That was only from the waist down, though. Everything above the navel hugged the women ridiculously tight, like they were thin stick bugs with tarantulas’ bodies. One woman with elongated, tapered hair fanned herself as she nudged the stiff man beside her. The sea of bodies’ conversations quieted, and all eyes turned Callan’s way.

“Accepting the gracious invitation of Lord Jilton, Keeper of Peace and Order, I present to you Vein Render, Dual Sealer, Callan of House Emendir, of Durinvale, of Ossindia.”

Gentle applause broke the silence, and Callan nearly turned to leave; Orlev pressed a hand to his back, forcing him forward. Dual Sealer? One title was more than enough; he didn’t need to earn merits.

“And with him, the Signet Sigilkeeper, the Esteemed Orlev.”

The applause continued, but Callan thought it might have lessened. Maybe it was just the plush carpets absorbing any echo.

The woman with the taper-topped hair—a broom, she looks like a broom in that nonsense—curtsied before Callan, fawning over him. Callan had assumed the woman was older because the dress weighed her down, but as he neared, it shocked him to discover she could only be a year or two older than him.

Her companion, whose posture was matched only by the rigidity of his wax-laden hair, bowed. “Welcome to Ironwood,” said the man.

The woman lifted the edge of Callan’s loose shirt and rubbed it between her forefinger and thumb. “Such a . . . sensational feeling. Truly grounded. Dear Bernaird,” she said, turning to the man, “have the tailors seen this material?”

Bernaird, chin lifted with an unfaltering smile, examined the cloak without lowering his face. “I do not think I have ever seen anything like it.”

Callan laughed, then realized they were serious. If I can’t fit in with these people, how will I ever fit in with a prince? He looked to Orlev for help, but the Shu’Ranai smirked. His raised eyebrows invited Callan to entertain these two. “Uh, yes. It comes from sheep.”

“Remarkable,” she said. “And I thought sheep only produced material suited for hats. This is so rugged. And dear, dear Bernaird, these leather strings!”

Her fingers were gripping his collar before he could dodge as she lauded its debonair, breezy effect. It was enough to make Callan wish he had tucked the shirt in, like all the other nobles here. Lights below, but he felt like Davyn.

“Excuse us,” said Orlev, “but we must be on.” No reaction from the smug Shu’Ranai yet. Let the game continue.

Orlev led him past an elegant fountain with a marble statue of a hatted man to an expansive table, where Callan expected a feast. To his relief, though, the food was hardly opulent. Only a few plates displayed thin slices of lean meat, with flowers and ornamental metalwork dominating the spare surfaces. Callan pinched a small portion but averted his gaze when others looked at the food and him while refraining themselves.

“Lord Jilton,” said Orlev, guiding Callan away from the table. Callan wolfed the incriminating meat to free his fingers; it was tasty, he admitted begrudgingly. “It is my honor to present to you the Vein Render. We journey to Crystal Bay but are pleased to make your acquaintance along the way. The young val’odeshyr is not yet familiar with the noble houses, so he is fortunate to have received your heartfelt invitation.”

The noble sported hair so outlandishly curly Callan thought it must be a wig. His strict embroidered coat reached up to his jaw, with an airy scarf tufted at his neck, buried amid brocade. A pendant with House Jilton’s green and red masks decorated his lapel.

“Your visit humbles us, Vein Render,” said the carefree lord. “Such bravery you show, seeking an end to the storms.”

Callan bit the corner of his lower lip as he bowed. That’s what these people did all day, wasn’t it?

Somebody in the crowd raised their voice. “A demonstration, please!”

Clinking glasses seconded the call, and Lord Jilton raised his hand to quell the commotion, but when he turned to Callan, it was with expectant eyes.

They want a show? Callan cleared his throat and scanned the room. The woman in all the tulle and her dear, dear Bernaird watched with parted lips, she with small blue lenses lifted to her eyes. She was fond of new fabrics, wasn’t she?

Callan flashed her a smile, and she fanned herself. Then he embraced his core. Recalling all his efforts outside Shu’Ranai Tower with Mairwen, he envisioned a thin layer of crystal shell weighing the tulle down. He started at her waist and extended it outward. To his satisfaction, it worked, and the delicate fabric collapsed in patches under the crystalline frosting.

The room filled with soft gasps, including the lady’s. Hers, though, was of fascination, and soon several others crooned in awe.

They have to be kidding.

To make it worse, the stiff Bernaird clapped lightly. “I suppose the Vein Render will glaze the Sealed One’s prison with gems.”

Several people chortled, and Callan’s arm hairs rose. Callan clenched his fist, and a thick shell of red encased the statue topping the fountain.

“I will seal what I have to if it means protecting those who are less fortunate than all of us.” Enjoying the faltering laughs, he forgot to add a closing bow.

However, the fountain’s marble figure was not balanced for the weight of the crystal, and three little cracks sounded before it fell into the basin, tossing a wave of water onto a group who could not evade it in time.

Callan winced in the hushed aftermath, overtly aware of Lord Jilton’s open mouth and the stunned silence, broken only when Orlev cleared his throat.

“The Vein Render is traveling on little sleep.” Orlev’s stare pierced Callan. “He will retrieve us all some water, unless he deems the task beneath him. The Shu’Ranai will see to the repair of your grandfather’s statue.”

Callan shimmied away from the speechless lord. He couldn’t bring himself to fit in here. He ought to shut his mouth and let Orlev handle all the talking.

Callan proceeded two steps before realizing he didn’t even know where the water was. Probably at one of the fancy tables.

Though taller than nearly everybody here, he struggled to see past these women’s high hairdos, even on his tiptoes. He ducked under an open pillared archway into a neighboring room and glimpsed Chintsi huddled in a corner.

A faint yellow shimmer surrounded him and the monocled man he spoke with. Callan didn’t miss Chintsi’s furtive glances, but he couldn’t stall and try to hear what he was hiding behind the warding, not while surrounded by all these plumelarks.

Slowly pulling his stare away before Chintsi noticed, Callan turned and bumped into one of the tulle-clad women. He uttered an apology but jumped at the unexpectedly sharp voice.

“Watch where yer going, you arrogant little Shu’Ranai mascot.”

Callan opened his mouth. It wasn’t the frivolously dolled lady who chided him but her attendant. “Excuse me?” He was not a mascot.

The small girl sneered at him. “Make way for Lord Jilton’s daughter. She’s gotta take a piss.”

Callan’s mouth opened even wider. Who was this foulmouthed brat? He would’ve liked her refreshing attitude if she hadn’t directed it at him. Instead, he sniffed. He nearly commented on this young Lady Jilton’s hair when he noticed her vacant eyes. He paused.

“Is she . . .”

“Dulled? Yes. Full of bladder? Also yes. Get out of our way, or I’ll have her pee on you.” She growled at Callan like a feral dog before turning to another woman beside her. “I told you we shouldn’t have bothered coming here, Lissan.”

This third woman smiled at the ill-mannered child and whispered in her ear. She had mesmerizing gray eyes and hair so white it made ice seem ruddy. A dizzy spell made Callan’s knees falter when Lissan’s gaze fell on him.

What had he been saying? The daze faded when the snotty girl snorted, disliking whatever secret Lissan had shared.

The brat pressed a forceful finger to his chest. “Do I have to tell you again?”

“I didn’t realize Lady Jilton was Dulled,” Callan said, pulling the V in his tunic up and rubbing his skin where the girl’s touch had grazed him.

When Lord Jilton had praised Callan’s bravery against the storms, had he meant it? If the Shu’Ranai had already explained he was the Vein Render, had they also shared about the soldier who should have been Dulled by the black storm?

“What, so you think you’re that much better than her?”

“No! I just had no idea. And Lord Jilton lets her come to parties?” The girl gasped and smashed a fist into Callan’s shoulder. “Wait,” Callan backpedaled. “That’s not what I mean. I’m glad. Just . . . was she in a storm too long that it did . . . you know, that to her?”

The girl turned to frost-haired Lissan, whose unrelenting stare chilled him. “You owe me, Lissan. See the next time I follow your advice.” She returned to Callan. “Time in a storm means nothing. They Dull you or they don’t, just like a bleakmire.”

“That’s not true. A storm touched someone on our way here, but he’s fine.” If Orlev had said nothing, Callan just did. By the curiosity in the girl’s eyes, Callan suspected this was news to her.

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not.” Callan squinted at the young Lady Jilton.

“Hmm. Anyway, no. This happened before the storms. Back before somebody”—she glared at Callan—“drove those stupid bleakmires into the skies and trapped us all at home.”

Callan’s eye ticked as he tried to tune the urchin out. He embraced his core, and glimmering strands surrounded him. Not just him but everything. The inundation overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t focus on any one thing. A few prominent features, though, barraged him. The young Lady Jilton, for one. Somewhere in her core, a pattern in the bands twisted unnaturally. The snarky one beside her was a comparison, and her core seemed perfectly balanced. But something was definitely off with the Dulled lady.

Lissan’s core, too, twisted strangely on itself. But when he turned to look closer, a bright network of strands by the brat’s waist distracted him. Then all the strands vanished.

With a cryptic “under the stars may we next meet,” Lissan excused herself. Is that some Vhorin expression? Orlev hadn’t drilled Callan on cultural sayings yet, saving it as a threat.

Regardless, Lissan’s sudden absence made the little snot’s jaws work. Finally, she huffed.

“What’s that?” Callan asked.

“What? This?” She drew a sword. “It’s what I use when arrogant pricks get in my way. A prick for a prick.” She grinned and feinted a jab.

Callan didn’t flinch. “It’s beautiful.”

His reaction caught her off guard. She sighed and flipped it over, letting the light catch. “We used to have a prized swordsmith in Crystal Bay. I mean here. But the smith was from Tolemca.”

“It’s Tolemca-forged?”

She nodded and then quirked her head at Callan’s intent interest. Then she glanced the way Lissan had left. She muttered something about how her friend better be right, but Callan missed it. Then she peered at him. “If I let you take a look, will you finally get out of our way?”

He nodded, and she handed the sword to him. Perfectly balanced. His hands were too large for the wire-wrapped grip, but any Durinfolk could recognize a fine blade. A delicate pattern adorned the fuller, extending from the hilt. Something familiar about that etching nagged at him.

When she coughed, he apologized and handed it back.

“You said you used to have a swordsmith here? It wasn’t the storms, was it?” She had spoken of the storms with loss in her voice.

But she shook her head and let out a mirthless chuckle. “No. He left long before the storms ever appeared. Back when my cousin here was just a child.”

“Cousin? Are you of House Jilton too?”

She scoffed. “No, and enough questions. Goodbye.”

She promptly left Callan as she ushered the Dulled Jilton girl down a corridor and disappeared. He gaped until somebody coughed near him and mimed nudging their chin upward. At least they had the decency not to draw further attention to Callan.

By the corner where the strange duo had vanished, though, sat the water carafes. As he grabbed the water, his mind lingered on the strange encounter.

When he returned to Orlev and Lord Jilton, he cleared his throat. “Lord Jilton, uh, sorry. I owe you an apology. I just met your daughter.”

The curly-haired noble inhaled with a pressed smile. “I take no offense, Lord Emendir. Esteemed Orlev explained about your sister, Nolia.”

Callan blinked. He hadn’t ever told Orlev his sister’s name. Or anything about his sister at all. Did everybody at the tower know? He was unsure if he felt moved or exploited.

Lord Jilton’s compassionate shoulder pat distracted him. The man had also called Callan a lord. To protest would likely earn him a whack from Orlev’s staff, so he let it pass.

“I’m sure,” Callan said, “Orlev explained our journey to Crystal Bay. I could speak with your prince about the conditions for the Dulled in his lords’ cities.” Thinking back to Orlev’s rant last night on houses and services, he added, “In fact, a . . . friend of mine, Davyn, is close with the Ossindian barracks master. I hear your jewelry crafters have struggled with banditry lately. Perhaps when I get there, I can reach out to Davyn and arrange something . . .”

Whoever’s schemes Callan played into now, this time he didn’t mind.


Chapter 38

Puzzles and Tiles
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Vasha tapped her feet waiting for Ustep. Shu’Ranai business detained him, but how long could that take? Had the man forgotten their meeting point? It would not surprise her.

“Relax, Vasha,” said Vayuna, stretching his words as he languidly circled her.

She had arrived plenty early, figuring it best to recount her findings to the Reshua. That only took moments, though, and now the withered omen bearer orbited her in a reverse figure eight, where she was in one loop. Each time he passed, he added strange facial features like a second nose or inverted smile. After the terrifying latter one, she ignored any changes.

“How much longer before Ustep arrives?” she said, pacing. The storm had partly broken free, and she feared lacking adequate opportunity while traveling to test The Veins Beneath’s theories on Knowledge’s and Spirit’s interactions with realm barriers.

“There will be ample time, do not worry.”

“You’re one to speak of time.”

When Ustep finally strolled over, Vasha focused on a breathing exercise. She estimated his tardiness by the sun’s position and reluctantly relaxed. Less than a half hour late wasn’t terrible, but that allowed almost a half hour less of practice.

“Ustep, what do you know of the barriers?” The words jumbled in her rush.

“Good morning, Vasha,” he said with hearty joviality. “Vayuna, a shame you can’t see the city. You would enjoy it.”

“Yes,” Vasha grumbled. “Plenty of frivolity.” No wonder Ustep liked it so much.

She nipped Vayuna’s response and quickly redirected Ustep’s attention. His roundabout answers concealed gripes on how other valaren didn’t appreciate their freedom to practice weaves without risk of bisecting themselves.

She retreated a step. “Should I be worried so near to you?” They intended to practice untested techniques, after all.

“Oh, no. Only I am at risk. Let’s see this discourse, yes?”

Slightly eased, she opened the book, and he skimmed the material. Despite Vasha’s wish for expediency, she wondered if he ought to read entire pages.

“Hmm. It’s actually quite simple, comprising two major steps. First, identify the barriers’ locations. Second, refract them.”

Vasha’s brow furrowed. Barriers were not concrete. Might this effort be a waste? Ustep chuckled, and she smoothed her face.

“I wish you could see Spirit’s trusar essence. Picture a long hallway,” Ustep began, miming flat surfaces on either side of him as he walked forward. “Now, imagine a hidden door that intersects at a right angle. If I am not looking for it, I may never see it. However, if I knew of a hinge here”—he gestured as though pivoting some wide segment—“it could swing open, allowing me access to a second hallway. Of course, if there were multiple hinges, I would need to choose the right one. Either way, though, it would block my original path.”

“Like a hinge on a mirror-cube puzzle?” Most puzzles involved pressing a face’s corner, which created a gap between edges so one face could shift. The goal usually involved creating a certain shape or color sequence.

“Ah! So the eastern continent has those? Precisely.” He leaned in with a smile. “Did you know a val’trusar created mirror cubes to explain this very concept?”

“This is no history lesson, Ustep.” With a hesitant breath, she considered sharing how all veins appeared visible within the Eternal Realm. This had been her discovery, unknown even by any Oathsworn, since no blind Oathsworn considered bringing valaren from another vein into the Eternal Realm. Yet she was no ignorant fool who spurned a learning opportunity.

“Ustep, you mentioned wishing I could see trusar essence. Are you aware of how I engage with the Eternal Realm?”

She expected Ustep to respond, but Vayuna chimed in, halting his distracting glides. “You may know it better as the Ivory Courtyard.”

Vasha tilted her head. When she had asked Vayuna earlier if the Eternal Realm might somehow lead there, he scoffed and said it was impossible. She confronted him on the point now.

“Vasha, a place cannot lead to itself. It simply is itself.”

Ustep lifted a finger to his temple and shook his head. “But it is shattered. Lost to us.”

“Oh, you humans can be so dramatic.”

Ustep peered at him. “The Ivory Courtyard. Truly?” When Vayuna nodded, Ustep laughed. “Marvelous! How do we get there?”
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After Ustep recovered from the novelty of Vasha’s breach-sealing beam, he immediately set to work detecting the barriers. He frowned, though. “The physical plane intersects here, but what about these fragments . . . ?”

While Ustep examined her tynata, Vasha peered into the dense mists. Could the Ivory Courtyard be buried somewhere beneath the foggy shroud?

Motion beyond the threshold drew her eye to the roiling storm. Distance lessened the intensity compared to the one they had encountered with the shade fiends. Ustep at one point nearly crossed her tyanta’s threshold toward the storm, but Vayuna halted him even before Vasha. So, the light-withered Reshua deterred others from their curiosities and not just her.

Ustep’s endeavors, though, bored her. She wondered if entering a stance here would shift the storm’s appearance. As near the tynata’s edge as Vayuna allowed, she progressed through a series of stances. The cottony tufts of the Eternal Realm’s mist compressed slightly, but the storm remained constant.

“Vasha,” said Ustep, drawing near. “Can you do that again?”

“Which, Breeze’s Caress? Or⁠—”

“Ah! Hold that pose.”

Vasha quivered on one leg as Ustep’s eyes scrunched, cycling through degrees of firmness. Shimmering blue waves like reflected water danced in the air. She wobbled and collapsed into the bottom of the stance transition, Lotus Cuts the Water’s Surface. As she did, a patch of Eternal Realm mist outside her tynata flattened into a line.

Vasha gasped, and Ustep’s eyes widened at the chalky tile floor before the solidified ground dissipated again into slow-churning mist.

“Vayuna, you saw that?”

“You will have to be more specific. I see many things you do not, such as common sense.” He shrugged to himself. “And uncommon sense.”

Vasha ignored him. “The Eternal Realm shifted.”

“It is not⁠—”

“I know, it did not shift. But my perception shifted. Ustep, you noticed, yes?” He nodded. She turned back to Vayuna. “Why?”

The omen bearer tutted. “Because the barriers aligned, I suppose. Why does a fish swim? Drifting wisps, Vasha, really.”

Vasha failed to suppress her irritation. Had he always known this and withheld it? “Would you care to express what you know of this confounded realm’s workings?” This was her place. Her tynata. Why did Ustep’s presence enable her to achieve new discoveries? Withering Creator.

“Vasha,” Vayuna said. His pained expressions were improving. “We have established this. I possess knowledge only as it is, not as it will be. I am born of adamyr essence, not the unnameable kind.”

“What is the unnameable type?” asked Ustep.

“Oh, not you too.” Vayuna shook his head and mumbled “humans” loud enough for them to hear.

Vasha and Ustep shared a shrug.

“Don’t bother,” Vasha said. Clearly this anomaly fell to her and Ustep to solve. She explained how different stances sometimes altered her view of the Eternal Realm. Some more than others. “That’s how I first discovered an early stage of a breach before even those Oathsworn and their fail-safes.”

Vayuna flitted through the air as Vasha finished. “Excuse her bragging, Ustep. I don’t even know why humans bother with the stances.”

If that Reshua continued to demean her in her own tynata . . . Then she frowned. “What do you mean, Vayuna?”

“Vasha, bragging is when⁠—”

“About the stances!”

“Ah.” Vayuna rotated once, only from the waist up. Vasha lifted a lip and pressed a hand to her stomach. That motion of his always made her queasy. “The stances. I just don’t understand the need for them.”

Were stances unnecessary? “I need them to access my tynata, don’t I?” She shook her head with lidded eyes. Of course. She needed to explain this to him. “Vayuna, humans have physical bodies, in case you forgot. To access a tynata without a stance requires a tynspire.”

“Gedri requires no stance for his lumen.”

“That is in the Temporal World. I, though, do not . . . Hmm.” Technically, she did use stances in the Temporal World, but mostly for meditation to allow the mind to drift. The purpose changed depending on whether one sought to study prophecy, enter the Eternal Realm, seal a breach, or achieve some other goal requiring a particular mental state.

She silenced Vayuna’s blathering and paced the tynata’s edge. What to make of this? While Vayuna shared his musings with Ustep, he possessed the decency to keep his comments quiet, even if his tone dripped with judgment. Light-cracked omen bearer. Who was he to judge?

She lifted her finger. “A stance prepares a state of mind.”

Nobody reacted, so she nodded to herself.

“Gedri claims his mind must ease into a certain state to create a lumen.”

When she twirled a beckoning finger, Ustep nodded with her, despite his arched brows.

“A stance allows . . . It allows . . .” The thought was slipping, but she refused to let it elude her! “A stance is like a molding cast. Practice it enough, and you associate it with a state of mind. Training with it shapes your focus.”

Restlessness drove her to march the tynata’s perimeter. Ustep, and eventually Vayuna, followed.

“Let’s see. The Oathsworn use a state called corathasis to access their tynatas.” Her own success achieving corathasis had involved fixating on a blank sphere. “If . . . Hmm. No. Corathasis manifests differently by person.” She paused, and Ustep bumped into her. “Or does it?”

Vayuna smiled warmly and invited her to continue the thought.

“This is like what you said of my perception of the Eternal Realm! That a stance does not change it but affects how I view it.” The Reshua nodded, and it began to make sense. Ustep made an inquiring buzz and lifted a finger, so Vasha explained. “Corathasis is a state of heightened perception. That is a constant, regardless of who achieves it. But the tynata one visualizes, like this one here, is what differs from someone else’s. What I perceive may not be the same as what another does, although each one acts as a stepping stone into the Eternal Realm. I suppose just at different points.” As she seized the significance, her jaw dropped. “Corathasis is a weave that enables travel beyond the Temporal World! Other mental states evoked by various stances are simply different weaves.”

Vayuna applauded her. “Yes, you are correct. Or at least to the Ivory Courtyard, given its affinity to the Vein of Knowledge.”

She swatted a hand at the useless font of information. “The Veins Beneath mentioned that the Ivory Courtyard was composed of Knowledge’s adamyr essence, which provided understanding on suitable pathways through the barriers.” She chewed her cheek.

“Ustep, let us revisit your hallway with the hidden passage. You mentioned that while you can interact with a hidden panel, it can induce risk if you do not know where the panel is. But with the guidance provided by Knowledge’s ethereal affinity, it would be akin to walking down the hall blindfolded yet with hands outstretched. The walls can be known in this way.”

“Ah,” said Ustep. “And Spirit would provide the equivalent of removing the blindfold to access the hinge.”

She pointed to the Eternal Realm’s mists. “Imagine filling one hall with smoke. It would not bleed into the intersecting hall as long as the door remained closed.”

Ustep nodded and joined her at an arch to survey the misty expanse. “And if the barriers parted, it would fill both. Like pressing an edge of a mirror-cube puzzle’s face and letting some of the smoke seep out.”

She nodded. “It is a faulty analogy,” she said, mildly disappointed. “For in that example, the moment the barriers locked, the smoke should only fill the second hallway, as if sucked in during the closure.”

Ustep shrugged. “Yet shattered barriers would result in both halls filled.”

So, was it true, then? Was the Eternal Realm nothing more than a broken state of this so-called Ivory Courtyard?

“Assuming,” Vasha said, “these mists are the result of shattered barriers, the weaves associated with these stances might be identifying the proper shape of the space and temporarily returning it.”

Ustep tapped his chin. “Yes! Like holding a broken stick at its fracture. Doing so does not mend the stick, because once you let go, it falls apart. A repair requires adhesive, which Spirit can provide. Paired with Knowledge’s ability to properly identify that casting⁠—”

“We can mend the barrier!”

Vasha shifted into a stance. The need to resort to it irked her, considering it was a mere crutch to shape a weave. Sweet light, she should have noticed sooner that these resulted in weaves. How else could she have absorbed essence from Gedri’s lumen or seen Orlev’s Temporal World weave within the Eternal Realm? A redfin should have realized this on the first day!

Beside her, a blue wave of refracting light followed Ustep’s excited gasp.

A space flattened at the tynata’s lip, revealing three tiles with rising luminescent motes. That had to be the adamyr essence; it was so alike the Eternal Realm’s mist.

Ustep startled her when he hopped on it and it held fast, just as supportive as her tynata. Sweet light! Did the reckless fool care nothing for risk?

Since it remained firm even as she rose from her stance, she joined him. Astounding. Together they increased the patches of walkable terrain until they reached an ornate balustrade. The immediate mist swept away, revealing a ten-story drop, although massive columns extended above the height their cleared bubble reached.

“Do be careful,” Vayuna said. “You may have stabilized this platform, but the Eternal Realm remains unstable. You cannot traverse it as you have before, Vasha. To be caught in a storm from there could be worse than entering one in the Temporal World.”

Vasha glanced back to the tynata. “But my tynata is fine? And here?”

His expression grew pedantic. “Why wouldn’t it be? It is stabilized, is it not?”

Peculiar. Gone was his earlier concern on this same matter when they had been directly near a storm in her tynata.

Then again, the tynata’s stability related to the focused state of corathasis that shaped it. That other time, she had divided her focus onto the Shu’Ranai’s weaves, which likely sacrificed stability as she loosened her metaphorical hand while holding the conceptual broken stick and, therefore, required Vayuna’s assistance.

He confirmed her suspicion when she asked.

“What if,” asked Ustep, “the Eternal Realm were stable throughout? That is, returned to its state as the Ivory Courtyard? What would happen with the storms?”

“Only what you might expect.”

“Beg pardon, but could you expand?”

“Yes, but only because you asked nicely.” One eye slid along his face to regard Vasha before returning to its twin. “What you imply is that barriers would be erect again, thereby containing the storms. But you would still need to be mindful of entering at the right segments, as each pass takes a toll and requires sufficient time for recuperation.”

The Veins Beneath had named adamyr essence as pivotal in determining thinned barriers. If the mists of the Eternal Realm were adamyr dust from the shattered Ivory Courtyard, it made sense that they exposed breaches, which were sensitivities in the barriers.

She giggled.

How might this discovery affect the princedoms? The world? Her smile sharpened. And whose name would be on everybody’s lips?

As if the realm itself forbade her from further admiring this . . . Ivory Courtyard, a tremble in the mists drew all three’s attention to the churning storm. The turbulent mass expanded, unfolding like a balled cloth released from a clenched fist.

Quickly, Vasha linked with Ustep, and they all returned to the Temporal World. The storm had rolled free of the cracked ridge.


Chapter 39

Clear Paths
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Callan’s head poked through the sturdy collar of the red-and-green embroidered tunic. A quick scan in the mirror helped him fasten the sleek gray cloak Lord Jilton had gifted him. I sure look like a lord now. With a disbelieving laugh, he secured his remaining belongings and gave a parting wardkeeper salute to his old shirt. Threadbare, I called it. It actually had holes at each armpit and one in the back.

Orlev’s summons arrived a few minutes ago, advising the party’s departure after a quick meal. With the storm moved, Crystal Bay awaited. The freshly cut celanthor flowers on the inn dining table didn’t smell the nicest, but the colors were pretty. Callan thanked the attendant, who served a slice of unbuttered bread.

Gedri, Vasha, and Ustep arrived last, with Gedri toting a thick stack of books. “Just some reading for the road,” he murmured. “If we stayed a little longer, I might not need them all . . .”

After eating, they met workers—all new—at the gates with their Ilmarene horses. Seeing the refugees’ faces, Callan had mixed feelings. He still wished for a better solution but appreciated the balance Ironwood had achieved. Though imperfect, the city lacked sufficient supplies from Crystal Bay to do better. Maybe I can use their merit system to my favor in Crystal Bay. Being the Vein Render would provide leverage.

Orlev might also have some ideas.

Orlev. What to make of him now? Chintsi, too, and some third Shu’Ranai. If Callan could trust Orlev, he would rest easier. Should he instead share the overheard conversation with Synz, Ustep, or Bengaru? Any one of them could be the third. Bengaru was least likely, since they had kept the conversation secret from him.

Each passing day risked allowing the shadow to influence his life, but a hasty decision could result in the Defiled’s servants seizing him.

A groping hand broke his thoughts. “Vein Render, please, free us of the storms.”

The look of helplessness in the little boy’s face tore Callan’s heart. “I’ll fight them.”

Synz, meanwhile, patted the child on the head, handing him a trinket—not food. Something to brighten the child’s coming days.

Breaking through the refugee throng, they headed to the ridged pass. Gedri tugged Callan’s cloak. “Hey, Callan, Vasha and I have a question. Just . . . back there.”

All the Shu’Ranai turned. Bengaru just chuckled, while Synz clicked her tongue. Vasha shook her head and muttered something atop her horse. Orlev merely lifted a brow and pointed at Callan’s waist.

With only a small grumble as he fumbled for his scabbard from atop his saddle and fastened it to his waist—it was uncomfortable on horseback!—Callan reined Billow to fall back beside Oro and Da’sheer.

“Okay,” Gedri said. “So, you can make corestones, but we don’t know how to infuse a weave into it.”

“What?”

“Your seals. I think they’re just Vitality’s condensed odeshyr essence, but if you want to make everstone, you need all five veins. And we think everstone is what’s built into Ironwood’s walls, but with a weave infused into it, which might be why Vasha can’t access the Eternal Realm there or within Shu’Ranai Tower.”

Callan lifted a questioning brow to Vasha, who rubbed a closed eye.

Gedri caught his confused glance and apologized. “I’ll back up. So the book says odeshyr essence forges corestones from the⁠—”

“Gedri,” Vasha interrupted. “Perhaps just let him read it?”

Gedri struggled to fetch and open the book atop Da’sheer, but Callan matched Billow’s stride to the boy’s bobbing waist. He read the paragraph Gedri pointed to.

“Gedri, did you memorize this?”

Gedri laughed. “It’s only a couple paragraphs.”

Callan chuckled and resumed reading.

Odeshyr essence creates corestones by combining different veins’ strands. The better the strands match the weave intended for fusion, the stronger the result. While the practice of creating corestones is rudimentary because of their erosion over time, it lays the foundation for understanding modern relic creation.

Callan glanced up from the book. “So you’re saying the red crystal I make is just Vitality essence forged into a solid state?”

They both nodded.

That explained why at the Seam, the shield had been stronger. Callan must have forged a different type of corestone, using the strands available from the others. The emphasis on corestones corroding—and proven by his own shields dissipating—instilled some unease. But Gedri prompted him to keep reading.

Another difficulty in working with corestones is that most useful weaves require all five veins. Yet when all five strands extend to the corestone’s physical structure, the resulting stone in fact resists all weaves. In this fashion, essence locks itself into an intransmutable state, therefore complicating the methods used to infuse a weave, and is not recommended for at-will use.

“So,” said Callan, sitting upright atop Billow, “you think this last form of a corestone refers to everstone?”

Gedri, leaning over Da’sheer to read alongside Callan, nodded. “Yes, but didn’t you see about relics? If you read the next chapter⁠—”

“All it says,” explained Vasha with pressed lips, “is that corestones erode over time since they are composed purely of essence. But when you take a physical object—for example, a cotton shirt or an iron plate—and compare the strands making up its core, the same theory of inlaying a weave applies. The more suited the object’s core composition is to the weave, the longer the effect lasts. The less suited, the quicker it wears off.

“Consider a talespinner cloak, which is more capable of bearing light-based weaves, as opposed to armor, which is more suited for the strengthening effects of, say, Substance. Match the weave to the more apt material, and you will achieve longer-lasting results.”

Vayuna chimed in with an airy tone. “If that was all the book said, it would take less than a page, not thirty. Gedri, could you please read it aloud?”

“It’s okay, Vayuna,” said Callan, quick to interrupt. They were nearing the ridge, which would force closer proximity to the others. “I’ll take the short version.” He recalled the colored bands he saw back at Shu’Ranai Tower and even Ironwood and how different the bands appeared in objects like stone walls as opposed to people. Even in people, it had varied between those three girls at Lord Jilton’s manse. “What does any of this have to do with the Eternal Realm and everstone walls?”

“Oh yeah,” said Gedri, “that’s simple. Look here.” He flipped to a different section. Did he memorize the page number? The book had to be at least a thousand pages. He read where Gedri pointed.

Everstone lines stronghold cities’ walls to create havens against weapons and infused attacks as well as inter-realm transit.

Callan pondered this. As far as he knew, everstone sources like Palerock Mountain couldn’t be mined. But if ancient valaren could create it, what would have stopped them from forging it from scratch into a certain shape? “So the reason everstone affects your access to the Eternal Realm is because . . .” His forehead tightened with the train of thought. He was less interested in the specifics and more in creating it at all, but he still wanted to put in the effort to grasp the concept. It seemed exciting to them.

“Ah,” said Vasha. This time, it was her eyes that gleamed. “Now, don’t question this, just accept it.” He wasn’t convinced he would understand her one way or another, but he didn’t voice that. “My stances focus my mind and let me create weaves using Knowledge’s ethereal affinity.”

She paused for his admiration, so he lifted his eyebrows and nodded. “So it’s like how Mairwen uses hand gestures as an aid for her weaves.”

“And,” Gedri burst in, “I think I’ve been doing it, too, when I create a lumen!”

They all glanced ahead to the Shu’Ranai at the front, and Gedri apologized for his raised voice. When Callan mentioned a strange blurring surrounding lumens, they treated him like a genius.

“Anyway,” Vasha said, still excited. “The key point is that a stance can produce a weave. Now, Gedri found some architectural diagrams with stance sigils built directly into them. Considering everstone is involved, and this book says that everstone can be made to hold a weave, it makes sense that some of the older cities have defenses against inter-realm breaches integrated into their structure. Otherwise, anybody could enter anywhere from the Ivory Courtyard.”

“What’s the Ivory Courtyard?”

“The Eternal Realm, keep up.”

He was pretty sure this was the first time she had said it, but he accepted it.

By the time Callan repeated the basic concepts to their satisfaction, they had reached the ridge.

Callan didn’t care for slot canyons—not since getting stuck in one with Sabhira, Davyn, and Kipp near Palerock Mountain. At least no grimdols chased them now.

Ahead, Ustep pointed back toward Ironwood. “Does anybody else see that?”

Callan and the others turned. Sunlight glinted off metal, flashing like a wardkeeper’s signal. In the distance, a dust cloud rose from galloping horses. Callan squinted at their waving hands pointing to his left and upward.

Following their gestures to the jagged cliffs, he balked. A thick black cloud seeped down the surrounding bluffs like spoiled honey glazing a handcake.


Chapter 40

Frozen
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The ominous cloud crawled down the edges of the ridge. Behind them, the storm head rolled like a heavy stable door, cutting off the return path to Ironwood. In the chaos, the Shu’Ranai dismounted and coordinated the spiraled weave from the other storm, and Vasha shouted orders about stances to Gedri.

Would this work? Last time, their effort had barely nudged the storm off course. Here, the storm threatened to smother them.

We have to try anyway. In Willow’s Whip, Callan embraced his core.

“Callan!”

The distraction broke his focus. The gathering ruby light in his palm dimmed. “Not now, Vasha!”

He centered himself, searching for his nook in the multithreaded weave. More colors appeared, and it disoriented him. Along the ridges, a thousand clashing hues marked striations in the sediment, their horizontal lines making it difficult to distinguish the Shu’Ranai’s threads. His memory flashed to that moment with Aryn beneath Shu’Ranai Tower, when the entire cavern had lit up with detailed bands.

Murderer, whispered Maarat’s voice. Rasha. kalahim!

Not now, of all times!

A droning buzz whirred in his ear, increasing in pitch and speed until Callan trembled. Vasha gripped his shoulders. She and Gedri beside her glowed faintly.

“Callan! With us!”

An erupting roar shook the canyon. Two massive pale yellow eyes flashed deep within the storm. Maarat?

He jerked his head between Vasha’s adamant stare and the Shu’Ranai. She glowed, and an aura tugged at him. He had felt this before, when she had guided him into the Eternal Realm. Right now, the pull conflicted with the rest of the chaos. I hope you know what you’re doing, Vasha. He remained in Willow’s Whip in case he still needed to contribute to the gathering Shu’Ranai weave, but he opened himself to Vasha’s tug.

Then, like Vasha, Callan blazed.

The storm fell, and Callan’s world shook. He struggled as if a waterfall battered his shoulders, and he lost sense of direction. At times he felt plastered to the floor, at others like he was being hurled through the air.

When he felt a semblance of steadiness, sights cycled through his vision. He recognized Vasha’s tynata, but it wavered. A roiling cloud threatened to cross the threshold, and in it Callan saw massive shapes, like sliding mountains. It was the storm, viewed through the Eternal Realm.

Vasha shouted beside him. “I can’t reach Ustep! Gedri, keep low in your stance. Without Ustep to bind this, we have to hold it firm! Like a broken stick!”

Spiraling mist surrounded him, contracting and expanding, but as Vasha and Gedri worked together, the tynata shook less, and the lip beyond it flattened into chalk-white tile. The storm hit against it, its menacing roil stiffening into a rigid line, but only where it met the solid bit of floor.

Again, Callan felt the pull. His essence drifted from him to where Vasha’s and Gedri’s weaves connected with the storm, and he felt the dynamic surge of their cycled stances.

He reached for his sword, even though the thickened air resisted him. It was like dragging his arms through a vat of sap, but Callan pushed through it and began the Tolemca Dance.

Open.

Aware.

Fluid.

Chalk-white haze gusted away to reveal the three of them standing atop a balcony. It was as if the churning storm pressed against a pane of glass, no longer a menacing purple roil but a dense fog of a chilly blue hue.

One moment, Callan was on the chalk-white tile, looking in; the next, he slipped on a patch of ice, almost catching himself just for Gedri to crash into him.

The solid ground underfoot had disappeared, and in its place, an icy expanse stretched out before them, cold and treacherous.

Nowhere to be seen were Vasha’s tynata, the stony ridge, or even the storm.

“Where—” Callan started, but shock silenced him. A massive glacier thrashed toward them as the icy ground shattered, like sliced potatoes sloshing in a soup bowl.

Vasha bound over him and Gedri. “Up!” She blasted a beam at an incoming iceberg. The ice cleaved, and Callan pulled Gedri’s shoulder back in time to keep the boy’s head on his body.

A resounding roar drew Callan’s eyes up, where he balked at the enormous silhouette. Swirling ice crystals hid a serpentine figure. At the Wide Gate, Mairwen had restrained similar shrouded monsters. Mairwen, with the Vein of Impulse. Chintsi and Bengaru were val’evayne, too, but where were they? Was this a similar creature? Whatever it was, it seemed unaware of them.

Gradually, the fractured sea of ice stilled, visibly refreezing in uneven sheets. Sharp edges jutted upward, with one tremendous shelf on their right.

“I think we did it,” whispered Vasha. Then she laughed. Laughed! “We did it! We found the barriers and . . . did we lock them in place? Vayuna? Vayuna!”

Her inky companion coalesced, a night sky in human form. “I am here, Vasha.”

“This is like what Ustep and I achieved, isn’t it? And I didn’t need his trusar essence.”

“Well,” said Vayuna, “don’t forget a val’odeshyr stands in⁠—”

“Ustep?” Callan interrupted.

Vasha, beaming with pride, nodded. “Yes. Was I not telling you about the Eternal Realm being the shattered Ivory Courtyard moments ago? How do you think I discovered that?”

Callan pressed the heel of his fist to his forehead. I can trust these two. He shared Chintsi and Orlev’s overheard conversation.

Vasha frowned. “And you think Ustep may be involved?”

“Or Synz.”

“But Orlev is training you to become stronger. Why would he do that if he was working in league with Maarat?”

Callan bit his lip and shrugged. “Maarat wanted me for some reason at the Seam. For all I know, he might want me stronger.”

A rumble in the sky cut their discussion short. He doubted they could confront any of the Shu’Ranai if that monster noticed them first.

“Vayuna,” Callan said, “can you return us to the ridge?”

Vayuna developed elbows to fold his arms. “I get enough of this behavior with Vasha. Not you too.” His face cycled through a series of frustrated appearances, which made him look more like Vasha than not. “I did not bring you here. You will have to return by the tynspire.”

“Tynspire,” Callan murmured, eyes locking on the distance where the electric spike had flared.

Vayuna followed his gaze and applauded him.

“Where was there a tynspire?” Gedri asked.

“In those ridges, of course. Where else?” Vayuna’s mouth shrank as he muttered something to himself. Then his attention focused. “Gaddical rests within those bluffs. He was powerful, if simpleminded. To think, a node extension surviving this long. Hmm. Yes, the val’odeshyr’s proximity likely sparked some extra strength, but well done, Gaddical. Well done.”

Interesting. A tynspire stood somewhere in the tower too. Perhaps embracing his core near one amplified his ability to see the strands in the world.

Vasha nodded as if that made sense. “Then we head to the tynspire.” She turned to include Callan. “We had tynspires at the Sanctuary Hold. At its focal point, we can transition to the Temporal World again.”

Vayuna nodded, so Callan did too. Having those two here was a blessing from the Creator.

Here. Where was here, anyway?

Flakes of ice, not quite snow, drifted in the air. Upward, he noticed, not falling. They joined a swirling mass of crystals that spiraled into the distance, where an enormous cloud brewed. An eerie quiet pervaded the place, like crisp paper crimping.

“We,” said Vayuna when Callan asked, “stand in Tartalas.”

Gedri gasped. “Outstanding! Tartalas—the Frozen Plane, yes?” Callan blinked at Gedri’s eager voice. Lights below, could he be more excited? “How did we end up in a sacred realm?” He picked up an ice shard, which glowed like a lumen where he gripped it and brightened when he hummed. He twisted his hand midair, and a dimmer, halolike corona fuzzed into view around the brighter luminescence.

Although the air carried little chill, Callan shivered. “Is it anything like the Wide Gate?” He eyed the great sky beast again. Don’t come this way. Pits below, don’t.

“Drifting wisps,” Vayuna said, “no, thank Creation. The Wide Gate is a False Eternity. We are in a sacred realm, more akin to your home than even the Eternal Realm in its current state. You exist fully here, not like the phasing created by the Ivory Courtyard’s shattering.”

As long as Vasha understood, Callan was content, but he stayed alert. When Gedri’s next step triggered an ice fissure toward the nearby bluff, Callan was ready.

The line of exploding snow preceded the creaking groan before the massive ice shelf collapsed. Callan embraced his core, this time expecting the clashing strands. He tugged on the familiar red ones, and in response an arced shield formed above them; the plummeting ice block shattered, each shard scattering midair, spinning on itself like a shifting puzzle. Kipp would have liked that.

This time, the sky beast’s resounding roar brought Callan to his knees. From within the icy haze, yellow eyes glowed, chilly and pale. Vasha projected a beam at the monstrosity, and he didn’t hesitate to lay a ruby beam of his own beside hers. It fit.

That pattern . . . Where had he seen something similar?

The beast suddenly vanished, while the combined bolt fizzled.

“Did we get it?” Heights above, could it be that simple?

A screeching roar came from their rear. In a panic, Callan turned, but the beast was far away. Its huge skull waved side to side until it saw them again. Instantly, it flickered out of sight and reappeared further left. Loss tinged its roar this time, and its eyes dimmed. It continued to careen through the sky but did not spot them.

Callan gulped. “Let’s get to that tynspire.” Gedri and Vasha nodded silently.

Onward, then, to the menacing vortex of dagger-length ice shards. What could go wrong? Stop worrying. Still aware of the strands, and with his sword clutched in one hand, Callan got an idea. A heat haze gathered around his forearm, and he conjured a shield, smaller than the one he had summoned earlier. It was just large enough for his arm, like one he might see at a Durin smith shop.

Gedri cooed. “How’d you get it to show those details?”

“I’m from Durinvale, Gedri.” Callan didn’t confess his lucky intuition. Any confidence he could muster, he needed.

Vasha strode beside Callan, and Gedri waddled after them, cradling a pile of shards. When two fell, he bent to pick them up, but another tumbled free. The quirky boy sighed at his loss, then rushed to catch up.

The slippery trek challenged them, the ground at one point swelling as if a wave ran beneath it. When Vasha hummed her Second Chord of something or other, it settled. Curious, Callan focused the next time she did it. A weave shimmered around her, like a lumen’s transparent rim. Since it wasn’t porous or oily, Callan reached out, intent on steadying it. It locked into a neat lattice.

Vasha gasped. “How did you do that?”

Callan cleared his throat. She sounded impressed! But the more he explained, the faster he wanted to shut his mouth. It was like explaining how to breathe.

With Vasha’s “oh,” Callan heard the unspoken “fool.” At least she didn’t say it.

Near the ice veil, they clustered together. Vayuna glided forward, his body puffing with each shard he passed through, about thirty feet deep. Beyond that, the tynspire glowed teal and violet. The swirling vapors looked less like smoke and more like the surface of rippling river water. Swift, but clear and free.

Callan checked to make sure the great sky beast stayed at bay. Satisfied, he clapped Gedri’s and Vasha’s shoulders. “Ready to go home?”

Vasha frowned and wiped Callan’s hand away, but Gedri beamed, albeit with a hesitant glance at his gathered shards. “Think these will make the trip?”

“I guess we’ll find out.”


Chapter 41

Digging
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Even filling the latrines felt less like dirty work than what she had done yesterday. An encampment a day’s travel north from Riversgate brought them to capture another captive and take a crate filled with valuables. This time, though, they didn’t take the entire town. Now that Sabhira knew more about contracts and what that entailed, she pitied the woman Peli took in. Mentally she whispered encouragement for the woman’s cause, but outwardly she couldn’t show it.

For her part, though, she hefted a bucket of water. The poor woman hadn’t had anything to drink, and the least Sabhira could do was give her a bit. When she arrived, the woman was imprisoned in a spiked mound of dirt like Sabhira had seen before. The quarters must have been uncomfortable, forcing her to hunch on herself.

With a surreptitious glance, Sabhira confirmed she was alone before setting the bucket down. The prisoner stared beyond Sabhira.

Just when Sabhira opened her mouth to whisper to the woman that she was giving her some water, Sorn rounded the crate of gold and valuables. Light! Where did he come from? She quickly thought up reasons why she would be bringing this woman water that wouldn’t paint her in suspicion, but Sorn’s conniving grin made her heart skip a beat.

“Brought this for the prisoner, did you?”

Sabhira glanced at the bucket. What could she say to get out of this? Sorn wasn’t the brightest, so maybe⁠—

“Let me do the honors.”

What?

“Of course,” she said. This wasn’t so bad after all, thank the Creator.

At first, Sorn’s sly straddle to the bucket confused Sabhira, but then he picked it up and sneered at the woman. “This is what rats get.” He then spat into the bucket.

Sabhira frowned, but only because Sorn faced away from her. She should be able to scoop the wad of spit off the surface, at least.

That proved inconsequential, though, because Sorn upended the bucket, splashing the spike-caged woman with the spit-riddled water.

“Good one, Tressa.” He then leaned in and elbowed her. “You really are a ruthless one. Leaving a lush job at the market just to have fun hunting rats. Maybe Polg and I were wrong to look down on you.”

“Maybe,” Sabhira said, painting a smile on her face. She wanted desperately to apologize to the woman, but a whistle at the other end of camp drew both her and Sorn’s attention.

“Would you look at that. The runner is finally here.”

Others wandered to the northern edge of camp, where a man in clothing that blended with the barren surroundings zigzagged toward them. It took Sabhira a moment to spot him, with his cloak nearly as elusive as a warding itself. Sabhira glanced once at the caged woman before following Sorn. She couldn’t do anything for her without drawing unwanted attention now, for sure. And walking behind Sorn, she saw a pearl necklace loop dangling just out of one pocket.

He caught her looking but just chuckled before tucking it in. “Toll for transporting the valuables, right?”

“Right,” Sabhira said with a cold laugh, even though the coldness was out of contempt.

When the runner was in earshot, he hailed Liu and Peli, who stood closest to the camp’s edge, with a growing circle of Zai’daem gathering around them.

Liu, though, growled. “What took you so long? And why are you wearing a shrouding cloak? We were trying to use weaves to detect you.”

The runner folded his arms. “I heard there were Unwavering near and didn’t want them seeing me. We don’t have enough of these charging disks to spare them smashing one. Besides, I waited for three hours at the arranged point and almost left, except that I knew that nearby encampment had a contract out. Considering Peli’s your leader, I made the right guess to check this area.”

“It wasn’t three hours,” said Peli, dismissing him. “Now, I’m busy. Let’s get this taken care⁠—”

“Hold on, Peli,” said Liu. “What’s he talking about, we kept him waiting?”

“Nothing. And don’t you make it take longer.”

“I,” said the runner, scowling at Peli, “was supposed to have an easy run here before my next stop.”

“Peli, is this because of that woman?” Liu pointed at the spiked cage. “Is a contract the reason we almost missed a runner?” Then her jaw dropped, and her cheeks hollowed as her brows shaded her eyes. “Is the reason we missed the first runner because you went hunting that other contract too?”

Peli grumbled something and motioned to escort the runner to a tent, but Liu stepped into her path. “You didn’t splashing answer, Peli.”

The two gazes locked onto each other like an iron bar wedged beneath the stones of a collapsed mine, and Peli lifted her hands with a bluster. “Contracts keep the runner’s routes clearer in the long run. It wasn’t a delay in the end.”

“If we didn’t shift a storm when we were supposed to⁠—”

“It didn’t come to that, Liu. Now back down. The camp follows my orders, not yours.” Peli looked out at the others gathered in the sparse ring. “If I hear anyone grumbling, I’ll turn you out myself. I’m not accepting laggards in my troop, and I’ll make sure word gets out that you aren’t fit to pull your weight either.”

“No more contracts after this, Peli. We head straight to Hartal to deliver that wretch and get the crates off our hands. No stops along the way.”

“There’s another contract two days⁠—”

“We’re running out of water too. And considering you yourself saw fit to put me on water oversight . . . Don’t want you going back on your own orders, Peli.” She nodded to the ones gathered around but kept her focus locked on her adversary. “Looks bad when you two-time your own.” Some murmurs rose.

Cool air puffed from Peli’s nose. “You should’ve told me about the water sooner. Don’t let it get this far next time.” She shouldered Liu aside. “Now even if I don’t care for it, I need you, Dirda, Striker, and Yorn for this. And you,” she said, beckoning the runner, “come. I’ve got deadlines, Liu.” She leaned into the words. “If you think you can sully my reputation, don’t think they won’t believe me when I blame you for the delays.”

“I’ll blame you when you delay us from shifting a storm.”

Peli and Liu grunted in unison, but the confrontation disbanded. The three other valaren Peli had indicated waited for Liu’s nod before following Peli and the runner to a covered wagon. Why there, though? Peli usually took her meetings in her private tent. That, however, was usually in the evenings and related to her deciding the next day’s travel plans.

The wagon Peli led the others to was a simple supply wagon, and not even one holding the everstone plates. Wasn’t the runner here to recharge them?

Everybody else turned back to camp duties, and Sabhira busied herself by checking lantern oil barrels, which gave her a clear line of sight to the wagons. At this distance, lip reading was impossible, but she saw the runner pull out a dull gray disk and set it on a barrel top. All four valaren placed their hands on it for a few moments.

The disk wasn’t made of everstone, but a brilliant ruby shone at its center. She edged closer under the guise of checking oil levels, and when the others removed their hands, she noticed four grooves on it where the hands had been placed. She hoped that meant something to the Shu’Ranai. What she did know is that these four Webs each wove with different veins. Whatever they had done, did it require all four veins?

The group then walked together toward the everstone wagon, so Sabhira edged closer, but the group simply scattered. The runner went to the fire for some food, and Peli dismissed the other valaren involved and pointed Sorn and Polg to odd corners of the camp. Liu folded her arms and tapped her toe, listening to Peli’s instructions to the two.

Sorn then stopped by Liu. Sabhira couldn’t hear what he was saying from this distance, but when he pointed at her, Liu’s head swiveled, and Sabhira lowered her eyes just in time to avoid direct eye contact.

The infuriating woman walked over. “We’re low on water, and you wasted a full bucket drenching a worthless rat?”

Sabhira glared at Sorn. But if she denied it, Liu might ask more questions about what she was doing with the water if not to pour it on the caged woman. And she wouldn’t stoop to Sorn’s level of tattling. It might even come out in her favor to not out him by mentioning he was the one to pour the actual water and that he had swiped a necklace from the looted stash.

Zai’daem are all about blackmail, aren’t they? To think, she had scoffed at Kipp for acting like a light-blasted Zai’daem, and here she was using their own methods. But she was using them against them, which made a difference.

“I couldn’t resist it. Didn’t know the water was running low.”

Liu shook her head. “I don’t need another Peli around here. Besides, this one isn’t half as bad. She’ll probably only have to work a few months at scrubbing work. But go splash out another few buckets. I’m showing Peli how much is left later tonight to emphasize that we head straight to Hartal. We do actually have enough for a stop, but we won’t if we lose three buckets’ worth.”

Maybe Sabhira could bring the poor woman some fresh water after all. At least she wasn’t going to die.

“But do it in the latrines.”

“I just filled those.”

“Then you know where to dig them up,” Liu said, clapping Sabhira’s back.

Sabhira nodded, deciding to change tactics. “Everything’s fine with the stones, then, yes?”

Liu tucked her thumbs into her trousers’ waistline. “Aye. Charged and ready for some storm shepherding. Hopefully we have a few days yet before we have to use them. I suppose we’ll know the timeline when Peli shares her updates in the morning.”

Liu squawked at somebody drinking from the water reserves and bustled off without a goodbye.

Tonight, then, Sabhira might be able to hear more about the next storm. And, therefore, how much time she had before she snuck a plate away from the group. That runner’s shrouding cloak, after all, had resisted even the detection of weaving Webs, and she had noticed similar cloaks lying in a supply wagon.
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“Why are you using a binding rope instead of leather straps?” Peli peered over Sabhira’s shoulder. Sabhira hadn’t anticipated the woman being worse than Liu!

“Because a binding rope is sturdier for this type of repair.” She wiped the sweat from her brow to stare at Peli. “If you didn’t think I could do this, why did you keep me?”

Peli watched, and then Sabhira realized the woman was actually impressed with her handiwork. “I’m decent at repairing tables, too, you know. I’ve seen how Sorn and Polg bash that big chest they haul around on top of the table outside your door.” She nodded her head at the table in question, not far away. After all, Sabhira had waited until now, when Peli’s nightly meeting would begin any moment, to inspect the wagon axles, claiming she wanted to make sure Olina hadn’t sabotaged anything.

Peli chuckled and strode to her tent.

Before long, Sorn and Polg carried the clunky chest Sabhira had mentioned and plopped it on the rickety table. From here, though, Sabhira would be able to read lips regarding the travel plans. It’s not like they were kept extra secret, but nobody loitered around the tent, so to do so without reason would look suspicious.

Sorn dumped the chest, and several trinkets tumbled into a sloppy pile, from which he grabbed a horn.

Of the three in the meeting, Sabhira could see Sorn’s and Peli’s lips, although Polg’s face was hidden. She doubted he would have anything important to say, anyway, so that was fine.

Sorn started, weighing the horn in his hand. Ossindia sent scouts to Riversgate. The Enclave has kept them away from the wooden scaffolds so far, but they’re asking us to curb them.

Peli reached for the horn and held it to her ear. Well, they can’t expect us to handle it. Not with what we’re carrying.

Both sets of eyes darted to Polg, where Sabhira only distinguished a working jaw. Sorn snickered, and Peli rolled her eyes.

No, said Peli, that’s an even worse suggestion. She went pensive. Didn’t the runner mention Unwavering nearby? Let’s set those vein-hating fools on the soldiers. Give them a space to camp outside, even. That’ll make Ossindia think twice about snooping.

Whether Peli was more concerned about keeping Riversgate’s hidden everstone barricades covert or having the freedom to indulge her murderous rat hunts, Sabhira didn’t know. But it would bring some joy when she exposed both secretive endeavors to the Shu’Ranai. Which she would do as soon as she had the details she needed to slip away with an everstone plate.

A whistle distracted Sabhira, and she closed her eyes.

“Tressa. I want you cleaning the lantern panes. Gone murky. I suspect some froglings of cheating at dice, and I plan on stopping it tonight. Take some of their bits off them while I’m at it.”

“I’m busy here, Liu.” Light blast it. “The axles need a solid inspection if we’re to keep traveling with them.” She didn’t mention that she had confirmed the axles were fine within moments of looking at them.

Inside the tent, Polg earned another dismissal.

“Oh, you’ll finish inspecting them. But later. I want eyesight on Peli to make sure she doesn’t glide over the water details.”

Light! Liu had practically the same reason as Sabhira for being here.

With the meeting already underway, every futile moment spent trying to persuade Liu wasted valuable time. She scanned by the tent. Beside the trinket-laden table were the water barrels.

“Sure,” said Sabhira, casual. “I’ll clean the lanterns. On that water note, though, let me sort the barrels. I heard you and Peli earlier, and we’ll have to prepare the empty ones on the back of the wagon.” She moved to set down the inventory list. The water barrels were close enough she should be able to hear the rest of the meeting outright. Why didn’t I lead with that plan?

Peli held the horn to her ear and then shook her head. Sabhira lip-read holding pattern and make my decision tomorrow.

“Splash me, Tressa, I took care of that this afternoon.” Sabhira blinked. Liu had actually done some work without shoving it onto Sabhira? “Now get to it, they’re already meeting! I want those lanterns shining brighter than a wet frog.”

Sabhira suppressed her groan. Another chance to get information wasted.

How was it that no matter what Sabhira tried, Liu always foiled her plan? Well, it seemed tomorrow might have more news. To get close to overhear tomorrow’s nightly meeting, Sabhira needed to come up with a task that even Liu wouldn’t want to take.

Begrudgingly, she wandered the other direction toward the lanterns. Nobody must have cleaned these in months, with all the grime and soot built up on the inside.

But all these rags filled with soot had to go somewhere. Sabhira pocketed a few of the oily rags as well as a lantern itself.

Yes, she could make work of this. Now, was it stinkweed Liu said she hated? She was sure she could grab a few stalks at the edge of camp before she returned for a late-night check of the axles.


Chapter 42

Visions of Truth
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Callan, at the head of the group, wiped sweat from his brow.

“I suggest not falling,” said Vayuna. Even Gedri joined Callan and Vasha in glaring at the Reshua. The misty silhouette appeared affronted. “It is not my fault humans cannot glide.”

A thin layer of dark black sand swirled below various collapsed patches in the ice. Beyond it, darkness descended forever, and Gedri’s lumen did nothing to penetrate the shroud. With a swallow, they tested each section’s stability before stepping. Around them, large shards drifted lazily, while smaller ones occasionally pelted Callan’s cheek. The ones forceful enough to upset his footing, though, he lifted his shield to glance aside.

Gedri’s own shards flew from his hands to join the massive veil. I suppose those aren’t making the trip. He offered Gedri a pitying smile, but the boy’s forlorn frown pinched sideways at his lost treasures.

Distracted, Gedri stepped too near a weakened patch of ground. Callan jumped forward at the snapping crack, yanking Gedri to safety. “Careful!”

“Thanks, Callan,” Gedri said, eyes wide. The black sand whispered as the fractured ice chips dipped into them briefly before they flew into the air, joining the rest of the spiraling mass.

“More patches like that ahead,” Callan said, pointing to pale spots scattered along the pock-covered stretch. Lights below, don’t let the entire span be just as frail. If only there were a light below, perhaps that abyss might not seem so terrifying.

“We’re over halfway there. Just watch your step.” Behind him, Vasha recited mantras while Callan not only checked the steps ahead but double-checked the ones behind to make sure they still held firm after bearing his own weight.

Two feet from the edge, he tested the ground in front of him, and it cracked. “Ho!” The fractured bit of ice depressed slightly before flying into the air, a midsize piece.

Another crack sounded, and Vasha gasped, jumping forward into Gedri, who then pressed into Callan.

“Watch—” No time! Pushed forward, Callan leaned into the motion and jumped. He slid on the solid edge of the ice, hitting his rear and tumbling. He whipped his head back toward the others, where a panicking Gedri leaped. He landed but teetered on the rim. Vasha won’t make it if he doesn’t move!

Callan scrambled to right himself and pull Gedri to clear Vasha’s path, but Vasha jumped first. Callan held his breath, fearing she might bump off Gedri and fall into the pit. Rather, she cleared Gedri’s head in a flip, her straight black hair streaming behind her like a razor.

She landed in a crouch and snagged Gedri’s belt, yanking him forward, where he fell on Callan.

“Ow,” said Gedri, voice plaintive. “My knee. It’s still bruised from the library’s steps, Vasha!”

After shuffling a few extra feet from the spiraling crystal veil and toward the luminous tynspire, they all laughed at strange pitches.

Vayuna wandered to the icy brink and peered into the darkness. “Well, I am glad you made it safely.”

“Let’s just get out of here,” said Callan. “Vasha?” He was grateful for a companion who understood realm travel.

She approached the tynspire, cracked her knuckles, and hummed. A white aura glowed around her, meshed with the tynspire’s teal haze, and enveloped Callan and Gedri. Momentary weightlessness lifted Callan, eliciting a laugh. Then the ground firmed beneath his feet, and the glow vanished.

Ice still surrounded them.

In his periphery, he caught Vasha glancing over her shoulder, but when he checked, she focused ahead. Again, she hummed. Again, weightlessness.

Then nothing.

“Is everything all right, Vasha?”

“Yes,” she said. Her brusque voice stilled Callan. “Just . . . Just stay there.”

After two more cycles with no change, Callan coughed. She lifted her hand to silence him and tried again, although her intonations sounded more gravelly than usual. Timid, Callan approached her side right as she entered a stance that sent her palm to his chin. He slipped and fell. At least Gedri didn’t land on me, too, this time.

“Are you all right?” She sounded more aggrieved than concerned. “If you would just let me focus⁠—”

Callan reached for a support to hoist himself up when Vasha and Gedri cried out.

His hand froze as he touched the pillar, but too late.

Callan gasped. As at Shu’Ranai Tower, a sudden vision overcame him.

An obelisk-like monument replaced the tynspire, similar in grandeur to Shu’Ranai Tower but shaped of luminescent stone. Although flame did not engulf it, surrounding chaos struck him speechless.

Callan stood at its base, amid a raging battle. Soldiers in half-plate armor clashed with hordes of grimdols, borehounds, and krahl. Unlike the krahl from when he first encountered Rhogana outside Lirien, these stood tall and opaque, even despite the bright sunshine.

Other monsters composed the fray too. A behemoth rampaged, taller than seven men, with skin of sinuous cords like braided vines of darkness. Callan shuddered as its massive forearm fell on and crushed a soldier.

At the center stood four warriors, their armor brightest, each with a unique crest etched into their breastplate. A sunburst, a mountain, a windswept willow, and a feather. Intensity filled their eyes as they wove strands thicker than a tree’s bole. Their strength flagged, though, and the whipping cords flailed wild. Callan’s chest heated, intoxicated with their anxiety, courage, and determination.

Their weaves wrapped into place in a final desperate attempt—save for a hollow spot in the center.

Time froze, with each intricate detail visible to Callan. It resembled what the Shu’Ranai had woven, along with Vasha’s contribution. Where he had seen five shades then, here he saw eight.

Where were Vasha and Gedri? Had he fallen into some other sacred realm? Panic set in.

See, Vein Render. Accept.

A woman’s voice. Although unfamiliar, it fit a face. In Durinvale, he had dreamed of a white tower, surrounded by birds, atop which a girl sat beneath a canopy of outstretched stone statues’ hands. Grenna Lastspeaker, the name came to him.

“See what?”

Curb the storms.

“We’ve tried!” Could Grenna hear him? Could anybody? Light, Vasha, where are you? “I’m trying to get stronger, but I could barely push it.”

It is not enough.

Time resumed as a beam of frost struck the battlefield. The soldier with the sunburst—Gaddical, the name came—deflected the brunt of it.

The vision swept away, replaced with another. Flame ignited the air itself in a windblown wasteland. Callan flinched but remained unsinged. People in burnished armor pushed through, weaving strands. Flame extinguished before and resumed behind them, like water coursing past river stones. These valaren used all five veins—Vitality included—with ten shades of variegated hues, two for each vein.

Understanding permeated Callan.

The war of Altaria. Or rather, the aftermath of a devastation wrought by Jerrix the Defiled.

Jerrix, who had once had a betrothed but turned to darkness when Alistar stepped in.

In this age, the people refused to unite.

The vision swirled, replaced with stone jungles, then again with tossing waters, then burning forests, parched clay beds.

They spiraled in on themselves, like one of Kipp’s mirror-cube puzzles. Each scene flipped up to reveal another face beneath, turning ever inward, inside out, endlessly.

Each scene represented a different realm, like Tartalas. Did a similarly broken world lie within each storm, then? The storms Callan wanted so badly to fight? The ancient truthspeakers, equipped with all five veins, fell in each fleeting vision. Panic gripped Callan.

You have summoned us. We bend the rift for you, but our time is limited. Reality cannot hold us in your presence long.

“What am I supposed to do?”

Understand. Embrace.

“That doesn’t answer⁠—”

Unite the people before the Defiled unleash the storms.

Clearly, she had not seen his efforts in Ironwood, or she would know that role suited the Shu’Ranai. Assuming they aren’t plotting against me too. At least some of them had to be trustworthy. “We are uniting the princedoms now. I’m helping the Shu’Ranai in their discussions, but I need a practical way to stop the storms!”

It is you who must unite the world. See what came before. The past cannot be undone but can be changed when it comes again.

More visions flared. In each attempt, factions fought among themselves as much as with the shadow, or else struggled together but without coordinating.

The last vision appeared like an imprint in fog. Not a vision of the past but of a potential future. In it, the Vein Render led nations against a shadowy deluge.

This exceeded royal connections but permeated history, legends long forgotten and turned into children’s games. To persuade a prince or two to follow him would not suffice. If the world did not unite, the Sealed One would escape, and his followers would destroy the world.

Trembling within the raging tempest, Callan nodded.

The kaleidoscopic chaos of inverting worlds vanished like a puff of steam from one of Mistress Zavalyn’s pies. Callan’s shaking hand rested on the tynspire. Only now, he distinguished what could pass for shoulders. Gaddical.

Vasha and Gedri remained absent, though, and only gentle ice flecks drifted, like snow at the base of the Bren Mountains. The great shards and bottomless pits had vanished. This was another vision.

Gaddical’s roots ran deep, imbued throughout the corestone ground. When the floor shattered, so, too, did his roots. Repair him.

The vision shifted, revealing a fracture in the smooth ice. Erupting through it, the massive sky beast, scaled and terrible, breached the ice, its eyes soulless. Its screech thrummed in Callan’s bones as corestone fragments flew into the air.

Join us to reseal the realm.

A pattern glowed before him, similar to what he had seen in the grooves of the Tolemca-forged sword and again in this realm with Vasha and Gedri earlier. Then, suddenly, he was back.

Vasha shook him. “Callan?” Fear washed her face. It looked strange on her. “Callan!”

Groggy, he rubbed his eyes. Beyond the pillar, through the icy veil, Callan glimpsed Grenna like a noble phantom, eyes aglow. Others stood behind her, but the ice crystals’ raging swirls shrouded them. Not ice crystals. Fragmented corestone. Lingering memories from his connection to Grenna provided clarity.

“Gedri, you wanted to infuse corestones?”

“Callan!” Vasha slapped him. Then she pointed to the sky.

The scaled monstrosity soared toward them, mouth gnashing, eyes hateful.


Chapter 43

Ribbon Dance
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Kipp wanted to challenge the domineering Grenna Lastspeaker. His best friend stood right here, but was Kipp allowed at the front? No-o-o, of course not.

We require a Riftborn to project us and our full capacities. The Vein Render needs our help to mend the corestone with all five veins.

Kipp only wove with the Vein of Spirit, so he wasn’t qualified for the task. It was just another reminder that he wasn’t a real truthspeaker like them, shattered in body with a tynspire shell left behind. But wasn’t that all the more reason for him to be out there? Or was he just their convenient lackey when anything had to be done that required an actual grounded presence?

And yet if projection wasn’t his only task, they also had him on beast duty too! Some great honorable warriors they were, giving him the boring stuff.

What good was non-dizzying-flashy-mist-travel if he couldn’t warp to give Cally a bear hug and shoot a wad of mist spit in his ear? His aim was improving, even surprising Uriel Fastclaw once. Instead, Kipp shifted the dumb interplanar dimensions. It was basically a mirror-cube puzzle. He just had to secure the netherbeast. Simple.

Whoops! Speaking of, the beastie had seen them again. Can’t you guys be subtle? Kipp puffed it away. With Callan so close, could Kipp send him a sign? Something that said “Hey, you lump, it’s me.” He considered angling the rift walls to reflect his face across the realm. But then the netherbeast might escape. Maybe, if he was fast enough, he could revert the shift before the risk mattered . . . but the barriers here were pretty fluid.

Things worked differently in these pit-blasted-lark-punching storms that had taken the world by, well, storm. And Grenna could be pretty unfun when doling out her sage advice on how to “better himself for next time.” Which was most of the time. Worse, she never lost her patience. Didn’t she know that drained the fun?

All his boring truthspeaker companions had been dead and stuck here way too long. They claimed they weren’t dead dead, just kinda dead. Kipp dreaded endless time converting him, too, into some stoic stonelark. He almost dropped a stitch in the shifting rift plane; Grenna hadn’t noticed, too busy directing the weaves.

I could also evoke the Brivek caves, Kipp mused. Hmm. Perhaps not that. He associated caves with the Sealed One now, which had started this whole mess. Maybe no cave imagery.

Then an idea struck him. What about redirecting a trace amount of his essence from the realm cage? Uriel practiced that with him, when he wasn’t spitting mist wads at her. With that, he could mimic the Sun Festival’s ribbon dances. Callan had always chided him for goggling Analyn’s performances. Would Cally boy get the reference? Maybe, maybe not.

With the netherbeast secured, Kipp diverted a small amount of essence and flicked it. Exactly like a ribbon dance! Honestly, it might even impress Analyn. If Callan doesn’t register that, once we help him escape, I’m hauling him right back to thump his head.

He continued manipulating the rifts, having special fun with a flipped inversion, sentencing the soaring sky serpent to an endless fate of chasing its own tail.
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Sweet light! The monster that had just phased into the distance was a netherbeast, and those hazy figures beyond the crystalline curtain were truthspeakers? Remarkable.

Vasha continued casting furtive glances at the monster, disliking how it flickered throughout the sky.

“The truthspeakers will lead the weave,” Callan said, “but Grenna Lastspeaker said you should imitate whatever parts of their pattern you can.”

Gedri had the advantage of having read the book regarding corestones and weaves, but when the truthspeakers began, she and Gedri both gasped.

The lacework was beautiful, with threads from each vein layering perfectly. As much as she thought adamyr essence to be the highest calling among the veins, what would it be like to use all five? Her envy—no, admiration—directed her eyes to the truthspeakers. Their seamless weaves contained two distinct adamyr flows, one like hers and the other like Gedri’s.

Adamyr essence drifted from her toward the truthspeakers’ massive tapestry. She tapped her threads against theirs. Of course . . .

Her contribution reminded her of the weaves Oathsworn used to seal breaches. Here, though, the weave trailed out to the shards, lacing through the larger ones, with lesser tendrils wrapping onto smaller, like the grasping vines in Gho’s forests clasping onto neighboring branches. The drifting spiral curtain slowed and then halted before reversing.

She briefly attempted memorizing the looping knots of the other strands, but between their foreignness and myriad other distractions, it eluded her. Do not waste this opportunity!

Awareness heightened, Vasha detected stray ribbons. Blue ones. Why did those—and only those—meander from the main mass? The bands resembled Ustep’s flows, but unlike his undulating waves, these looked like streamers. What could it mean? Was it dangerous?

They danced and flailed with wild abandon in a way none of the truthspeakers’ strands did. She glanced at Callan, who tilted his head at them, eyes tightened. Was he worried? Should she be worried? Of course not, fool girl. The truthspeakers were here.

What if, though, that wasn’t a weave but an actual weakened barrier? The Oathsworn taught that the barriers bound the realms in place. If that was at risk . . .

Do not think like that! The truthspeakers would not push the boundaries so much that it caused the realm to collapse.

With them in it.

She swallowed.

Would they? How had the Ivory Courtyard shattered in the first place? Sweet light, did they even see it? Was there anything she could do?

She wrestled with the idea for a moment. But no, the truthspeakers existed in this state. It couldn’t be dangerous. Best to study their flows, not experiment.

Then again, these trailing ribbons appeared separate from this ceremony. Gedri had proven astute, and even now, his tongue protruded from his tight lips as he studied the corestone infusion.

As long as she or Gedri studied the method, they could convene in the Temporal World, and Gedri had the head start. This blue anomaly, however, might teach her something boundary related.

Her essence snaked toward the ribbons. When it tapped them, an impression of shifting planes dizzied her. Fascinating. The boundaries did not separate merely two planes of existence, despite what Oathsworn lectures claimed, but hundreds. Perhaps thousands. She envisioned the guardians, sagged, begging her forgiveness for their blindness, which she denied.

Vasha’s daydream fizzled into a gasp. These boundaries churned in complete chaos! Time itself looped. Why? What of Callan and Gedri? Callan saw these, surely. But he would know less about barriers than about the difference between amphorae and albarelli. And Gedri? Why hadn’t such a distractible boy dropped his task to study this? Perspectives affected awareness in her Eternal Realm. If that applied here, the truthspeakers might be utterly unaware. If the ancient valaren failed to detect the turmoil . . .

She braced herself and threw all her strength into nudging the barriers back into place. That might earn the truthspeakers’ attention so a trusar weave could fasten it.

Fortunately, whatever she did worked, and the ribbons faltered.
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Kipp bisected a plane along the netherbeast’s nose, reversing its vision. It flailed its head and glimpsed Kipp, then lunged. With a snap, Kipp turned it. Sorry, you nasty-sky-worm, but you’ve gotta stay here. Grenna and Porriamus always brag about how they’ve kept you and your friends away from the Temporal World.

Then, as he prepared to loop the massive netherbeast again, Kipp suddenly felt as if someone had yanked his arm and twisted it behind his back. He sagged. I bet Grenna finally noticed the ribbons. Blasted pits, she’ll give me some patient lecture on why you can’t have any fun in this life. And here, unbound from time, patient lectures lasted a literal eternity.

The uncomfortable twinge sharpened, and Kipp winced. This was no slap on the wrist. Suddenly, Kipp realized the planes shifted on the wrong side.

With a thunderous roar, the netherbeast barreled past a plated planar edge, as if it had just escaped a mirror-cube puzzle through a flaw in the puzzle-builder’s careful design.

Uh-oh.
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Relieved at her success, Vasha refocused on the corestone shards. Every jagged piece slotted back into place, seamlessly rejoining the ground. As if guided by unseen hands, the larger chunks settled first, while the smaller fragments followed, aligning with precision.

The once-fractured ice floor now lay flat, like a tray of jumbled potsherds settling after a careful shake. Weaves of four veins—each with two distinct colors and uniquely plaited—circled the glowing tynspire in an intricate pattern. Callan added the last strand, guided by the truthspeakers. The strands harmonized, converging at the base.

The tynspire’s radiance intensified, bathing the surroundings in a soft, ethereal glow. Vayuna floated beside Vasha as she marveled at the beauty.

Weightlessness took her, signaling the imminent transition to the Temporal World.

Just then, a shift in the air made Vasha look up. The sky skewed, like sheer silk twisted and wrung. Where the ribbon-flayed boundaries rippled overhead, the monstrous netherbeast slipped through.

Before Vasha could react, existence shattered into crystal shards. The tynspire flared, and the glowing weaves surged, everything converging in an elongated swirl as the familiar silhouette of the ridge outside Ironwood came into view.


Chapter 44

Momentary Safety
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Head spinning, Callan somersaulted to the floor. When the flecks spotting his vision settled, he faced walled ridges in the physical world instead of swirling ice. A grating sound throttled his bones, and to his side a scaled tail vanished into a hole. What in all the heights . . .

As he rose, a ringing crescendoed in his ears, resolving into shocked gasps.

“Did that thing just⁠—”

“No, no, no,” Vasha muttered, cutting Callan off. She paced, gathering her hair in a knot at the top of her head. Each time it fell lank, she repeated.

Vayuna, though, floated above the hole, peering. He eased and sat on the rim.

How was he so calm? Did that mean Callan could relax too? Other than their own musings, quiet prevailed. Where were the Shu’Ranai?

Callan turned to discover a third shock; a curved shell of everstone blocked the ridge.

He balled his hands into fists and pressed one to each eye. Of all the strange things, which mattered most? The netherbeast, absolutely.

As if the Creator confirmed it, the earth trembled.

“Does anybody know what just happened? Where did the netherbeast go?”

Gedri shrugged with a bewildered stare at the hole.

Vayuna, whose swinging feet vanished in alternating puffs against the hole’s edges, looked up. “I would suspect to this realm’s core. That or to a focal node. The people of Krshkv have more to worry about than you.”

“This realm?”

“Yes, Errathara.” The Reshua’s quizzical stare made Callan feel dumb. “Netherbeasts consume sacred realms. Why else would the truthspeakers have contained them?” Callan shook his head to clear it. Quieter, the Reshua muttered that the netherbeast should never have been in Tartalas either.

“Can we stop it?”

At Vasha’s scornful laugh, Callan shot her a glare. She pressed her lips firm, and her eyes rolled upward.

“It is weakened,” said Vayuna, shooting a disapproving glare at Vasha. “I doubt you have to worry. Not yet, at least.”

Callan steadied himself. Mairwen had restrained multiple netherbeasts at the Wide Gate. This was only one. Bengaru and Chintsi were also val’evayne. Perhaps they or Orlev might know what to do. He raked his fingers through his hair and scanned for tracks.

Horse hoofprints and disrupted dirt scuffed the ground on this side of the white shell and led down an alternate ridge, where they continued around another bend. He counted all the horses’ tracks and shared that with the others.

Gedri, finally broken from his stupor, knocked on the everstone shell and promptly shook his wrist. Callan winced at Gedri’s pained expression.

“It’s definitely solid.”

“Yeah, thanks, Gedri,” Callan said.

Vasha approached it and peered. “Is it everstone?”

The flecks visible beneath the surface reminded Callan of Palerock Mountain. “I think so.”

Gedri bounced, startling Callan. “We did it! We made a corestone!”

“Yeah.” Callan frowned. “But that was the pass to Crystal Bay.” He pointed to another bend, similarly blocked. “And that’s the way back to Ironwood.”

For a quiet moment, they all stared at the everstone. It looked like the caramel shell on one of Mistress Zavalyn’s candy apples, without the fruit. And tilted on its edge. And made of solid white everstone. Where the everstone met the natural wall, it was seamless, without even a chink to slide a patrol knife into.

Callan eyed the horse tracks, and they all shared a wordless nod before passing into the gaping wound in the earth.
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The withering redfin of a lumen careened down the ridge, flaring intensely, dimming, blinking out, and reappearing.

“Gedri,” said Callan, strained, “can you control that?”

“That’s not me,” said Gedri, hands raised. When he beamed at Vasha, she cleared her throat.

Callan blinked and turned to her. “It’s you? Really?”

Vasha’s leveled glare silenced him. If not for her racing mind, she would have blasted the lumen into his eyes. In fact, she still might. She tried to force the lumen to him, but it dipped to the floor before fizzling out. How did Gedri manage these withered orbs? She had tried to make it shine brighter!

“Thanks for putting it out,” said Callan. “And sorry.”

Light-cracked weave. Observing the truthspeakers’ essence had clarified more than Gedri’s formulaic gibberish. He thinks I let it fade on purpose. “It is fine. Next time, though, use tact.” She sniffed. “Diplomat, he says.”

While excited she had created a partial lumen, Vasha was impatient to leave this ridge and find a different route to Crystal Bay. She glanced at the wall, tempted to climb it for a better vantage. I have scaled a cliff before, by the ocean.

Her inner self laughed. You tried, and you fell. Lucky to have survived with your life.

Crack and bake it all.

She felt cheated. For years, the Eternal Realm had proven a haven for her. It wasn’t hers, necessarily, but she had come to think of it that way regardless, especially considering her achievements within it over the past several months.

Now, in a matter of days, she had learned her special place was nothing more than a fractured realm, and even the mundane Temporal World was a sacred realm, where half of its inhabitants had either banished her or hunted her.

Worse than all this, though, in Tartalas, she had disrupted the truthspeakers’ weaves. Sweet light, perhaps the Oathsworn had been right to name her False Friend. How would the histories record Govashqah of Gho now?

Focus, fool girl. She couldn’t do anything about the netherbeast this moment. Even if she managed to return to Tartalas, would the truthspeakers still be there? Could they help her, or she them, reopen the passage?

“I do not think so,” answered Vayuna when she posed her question. “The beast is no longer in Tartalas, but here. How could they interact with the very realm where their existence initially splintered?”

Perhaps that explained why none had ever chosen to appear in this realm. Regardless, she hoped Vayuna was correct and they were safe for now. How could she, with only one vein, hope to banish the beast once more?

The next problem, though, remained.

She kept waiting for the Shu’Ranai’s tracks to take a northern bend through the ridged maze, but they always led south.

Surely this confounded pass’s exit would let them out in Vhorin territory, yes? Even if so, she didn’t like the idea of sitting on the southern tribes’ borders.

“Gedri, how near is Dhonai to the southernmost point in this pass?”

Gedri shrugged, which provided little comfort.

In Dhonai, Oathsworn hunted her. Well, you’re not in Dhonai now. But if it came to that, she required a defensive plan.

Either the Shu’Ranai would forge an alternative path on their campaign through the northern provinces, or she would prepare for a confrontation with the Oathsworn.

So be it.
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After following the tracks past two bends, Callan encountered additional, older footprints. He cautioned the others. Ironwood suffered banditry along the River Brightway, didn’t it? And this southern route led that direction.

The wariness brought other concerns to mind.

“Remember,” Callan said, “I suspect Orlev and Chintsi are hiding something.”

Gedri scratched his hair. “Do you think they organized this?”

“A storm?” Callan asked. He doubted that was possible. But he once doubted the Sealed One might tear free of his prison.

Vasha’s face scrunched. “In Ironwood, I skimmed a book on prophecies. One mentioned the world falling if unity failed.” She offered a sympathetic shrug to Callan.

“I’m working on it,” Callan squeaked, raising his hands. “It can’t happen overnight.”

Vasha shrugged again, this time her eyes darkening. “I care little for prophecies either.” She muttered something about a False Friend.

If she meant to comfort him, she failed. Callan hugged his cloak tight.

He was supposed to be fighting storms, not furthering a realm-wide collapse. From what the truthspeakers had said, it would only get worse if he didn’t embrace the diplomatic position the Shu’Ranai had boxed him into. Lights below. They hadn’t boxed him into it. They had extended it to him, and he had accepted.

“We need eyes on Ustep, Bengaru, and Synz,” he said, changing the topic. “Let’s find out what they experienced, and then we’ll tell them what happened to us.”

Gedri shifted. “How much are we supposed to say?”

Callan was wondering about that same thing. How would a diplomat handle this? Or somebody trying to advance in the Dance of Merits? If he feigned confidence, that might help. Elder Samed always said as much, albeit regarding keeping administrants calm when discussing wardkeeper matters.

“Ustep already experienced barrier shifts with me in the Eter—the Ivory Courtyard,” Vasha said. “Assuming he shared that with the others, they should all know. I think it’s safe to explain we entered Tartalas because of some abnormal barrier shifts at the storm’s edges.”

“And I guess,” added Gedri, “if he kept silent about what he learned with Vasha, that would be suspicious, right?”

“True,” Callan agreed. “But they don’t know I can see all the weaves here in the Temporal World too.” Callan nibbled the tip of his tongue as an idea formed. “If you keep them busy, I can scout for any suspicious weaves. I think I’m getting more comfortable seeing the strands at will.” To test, he embraced his core.

At a superficial focus, he only detected weaves. Deeper, and he glimpsed the variegated strands in the ridges and ground. And with a slight intentionality, he singled out individual hues. He wondered if this came from the proximity to the ridge-buried tynspire or from practice. “After I scan the camp’s perimeter, we can discuss what’s next.”

What was next? To accept the duty of uniting the nations proved simple when the truthspeakers showed him the world falling apart if he refused, but here with just a couple people with him, walking through a quiet pass, the task’s immensity felt surreal. Yet it was his only option.

Four princedoms and seven southern tribes. Did his duty involve the eastern continent? The Shu’Ranai had access to prophecies that might clear these questions up, so he needed to pinpoint who was trustworthy. Besides, Shu’Ranai support was one of the easiest resources available to him as leverage with princedoms and tribes.

Small plant growth and a faint rush of water signaled the river’s proximity. The Shu’Ranai’s tracks were fresher too.


Chapter 45

Collective Rumors
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Jerrix tapped his lacquered nails against the tablet as he strolled the scorched waste of the Undying Lands, listening to a krahl’s clumsy, slurred words. It spoke with the speed of a wounded rat pulling itself over jagged stones, occasionally hastening in a brief spurt only to slow to a laborious drag. This version of the pet tried his patience and did not prove to be a respite while he waited for the healer to repair Aryn’s body.

He blasted it with a beam of roiling white energy.

In moments, the red afterimage vanished. Jerrix sighed and wiped his hands on the once-white towel, fixing his eyes on the scorched waste of the Undying Lands. That had been his second-favorite creation. The other krahl would take time to strengthen.

But he could always make more.

The other Unchained thought Jerrix deranged for spending time with mindless pawns such as shade fiends. But where they saw fodder for their schemes, he saw potential. With Alistar now joining the ranks of escaped Unchained, Jerrix craved the look on his face when his own beauties wreaked havoc on Alistar’s domains.

That thought soured him more than not, though. He had endured endless pain in his own bleakmire before realizing he could purge it and propel it skyward as a storm. When would the others have ever considered using their power without tapping into the Night Prince’s font? His former cage drifted endlessly in the Kashtal Range—the Skyward Peaks, as this age called it. If not for the everstone in those mountains, it might have escaped its rocky containment and eradicated this alleged Vein Render before he had disrupted Jerrix’s leisure.

A few others, too, had managed release through varied means, but he had been the first. Patient. Cunning. Willing to suffer if it meant taking the lead in the end.

Now that more had escaped since what the Vein Render had managed with the bleakmires, though, he ought to tighten his grip. Many of the Unchained would be encased in more than a simple bleakmire, true, but with Alistar free, his foe would be seeking them out too. And each new competitor threatened his own ascension.

A pity, naturally, that he likely wouldn’t split this age with the few current contenders. But if there were any from the Collective he refused to share his cultivated dominion with, it was Alistar.

Meddar coughed for Jerrix’s attention.

“What is it?”

“The boy has bypassed the storm.”

“Tartalas?”

“Aye. The storm slipped from its blockage, and by the time we managed to redirect it, he had entered . . .”

Jerrix listened with narrowed eyes. The icy age of Tartalas had been one of Jerrix’s favorite calamities. While the others waited for the doom to pass, he had commissioned an ever-heated brazier relic. How he enjoyed the endless cycle of frozen deaths while untouched by the cold himself.

He had wondered if the storm might erase the complications that child raised, yet as it stood, the boy had survived the storm, aided by returned truthspeakers. No matter, those worthless deceased could not survive long in a bound realm.

A trivial concern, however.

This mishap did not reflect on Jerrix. No, his spies failed him with their inability to advise on Alistar’s whereabouts. He would ensure their punishment. It had been his spies’ fault in the past, too, when Alistar had infiltrated his dominion ages ago and brought it to its ruin. When Jerrix had spent such time grooming and ripening its people for a terrible calamity, and Alistar had swooped in to take the pleasure himself.

Enough of the past. His gaze fell on Aryn’s tattered skin, hanging so delicately from his frame like a shroud of moss dangling from a tree.

“Where is the healer?”

The cowering man beside him bent at the waist, his wiry hair, lank with dampness, nearly sweeping the ground. “She is arriving now, my liege.” The obsequious minion averted his eyes. Good. “I will address her delays, sire.”

“What is this one’s name, Meddar?” Jerrix eyed the hunched wretch.

“Gurim, my lord.”

“If he displeases me once more, I will turn him into a borehound.”

“As you say, my lord.”

Fortunately for Gurim, the toad never asked what he did to first displease Jerrix, and the healer did indeed appear. Lip raised and arms folded, Jerrix leaned slightly as he watched the woman work.

Her hands swept the air as if lacing the threads physically before layering them on Aryn’s flesh. Skin restitched itself, and blood dissolved. Not a perfect healing, but the boy no longer required blood, not anymore. Jerrix did not care.

With his start as a healer in the Courts of Chashamel ages ago, he could have outperformed her. How far he had risen from those inane days. While she continued, the knobby-kneed man beside him spoke, voice shaking, much to Jerrix’s annoyance.

“My liege,” the sniveling Gurim stuttered, “your power ever strengthens, and your reach expands.” Why did he hide behind flattery? After a slight hesitation, the imbecile continued. “Our eyes in Brekh just informed me, Alistar has freed another of the Unchained in that region.”

Jerrix fixed the worm with a stare, under which he cowered. To bring the man back to his sensibilities, Jerrix had to smack him with the back of his studded gauntlet.

“A-ah! Ah. Thank you, my liege, for your kindness,” he said as blood dribbled down his lips. The lying servant’s eyes showed nothing of gratitude. “This small matter should prove no trouble to you, given your great power. But Alistar plans his next move in the southern tribes. In Azzex.”

Jerrix’s voice boomed as he again slapped the man, who this time reeled to the ground. “Azzex will be mine! How long ago was this?”

“My liege, only just now,” Gurim said between convulsions. He struggled to lift his shoulder, but by the harsh angle, Jerrix supposed he could not. He snorted in disdain for the man’s weakness.

The healer spent her last weaving moments as if finishing an embroidery, delicately tying off loose threads, but Jerrix had no patience for a full mending. Alistar’s intentions had frothed his fury, leaving him eager for a dummy to unleash his anger upon.

With a raspy gasp, Aryn returned to consciousness, the pain removed—though in Jerrix’s experience, the dull aches remained. After shouldering the woman aside, he dug his claws into Aryn’s threads of Impulse, causing the boy’s back to arch in agony.

“There is . . . still more, my liege,” said Gurim on the ground. He flinched under Jerrix’s eye. When Jerrix made to kick the man, he groaned and lifted his one working hand. “Krshkv! In Krshkv, news of yet another Unchained, Zuman. He works to overtake its people, using the Shu’Ranai’s ambassadors, but encounters problems. The natives stall him. Surely my liege can use this to his advantage?”

Jerrix paused and considered this. What could Zuman want with Krshkv? And what problems did he face? Surely Alistar would catch wind and manipulate Zuman. Unless I intercept Zuman first. If he did, he could quell the uprising and perhaps use Zuman’s misfortune to his own advantage. What better way to manipulate the enemy than using his problems against him?

“You speak well, Gurim. Healer! Rise, wench. Give Gurim some healing. But leave him the limp for his delays.”

“Thank you, my liege. Your power is grand, and you are wise. Thank you, my liege, thank you . . .” Gurim continued to laud Jerrix until he threatened another kick to silence the fool.

While the healer worked her weaves on Gurim, Jerrix grinned as skin sloughed off once more from Aryn’s quaking frame. His mind turned to the fortunes presented him.


Chapter 46

Tracks
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Impatient to search the rolling heather hills on the camp’s riverside perimeter, Callan relayed the Tartalas events. Gedri chimed in with trivial bits, oblivious to Callan’s pressed smile and Vasha’s tapping toes. Most of the Shu’Ranai squinted at the horizon during the recounting, except Orlev, who watched Callan with a hawk’s intensity.

“How did the netherbeast arrive in Tartalas?”

Pits below, the prickly Shu’Ranai should be more concerned it had invaded their own world.

“The truthspeakers only showed it tearing through the ice.”

“Can you bring us there?”

Callan turned to Vasha, who flicked her eyes to Vayuna.

“No,” said the Reshua. “Such travel requires the same storm.”

“Astounding,” Bengaru said, absently stroking a patch of heather. “Ancient truthspeakers returned to us. These are most intriguing times.”

Beside him, Synz picked at her teeth with a fingernail, and three stones rolled lazily around her feet. Ustep trawled the riverside, lips moving as silently as the smooth water.

I have to start the distraction. “I saw other tracks in the pass. There might be bandits nearby.” That earned some raised glances. “Ironwood’s gem workers complain about them, don’t they? Camp might be safer deeper in the thickets.” He truly believed that, too, even if he omitted the tracks’ age. The dense growth provided ample concealment for bandits, and even though the tracks in the pass were old, other bandits could be nearby.

Orlev peered at Callan. Is it because he thinks I’ve become a threat to whatever he’s planning at the tower? Light, I hope I didn’t misjudge him. Until now, Orlev had not hampered Callan’s growth, but that might be part of Maarat’s plan. What if the Sealed One thought Callan was strong enough now?

“Very well,” said Orlev. “Let us avoid the river’s edge and follow it from a safe distance to Crystal Bay.”

Ustep went to hobble the horses behind the hills, while Synz cratered a pit to hide a campfire, and Chintsi and Bengaru set up wardings to conceal their sounds. Callan used the opportunity to examine the different weaves, playing with different intensities of focus. He found the right level that showed him only weaves and not the entire world’s dizzying array of variegated hues.

Orlev stood to perform a precursory boundary check, but Callan interjected. “I saw their tracks. I know what to look for.”

“The boy thinks he alone possesses sharp eyes?”

Callan considered asking if Orlev had noticed the bandit’s tracks but decided otherwise. He refrained from shooting a pleading glance to Vasha and Gedri.

Fortunately, Vasha cleared her throat. “Orlev, I believe I have learned something of lumen. Gedri speaks gibberish, though, so could I ask your advice?”

That must have been difficult. Orlev turned, a surprised look on his face. “You wish for a Shu’Ranai’s input?” He pursed his lips and tapped his chin before waving Callan away. “Take Ustep with you. If bandits abound, nobody should wander alone.”

Callan frowned. Company would make it tougher to investigate weaves. Still, he mouthed thank you to Vasha. By her pained smile, he suspected Orlev’s jab had struck her. As Orlev stood, she shot Callan a glance pricklier than a burr as Ustep joined him.

“It’s a beautiful night,” said Ustep, scanning the river.

“Yes,” said Callan, more quietly than Ustep. Does he not know how easily sound carries over water? Especially water this still. Its unbroken surface masked the river’s course, more like purple glass in Vestral’s light than a stream, but the salty wind signaled the ocean—and therefore Crystal Bay—lay eastward. The river roughly followed the ridge, which extended to the horizon. Callan offered a friendly caution to keep voices low by the water, but Ustep’s aloofness required him to repeat the reminder every few steps.

As they scouted, Callan scanned fruitlessly for weaves along the bank, even on the other side. No threads trailed from any of the Shu’Ranai, either, and he wondered if this search held merit.

Then a faint yellow nimbus attracted his attention in a patch of heather butting against the rich brown ridge. It eluded his vision, and he almost passed over it twice. Yellow meant Impulse, and therefore Bengaru or Chintsi’s involvement, of which Callan suspected the latter.

He wanted to approach it without making the warding’s weaver wary, so he looped through hills, reminding Ustep not to talk. Perhaps the Shu’Ranai thought the ridge tracks a fluke, but Callan lifted a hand when he encountered more signs.

Here, Callan mouthed, pointing to wagon-wheel treads. Two days old, but Callan didn’t have to mention that if it kept Ustep quieter. The wheel ruts led to the bank’s lip and resumed beyond it. There, a disturbance in the riverbank’s soil begat little eddies to break the water’s glassy surface.

The tracks continued south toward the mountains. All the better Crystal Bay was east.

With Ustep in tow, Callan followed the tracks to determine their origin, which unfortunately led away from the warding. To get more peripheral detail, he embraced his core.

The dark night suddenly lit up in vibrant colors, almost overwhelmingly brilliant. Insect chirps grew louder, syncopated by the chitinous music of a grasshopper fiddling and a waterlark crooning as it nestled in heather. The horizon appeared as clear as if he were looking at his fingers, although the colorful assault left him dizzy.

“What is it, Vein Render? Do you see something?” Ustep stiffened beside Callan.

Callan frowned, having thought himself more subtle. Not so, if even Ustep caught his shift in demeanor. Callan lessened his focus, even steering them away from the warding. Gradually, his enhanced vision faded.

Before he fully released the lesser focus, Callan caught blue threads from Ustep, coiled like a threatened cobra. He’s suddenly oddly alert.

“No, I think these tracks aren’t too concerning. The chill in the wind caught me, is all.”

The Shu’Ranai relaxed and chuckled, waving away Callan’s affected, sheepish apology. When Ustep’s tendril drifted out again, Callan kept it in sight with a sidelong glance.

The thread wended toward the yellow haze. Was Ustep the third one involved, then? The hills here blocked them from view of camp.

“How about you?” Callan whispered to break the tension. “Do you sense anything?” The Shu’Ranai’s head swiveled from side to side, but his weave only checked that one area. What was he concealing? Plotting?

“Nothing,” Ustep finally said.

Callan nodded, more to himself. He is hiding something. “As long as we keep our distance on this side of the river, we should be fine.”

Once he and Ustep returned, Callan approached Vasha and Gedri, who were making soup from fresh fish and mushrooms, and shared his findings. “I have to investigate it tonight,” Callan said, “during one of the watches. I won’t know what that warding hides without getting closer, and I can’t have Ustep, Chintsi, or Bengaru with me. Best to share a shift with one of you two.”

“People will probably be in their deepest sleep during the middle watch,” said Gedri.

Callan agreed, and they decided Gedri would join him.

When Callan raised the topic of shifts, others chimed in with what they would claim. Gedri, though, missed the cue and was late to volunteer for Callan’s.

“I’ll join him again,” said Ustep, to Callan’s dismay. “Your attention is exquisite, young man. I could learn a thing or two from your eagle eyes. Never mind what Orlev says, I think it’s true!”

Callan glanced over at Vasha and Gedri still at the food table. Gedri didn’t seem to understand the dirty look Callan gave him, until Callan loudly thanked Ustep for joining his shift.

Vasha, for some reason, just smiled and winked at Callan. What is she up to? Why, she didn’t even volunteer for any of the shifts! For all her usual composure, she sometimes reminded him of the girls back home.

After a quiet and quick dinner, a postmeal daze blanketed the camp before Orlev broke the silence and motioned Callan to practice.

“Right now?” Broth sloshed in his stomach.

“Really, Orlev,” said Synz, “is it wise to hold a noisy spar when we’re all trying to stay quiet?”

“The boy needs to learn, so I will have him learn. We shall practice within the ridge to conceal ourselves.” Then he smiled, which looked sinister in the angle of Nentale’s light. A coiled thread of radiance resembling a whip appeared in Orlev’s grip. “Let us avoid clanging metal this session.”
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Orlev’s whip glowed deceptively soft. It always held the darker hue that resisted his power to seize it, which made sense during a spar. Callan’s forearm blistered where the whip flicked him, and then it tangled around the pommel of his sword, yanking it from Callan’s hand.

“The lashers of Prisk follow up with a thrown dagger,” said Orlev, unimpressed. “Again.”

Callan picked up his sword. Orlev would try some other technique and follow up with the same tactic. Even Orlev favored patterns, often saying if something worked once, it likely would again. Not tonight, though. And if I’m ever in Prisk, I’m wearing gloves. Long ones.

Since he didn’t have any now, he angled his sword down, preventing Orlev’s whip from finding easy purchase around his hilt. Orlev smiled at Callan’s stance. “Rubian form. You’ve studied.”

Callan replied with a small nod, not engaging Orlev in discussion. The pit-blasted man liked to distract with conversation as much as anything else. And while Callan had been studying the texts on different martial approaches by region, applying theory into practice proved difficult, especially when the texts read drier than an overcooked handcake. Still, these sparring sessions gave Callan the chance to apply the concepts. Yes, the truthspeakers had shown him he needed to embrace the diplomatic side of his role, but that didn’t preclude him from honing his swordcraft too.

Callan sharpened his sight to predict Orlev’s movements.

When Orlev’s next flick came, Callan turned sideways, letting his cloak diminish the tension of the impact. The follow-up attempt to seize his sword came as expected, and Callan grabbed the hilt with two hands and countered with a pull.

Orlev gave a low hum of approval but immediately followed up with a stinging flick. He needs range. The ridge’s width tapered behind Orlev, so Callan rushed him.

With Orlev retreating, he lacked space to snap his whip; Callan grinned and held the flat of his blade against Orlev’s chest.

“Why did you not follow through with the attack?”

“I didn’t want to kill you.”

Orlev huffed a laugh and knocked a fist against his chest, where armor rested beneath his garb. “Do not fear that, boy. You improve, but if you manage to slay me, it will not be by sword.” He released his grip on the glowing whip handle, and it vanished before hitting the earth. Then he beckoned Callan to join him back to camp.

“If you throw your body in with the hilt, at least do the Rubians proud and follow through. Otherwise, it defeats the maneuver’s purpose. When you choose a strategy, lean into its strengths.”

Callan listened with only half an ear as Orlev ranted. At this point, Orlev’s instructions were more to annoy Callan. Earlier, that would have worked, but now he saw through that. Besides, his mind was racing over ways to inspect the warding Ustep’s threads had trailed to without Ustep growing suspicious during their shift.

Gedri, why couldn’t you have volunteered like you were supposed to?

At the fire sat everybody except Ustep, so Callan asked why.

“Dinner didn’t sit well with him,” said Synz.

Bengaru chuckled. “Gedri, you didn’t undercook his mushrooms, did you?”

“I didn’t!” By Gedri’s flushed face, Callan guessed this wasn’t the first time he had received the accusation, and everybody laughed.

Still, Ustep’s upset stomach was too lucky to be from the Creator. Callan glanced at Vasha, who gave him that same wink from earlier when she had been preparing the dishes.

“I’ve already offered to take his shift,” Vasha said. Lights below, Callan was glad to hear that. Why did we ever bother asking Gedri to take the shift in the first place?

Relieved, Callan sat at the fire. The training had gone better than most yet, and he was close to finding his answers. Whatever Orlev or the others hid would soon come to light.
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When Synz nudged him awake, Callan stretched as if he had actually slept, even popping his spine as he rose. Where the river had resembled purple glass in Vestral’s shine, Nentale now painted it like Tartalas’s ice. The heather, though, stood out more vibrantly, despite night blanketing the hills.

The hazy yellow shimmer still hugged the ridgeline, and it took Callan’s willpower not to barge over there right now. Just a little longer to make sure everybody else slept.

Vasha nodded as she approached, and they kept their conversation low and casual until Bengaru and Synz had both lain back down.

After a satisfactory amount of time passed, Callan and Vasha shared a nod.

“You go,” said Vasha. “I’ll keep an eye here.”

Upon reaching the warding, Callan inhaled deep and embraced his core. The myriad colored threads glowed, painting the landscape in surreal tones, with rocks banded by blue and green or water glowing a light purple.

He eased his concentration and focused only on the five main veins, of which he saw only the yellow half dome. Delicately, he tapped his own strand to it. Unlike the time he overheard Chintsi and Orlev’s conversation, though, silence pervaded. Perhaps because this is related to sight more than sound. He glanced back toward the camp. If he entered it, would that draw Chintsi’s suspicion?

If it does, it does. Callan closed his eyes and fixed the memory from the truthspeaker’s vision into his mind. Callan needed to confront the Shu’Ranai and find who he could trust. Without the tower’s backing, he didn’t stand a chance at uniting the princedoms, and he had to unearth if this specific group intended to sabotage that effort.

Fighting the notion that he was stepping directly into the cliff wall, he stepped through the barrier.

The moment he passed through, Orlev’s white strands of Knowledge patterned themselves like a lopsided water droplet at the center of the warding. Near it, Ustep’s blue Spirit weave snaked, parallel to the river. Just as gingerly as he had tapped into the dome, he touched Orlev’s weave. An impression flitted into his mind, like recalling a conversation from a day ago.

No news from Krshkv. Tracking Ironwood’s deliveries, with planned interception. No further information shared elsewhere in the tower.

The confirmation of secret messages hurt Callan. This was not an outgoing message but an incoming one.

When it vanished, Callan froze. Would that prevent Orlev from receiving it? Or had Callan’s interference woken the man up to shut the communication off?

His eyes darted toward Vasha, just barely perceptible over the hill. Her watch seemed uneventful. Callan swallowed, hoping it simply indicated that the message was meant to be received just once. If Orlev comes here tomorrow and finds the message missing, he will know somebody intercepted it.

A second worry struck Callan, though. Would the person who sent the message be expecting a reply? Callan couldn’t weave with Knowledge, and he didn’t even know if the sender could tell the message was received. A light sweat coated his palms, but there was no backing out of the plan. He needed to confront Orlev now and hope he hadn’t aroused suspicion at the tower.

He glanced at Ustep’s threading. Dare he tap into that too? Based on the direction Orlev’s shaped weave pointed to the tower, Callan could guess Ustep’s led to Crystal Bay. And that city lay closer to them now. No sense in raising alarms there, too, until he confronted Orlev.

Quietly, he stalked out of the warding, even though he doubted stealth mattered. Vasha still seemed bored, but on his approach her eyes shone with anticipation in the firelight.

“Well?” she asked, and Callan shared what he had learned, glancing anxiously at the sleeping forms. Especially Chintsi, but he gave no sign of waking.

“It’s been quiet here,” said Vasha. “Ustep usually snores, but thankfully that’s stopped.” Callan smirked, but it faltered. While he didn’t mind Ustep’s antics as Vasha did, the man had planted one of the strange weaves.

“I have to confront Orlev. I want to talk to him first. He’ll know eventually that somebody intercepted his weave. I don’t know how he’ll react, though.”

Vasha nodded. “His shift is next anyway. Wake him early. I’ll watch for any sudden weaves. The moment I see something strange, I can wake the others.”

Callan nodded and then exhaled as he turned to Orlev’s bedroll.

It was time to find out what the man hid.


Chapter 48

By Lantern Light
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Sabhira’s eyes flitted to the oil-soaked rags as a small group of Zai’daem returned from Hartal towing filled water barrels and a crate of gold and shiny objects. It aggravated Sabhira that these thieves swindled encampments even when stopping for water.

Sabhira was fixing an axle she had broken, which had given her an excuse to remain at camp. Considering Liu had taken over her inspections last night and this breakage had “slipped through,” that should prevent Liu from having any reason to replace Sabhira on the task. Before long, Peli would take her meeting, and Sorn and Polg would set the familiar chest on the rickety table outside Peli’s tent and take out the same gilded horn they always did. This time, though, a cleaned lantern sat on the table, with a pile of dirty rags beneath it.

After her Liu-proof plan revealed Peli’s intended move for tomorrow, Sabhira could spend all night smuggling one of the charged everstone plates away for the Shu’Ranai to study.

She had extra oiled rags on hand. One to thread through a plate’s carved holes as a makeshift harness for lugging and another few for emergency diversions. She had even secured a cloak like the runner’s to blend into the terrain during her escape without the Webs finding her.

After the Zai’daem left, she could head into Hartal and procure a horse with some of the gold she had swiped from the stolen goods. Then, easy travel back to the Shu’Ranai.

To plot her trek to the tower, though, she needed Peli’s route plans so she didn’t cross the troop’s path during her retreat.

Unsurprisingly, Liu broke apart from the Hartal return party after issuing orders on where to place the water barrels and approached to taunt Sabhira. The annoying woman flicked Sabhira with air lashes, but she didn’t interfere with the axle work. Sabhira only needed to suffer the vexing woman a little longer.

Peli’s two henchmen passed her and Liu, carrying the chest with bulky items. “Look, Polg,” said one after noticing Sabhira and Liu. “What’s more hopeless than one abandoned sack?”

Polg laughed, although Sabhira did not understand whatever joke had been made. Whatever it was, though, she knew it was at her expense. I’ll be free of them soon enough.

Liu acknowledged the two men with a hearty laugh of her own. “Oh, I know the answer to that one! What’s more hopeless is two sacks of spoiled lard.” She clapped Sabhira hard on the back, knocking Sabhira off balance and causing her to chip a large splinter off the axle. She glared at Liu. At least it provided more credibility for Sabhira’s required presence here.

“Sorn,” Polg said with mock sympathy, feigning a private conversation beyond their earshot. “Don’t let Liu bother you. She deserves our pity. She only clings to the girl because it reminds her of her own family’s story. We shouldn’t hold that against her.”

“I suppose, Polg,” said Sorn, staring directly at Liu. “Just hope she doesn’t still have those Unwavering beliefs about her.”

Liu sneered at them. “The Unwavering are sniveling grain rot.” She lowered her voice to a conversational level and turned her attention to Sabhira. “Splash me, but those two don’t know who they’re talking to.” She winked at Sabhira, as if Sabhira might have some better idea. Then to them, she raised her voice. “Would an Unwavering nearly swipe books from the Shu’Ranai and look for ways to get more?” They ignored her, and she grinned at having the final say.

The two ruffians plodded to Peli’s tent, where they set their chest down, cuing Sabhira to tug on a string attached to the table’s lantern. When it tumbled and ignited the oiled rags, the ruse pinned the fire on their clumsiness.

While it was not disastrous enough to level the camp, more than mere oil coated those rags. Despite Sorn and Polg stomping out the flame, they buried their noses in their elbows as stinkweed filled the air.

Liu bellowed, and Peli poked her head out to discern the commotion. The laughing Liu made her glower.

“Clean that up, Liu!” Peli ordered, plugging her nostrils.

Liu rose, and Sabhira panicked. If Liu cleaned it, again Sabhira wouldn’t be able to listen!

However, as expected, Liu flicked Sabhira’s ear with wind. “You heard the boss, Tressa. Looks like lanterns are gonna give you work in more ways than one!”

She chortled at her cleverness, and Sabhira made a point to grumble. It hid her smile. Even though Peli lowered the tent flap to keep the smell out, Sabhira was near enough to eavesdrop. That Sabhira had to suffer the stench was a small price for thwarting Liu’s interruptions.

She strained her ear as she cleaned the spillage and caught muffled talk of “the encampment’s offerings” and handing it over to the next group of Zai’daem they encountered. Sabhira sniffed at that. Poor people. She wished she could return the stolen goods when the Zai’daem departed, but the everstone would be enough for her to manage.

“Now, for tomorrow,” Peli began, and Sabhira held her breath, eager to hear the plans.

At that moment, something flicked her ear. Light! Had Liu really come this close to the smell? Sabhira glared at the outrageous Brenstone of a skore. Oh light. Of course not. She kept her distance, nose plugged with a handkerchief that looked far too nice to be hers.

Of all times for Liu to disrupt her. Sabhira wished the flap had remained open for lip reading. Perhaps I shouldn’t have used stinkweed but just inkroot. How frustrating!

She strained to ignore the flicks in addition to the smell, but Liu’s ensuing yammering made it futile. “You know what’s wrong with those two? They’ve no respect for kin.”

Sabhira nodded, not wanting to engage Liu. Had she just heard them talking about everstone inside?

“Kin is important.”

Sabhira knew Liu wouldn’t stop. Disheartened, on her hands and knees, she tapped an irritated toe against the ground. “From what they said, it sounds like your kin were the Unwavering.” Sabhira couldn’t cut herself off in time. For all the blasted stones, she had just invited conversation!

Liu huffed. “Aye, they were. But grit my water if they’re who I mean when I say kin.” A fierceness permeated Liu’s tone, enough to shock Sabhira a moment and distract her from the muted tent discussion. Liu waggled a finger with her shaking head. “But if not for them, I wouldn’t be here. The Zai’daem are my family now. Splash me if I would have ever thought to join them, except for an empty stomach. But every family has its favored fish haul, if you catch my current.” Sabhira did not, but she nodded slowly, scrambling on the ground nearer to the tent. Peli’s discussion sounded as if it were wrapping up. Light help me, how can I be rid of her! All her planning had failed, as promising as the ingenuity had been.

Sorn and Polg exited the tent, and Peli poked her head out too. She wrinkled her nose, but the smell had lessened.

“Are you finished yet? I don’t want that stink interrupting my sleep. It’s giving me a headache. Hurry up, Tressa.” She marched to Liu. “And you. The water is back,” she said snidely, “so go prep it for the morning. And don’t make her do it. I want you to.” She jabbed a finger at Liu’s chest.

A folded piece of paper dropped from Peli’s hand into the folds of Liu’s garb. That’s odd . . .

Peli passed Liu and stomped away. Liu, meanwhile, grumbled but scratched at her neck. Sabhira watched from the corner of her eye as Liu pulled out the slip. Why were those two sharing messages? Didn’t they hate each other?

By Liu’s expression, the dislike remained. Then she looked at Sabhira, who quickly returned her eyes to the stinkweed spill.

Liu shrugged. “I know what you’re thinking.”

Sabhira paused. For a moment, she wondered if the woman could read her thoughts with the veins. But that was impossible, otherwise she would have discovered Sabhira’s deceptions far earlier.

Liu laughed and took a step closer, although she quickly halted and fanned her hand in front of her face. “And now I see you think I mean the veins. Splash me, girl, but no. It’s your face. You really ought to learn to conceal your thoughts if you want to go far with us.”

Sabhira grimaced. The Merchant’s Guild had given her the same critique, but she wasn’t that obvious, was she? “That note is from Peli?”

“Aye, but don’t go blathering to everybody, would you? Don’t want them thinking I work for her.”

“Do you?”

Liu scoffed. “Swim with the current that takes you to your goal, but don’t trust it not to sweep you away.” She shook her head. “Somebody has to keep a handle on her. And she knows the troop members need to vent their frustration against her to somebody. Helps the morale.”

She glanced at the paper. “But aye, she wants me getting people ready to move, and I do what I can so there aren’t more grumbles. Can’t have a mutiny on our hands,” she said, though it sounded insincere.

Liu offered Sabhira a mocking bow before pausing. “Good eye on you, by the way. Surprised you caught that. Maybe you’re not half as dense as I thought. Good to see that.” Then Liu departed.

Light, the last thing Sabhira needed was Liu thinking any more of her. She preferred the woman thought her dense if it made an escape easier.

But she still didn’t have the travel plans, and she doubted she could swipe that paper from Liu.

Liu . . .

For all the aggravation she caused, she must find something likable about Sabhira to badger her incessantly. If Liu worked closer with Peli than Sabhira had realized, and also took a liking to Sabhira, perhaps Sabhira could make use of that.

I’m turning into all the things I scolded Kipp for. Manipulation, theft . . . But perhaps she needed to think more like him right now. She intended to steal that everstone before the Zai’daem could use it to assault another encampment and then get it to the Shu’Ranai.

So, she had to turn her schemes on Liu.

Liu had mentioned trying to swipe books from the Shu’Ranai, hadn’t she? If the Zai’daem wanted information on the Shu’Ranai . . . Well, Sabhira might not have anything incriminating, but as far as the Zai’daem knew, she had spent a considerable amount of time traveling with them. To fabricate some information on the arcane scholars would hardly be the most reproachable act she had committed. Especially if it created a confidant in Liu.

She hardly noticed the stinkweed as she finished scrubbing, trying to contain her smile lest it give her away.
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“Orlev,” Callan whispered, nudging him with his boot. It took some restraint not to apply extra pressure. Even if Orlev somehow explained this all to satisfaction, Callan had suffered plenty of welts from their trainings. He fantasized about revisiting Orlev’s own lectures of staying ever vigilant.

Apparently, though, Orlev lived by those words. His eyes opened at once, darting skyward. Light, Callan thought, questioning the wisdom of disrupting the man early. He tensed, half expecting a complex weave to ensnare him.

“It is not yet my shift.” The warrior Shu’Ranai surveyed the entire camp in a single sweep. “What is wrong?”

“Everything’s fine,” Callan said. “I need you over here, though.”

“Bandits?”

“It’s easier to show you.”

Callan just needed to lure Orlev away from earshot. Orlev’s gaze almost shifted to the warding hiding his communication weave, but Orlev must have caught himself. To ease any of the Shu’Ranai’s concerns, Callan led him the other direction, and Orlev visibly relaxed.

Vasha gave an unassuming nod as they passed, but Callan appreciated her attentive posture. The walk through the heather, with thistle crunching underfoot, raised Callan’s hairs. If Orlev wove anything against him, Callan suspected it would involve the darker hues, resisting his influence, but he trusted Vasha’s guard, especially since she recounted how she had dampened Gedri’s power. If it came to incapacitating Orlev, they could rely on the other Shu’Ranai’s help. Orlev hid something from at least some of his companions.

Callan fought the nervous swallow. If he was wrong, this might spell disaster.

“What is it, boy? Surely this is far enough.” Orlev’s eyes narrowed. “Is something on your mind?”

Still within sight of camp without risk of being overheard, Callan embraced his core to detect suspicious weaves and stared Orlev in the eye. “What are you doing here?”

Orlev frowned, his head turning askance. “Have you gone mad, boy?” He looked behind him, then turned to Callan. “What did you mean to show me?”

“The tower. You’re talking to them.” Orlev tensed, and Callan did too. So, Orlev found himself caught, did he? Emboldened, Callan’s chest puffed lightly, and his voice grew steadier. “What are you scheming in Krshkv?”

Orlev’s stare bore through Callan. “Keep your voice down. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then why should I keep my voice down?” Callan checked for Vasha. Light, he hoped she was watching this. By her pressed lips, she was plenty prepared.

“Because—because the others are sleeping!” Orlev cast a nervous glance over each shoulder.

Callan goggled the dusk-skinned valaren. Had this man, always so composed, stuttered? “Tell me what you’re plotting!”

Orlev’s teeth flashed as he clamped Callan’s mouth shut. “Quiet!”

Why isn’t he using weaves? Callan stepped backward. “Answer!”

With a string of muttered curses, Orlev inhaled. Still, he didn’t attack Callan. But if Orlev’s concern wasn’t over Callan having caught the scent of his trail, what drove it? He lifted a hand as a holding signal to Vasha.

“What do you know?” Orlev asked.

A scornful laugh slipped past Callan’s lips. “That’s not how⁠—”

“Agents of the Defiled hide in our number, boy.” The stoic man’s voice was grave. “If you wish to keep your head by morning’s light, I suggest you tell me what you have heard.” Callan glanced to the distant warding, and Orlev followed his gaze, then quirked his lips in a quizzical jerk. “The communication weave? How did you . . . No, never mind that. We shall discuss that later.” Even quieter, he continued. “Did news come from the Grand Archon? Have they found who is upsetting the deliveries to Krshkv?”

Callan pressed a hand to his brow. It was his turn for confusion. “What do you mean? I thought . . . Are you and Chintsi not behind that?”

Orlev laughed and then startled at his own volume. “Chintsi and I are the only ones Sorarris trusts enough to investigate. How do you know anything about this?”

“Outside Ironwood. You were talking about shipments being compromised, as expected.”

Orlev squinted in silence as he mulled over Callan’s words. Then recognition lightened his face. “It was you who brushed against Chintsi’s weave that night.” He laughed, this time to himself. “And here I spent such efforts watching Bengaru. Light, boy, why did you not come and speak to us?”

“What are you talking about? Why would I—” Callan shook his head. “I don’t understand. Orlev, I want to trust you. I need the Shu’Ranai’s support if I’m going to unite the northern princedoms and the southern tribes. But you need to speak plainly to me. What does the Grand Archon have you investigating?”

Orlev eased back, standing taller. Normally, that stance made him imposing, but Callan detected something different in his eyes. It wasn’t hostile, whatever the case.

Then Orlev explained Sorarris’s suspicions that somebody in Orlev’s party leaked valuable information to the enemy. While Orlev’s interest in honing Callan’s skill in sword and etiquette was genuine, he had another aim while visiting the various nations. Namely, to assign each party member a particular mission in order to glean whose information got sabotaged. They planned four separate shipments, with each Shu’Ranai in the group knowing only of one.

“And that is why we expected a shipment to be disrupted. I needed to plan individual deliveries, with each of my companions knowing the details of a different one.”

“That’s what the secrecy was about?”

“Yes.” Orlev straightened.

“What about everything at the tower, though? Why did Counter Muesser go to such lengths to hide Fall of Alasha?”

Orlev squinted. “What are you talking about?”

Callan explained how the grumpy librarian snatched the book away.

The tattoos on Orlev’s brow contorted. “Muesser keeps all books on the Defiled in the restricted section, Callan. It was likely just his protocol.”

He said my name. Callan tried to keep his lips pressed flat, but a funny warmth blossomed in his chest anyway. Orlev smirked knowingly.

But something itched at the back of Callan’s mind. “Orlev, you said Sorarris only trusts you and Chintsi?”

Orlev nodded, and Callan’s stomach dropped a notch as he glanced toward the warding. “Then why is Ustep’s weave back there too?”

“Ustep’s . . .” Orlev leaned in. “What did you see?”

Before Callan could answer, a thicket rustled in the shadows.

“I really wish you hadn’t noticed that,” said Ustep.

“Down!” shouted Orlev to Callan as he drew a dagger he must have slept with under his cloak. A glowing light gathered in his palm, but a dim white blur lashed his hand, and it promptly vanished, causing Orlev to falter. “What was⁠—”

Vasha! Callan’s turning confirmed she was the other source. She rushed toward them, and Orlev was now incapacitated, his access to Knowledge stripped for the time being. Another blur condensed into a flailing strand from her, her heated eyes on Orlev.

“It’s Ustep, not Orlev!” She stumbled in her gait as Callan pointed to the shadow, where Ustep laughed.

The traitor lunged at Orlev; even though the tattooed man lacked his access to the vein, he didn’t miss a beat, ducking as Ustep revealed a short spear and thrust at him.

“This will be easier now. Remind me to thank Vasha before I kill her.”

A blue weave like what Aryn had woven around himself and Callan at Shu’Ranai Tower appeared behind Vasha, and Callan knew it was futile to raise an alarm for the rest of camp.

But with Orlev jabbing with quick, tight movements that forced Ustep to pull his spear back defensively, it created just enough of an opening. Callan seized the moment, gripping his sword tight, and brought it down in a diagonal slash, aiming for Ustep’s exposed side.

Ustep positioned the haft of his spear just in time to deflect it, then pivoted, placing both Callan and Orlev against the ridge’s bluff and his back to the river.

The blue trusar essence coalescing before him shimmered with Maarat’s oily hue, and Callan embraced his core. Strands appeared, and he forged them into a shell in front of him and Orlev before the arced wave of trusar essence could sever them at the waist.

Vasha now arrived and went into a low stance. “Sorry, Orlev,” she said brusquely, but she drew one arm back and launched the other forward. A white glow gathered at her palm with the dizzying effects of a lumen.

Ustep turned to face her, and Callan prepared to fashion another shield for her, but her glow faded.

“Withered—how do you manage these things!”

Ustep snickered and flicked his wrist, sending thin skewers toward her, but Callan was at the ready, and a shell materialized before her like a lake freezing from its center. What he didn’t expect was for Vasha to then press her hand to the red shell and rush Ustep.

Apparently, he didn’t either.

Orlev darted around the shell Callan had made for them, and Callan went the other way.

As Vasha barged forward, using the shell like a tower shield, Ustep had to retreat lest he be battered, and now he stood at the edge of the river, keeping his distance from Orlev. Callan tried to spot the campfire, but it hid behind a thicket. He tried to recall the pattern of the flames without seeing them, but emptiness greeted him.

“It’s me you want, Ustep,” he said to buy some time as he walked in a wide curve, trying to bring the campfire into view.

“Actually, it’s power I seek. Once you drink from Jerrix’s cup, you wish for more.” He let out a small amused sound. “Vasha, surprisingly, was just showing me some remarkable techniques.” Then his eyes steeled. “If I bring you to him alive, though, I will receive so much more. Imagine how much I can achieve with an entire realm at my disposal.”

A darkness hung in the air, and it gathered thicker. It unnerved Callan, and he thought it might be a trick of Ustep’s, but all four of them glanced upward at the deepening shroud. White flecks glittered within it, and then a voice sounded.

“You will not,” said Vayuna, forming like thick syrup pooling at the center of a dish, “disgrace my Ivory Courtyard, val’trusar. Nor my Vasha.”

Then Vayuna condensed even tighter and flew as an opaque ribbon around Ustep’s eyes.

Callan ran in with his sword while Orlev lunged forward to dig his dagger in Ustep’s thigh.

But before they could close the distance, blue weaves like a thousand razors danced around Ustep, forcing them to maintain space. The assault of trusar essence batted at the Reshua-formed blindfold, and dark night-sky slivers floated, like dusted sugar.

Vasha halted and choked. “Vayuna!”

Ustep wiped his brow, as if residual Reshua smattered his face. He did not look happy.

“Vasha, get Orlev to your tynata!”

As Orlev stabilized in a prepared stance for Ustep’s next move, he narrowed his eyes at Callan. “I can still fight, young man.”

“But I can see his weaves, and I can’t protect myself and you all!”

Orlev glowered at Ustep and then nodded to Vasha, who still stared at the falling shreds of glittering night. He had to place a hand on her shoulder and shake before she gave a hard swallow. “The tynspire is close enough.” A nimbus enveloped her and extended to Orlev, then they vanished.

After sneering at the empty air, Ustep turned an amicable smile on Callan. “If you come now, it will be less painful. And believe me, even when you think it can’t hurt anymore, it can, so this is quite an ideal offer.”

Oily blue tendrils rose around Ustep’s feet. Whatever he was planning, Callan dreaded.

“Please, Ustep,” he said, stepping back lightly. “Don’t do this.”

Ustep chuckled for a full ten seconds, slowly approaching Callan, matching each step. Then finally he straightened. “Do what? This?”

The tendrils stopped squirming and stretched in straight lines to Callan. He raised a shell, but it cracked, and more tendrils launched, like striking serpents.

Callan was forced another step back, and his spine hit the ridge wall. He scooted to the left.

Toward camp.

The fire came into view as the hill no longer blocked it, and Callan let the pattern sweep him away.

The shell brightened, and Callan punched it, sending a spiraling gout of fire to spear Ustep.

With a shriek, Ustep fell to the side, but he raised himself, a hand to his smoldering face. “You useless, worthless—” he said in a voice filled with gravel, but Callan hurled another gout of flame. This time, he forged it into a ball, not so much by forcing as by flowing with it.

Ustep stepped back and sideward, and the ball whizzed past him, although igniting a bit of his cloak.

Larger. Callan’s next ball tripled in size. Ustep’s tendrils reared and caught the ball, which Callan leaned into, pressing, the two straining against each other. Bits of the fiery ball turned on itself.

Then a colorless blur distorted Ustep’s face as he lost his footing, and Callan’s flaming orb burned into his chest.

The traitor howled. “This is not the end,” Ustep said in a shrill voice. He grabbed an object from his waist, twisted it as if opening a jar and, in a flicker of blue energy, was gone.

The ball of fire pressed forward with the force Callan exerted on it, plunging into the river, breaking the glassy surface into ripples that settled after a few seconds.

A glow appeared again, and Vasha returned with Orlev. She stared, unblinking, at the ground.

“Is he dead?” Orlev asked.

“I . . . I don’t think so. He vanished. I suppose his sudden disorientation was your doing?”

She remained silent, but Orlev nodded. “She saw your weaves and his from her tynata and made an educated guess on where to aim.”

“Thank you,” he said, but his knees tingled in the chill air. Vayuna.

“Oh, drifting wisps,” came a disgruntled, airy voice. “Five different realms I had to visit to gather myself. What a loutish fellow.” They all turned to see Vayuna rummaging along the ground. “Has anybody seen my toe?”


Chapter 50

New Paths
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Callan hunched with relief, placing his hands on his knees for support.

Meanwhile, Vasha ran to Vayuna, calling his name.

As if nothing remarkable had happened, Vayuna turned, pressing a bit of mist to his cheek. “Yes?”

Rather than embrace him, if such a thing was even possible, Vasha punched at her misty friend, surprising Callan. Small tufts swirled away, and he looked affronted as he gathered them with a swift sweeping hand. Then her shoulders rose as she let out a great sigh. “What you said back there⁠—”

“Vasha, please, I had to distract him.” The Reshua and she shared a look, and then they both smiled.

“Well, fine. Good.” Then she tried to punch him again, although he dodged. “Withered omen bearer.”

With a smile, Callan shook his head and rose as Orlev approached, eyes scanning the river’s length.

“You are sure he is gone, yes?” Orlev asked.

Callan’s lips pressed tight at not being believed. Relax, Callan, this is new territory for him as well as you. “I am sure.” This entire time, he had been wary of Orlev, but they both could have learned more if they had trusted each other. Orlev’s explanation for his secrecy made sense, but Callan still felt wronged by the exclusion from the investigation. Scruff on Callan’s upper lip scratched the inside of his lower as he blew out a breath, rustling his lank hair. He wagered he looked as rough as he felt.

“Why didn’t you tell me about everything sooner?” He felt silly even as he asked it. Orlev’s raised brow prompted Callan to lift an apologetic hand. “No, I understand. I suppose I haven’t been up front about everything myself.”

He glanced at the sleeping figures by the camp. Ustep’s sound reflection barrier was gone, but they were still out of earshot.

“Something happened right before we left the tower. Something with Aryn . . .”

As Callan recounted Aryn’s attempt to kill him, but how he himself had slain Aryn, the words tumbled in an unstoppable verbal rockslide. His heart thumped, and he sat down when his knees wobbled. If any reason remained to continue holding back, Callan lacked the resolve or desire. So long had he kept this secret. But now, he faced reality. He had killed someone.

“I know I had to. He would have killed me if I didn’t do it first. But . . .” His chin plopped to the heel of his palm, and he stared at the starry sky. Solstine would rise soon. The story took longer than expected, he supposed.

During the telling, Vasha raised her eyebrows and fidgeted with her robes multiple times, while Orlev inhaled deeply and nodded throughout.

“And you have born this in silence all the while?”

Callan nodded but didn’t feel like saying anything else.

“Thank you for sharing. Aside from Chintsi, though, we do not know enough about the others. Let us wake and inform him so we can decide our next steps.”

They woke Chintsi, and thankfully Orlev managed the entire story, both of Ustep and of Aryn. Callan listened in silence and watched the moon.

“So,” said Chintsi, the word dragging like a lame stonelark, “you can see all valaren’s weaves?”

Lips parting, Callan turned from the heavens to regard Chintsi. “That’s your question?”

Chintsi’s lips scrunched. “Well, it’s just new to me.” He narrowed his eyes. “Can you weave with all the veins?”

At Callan’s exasperated chuff, Orlev cleared his throat and rested a hand on Chintsi’s shoulder. After Orlev’s silencing expression, Chintsi shrugged and closed his mouth.

“Our immediate focus,” said Orlev, “should be to work together.”

Callan frowned as he stared at Chintsi, who averted his eyes. I can trust him, even if he is still a Brenside lump. “I agree. Just . . .” Callan nodded his head toward Gedri’s bedroll. “I think it’s best we don’t tell Gedri.” They raised their eyebrows. “I mean about Aryn, specifically. He already knows about Ustep.”

“Do you think he is involved?”

“Gedri?” Callan chuckled. “No. He’s been great. He even discovered how corestones can . . . You know, I’ll let Gedri explain those.”

Orlev gave Callan a funny look but nodded. “We still have to address Bengaru and Synz, though, and whether they assisted the Defiled too. They will wake soon, and we cannot hide that Ustep is no longer here.”

Chintsi hummed. “We gave both separate instructions from Ustep’s in Ironwood . . . But I suppose we lack the time to see that information pan out.”

Callan chewed his lip. Elder Samed had a saying that to catch a snake, sometimes you had to stir the grass. “What if we stage an assault?”

Orlev raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

Under the weight of their stares, Callan cleared his throat. “Well, we could make it seem like Ustep attacked us and we are at a disadvantage. If they’re working with him, wouldn’t they backstab us?”

“I prefer to keep my spine intact,” said Orlev flatly.

“Then let’s prepare against that. If Chintsi hides everybody else with a warding, we can say Ustep seized me and killed the others and could be somewhere nearby. Then, Orlev, if you put your back to them and they try to attack you, Chintsi can intervene.”

Chintsi shook his head. “Bengaru can see my weaves.”

Callan chewed the side of his tongue. “What if we just focus on Synz first?”

“Without a Substance valaren to detect if she is weaving, I⁠—”

Impatient, Callan interrupted. “I thought you were so curious about my ability to see the weaves.”

Mouth open, Chintsi transitioned to a small laugh. “Ah. Yes.”

Callan stared at him, unimpressed. I suppose that’s the closest I’ll get to an apology from him.

“If,” said Orlev, “we do this, you will need to act swiftly so Chintsi knows to bind her.”

Callan nodded.

They put the plan in motion, Chintsi reducing his sound warding to deafen only Bengaru and Gedri while weaving a separate sight warding to keep Synz’s attention away from the rest of the camp.

After Synz startled awake, Callan tensed, waiting for any sign of her weaves.

She held her hand to her mouth in horror at the relayed story, and then her face reddened with contempt. Instantly, she shouted for Ustep to come out and face her, stomping her foot on the ground. She wove but directed nothing toward Orlev. Instead, dirt sprayed as a fissure blasted toward where Orlev had pointed for the ruse.

Although it took a moment to calm her down and explain that Ustep was indeed a traitor but that the others were well, they then leaned on her weaves to perform a similar scenario with Bengaru. Instead of using Chintsi’s wardings, though, she cratered pocks in the earth to portray the aftermath of an attack. The resulting mounds of shattered stone provided cover for Chintsi’s wardings.

Bengaru passed the test as well, and they caught the two new confidants up to speed.

“Then where do we go now?” asked Synz. “Ustep knows we head to Crystal Bay. He could set a trap for us anywhere in the Vhorin princedom.”

Callan looked over at the river. His vision sharpened, and even though he couldn’t follow the wagon tracks all the way to the mountains, the tracks he could discern carried straight. “I’m guessing there’s a way through those mountains, isn’t there?”

“There is,” said Orlev. “But that is Dhonai. Southern tribe territory.”

Callan quirked his lips to the side and shrugged. “We have to go there eventually, don’t we? We could swing up from beneath Vhorin until we cross Ossindia’s border.” He turned to Synz, expecting her to approve.

But she frowned. “Grace one southern tribe without visiting them all? They will understand if we take a linear approach on our travels without thinking we show Dhonai favoritism. But they will quickly suspect us of manipulation if we only visit one tribe.”

Orlev nodded, tapping his lips. “It could lead to an outburst, and the other tribes may unite against Dhonai, as well as advance on the northern princedoms. We couldn’t loop around to Ossindia.”

Callan peered at the mountain range, inhaling deeply, his nostrils burning with the chill of the night air. They couldn’t go all the way through Vhorin territory again, even if they followed the River Brightway to Drakemore. “Now that you’ve found the one working against the other Shu’Ranai, can the Grand Archon manage relations with the princedoms? Perhaps it’s fine if we visit all the southern tribes.”

“Yes,” said Orlev, drawing the word out. “Although I was hoping to have the backing of the princedoms first.”

Callan raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“The Shu’Ranai do not possess the . . . strongest relations with the southern tribes. Especially Dhonai.”

Callan raked his hair. “So you were planning on marching against them?” Suddenly Callan wondered if arriving with the Shu’Ranai might make his diplomatic goals more difficult.

Orlev raised a hand. “Nothing as strong as that. Although considering Ustep’s own upbringing from the south was to ease the tension, perhaps it would have come to it.”

“Wonderful,” said Callan.

Orlev clapped twice. “No use dwelling on that now. Let us wake Gedri, and remember, as Callan says, speak nothing of Aryn.”

Callan walked up to Orlev, and they stood shoulder to shoulder. “Thanks, Orlev.”

“Hmm?” Orlev glanced sideward at Callan. “What for?”

Callan shrugged. “I don’t know. But thanks anyway.”

Orlev sniffed. “We still have some work to do on your speaking skills.” When Orlev went to jab Callan with his staff, Callan dodged it, and Orlev nodded in approval. “But at least your vigilance improves.”

Callan chuckled. “It’s easier to embrace my core quicker now. It makes it almost reflexive. Without it, I don’t think I’d have been able to create that fire.”

Orlev fully angled toward him, eyebrow arched. “Fire?”

“Oh. I guess you didn’t see, did you?” Callan chewed his lower lip and smiled, half embarrassed. Orlev’s brow arched higher.

Callan faced the fire and opened his palm, where a small flame nestled and made its home.

Orlev’s mouth opened, then closed. When he finally spoke, he said, “I hope this newfound trust we share makes it easier for me to help you.” They exchanged smirks. “Expect more training along the way. And now that I know this, I won’t go as easy.”

Callan’s smile faltered. “Easy?”

Orlev chuckled. “Ready the horses. We ford the river.”


Chapter 51

Stump
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Davyn balanced a tray of food in each hand, despite the narrow confines of the spiraled stairway leading to the dungeons. Flickering torchlight at regular intervals along the damp gray stone walls illuminated the steps.

“You have steady hands, soldier,” said the scullery servant leading Davyn.

“You should see me with a sword. Not this ridiculous job.”

The boy coughed. “Yes, I suppose your duty is more impressive than mine.”

“What? Oh, I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s fine.”

Davyn sighed. “I just hoped to serve on the ramparts. Food wasn’t the thing I thought to serve, either, and especially not to Metath.” His lips smacked. “I endured an entire trip here with the unbearable Brenstone. The last time I saw him was when I delivered him to these very cells.”

“I know,” said the boy. “I was here, and you complained about his gripes then too.”

“Did I?” Davyn craned his neck for a better view of the kid’s face and discovered he was actually about the same age as Davyn. A prominent nose was at odds with his subtle chin, though. Complain is a strong word. “Sorry, I guess since I don’t come this way often, I didn’t recognize you.”

The boy laughed. “I have more jobs than just kitchen work. We’ve shared words by the training grounds too. I maintain the swords there.” He tossed a smile over his shoulder. “You dull the most blades, so it keeps me busy.”

“Ah . . . Yes, I remember you now.” Davyn had no clue. “Remind me of your name?”

“Tor.”

“I’m Davyn.”

“I know.”

“Right. Well, sorry about the swords.”

“I don’t mind. Now, we’re reaching the landing. Could you open the door for me? Believe it or not, I get nervous I’m going to drop everything on these stairs, and it’s worse when I have to set the trays down. My hands aren’t as steady as yours.”

Davyn tucked his chin in. Weren’t the servants supposed to do that for the soldiers? But he felt strangely embarrassed by the whole interaction, so he shimmied past Tor and balanced the second tray on his forearm as he unlatched the door with his free hand and knee.

“Thanks.” Tor ducked under Davyn’s arms nimbly, and Davyn doubted the boy’s self-professed clumsiness.

Clinking chains, light coughs, and dripping water echoed off the low, vaulted ceilings as they trod on the uneven floor. Torches hissed as flames licked at the oiled cloth fueling them. Glinting off the dark stone floors, the light barely illuminated the heavy iron doors that lined the main corridor, concealing dark, cramped cells.

With the thick scent of mildew hanging in the air, Davyn considered yet again requesting a position on the walls with fresh breezes. That’s not the way to think. I just have to befriend the respectable half of the Resolute and get them to come up so Captain Harwin and Prince Eirk can persuade them to help Ossindia in its relations with the Shu’Ranai. Metath and a few of his followers had attacked Davyn and Callan outside Anwa Woods. But the good Resolute—the ones who followed Mairwen and had defended him and Callan—never left these dungeons, adamant on being the ones to stand guard. Metath’s followers had quelled for the most part and stayed in a different section of the dungeon, but Metath still caused trouble and therefore remained here.

It shouldn’t be too hard for Davyn to win the Resolute’s favor, considering their bonding during the initial trek and their shared dislike for Metath.

“This way,” Tor said, disappearing into an offshoot corridor.

The distance between walls widened, and at the far end, the Resolute formed a stolid cluster. Despite their vigilant posture, sullen faces revealed their mood. Davyn raised both eyebrows as he mused over them.

As Tor offered his tray of food, Davyn extended his own too. “Pretty dark down here, isn’t it?” Nobody chuckled at his attempted small talk. “It’s brighter upstairs. But I guess with all that time spent under those gigantic trees, you’re used to this.”

The Resolute shifted this time, unamused, and even Tor glanced at him. Davyn snorted. Tough crowd.

Tor lifted his tray to reveal some simple flatware, which he doled out. “I asked the cook to make stewed wild onions. I thought it might be a small reminder of home.”

“Thank you,” said one of the Resolute. His name was Aldrit, one of the more outspoken ones from the journey here; now he sounded subdued. The others nodded and mumbled after Aldrit’s words. Reserved though he was, he still seemed more energetic than the others.

They really have fallen into a slump down here. “Maybe I can fetch you some tree stumps as seats,” said Davyn, grinning, taking inspiration from Tor’s references to their prior home. “To make things a little cozier for you down here.” Back at Anwa Woods, the Resolute stood on those four special stumps, which apparently helped them with their weaves.

Rather than their approval, though, Davyn earned glares. Was it because they stood on the stumps rather than sat? Really, it was much easier to talk to women.

He didn’t expect to hear a growl, though. Even more surprising, it came from Metath.

“Don’t you have him gagged with your powers?”

“Like that time we silenced you outside Phinola’s forests?”

Snickers arose, and Davyn rolled his eyes. “That was only a joke, though.”

The snickers loudened.

“You insult our ways,” said the loose-tongued Metath from behind the thick, close-set bars. His cell was small, and the only furnished item was a makeshift cot suspended from a stained wooden frame attached to the wall with heavy linked chains. Metath sat on it.

“Says the traitor, who is the only person sitting.” Davyn laughed heartily and extended a hand to the others. Tor freed Davyn of one tray but averted his gaze as the guarding Resolute sighed.

“He is not worth engaging, Davyn,” said Aldrit.

Metath rose from his sorry cot. “It is lack of care for our prophecies that led Anwa Woods to fall.” He thrust his finger through a gap in the bars, although he could not fit the rest of his fist. “His arrival with his friends wrought our destruction, and you all allowed it!”

Davyn folded his arms. The instigation was working. Now, the others shushed Metath, several weaving their hands suddenly, as if Metath had tried something arcane. Unlike the Shu’Ranai, who dedicated themselves to studying all veins, the Resolute comprised only weavers of Impulse, which apparently could keep bleakmires in check while the others could not. Back when there were still bleakmires, anyway.

Regardless, Davyn backed away from what he suspected were unseen threads. He had been wrapped in their crushing thorned vines before. He hadn’t cared for it then, nor did he think he would care for any of the other things he had seen them do, like binding people with wind flows.

“Metath, enough,” said Aldrit.

Metath spat at him, a glob of saliva audibly hitting what at first Davyn thought was Aldrit’s cheek. But the spit stopped shy and swirled in a small vortex before dropping flat to the ground with a wet slap. “He,” Metath said, turning to Davyn, “demeans our sacred pillars as mere seats.”

Davyn did not retreat, although he suddenly wondered if the bars were enough to hold the man back. The Resolute didn’t have him gagged, but they were restraining his powers, weren’t they?

With lidded eyes, Davyn stepped forward, resting a hand on his pommel, still balancing his remaining tray with perfect poise. He tilted his head and made a point of weighing Metath.

The arrogant prisoner returned the appraising stare.

Then Davyn realized none of the Resolute had said anything to quiet Metath like they normally did, and Davyn eased slightly. Now that his eyes had adjusted to the torchlight, he saw more than one disapproving cast to their faces. And not disapproval at Metath.

At Davyn.

“I didn’t mean to offend your woods,” Davyn mumbled. He directed his words to Aldrit and the other Resolute, not to Metath.

The prisoner sneered. “You should be off prattling in front of the soldiers upstairs. Isn’t that why they call you the dancing bladesman?”

Davyn took another step toward Metath, and some Resolute barely bothered stifling their amused chuckles.

But Tor interrupted, grabbing the other tray from Davyn. “He is actually quite skilled with the sword, prisoner. And it’s able swordsman, not dancing. Although,” Tor said, offering a small smile to Davyn, “he’s fluid enough to make it look as easy as a dance.”

Davyn looked from Tor to Metath and flexed his fingers. “Do you know what they call you, traitor?”

Tor cleared his throat and stepped between Davyn and the bars. “Excuse me,” he said to Davyn, extending a plate of food for Metath.

Metath grabbed it without answering.

Davyn pressed Tor away with a nudge of his shoulder. “I told them how you betrayed not only your friends here but the woman Mairwen⁠—”

“Do not mention her name!” Grit rattled in Metath’s throat, and his nose pressed through the bars.

“You loved her, and still you almost killed⁠—”

Metath heaved his plate of stewed onions at Davyn, splattering the breastplate Harwin himself had gifted him.

Davyn growled, drawing his sword halfway free. “Why, you⁠—”

“Hold!” Tor thrust his palm against Davyn’s chest. Only the crackling torchlight competed with Davyn’s heart pounding in his ears. “Hold,” Tor repeated, quieter.

With his pommel clutched, it wasn’t until Tor tugged on his elbow that Davyn eased. Then he straightened his belt.

“Enjoy your meal, Honored Resolute,” said Tor. “I will be back tomorrow. But I need Master Addylryd’s help upstairs.”

“With what?” Davyn swiped his chest free of cooling liquids, flicking the goop at Metath’s feet.

Tor stared at him with a bold, flat face, and Davyn snorted. “Fine.” He turned around, prompting Tor to bustle behind him. But he hadn’t secured the Resolute’s goodwill yet, so he stopped and threw a look over his shoulder. “Aldrit, I really can get you something more comfortable.”

Nobody answered, so he lifted his hands.

When they made it to the stairs, Davyn was mumbling. “That went splendidly.”

Tor remained quiet, excusing himself to take the lead as he unlocked the doors at the top of the spiraled stairs.

In the hallway, a brunette serving girl smiled and waved at Davyn, then gawked at his chest. He looked down to where smeared stew made him look ridiculous.

Tor bit his lip and grabbed Davyn’s wrist. “Here.” He used his sleeve to wipe most of Davyn’s breastplate clean, but he stopped at the lower half. “This way.”

“I can’t go in the halls, Tor. If anybody sees me and mentions something to Harwin⁠—”

“Just stay close behind me, and I can block the way you look.”

Davyn grumbled before sighing. “Thanks, Tor.”

Tor led the way back to Davyn’s chambers and, once there, helped Davyn clean the rest of the mess. He brought him a fresh shirt and set it on the nearby table just as Davyn spread his hands for Tor to put it on him. But Tor was already looking away. Davyn sighed and put the shirt on himself.

“I don’t understand. The entire trip here, they disapproved of everything Metath did.”

“Why’s that?” Tor asked, still turned around.

Davyn laced his tunic and tucked the clean shirt into his waistline. “All that stuff he said about us destroying his woods? He’s wrong, and they all know it. It’s their prophecies.”

Tor nodded so slowly, Davyn could imagine the judgmental disbelief on his face. “So he’s wrongfully blaming you.”

“Yes,” Davyn said curtly. “Don’t tell me you think he’s right.”

Tor lifted his hands and asked if he could turn around, a silly question to which Davyn responded “of course.” “I didn’t say he was right. And I heard about what happened at Anwa Woods, and their prophecies. The servants talk, you know?”

Exhaling, Davyn settled onto his bed. “I thought I could win the Resolute over with our shared dislike of Metath. But now I wonder if they approve of him after all.”

Tor walked to one of Davyn’s swords and lifted it, admiring it. It was the sword Rhogana had entrusted to him. “Maybe it’s more complex. If the Resolute sided with him, why would they stand guard against him?”

Davyn stared at Tor’s fingers caressing the blade’s curves. He let out a small laugh when Tor tapped a slightly duller section of the blade than the other. He does know about swords, then.

Tor looked up with a lopsided smile, a raised brow, and a shrug. “Perhaps guarding Metath is the last thing they see as their duty. Anwa Woods was sacred to them. And now it’s gone.”

Davyn’s gaze drifted to a window. He lifted himself from the bed and walked to it, gaining a clear view of the courtyard that led to the training grounds.

“I suppose.” How proud was he himself of making it here, idolizing this city his father spoke so highly of? He imagined the entire grounds in ruins. He would feel directionless too.

Tor walked up beside him. “Give it a few days. Next time, I’ll have the cook prepare something with less liquid.”

Davyn laughed. “All right. And I’ll think about what to say. Maybe, though, I could run the idea by you first? You seem to have a better way with words than me.”

Tor grinned. “Of course, soldier.”

As Tor left with the dirtied clothes, Davyn stared out the window, determined to finesse his approach in winning over the Resolute.


Chapter 52

Brilliant Illumination
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Vasha frowned at the scrambled, overlaid lines scratched into the pebbly dirt. She nestled her rear into the loose scree for more comfort, although it was cold and distracting. After her vision doubled, she blustered and glanced skyward.

Overhead, Vestral bathed the pass’s high walls in purple hues, varying in shades with all the chinks and pitted pockets along the slopes. This felt more like a steep-walled valley than the narrow escarpments they had traveled through before crossing the river. A good thing, too, since she cared less for cliffs every time she encountered them.

Beside her, Gedri formed a perfect lumen. He doesn’t need to look so bored. Orlev, meanwhile, sat across from Gedri and her and cleared his throat.

“Do you have questions, Vasha?”

“No, I am just acclimating myself, thank you.”

“Indeed. Well, if you’d rather we resume this some other time⁠—”

“I have made one already, Orlev.” Vayuna, who swayed beyond Orlev’s shoulder, paused. His head rotated around without his body shifting, and one of his eyes narrowed on her. She painted on a smile to prevent an upcoming reproach from the dratted Reshua. “My apologies, Orlev. I don’t mean to be rude, but these withering diagrams don’t. Make. Sense.”

After leaving Tartalas, she had fashioned a sort of lumen, wild and uncontrollable as it was. But that relied on immediate recollection after witnessing the truthspeakers’ weaves. That apparently only went so far, because the allegedly simple lumen weave required a rapid succession of simultaneously woven strands.

“This one,” she said, pointing to the leftmost scrawl. “And this one on the right. Do they not contradict another?” Sweet light, if the Oathsworn had bothered to study any practical implementations of a weave, she surely would have grasped this by now.

Orlev tilted his head as if to see the diagram from her perspective, and Gedri scrunched his lips to one side.

“You’re not thinking,” said Gedri, “of these as both being faced straight on, are you?” His shoulders shimmied under her level stare. “I just mean, this first line is also in the second diagram, but from the back side.”

“Ah,” said Vasha, even though her eyes glazed. What she would give for a chance to see the truthspeakers at work again.

As Gedri redrew the same sequence in the dirt, Vasha pressed her palms into her knees to keep herself from making fists. Orlev smiled and then laid a hand on Gedri’s, halting his work.

“Perhaps,” Orlev said, “there is another way. Vasha, how do you perform your Fleeing Sparrow stance?”

Her lips quirked to one side. That was a much simpler matter. She rose and demonstrated it, explaining the motions as one foot swept out.

Orlev thanked her and tapped the leftmost diagram again. “Consider this part of the weave as the initial step of your risen stance. As you rotate down, though, imagine this second weave as if it wrapped around in a quick spiral . . .”

He continued, and surprisingly, his phrasing made sense.

She questioned him about describing it as a funnel, with its narrowed tip pinned to a fixed point and the ever-widening flare wrapping around that fixed spot.

“Yes,” Orlev said, drawing the edges of his lips down as he nodded, staring at Vestral. “I could see that.”

Vasha smiled. Why hadn’t they just explained it like that in the first place? She didn’t intend her solitary chortle to be derisive, but it earned a raised brow from Vayuna.

Vasha opened herself, letting a wisp of essence drift from her. She spun it into a simple funnel, pulled the bottom tip over the rim and down into the basin again like an endless cyclone, and then tugged until it narrowed. The endless spiral of energy reminded her of the round cyclone shells she had seen in dried sinkholes.

She let out an embarrassing squeal as a ball of light formed above her palm. Smoothing her face, she quickly apologized for the outburst. This was nowhere near as bright as Gedri’s, and it hovered in front of her nose for only a moment before fizzling away.

Orlev smiled. “Wonderful.”

She grimaced. He didn’t need to patronize her. “There has to be a way to make it larger. The funnel method can only take it so far.” She leaned forward to examine the third sketch, but Orlev covered it with a palm.

“Patience, Vasha. Allow some time to pass before you attempt again. Creator knows we have plenty.” He glanced southward, further down the pass where the wagon trails led.

Callan had scouted ahead and discovered that these bandits, despite having had several days’ head start on them, lolled and advanced in small increments. It had taken only one day to nearly overtake the group, at which point Chintsi and Bengaru worked together to fashion a concealing warding. Even then, they kept their distance. They estimated only one more day lagging this group before they made it to the pass’s edge. Even then, though, they would give the slow bandits an extra day to advance further before passing them with a wide berth.

“I am quite fine,” Vasha said as she tried to brush Orlev’s hand aside.

His hand was firmer than a withering rack, though, and she startled at how he held fast.

“Be content with your progress.” The necklace-wearing Shu’Ranai sounded like Vayuna. “Now, Gedri must study some advanced procedures. Find Chintsi. He can rummage for the lower-level texts among my belongings for your perusal.” He turned to Gedri. “Since we’re already here, I want to revisit your color cycling. The Zai’daem Webs believe they hold a secret method, but during my journeys . . .”

Lower-level texts? Had he just dismissed her? Vasha’s jaw ached with how tight she clenched it.

Sweet, withered light, that man is more wretched than . . . than . . . than a broken kiln on withering day! He may have meant well, but did he not realize she was entering territory where Oathsworn might be anywhere?

She lifted herself, posture perfect and spine as straight as a firing rod. Chintsi could keep his books.

“Vayuna!”

He drifted over to her.

“Did you see those diagrams?”

“I did. I must agree with you, when shown in only two dimensions, it was difficult to grasp the concept. Personally, I favor the fifth dim⁠—”

“Good.” She had no time for coddling or for his supernatural peculiarities. She rounded a sloping talus of fragmented boulders and peeked over its rim to Orlev and Gedri’s lesson. Occupied. “Wonderful,” she said with a lifted lip, mimicking Orlev’s tone earlier, capturing the snideness perfectly.

“I also heard Esteemed Orlev request you to wait before practicing further. I actually quite wish to speak with Bengaru about those songs he always hums.”

She lifted a finger. “No. Orlev said to allow some time to pass. Technically, it has.”

Vayuna tilted his head, and his eyes narrowed and diffused in an oscillating focus. “I hardly think⁠—”

“Vayuna, time is not your strength. Allow me to explain. Has more than one second passed since we left Orlev?”

“Vasha, I am a being of Knowledge. I understand your implication.” His chest inflated like a waterskin.

She lifted an eyebrow. “Then you agree time has passed.” When his eyes quivered again, she charged ahead. “I want you to watch my form and let me know where you see room for improvement.”

“Ah! I’ve found some.” He presented his hands as if displaying her in dramatic fashion.

“No, you light-cracked Reshua. In the weaves.” She popped onto her toes to see Gedri with five lumens rotating around him, each phasing through colors at various speeds. If Gedri could learn a dual intonation, she could achieve that.

Squaring her shoulders, she summoned the wisp of light in front of her again.

It winked out.

“More room for improvement, I see.”

“I know that, Vayuna. Quiet.” She had to go faster.

She spun the weave in rapid succession, and the light ballooned into a ball the size of her head.

“Ha! See?”

It gradually faded, which she expected. She had not locked it in place with the fourth diagrammed weave. Just like learning a stance, though, she was building on one step at a time.

“Now, this is the tricky one, Vayuna.” She shifted on her feet and wiggled her hips, settling into a solid posture. Swiftly, she enacted the four weaves in quick succession.

This time, though, not even a tiny ball of light glowed.

“More fluidity, Vasha. That was more rigid than Tartalas’s shards. Orlev and Gedri do not jerk that way.”

He was right. Those two val’adamyr wove quickly, but as if they were shaping clay. Many of the Oathsworn weaves that sealed breaches used a flow’s momentum in their favor.

Filling her belly with air, she repeated the patterns, leaning in to the more familiar movements.

A sudden lumen brightened the fragmented stone chunks around her and part of the slope behind. It quivered with the strength of her weave.

“Simple!” She stepped out from behind the boulder to summon Orlev, but her lumen’s shape started bouncing and elongating at the top, like an egg. Then the pointed end erupted into a beam that shot into the air.

Vasha froze, her foot hovering midair as alarmed cries broke out from Chintsi and the others. All eyes fixed on her.

“What have you done?”

“It—I⁠—”

Chintsi and Bengaru fumbled over each other in a race to stand. Their hands flailed as they looked skyward as if staring up the height of a great wall.

Orlev rose, staff in hand. “What is the meaning of this?” He turned from Vasha to Chintsi, not giving Vasha time to respond. “Your wardings keep us concealed, yes?”

“Our wardings,” said Chintsi, mouth small, “only cover twice our height.” He glared at Vasha. “We did not expect anyone to ignite a flare and give our position to everybody nearby.”

Vasha chewed her cheek and looked at Vayuna to defend her. His eyes grew small and angled away from her.

Whistles and cries came from further along the pass, followed by glowing torchlight.

The bandits had discovered their position.


Chapter 53

Brain and Bronze
[image: ]


The early evening chill numbed Sabhira’s knuckles, but she dipped a cloth into the brine bucket anyway and scrubbed a bronze amulet from the crate of stolen goods, within eyesight of Liu’s tent. She’ll be out any minute now. Heart pattering, she hoped this plan worked to learn the Zai’daem’s travel route. To succeed, though, she needed Liu to stumble upon her.

By the fire, Polg and Sorn took turns swigging from a dented canteen. She overheard them while mentally replaying her intended conversation with Liu.

“Runner’s business is done, everstone plates are charged, and cutters are all attuned. Checked them myself, and we’re all set for tomorrow’s storm.”

Sabhira faltered midpolish. Tomorrow? Was she too late? No, I can figure this out. Tonight, she needed both to get the route from Liu and to steal a plate. Once these lost their charge, she didn’t know how long before another runner came to replenish them.

“I suspect you think you’ll reach the encampment before me, do you?”

“I’ll be a scrubbed bucket before you beat me there. Let’s count how much gold I empty before you. Probably before noon we set to work, and you’re still drinking.”

“So ’re you.”

“Aye, but I can handle my ale!”

Their conversation degraded into a bout of name-calling, which lost Sabhira’s interest. When Liu exited her tent, Sabhira intensified her scrubbing of the bronze amulet. She couldn’t mess this up.

“What’re you doing wasting your time on that, Tressa?”

Sabhira feigned confusion. “What do you mean?”

“A thousand things to do in camp, and you’re brushing a trinket? I want you mucking.” She smirked. “Ten bits if you splatter some dung on Peli while you’re at it. Saw her by the mapping station.”

Sabhira doubled down on her bewildered confusion. “Mucking over polishing?”

Liu gave her a funny look.

With the amulet in her palm, Sabhira lifted and weighed it. “It’s just . . .” She trailed off and ended with a dismissive laugh, her body tumbling inward slightly. “Okay, I’ll get to the mucking.”

“Hold on now. You have something to say. Grit my waters or be out with it.”

Sabhira wiped real sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. She had put strength into her polishing ploy. “It’s just, you make bronze polishing sound useless. The Shu’Ranai accompanying the rangers insisted that every bronze item be polished to a sheen. Something about improved Impulse resonance. But I’ll get to mucking.” She smiled and added a wink. “I may win those ten bits off you too. I’ll let you know how I manage.”

She set the wet cloth and amulet down and rose to leave, noting how Liu’s gaze drifted to the necklace. “Improved resonance? What does that even mean? And why bronze?”

Pausing briefly, Sabhira shrugged and cast a glance over her shoulder. “You’re the valaren, not me. I didn’t think to ask. Bronze aids aren’t common for your weaves?”

Liu crouched down to pick up the amulet, flipping it back and forth, talking to herself. “Resonance . . . Resonance? Is that what they call the ethereal affinity? I’ve never heard of resonance . . .” Sabhira waited a moment longer before continuing toward the horses. She closed her eyes, anticipating Liu stopping her with questions.

At Liu’s familiar short beckoning whistle, Sabhira smirked. “Did the Shu’Ranai say how bronze affects anything? Or did you see what it changed?”

Sabhira laughed with a sarcastic grin. “I can’t see the weaves.” She squinted and shook her head lightly as if to name Liu dense. “But,” Sabhira added, “they mentioned bumping into bandits—I figure one of our troops—with a leader and five others laid out flat for lack of polished bronze. By the look of the metal, they said it must have been discoordination with other troops, whatever that means.”

Liu frowned and glanced toward the logistics and mapping side of the camp. Sabhira could practically hear her thoughts. If her plan was working, Liu would suspect Peli of some plot without including Liu. A scheme that might bring risk to the others.

Her eyes flicking back to Sabhira, Liu’s furrowed brow ridged deeper. “I’ve never heard of bronze resonance relating to anything. We’ve never polished it before.”

Sabhira shrugged with lifted brows and hands. “Maybe the Shu’Ranai were just great sticklers. If we need any bronze polished, I’m sure Peli will tell us. We’re just traveling for the next few days, right?”

Liu glanced Peli’s direction. “No. We’re taking an encampment tomorrow. Peli only just told me. It’s southwest of us.”

Perfect! Sabhira could drag a plate northeast, which was the direction of Hartal, anyway. She could sneak out⁠—

“I’m moving all everstone plates into the wagon up front. At least, I’m supposed to.” She muttered to herself. “What’s Peli planning?”

Sabhira sagged at the mention of moving the plates. Last time, when she had stayed back to watch the plates, they had just sat in the wagon. And that specific wagon always dragged at the back of the caravan. They were uncharged then. She recovered her composure before Liu, who still focused across camp, glimpsed her.

She had already snatched one of the vein-resistant runner cloaks that blended with the landscape. Maybe she could relieve Liu of the everstone movement task and set a plate aside to sneak away tonight.

“Forget the mucking,” Liu said. Then she whistled to Sorn and Polg. “You two. Haul the everstone plates to the front. Peli’s orders, before you ask.”

Sabhira bit her lip to stifle a groan as she silently cursed Liu. Too late for that plan. Why had she bothered ingratiating herself to the scoundrel? But Liu beckoned Sabhira to huddle closer.

When Sorn and Polg left earshot with the first set of plates, she pulled out an iron key. “Listen, a chest in that red tent has the cutters. Go check and see if they look good.”

Sabhira frowned, genuinely confused. She had heard the term cutters but assumed that was another name for the runners. “What do you mean, look good?”

Liu frowned too, seeming to find the order a simple one. “The cutters are attuned to the stones. The handle ought to glow. Without the cutters, we can’t make more plates. They—splash me, but you can ask how the plates are made with Yorn tomorrow. You’ll be helping him work the plates when we take the encampment. Now that Olina is out of commission from that stint back in Riversgate, he needs a new partner.”

Sabhira almost snorted. I’ll be gone before I help anybody raid a town. When Liu glanced over her shoulder, though, she frowned. What was that about cutters making more everstone plates?

Liu leaned in and whispered. “If Peli’s up to something, I don’t trust Sorn and Polg either. Should be harmless, but now I’m wondering if she’s coming up with some scheme to get out of storm-shifting duties by sabotaging our work here so she can focus solely on contracts. Right now, just check the cutters. Make sure they’re locked in the chest and all set, but wait until you hear those clumsy frogs before you leave the tent.” Her suspicious gaze flicked in Peli’s direction, and she muttered the word resonance again with skepticism. Then she added, “After you’re done, keep polishing that bronze. I’ll do the mucking. I want to monitor Peli.”

Sabhira’s jaw dropped. She must have delayed too long before answering because Liu crossed her arms. “What? You still want to do the mucking?”

When Sabhira laughed, she hoped Liu mistook it as relief over freedom from mucking duties. Really, she was just glad the woman had given her a better solution for her attempts.

If the cutters made the everstone plates, that would be a far better steal than a single plate itself. Why, when she brought one to the Shu’Ranai, they could take it to Palerock Mountain. That was a massive source of everstone! This was too easy now!

“No,” she said, still laughing. “Have fun with the mucking near Peli. And I’ll pay you ten bits if you hold back from splatting any on her.”

Liu grinned. “Oh, she won’t be leaving splashing clean. As much as I’d love to take your money, it’s worth it.”

With that, Liu departed, leaving Sabhira an unobstructed path to the red tent.

Inside, only one chest sat on the ground; she unlocked it and lifted the lid. Her brow quirked.

How was this a cutter? The thin rods each sported gems at one end but were bladeless. Each one glowed with a pale white light, though. She lifted one with two fingers and turned it over. Delicately, she placed it in her cloak next to Lord Evuar’s gifted double-headed coin. Perhaps that old relic still had some luck remaining. She patted it and whispered a quick thanks to the ranger and adjusted her cloak to keep the rod from poking out.

Her victorious smile faltered a touch. Well, she had wanted to emulate Kipp more, and she was succeeding. Perhaps her ever-deepening deception should bother her, but not when she knew what good she could bring about through giving one of these to the Shu’Ranai to study.

She waited until Sorn and Polg waddled away with their next haul of everstone plates before exiting the tent.

Despite having the cutter in her possession now, she decided not to leave tonight. The opportunity to ask Yorn about the cutting process tomorrow was worth the added day’s delay, not to mention slipping away would be much easier without dragging a plate.

She returned to the stack of bronze trinkets and polished until each one reflected her grin.


Chapter 54

Discoveries
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Callan pressed his back flat against the boulder. He wished he was on the other side with Orlev, Synz, Vasha, Vayuna, and Bengaru, who lay behind a sheet of rock Synz had raised. Instead, he was with Gedri and Chintsi, relying on Chintsi’s warding to keep them from sight.

Two strangers arrived, hairless. Whatever didn’t reflect Vestral’s purple light off their polished heads and bald brows glowed with flickering orange from their torches.

The pair ambled toward Callan’s side but abruptly meandered in opposite directions.

“Fohf, where are you going?” said the leftmost one in a thickly accented masculine voice.

“Me? You branched.” That one’s intonations matched, although the voice sounded feminine.

“Hold,” the deep-voiced one said, folding slightly inward.

The other stepped back. “What do you see, brother? Shall I get the others? Is it Unwavering?”

“More likely Zai’daem.” A finger pointed in Callan’s general direction. “It is hard to focus on that spot. They assembled a distracting weave.” Then the figure stood tall. “Leave us! We are the people of Balen! We have no gold for you, and we claim the right of free passage!”

Chintsi, Callan, and Gedri shared a look, but all three shrugged.

Across the way, the sheet concealing the others crumbled like pie crust, and Orlev shimmered into view as he passed Bengaru’s warding.

“Why do Balenites travel from the north?”

Chintsi flicked his fingers, and the bald pair’s gazes skirted to them and back to Orlev as they retreated a step. Callan frowned, unsure why the two Shu’Ranai had let the shields down so quickly. He doubted these were Zai’daem, with their own precautions against criminals and the Unwavering, but they could be unaffiliated bandits.

“We bring no harm,” said Orlev, showing his palms. The white fringe at his sleeves reflected Vestral’s light as much as his necklaces did.

The hairless speaker’s eyes flitted to Orlev’s wrists, and after a moment, his tension eased. “We could ask the same of the Shu’Ranai for having reason to travel south. The southern tribes have not seen your people in decades.”

Decades? Callan gawked. How were the Shu’Ranai intending on him to unite the princedoms and the tribes if the Shu’Ranai weren’t even on speaking terms with the South?

“Only sixteen years. Not decades,” said Orlev, although that did little to settle Callan’s qualms. “I give my word we mean no harm.”

The two companions shared a look, and then they nodded. “I am called Hozha, and this is my sister, Fohf. As the sands go deep, so does our welcome.” Callan recognized the expression from his studies with Orlev. He would wager these two were from Dogath’s desert.

Orlev bowed. “Our water is yours to share.”

Squinting at Orlev, Fohf lacked her brother’s ease. “Why do Shu’Ranai cross the border and skulk in shadows?”

Orlev glanced at Chintsi in some nonverbal communication before nodding. He offered a quick explanation that Callan had noticed the tracks and they heard tell of bandits in the area, so they had avoided them and intended to pass the party on their way to Dhonai. Then he asked to join them at their camp, claiming desert friendship. More surprising than Orlev’s overshare, the two agreed to escort the lot.

As they trailed the peculiar people, Callan’s eyes drifted to their billowing white pants with fur skins draped around their waists to secure similarly billowing shirts that came to tight cuffs slightly above the wrists. Hozha had a squarer jaw, and Fohf stood slightly taller than him, though he found it difficult to mark much more difference between the siblings in the dim light.

Callan angled his stride toward Orlev and asked why he felt so confident these weren’t bandits. Now that he had established Orlev as trustworthy, he was hoping the man wouldn’t make blanket decisions for the group, although the situation may have called for it with them split across the pass.

“They are not Unwavering, for on my side of the pass I could see a weave ahead.” He pointed with his chin to several patterns: white, blue, and yellow threads for Knowledge, Spirit, and Impulse. “And if they claimed free passage, they are sheltered from the Zai’daem. Other Zai’daem would not claim free passage—let alone venture to declare themselves so boldly with torches—but would name their leader.”

“And you’re sure they aren’t other bandits?”

“I am sure. I should have guessed sooner, with how long their path takes, and only at night. They perform the Star Dance.”

“What is that?”

Orlev smiled and simply gestured his hand forward. Around the next bend, they passed through the meshwork of weaves. Orange light played along the gully walls, while clapping and singing echoed off the mountainsides.

As they rounded the corner, people in many-colored silks and satins surrounded a blazing bonfire. His previous scouting efforts had shown him the group during the day, and he had not seen how great the bonfire blazed.

The Balenites stood quietly to the side, gazing at Hozha and Fohf. Several indistinct murmurs spread as a few pointed at the Shu’Ranai outfits, but Hozha and Fohf quelled them.

“With two moons out, welcome our traveling friends. The stars shine tonight.”

Hesitant silence pervaded the clearing. Then Fohf clapped. “The music!”

Within ten seconds, harps and flutes were pulled out. People danced around, twirling in a chaotic choreography. From several of their number rose strands, joining that airy presence of weaves Callan had seen outside.

“This,” Orlev said, “is their nightly Star Dance. I did not think to see it again this soon.”

Callan blinked rapidly. “Nightly? We would have passed signs of a fire this big.” He understood their weaves were a type of warding to keep the sounds contained, but Callan wouldn’t have missed the residual signs of something so great.

“Not with the fuel source they use. But come, let us share food. It is a sign of disrespect not to. The Balenites comprise people of all tribes. Of all and of none. I wish to learn more about why they came from the north. Mingle with them but speak nothing of the pass or Ustep.”

Orlev blended into the crowd, leaving Callan wide-eyed. Several people nearby gasped in delight at Vayuna, with exclamations of “Stars keep us!”

A flustered Vasha and a surprised Gedri were swept into the mix, and that finally broke Callan’s shock into a bemused chuckle. He would never have expected this. What had Orlev said about the special fire fuel? He dodged his head left and right to stare into the fire, but the moving throngs obstructed a straight view. From what he saw, it was just wood.

The fire and laughter brought Callan’s mind to home, Teya’s handcakes, Mistress Zavalyn’s honey sticks, and even Mistress Grubbin’s gruel. Heights above, what I wouldn’t give to be back home. He didn’t even know where home really was now, not since it had moved. The only thing the Shu’Ranai ever advised him about the wards was that they had clustered together and avoided the greater troubles of the storms, most of which had drifted into the mountains.

These thoughts gripped him, and he felt dizzy looking into the flames. From the corner of his eye, he noted shockingly white hair. Steadying himself, he turned and gasped.

Lissan, the icy-haired woman from Ironwood, sat by the fire, eyeing him. Beside her sat Lady Jilton and her attendant, the latter feeding the former with a spoon.

Lissan’s lips moved, and the attendant dropped the spoon to face Callan. For a few seconds, they locked eyes, but then the attendant girl whispered something and rushed off.

Again, a dizzying swoon overcame Callan, but now his attention fell on the fleeing girl. Her Tolemca-forged sword swung at her hip, and Callan ventured through the crowd to find her. Even when she was out of sight, a warmth pulled him around the fire. She ducked between two dancers, but Callan rounded them and met her face-to-face.

“You,” Callan said. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same of you!” Then her jaw dropped. “Did my father send you?”

“What? No. Your father?” He squinted. “Is Lord Jilton your father, after all?” Something about her being Lady Jilton’s attendant seemed dubious.

She snorted. “No. A good man, but no.”

“How did you get here? And why did you bring Lady Jilton? It’s dangerous for someone who’s Dulled to be out here!”

She tucked her chin in and spread her arms wide to the surrounding people. “With Balenites?” A brusque laugh ripped from her throat. “It was more dangerous back there. I couldn’t leave without my cousin.”

“So you’re cousins?”

“I said so, didn’t I?”

Callan raked a hand through his hair. The last vestiges of haziness were breaking from him, and with them he wondered why he was asking all these questions, but still the next one tumbled out. “Whatever you’ve told me, it doesn’t make sense. Who is your father, and why would you think he sent me?”

She paused and stared at him, then looked over his shoulder. Callan glanced and saw Lissan smiling at them.

“I should never have befriended a far’evayne. Especially one like Lissan.” She sighed. “She’ll have us speak eventually, I’m sure.” After pausing for a breath, she said, “My name is Mireka.”

The name sounded strangely familiar. Hadn’t Orlev mentioned it during their lessons? The context evaded him, though.

Then he gasped. “You’re the princess heir to Goldcrest!”

She grumbled and mocked a curtsy.

Callan’s jaw dropped. “You told me you were an attendant to Lady Jilton!”

“Remind me exactly what I owe you? Besides, I was attending to her, so it wasn’t really a lie.” She mimicked his slack jaw, then wrinkled her nose. “And don’t look at me like that. I’m no princess heir anymore.”

She nudged his chest with her shoulder and ducked under a twirling dancer.

Callan let the dancer pass and then followed. “Is that how you got that sword? You said you had a Tolemcan smith make it for you. Was he your palace servant, or did you make that up too?”

Eyes flashing, she rounded on him. “He was no servant.” She cooled, then straightened. “Lissan said your curiosity was strong.”

“How does she know?”

“Please. It’s easy to guess, even for me, with how quickly you brought it up again. But even back in Ironwood, she noticed how deep you longed to study it.”

Callan scoffed. He wasn’t that obvious. She was exaggerating. “What does that even mean, she noticed how deep I longed to study it?” He paused and thought it through. “I’m guessing it has to do with her being a far’evayne?”

Mireka nodded, then stepped to the edge, where fewer dancers bustled against them. “Yes. I suppose I might as well tell you. She can measure desires when they pop up. Sometimes she can even make you act on them.”

Callan narrowed his eyes thoughtfully and nodded slowly. “A moment ago, I got dizzy thinking of home. Was that her?”

“Probably. It’s been a while since she’s had any effect like that on me. You get used to that part after a while. But I’d guess that was passive. Most times, just being around her brings things front of mind without her even knowing. But sometimes,” she said, leaning in, “she can tell if there’s a desire combined with a need.”

Callan was curious about the sword, true. But why would that have occurred to Lissan as a need? At the time of the party in Ironwood, he was still learning to embrace his core and see the strands, and that sword had especially stuck out. It had seemed like a key to understanding it, so it made sense.

Then he tilted his head. “You said you’re used to it. Why did you get flustered and leave her?”

Her cheeks reddened. “I didn’t get flustered.”

“You did. And you’re blushing now.”

“No, I’m not. I need to go.”

“Wait!” He gently grabbed her elbow as she turned, then abruptly let go, remembering she was royalty. “Sorry.”

Before she could turn to leave again, though, Gedri bumped into them. “Callan! And . . . Are you Mireka?” Mireka only squinted at Gedri, who offered a sheepish grin. “Lissan said I should find you.”


Chapter 55

Star Dancers
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“Tell Lissan she can stay out of my business.”

The budging bodies, shrill flutes, and hearty laughter were distracting to Callan, but somehow Mireka seemed unfazed. She dodged every elbow and flowing sleeve with ease.

Gedri winced as some limb hit his head and then continued on its errant path to make Callan stumble too.

“Right,” said Gedri. “She warned that might be your answer. But she also mentioned your Tolemca-forged sword and that you might let me study it.”

“Not you too.” She turned her glare on Callan as she dodged another dancer’s bump. “Did you set him up to this? My sword is my own.”

Callan didn’t know what he had done to deserve that treatment. For a moment, he truly felt like he was back in Durinvale at the center of girl trouble. Sabhira was usually the one landing him in those situations, though.

With pining eyes, Gedri glanced at her scabbard. “Just for a bit? It won’t leave your sight. Lissan thinks I’ll find it interesting.”

Dancing bodies nudged Callan off kilter, and he bumped into Mireka before stepping back with an apology. “Sorry.”

“Can’t you keep your balance?” She evaded another flailing arm.

With the sheer number of people dancing in such tight proximity, Callan doubted he could. Still, he frowned. “I’m trying to be polite.”

She squinted at him. “You can’t dance, can you?”

“Of course I can.” He glanced with a wary eye at the crowd, though. This could barely be called dancing. Dancing involved coordinated steps. To his surprise, though, there seemed a semblance of choreography nearer to the fire.

“Prove it.”

Callan turned from his crowd-musing to laugh. “I have nothing to prove.”

She glanced from Gedri to Callan. “If you can hold your own in the dance, I’ll let him,” she jerked her chin at Gedri, “study the sword.”

“Wait, I asked about the sword first.”

She shrugged. “Without a dance, neither of you sees it.”

Callan swallowed. Good thing Sabhira wasn’t here. If she saw him dancing with a princess, he didn’t think she would be particularly pleased. “Isn’t there something else we can offer? We have connections with the Shu’Ranai.”

“Shu’Ranai aren’t all that great. I’ve met them before. They pander to my family.” She stared at the dancers. “But I never get to dance like this in the courts.”

Callan scratched his neck. If Sabhira did ever learn about this, she would understand he had to do it to help Gedri. “You’ll let both of us see it?”

Her eyes narrowed, and she left Callan waiting. “Yes,” she finally said. It sounded like a trap.

“And you’ll let us look at it long enough to study it to our satisfaction?”

A mischievous smile stretched across her face. “You’ve learned the importance of words since Ironwood. You can study it, but not out of my sight and not after we go to sleep.”

Callan sucked his lower lip and checked the dancing crowd. “Deal.”

He embraced his core, and although the brilliant colors made his temples throb, he shifted the intensity with which he embraced it. When he had done this by the river, he had focused only on the Shu’Ranai’s weaves while blotting out the landscape’s patterns. This time, he focused just on the people’s cores and the ground.

The headache lessened, and Callan smirked, which earned Mireka’s squint. He extended a palm. “Shall we?”

Her hand was small in his and somehow simultaneously calloused and soft. Her smirk started to fade when Callan successfully wended between thrashing bodies from the outer ring toward the inner, more organized section. Light on her feet, she kept pace. The frown that formed as she asked if Callan knew the steps, to which he replied he didn’t, fizzled into a genuine smile.

The steps were confusing, and if Callan weren’t embracing his core, he doubted he would have survived the attempt. From side to side the circle moved, three steps to the left, then two to the right, punctuated with kicks and occasional twirls. Somebody beside him laughed and performed a small jig. He and Mireka picked it up, and before long, the infectious laughter had spread.

The fire grew tall and provided warmth without being hot.

“What do you use in there?” Callan asked a neighboring man, but Mireka replied.

“It’s heartwood. Special lumber from Da’Almi. My father uses it back home. Easy to ignite, easy to put out, and the wood might as well last forever with how long it burns.” Her eyes softened with a daydream. “I’ve heard it comes from one specific tree that never stops growing and is tall enough to pierce the clouds.”

Callan shook his head. Having seen strange trees in Anwa Woods, he supposed even more existed elsewhere, but surely not that tall. When everyone else hooked elbows, he and Mireka followed, swapping positions.

“Come on,” Mireka said, pulling him toward the outer ring’s chaos.

“Wait, I don’t know their⁠—”

Mireka grabbed his hand and tugged him into the living whirlpool, where some dancers clapped against tambourines. Without a pattern to focus on, he relied on dodging limbs. Mireka’s laughter made him falter, and he stepped on her toes.

“Ah,” she said, “I guess you lost the bet.”

Callan leaned back, bumping the back of his head against someone. “You can’t be serious,” he said as he stepped on her toes again.

She shrugged and gestured at his feet, then laughed and ducked out of the ring. Callan pursued.

“You had to hold your own in the dance, but you didn’t.”

“Come on,” Callan said, unwilling to believe her.

Gedri bobbed over, eyes shining as he waited expectantly.

Mireka folded her arms. “The deal was⁠—”

Callan stared deadpan at her. “Look at Gedri, really.”

She did, and after her pinched face crumbled into a smile, she let out a dramatic sigh and drew the sword.

Callan, still embracing his core, appreciated the intricately fashioned strands running through it.

Gedri, though, gasped. “Callan! Look!”

Core released, Callan followed Gedri’s finger to the engraving in the sword’s groove. Callan cocked his head. Something seemed familiar.

“In Tarta—” Gedri slapped his hand over his mouth before shaking his head and starting again. “In, um, you know. Remember how intricate that weave was? Recognize anything in this design?”

Mireka frowned at him, but Callan understood. In Tartalas, they had seen the truthspeakers layer strands of the different essences on top of each other like intricate lace and then embed that grand weave into the shattered corestone until it turned into everstone. This design wasn’t the same, but it definitely looked similar. Some of the fletched lines looked like sharp, jagged bits strung on a string, much like his own Vitality threads occasionally appeared. Vasha and Gedri had commented on sigils being built directly into city walls. Was this something similar?

“Do you mind waiting here while I grab something?” Gedri asked.

Mireka shrugged. “Sure. But let’s go somewhere quieter. Meet us by those tents.”

Gedri bustled off, and Callan and Mireka walked to the tent closest to the camp’s outskirt.

“So, you’re the Vein Render.”

Callan nodded. Laughter had been fine amid all the revels, but now he felt the distance between her royal upbringing and his. Although, I guess she doesn’t act much like a princess.

“And you’re really trying to unite the princedoms and the tribes?”

“Yes. I’ll succeed too.” Callan stared at the stars. The truthspeakers had shown what would happen if he didn’t.

“You shouldn’t bother,” she said, scuffing the pebbly ground with her shoe.

“Why not?”

When she looked up, she looked somber for the first time. “I’m trying to escape everything about the princedoms. My mother and father are sending suitors for me. But I think . . . I know they’re going to assassinate me the moment I marry.”

Callan pressed his lips thin and exhaled. “Are you safe here?” He suddenly glanced up, worried there might be somebody stalking between the tents.

“Yeah. Balenites never hurt anybody. I’ve already mentioned my old sword teacher is down south, and they’re my passage.”

“It’s lucky you encountered them.”

She smirked. “I’m the one who got them to meet me. Lissan helped, I guess, with her farima do’tyna family in the South.” Callan spared a brief thought for Perlith, who apparently had a similar family. “People of Balen,” Mireka continued, “think highly of the vein-touched, and they never doubted Lissan when she said it would teach them a new step.” Then she inhaled and hitched her shoulders up. “Once we make it to Kenta, you can talk all you want with their chieftain, but I want to head to Azzex. Might join their army. Or become a talespinner. Haven’t decided yet.”

Callan smirked. “Those are two different lives.” But he offered her a friendly elbow nudge. “I know how it feels to have people after you.” His mind drifted to Aryn and the dreams of Maarat. “Comes with the whole Vein Render title, I guess.”

She offered a side smile, and then Gedri ran over with a book and without breath. “You still have the sword?”

She looked at him questioningly. “Of course I do.”

After she drew it, Gedri opened to a page with similar overlaid scrawls. His mouth moved quietly, and he glanced from the sword to the notations, occasionally flipping a leaf.

Gedri’s chest puffed in triumph. “Here.”

Callan and Mireka both peered at the page. It was more about infusing corestones.

When Mireka asked what those were, Gedri’s shoulders shimmied as he sought a simple answer. “I’m still trying to figure out how to make one, but I’m close. I think with Vasha, I can.”

Mireka’s voice tightened. “That didn’t answer my question.”

“Right. Well, they’re like a precursor to relics. And I think your sword was made in a similar way.” His eyes glowed. “Which means we might make more.”

She shrugged. “That’s what the Tolemcan smiths do. They make more swords all the time, and they’re not even valaren.”

Gedri shook his head. “No. I mean, we can make more relics.”


Chapter 56

Challenging Missions
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At the spiraled staircase’s base, Davyn opened the door for Tor. This time, though, he led the way, excited to deliver the news: Metath’s trial was now set. With their guard duty ending, Davyn could pitch the perfect opportunity to fill the void, breaking their sullen stupor.

The vigilant Resolute regarded Metath pacing in his cell.

“Nothing liquid this time,” said Davyn, scooting a platter of roasted potatoes and lark breast along the floor to Metath. The prisoner took one glance before continuing to pace.

Clearing his throat, Davyn faced Aldrit, who appraised him with a jutting chin. The pose made Davyn hesitate until he glanced at Tor, who nodded encouragement.

With shoulders drawn back, Davyn smiled at Aldrit. “I bring an update.”

As he shared Metath’s upcoming trial timeline, he resisted the urge to check Metath’s face. In case the prisoner riddled Davyn’s current attire with lark grease, he had a clean change stashed at the top of the stairs.

On his finishing, though, a somehow greater melancholy gripped the group.

“So be it,” said Metath.

Davyn rubbed his chin at the man’s cool composure. He had expected a vehement outburst. Instead, quiet disdain coated his words.

“I come,” said Davyn, “to inform you that Prince Eirk and Captain Harwin request your company during the trial. We hope for you to share insight into our judicial system’s workings for other pending matters.” Harwin had suggested that last bit to assist. To secure more resources against Vhorin, the greater plan included giving the Resolute courtly influence. Since the Resolute acted as gatekeepers for the Shu’Ranai, such influence would inevitably extend to Shu’Ranai Tower too.

Aldrit nodded. “Thank you.”

Davyn’s chest lightened. With the Resolute’s trust would come Harwin’s praise for Davyn’s involvement. But gloom still filled the room. With a frown at the torches, he wondered if the grim lighting obscured the Resolute’s ease.

Aldrit’s lips parted with more to say, but nothing came out.

“Is something on your mind, Aldrit?”

“We cannot accept your offer for our contributions to your judgment.” A lump caught in Davyn’s throat. “We will stand trial against Metath, for such is our way. With our prophecies fulfilled, we must carry out justice, but this will be the Resolute’s last deed.”

Davyn shook his head to clear it. “I don’t think you understand. There’s more you can help with.”

Behind Aldrit, shoulders sagged despite Davyn’s insistence. When he spoke of judgment seats, Aldrit’s vacant stare made him feel like he was talking to a wall. Finally, silence pervaded the room. Davyn looked to Tor, who shrugged, wide-eyed.

Confused, Davyn scanned the room. Even Metath seemed sorrowful, but by his fixed eyes on the others, Davyn got the impression it was sympathy for his companions rather than dread over his fate.

When Metath’s eyes flicked to Davyn’s, his face immediately blanched. “See how this despoiler has brought ruin to our⁠—”

Aldrit closed his eyes and raised a hand to silence Metath, and it worked.

Davyn couldn’t let it rest there, though. This was just like his last visit, with Metath accusing Davyn, Callan, Perlith, and Rhogana of destroying their woods. Was that the reason the Resolute refused to further assist? He had to prove they would aid in a good cause by joining Ossindia. If I don’t, Harwin will never entrust me with anything important. Davyn envisioned his father’s disappointment at Davyn’s failure to serve.

“If not for us,” Davyn said, cheeks heating, “your woods would have fallen sooner! You’re denser than a granite quarry.” Davyn jabbed his finger through the barred slits at Metath, who huddled against the cell’s back wall. This wasn’t the first time he had defended Callan since traveling from Anwa Woods. “Without your prophecies’ Vein Render, you all might have died! The entire woods would have collapsed, killing everyone in it.”

Metath sneered. “We should have prevented the prophecies from coming to pass.” Wounded murmurs echoed behind Davyn. This wasn’t going as planned! He needed to inspire the Resolute, not send them into a sullen pit of despondence.

“How many times do I have to explain we tried to save it? If you had granted us passage sooner, perhaps that would have prevented it. Mairwen believed us⁠—”

“Do not mention her name!”

“Mairwen’s the reason you’re in a cell! She supports Callan as Vein Render.”

“Only because Nefion’s stupidity⁠—”

“Silence!” At Aldrit’s bellow, the damp air thickened. “Metath, speak not of Nefion. He was an honorable leader, and you shall not sully his name in death. And you, dancer, no matter how many times you repeat yourself, it will not sway the prisoner.” For a few moments, only Aldrit’s heavy breathing filled the dungeon. Then he turned to face his companions. “He-Who-Hides runs free, a mark of shame on us all.”

Several others murmured, the name He-Who-Hides echoing in their mutters. Metath’s greatest gripe on the trip here was that a Defiled now wandered the world because of their failure to contain him.

Davyn gasped. In the somber ambience, only Tor looked at him questioningly. Davyn lifted his forefinger and thumb to his chin, then rubbed his stubble.

“Aldrit. Your prophecy’s purpose was to hold back He-Who-Hides, yes?” Several disgruntled Resolute eyed him, and Davyn raised his hands to show he meant no offense. “What if there’s more you can do?”

Aldrit offered him a sad smile but shook his head. “The woods have fallen. The prophecy is fulfilled.”

Davyn stepped closer. “The prophecies only foretold the woods being brought to an end when He-Who-Hides escapes.” He had heard that plenty of times from Metath on the journey here. “That doesn’t mean it’s the end of the Resolute.”

A few of the discontented stares shifted to curiosity. Davyn sought those sets of eyes as he continued. “The woods may be gone, but not your mission. He-Who-Hides is still out there, just not in the bleakmire. Maybe there’s something you all can do about that.”

Behind him, Metath grunted. “The dancer is no valaren.”

Davyn waved his hand over his shoulder. “So what? Aldrit?”

The Resolute leader pursed his lips. “Metath alludes to the woods’ enablement of our weaves. And he is correct; you guide no essence and cannot appreciate how its consecrated lands aided our effort.”

Davyn lowered his chin. “It didn’t cut you off completely. Aren’t you restraining Metath now?” He didn’t mention how they had restrained him with bands of air and thorn-riddled vines on the route here. Not when he stood a chance of persuading them. If he could quiet Metath . . .

“Yes, but some weaves require more. A source runs through the woods, amplified by our reliquary pillars.”

“The same pillars,” chuffed Metath, “that the dancing bladesman demeaned mere days ago.”

Davyn bristled but suddenly realized how they might have perceived his prior jest. Still, he was grateful when Aldrit beckoned others to silence Metath. “Without those, we cannot fashion the weaves required to contain bleakmires.”

Davyn shrugged. “I don’t mean to speak lightly here, but the bleakmires are in the air.”

“We need no further reminders of our failures.”

Davyn shook his head, then turned to the others, suddenly excited. “What was the actual threat? The bleakmire itself or what it contained? He-Who-Hides was the reason you fought the bleakmires. Now he’s escaped. Your prophecies predicted your woods’ fall, but did they say you should stop pursuing He-Who-Hides afterward?”

Aldrit watched him, and even Metath held silence. Bound as he was, though, the contrary man lacked the familiar belligerence.

Even though Davyn lacked the ability to see the veins, a quick scan revealed the two Resolute restraining him. Only those two seemed to have any purpose in the lot.

Davyn glanced once more to Metath, then cocked his head. These people had no cause left. I suppose that’s what Aldrit was getting at. And yet Metath was a vestige of that mission. The sudden realization hit Davyn. He really is giving them some purpose, even if that’s just to confine him. A strange way to go about it, but if not for him, they might be even more dismayed.

“You,” said Davyn, wagging a finger at Metath, which brought his scowl back. But Davyn arched one brow and smiled. “You see what’s happening here.” He let out a small laugh and turned to Aldrit, who also scowled. Not what Davyn was hoping for, but how had he missed this?

“If your goal is to stave off the Defiled, well, they’re free. But they haven’t won yet. If you stay in here thinking you’re holding to the last of your ways, you should know by now those ways have changed. The rules themselves are different. You could do more for your cause outside here.”

Aldrit glanced at the faces behind him, some of which glowed with a hunger. Despite their timid silence, desire lit their eyes.

Aldrit turned his head down and angled it back to Davyn, not lifting his eyes from Davyn’s feet. “Even if what you say is true, we are too far from the turmoil to be of use now.”

“No,” Davyn said, laying a hand on Aldrit’s shoulder. “We may not know where He-Who-Hides went, but the effects are everywhere. If there’s even a little you can do to help, it’s part of a greater battle.”

Aldrit’s eyes lifted, and a blossom of warmth spurred Davyn on.

He saw the eagerness for some greater purpose in Aldrit’s eyes mirrored in the others. Even Metath seemed interested to hear more. Harwin wants me to convince them to become an Ossindian ally. But the way to do that isn’t by showering them with honor. It’s by giving them something to fight for. Right now, Metath was the only one in the entire province doing that.

“There’s a lot happening up there that you aren’t seeing. Revolts in Krshkv. Rising numbers of Dulled. Didn’t you used to gather them on the Shu’Ranai’s behalf and escort them from various princedoms?”

Somebody scoffed that the reason came from the four princedoms’ inability to agree on allowing affiliates from rival princedoms to enter their territories, leaving them no choice but to turn to a neutral party to escort the poor people to Shu’Ranai care.

Aldrit silenced them with a hand. “Go on,” he said.

“So much is changing, and Prince Eirk wants the Shu’Ranai’s help in securing a better world. Black storms, revolts, political ambushes . . . Aren’t these all signs of the Sealed One’s touch tainting the world?”

When they asked Davyn what the Ossindian prince had in mind, he smiled. “With Vhorin as cooperative as a goat in a grain bin and Remia as friendly as a stonelark in a river, the only thing to do is to build ties with Rubes. Between their fleets and Ossindia’s military . . .”

As he continued, more than one Resolute nodded. Even Metath remained silent, listening with chin upraised. Davyn discovered a newfound respect for the man. Maybe he had opposed the others earlier on, but now he focused on keeping them motivated, if in a strange way. Maybe his trial would present him with a chance to defend himself. Davyn even said as much and offered to lend his own support, which earned a smile from the prisoner.

When Davyn finally left, he held his head high, proud of what he could report back to the captain.


Chapter 57

Bridged
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The lumen coalesced, held steady, and only vanished after Vasha’s dismissal.

“Very impressive, Vasha,” said Vayuna.

“It is boring.” Another lumen formed. “Why can’t I cycle colors like Gedri? If I just dip this strand below⁠—”

Vayuna swelled before her, resembling an engorged blackberry with limbs. “Not until Orlev finishes his meeting with the Balenite leader.”

Vasha attempted a rebuttal, but Vayuna silenced it, under Orlev’s strict orders not to let her advance beyond these withering basic techniques. Why should he care so much? If not for her . . . practice yesterday, they would be eating dried meats and mushrooms. At least here, they had better victuals.

Most people in the camp still slept. No wonder the Balenites made such short progress traveling, with the frivolous nightly celebrations. What made the celebration special if every night was the same? Back in Gho, pilgrimage trips involved silence, allowing for meditation. These people could learn from those tactics. Celebrating all the way to Kenta?

She let her fifty-something-th lumen fizzle as Gedri bobbed over behind Orlev and Callan, rubbing veiny red eyes.

She lifted her nose and shook her head at Gedri. “How late were you awake? You joined the debauchery?”

“No,” Gedri said in a defensive tone. “I stayed up reading this.” He produced the corestone book from his cloak.

Orlev cleared his throat. “And what you learned, you will practice under my supervision. Before we begin, though, I have met with Hozha. The other Shu’Ranai and I have agreed to travel with them to Kenta. The chieftain there will be our first visit in this southern tour.”

“Perfect.” Vasha blew her hair at the wretched decision. “I look forward to our arrival in three months.”

Orlev half smiled. “This is unknown territory, and it is safest to journey in a group, especially since they have valaren in their number. They need supplies from Kenta, and we should be grateful they share their food at all.” He paused and waited for Vasha to meet his eyes. “You should know, Vayuna’s presence quite impressed them.”

“I am aware,” said Vasha. That was one reason she had retired early. The gawking over Vayuna and his constant hovering near her made it impossible to avoid the trivial barrage of questions.

Orlev lifted a hand. “Hozha also mentioned he sees great strength in you for bringing their Star Brother. They consider it a good omen that their Star Dance is not in vain.”

Vasha adjusted her shoulders and replayed the questions last night. The onslaught had largely been about where she came from and how she met Vayuna. Were they actually interested in her acumen? She looked over the peaceful sleeping bodies. Well, Orlev was right. She could appreciate their goodwill. Out of respect, perhaps she would attend their festivities later tonight.

Smiling, she turned back to Orlev, who wore a smirk. Whatever for, she did not know, and she smoothed her face.

“Now,” said Orlev, “let us begin with a corestone . . .”

As the three Knowledge weavers scanned Gedri’s pages, with Callan peeking over their shoulders, they patterned their essence. Three glowing orbs wavered in front of the val’adamyr, resembling lumen in shape, although with a warping around the edge. Vasha’s warping was most pronounced, which she guessed related to the ethereal affinity of her vein.

“Hold it there,” Callan said, glancing from the pages to their weaves and back to the pages. “If I grab this thread and twist it like this . . .”

A warm red tinged each weave, starting with Vasha’s. It shocked her when her weave suddenly transitioned from within her control, an extension of her essence, to sudden emptiness. It was like tugging a hair strand and losing complete sensation upon plucking it. The glowing stone cooled from its blushing hue into a solid white orb, striated like separated milk.

Orlev’s and Gedri’s landed with a plonk after hers, but theirs crackled. Chips like old paint fell from the surface, and Vasha hid a smile as she clasped her left wrist in her right hand. “Gedri, Orlev, may I suggest⁠—”

A gentle cracking sound drew Vasha’s eye to a slight ooze seeping through a hairline fracture in her corestone’s center. Mouth open, she pressed the tip of her tongue to her upper teeth and cut herself off.

To the side, Vayuna clucked, and Vasha leered at him before clearing her throat.

Orlev walked around the three splintered orbs. “Interesting. Vasha, you were saying?”

She glared at him for drawing attention to her failure but then noticed his genuineness. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.” Did she really have to say it out loud? It was simple enough to see that none had succeeded.

“This is our first attempt. Let us not concern ourselves with the lackluster result. Whatever you did, yours held the longest, if unstable at its center. What were you humming?”

She tilted her head. “Humming?”

“Yes. It was quiet, but I heard something.”

“I think,” said Gedri, “it was the Fifth Chord of Peace.”

Had she hummed something? She reached into her short-term memory. “Yes, I suppose I did. I didn’t even notice. A bit of second nature.”

Orlev nodded, completing one last circle around the orbs. “Perhaps I will sit out this next attempt and watch. Gedri, can you achieve this chord?”

With Gedri’s confirmation, Orlev asked them to create another, this time increasing their attention to the dual intonation while adding more precision to the weave structures.

After Callan infused his own essence into the spheres, they solidified and held their shapes.

“Well done,” said Orlev, lauding them. Vasha smiled at the stone. “And now,” he continued, “let us infuse a weave.”

For this, they decided on something familiar to all three—the lumen.

Vasha created one with relative ease, and it sank into the milky orb, generating a soft glow. However, before Callan could cement the weave in place, the light passed through. The stone’s material made it tricky to fix the weave in place, like holding a sack of water and pressing with equal force on all sides to make a perfect ball.

Each time it passed through, too, the corestone suffered slight erosion. At first, pocking smattered the edges. But after several attempts, especially when Callan’s weaves passed through, the corestone’s dissolution became clear.

Gedri tapped his fingers against a nearby boulder. “The book mentioned corestone degrades unless its everstone.” His eager eyes looked up at Orlev. “With the Balenites, we have all five veins available. Perhaps⁠—”

Orlev shook his head. “We are not ready for that yet. Let us understand the basics first. One does not become an expert in an instant.”

Gedri’s upper lip puffed as he glowered at the stone.

“What,” said Hozha, who appeared at their side, “is it you request of the Balenites?”

Gedri opened his mouth, as eager as the moment prior, but Orlev answered.

“He wishes to practice something with the aid of your Spirit weavers, as we have lost our own. Once I understand how this works, I may approach you with the request, but one must earn each link before assembling the chain.” He tapped one of his many necklaces.

What went into earning a link, Vasha wondered, and what did it mean that Orlev wore so many?

“I will not intrude,” said Hozha. “However,” he added, catching sight of the book’s diagrams, “have you considered looking at the role the two separate affinities play? May I see this?”

Gedri handed Hozha the book, and Hozha flipped through some pages. “I cannot speak for your vein, but when the diagram shows Impulse, I see both the material and ethereal affinities at play.” He pointed to a section, and Gedri squinted, leaning in close.

“How do you see the difference?”

“In the rhythm.”

All valaren regarded him with questioning looks.

“Think of the Star Dance,” Hozha said, performing a sequence of footwork, although fortunately he kept it short and did not spiral into a frenzy. Vasha now wished she had stayed up. Tonight, she would certainly study this dance if it held some answers.

“Oh,” said Callan, of all people. “Like the inner dance and the outer?”

Hozha smiled but added a small challenging squint, his head at a slight angle. “Do not think of it as two dances but as two parts of one. They balance each other. And what are the veins but a constant dance of balance within us.”

What should Vasha make of that statement? She had only ever used Oathsworn weaves until recently, and these new methods were like that time she had trained herself to write with her other hand. It was the only way she could prove to Aspirant Elina that such a thing was possible, although considering the withered girl had turned her back on her as the others had, it had been hardly worth the effort.

Yet again, Callan surprised her by nodding. “One is structured, one is fluid.”

“I hear you on the structure part,” said Gedri.

Vasha couldn’t help but chuckle. “And I suppose I understand the fluid.” Then she got an idea. “What if,” she said, “we use Fleeing Sparrow?” She had previously used it to suck in Gedri’s adamyr essence, after all. If she wove that around the corestone while Gedri wove within it, that might hold it steady enough for Callan’s work.

Indeed, it did. Once they locked the corestone’s shape, the striations within it shifted, and the light inside it increased.

“I think . . .” Vasha gasped. She felt her own adamyr essence drifting into the orb. Weaves spun up around Orlev, but the orb siphoned those too. “Stop!” Vasha said, even though nobody moved.

The stone glowed blindingly brilliant. When Vasha reached to weave, emptiness met her. She couldn’t even drift into her tynata!

A few of the half-waking Balenites rolled over to block out the brightness. And that’s with us at the camp’s boundary. One Balenite, though, let out a stifled cry.

Unsurprisingly, she was val’adamyr, also unable to weave.

“There has to be a way to turn it off,” said Gedri, grabbing the book from Hozha and flipping the pages. Every time Vasha sensed a minor essence reserve generation within her, it immediately whisked away.

She turned to Callan and Hozha. “Are your essences affected too?”

Callan’s eyes crimped lightly before he shook his head; Hozha waved his hand, and a small breeze rustled their clothes, revealing he retained access.

As Orlev and Gedri read the pages together, their cheeks touched. Not in the slightest did Vasha like this separation from her abilities. It reminded her too much of her experiences at the Wide Gate and the Seam. If this continued, would it sever her abilities forever? In a panic, she picked up a rock and started hammering at the corestone.

“Vayuna!” He drifted over, entirely aloof. For a withering omen bearer, how could he overlook this portentous moment? “What is happening?”

“I can hardly say everything that is happening right now⁠—”

She thrust her finger at the corestone. “With that.”

He looked upon it, unaffected by the blinding radiance. “Ah. Yes, it is steadily absorbing your essence. It has no delimitation.”

“Delim—never mind. How do we stop it?”

Vayuna’s tinkling laughter somehow calmed her. If he didn’t think this was terrible, perhaps she shouldn’t be too worried. “It will run out in time.” Then again, perhaps she should be. He couldn’t say how long it would last, nor would she trust his estimation if he could.

But after an hour—an excruciating hour bereft of vein access every thirty seconds she checked—the stone finally crumbled.

The moment she sensed her essence return, she sagged in relief.

Gedri, however, burst out in excitement. “We did it! We made a relic!”

“Not quite, Esteemed Gedri,” said Vayuna. “A relic is made with an object, not solidified essence.”

“Maybe, but it was pretty close! Now, what did you say about delimiting?”

Vasha braced herself. Despite just regaining her connection to the Vein of Knowledge, she shared Gedri’s wish to decipher this technique, and she expected to lose access several more times this day.


Chapter 58

Gifts for Foes
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Jerrix strolled among the noble crowd, basking in the effusive praise of his grandeur. The haze in their eyes betrayed his weave, manipulating their minds, but the subjects kept their faculties. This lord, of a house in Joydell, lauded his exquisite soiree. Velvet wall hangings diluted Jerrix’s hearty laugh as he clapped the man’s back. Such frail flesh and bone . . . The wine had infused his mind as deeply as any vintage could, but he resisted the temptation to shred the man. Instead, he squeezed the lord’s shoulders with conviction and raised a glass, toasting to continued wisdom in managing some famine-related crisis or another caused by a black storm rotting his farming cropland.

After taking a sip, Jerrix set the wine down. The benevolent proclamations of his wisdom were growing repetitive. Truthfully, he didn’t recall the excuse for tonight’s feast. As he padded to the hallway to excuse himself, somebody extolled him.

“How gracious, my lord, to host a feast celebrating spring’s return.”

Ah, that? Such a mediocre and common event. It happened every year. It was sometimes difficult to remember that mortals marveled over time’s passage.

After making a grand speech where the nobles didn’t pick up on his slight on their frail well-being, he made it to the hall.

Anticipation filled him as he walked to the serpent-emblazoned door to the viewing parlor. Morale boosts as these helped him clear his mind when deciding how best to beat his fellow Unchained.

The intoxicating wails of tormented souls further bolstered him. “Gurim!”

By his side, Gurim scraped. “Yes, sire? How may I serve?”

“What is the latest news on Zuman’s progress? You said you have an update?”

“Indeed, sire!” Gurim clapped and retrieved a parchment with his grubby hands. “Zuman departs Krshkv. As you predicted, he will venture to Umurra.”

“Of course he will.” It was a laughable matter. Zuman originally hailed from Dhovenai, now called Dhonai. Umurra was the modern name given by the Dhonai tribe for their elevated city, and the pathetic Zuman still harbored a special attachment to the place.

Unlike Zuman, Jerrix had shed every fragment of his old life. Why a man with unimaginable power would keep ties to his former self eluded Jerrix. “Once he arrives, invite him to a feast.” Jerrix grinned. Perhaps he had fatted the calf enough in that Joydell noble and his family to offer as a tantalizing morsel to Zuman.

“Yes, sire.” A hesitation hid in Gurim’s words. He wasn’t saying something.

“Speak your mind, Gurim.”

The wobbly man shrank on himself. “Alistar and Nuremi have formed an alliance.”

Jerrix spun on his heel and grabbed Gurim’s two cheeks with one hand. “Already?”

The cringing servant nodded, panic in his eyes as Jerrix searched them. A small whimper made Jerrix realize he had broken skin with his fingernails. But Gurim wasn’t the reason for his frustration, at least not this time.

He released the toad. “What do you know?”

“Nuremi commands a contingent of Reshua, influenced by her.”

Jerrix’s eyes narrowed. How had she managed that? That gave her a powerful resource, and he didn’t like it. “How does she use them?”

“We don’t know. She appears to be waiting, sire.”

Jerrix tapped his lip and strode along the baked wasteland. What were she and Alistar planning?

A pack of borehounds fed on a great vulture’s carcass. Impressive they had felled one. For all the garnered pleasure from the party, it was vanishing quickly to see even mindless borehounds’ successes.

He kicked at the cluster, and the beasts scrambled, except for one with a more formidable musculature. Head cocked, Jerrix then recognized the embellishment of his own handiwork. This borehound was his most recent pet, a particularly disappointing servant who had failed simple espionage.

The beastly pack’s success could only be attributed to Jerrix’s power, then.

If Jerrix could improve upon creation, he could outsmart these two other members of the Collective.

“We must move swiftly.” He patted his leg, beckoning the barrel-chested borehound to follow in his tow. “I cannot sit and wait for Zuman’s return. We shall greet him in Dhonai.”

“Yes, sire. Although you should know, I have received rumors of Oathsworn in Dhonai too.”

Jerrix frowned. Was Nuremi attempting something similar to him, planning to intercept Zuman? “Where?”

“Kenta.”

If that was her goal, she was a fool for not sending them to scout in Umurra. “Very well. Listen to me, Gurim, because I do not want this to fall apart. And you know what happens to those who disappoint me.” He scratched the strengthened borehound’s chin.

Gurim swallowed as he glanced at the borehound with its too-human eyes. A strand of saliva dripped from its finger-length fangs. “Yes, sire. I will not fail you as Ustep has.”

“And he was Shu’Ranai.” Jerrix loomed over Gurim. “You would be lucky if I turned you into a worm to be crushed underfoot.”

Despite Gurim standing stiffer than a board, he nodded with remarkable rigor.

They continued to a familiar posting, where Aryn lay bound, and Jerrix circled the curled body as he considered his choices. A storm nearby drifted south in Kenta’s direction. “Perhaps I can send Nuremi’s followers a gift.”

Jerrix stooped and cupped Aryn’s cheeks, his palm a support beneath the chin. When he removed his hand, blood left its wet glisten in the creased imprint of his fingers.

Already Jerrix had taken a fair share of pleasure in tormenting the boy in the Undying Lands. Perhaps there was more to be had, but Jerrix was practical.

To himself, mostly, he mused aloud. “It is a simple thing to fold back and loop the core strings that would make this boy a krahl. I have broken him enough.”

Those gathered around him nodded, as if he had said something incredibly profound. He grimaced at them with a sideways glance, and each bobbing head stilled, eyes fixated on the cracked earth. Then he turned back to Aryn, lifting the chin higher. He pressed his fingernails in until a congealed jelly oozed from the sunken cheeks, likely more skin than blood.

“And yet, what if we did not stop there? What if, instead of merely twisting his core, we entirely deconstructed and refashioned it? Could we create a stronger krahl? A shade fiend with a conscience? Something with the gnashing jaw strength of a borehound but the bladed talons of a grimdol?”

The others kept their glances on the floor, and Jerrix understood. Nothing prevented him from attempting such a feat on them. Indeed, he might yet.

Or he might try something else.

“Perhaps,” he continued, “we could make something even more human . . . At least with human design, if far from humane.”

He gazed into the unconscious Aryn’s unfocused eyes.

“I think we shall find out.”

Digging his fingers fully through the boy’s cheeks in his one hand, he used his other to pluck the threads away from Aryn’s very makeup. The boy’s body convulsed, and a strangled gurgle spurted from his mouth, along with red-tinged saliva.

Jerrix would leave for Umurra soon to prepare negotiations with Zuman.

Whatever his curiosity created here, he could conceal it in the storm and have it arrive at Kenta in his wake. Let Nuremi watch his moves, just to be hit with his latest creation from behind.


Chapter 59

Beat of the Dance
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Callan wove essence into the third corestone set. This time, the stone successfully absorbed a limited quantity of adamyr essence. Camp stragglers—or perhaps early risers, considering half still slept even after several hours of this experimentation—made sounds of impress at the bright orbs.

The glow on Vasha’s face seemed stronger than anything from the shining corestones, though, as she nodded graciously to the admirers.

Excited as he was by the val’adamyr’s discovery, Callan’s toe tapped with a different eagerness.

Hozha’s comment linking the ethereal and material affinities of the veins to the Star Dance had him wondering if he could make his flame summoning more controlled without relying on a visual.

Gedri stepped back and looked at one of the glowing corestones. With his arms folded, his smug satisfaction defied the boy’s general disposition. “If we put these in the Archives, think of the improved lighting!”

Orlev patted Gedri’s shoulder with an amused smile. “These erode.”

“Those sconces are relics,” Gedri said with a shrug. “If we pull one aside to study what material they used to inlay the weave, I’m sure we can figure it out.” His head cocked. “I wonder if we have to make a completely new relic or if we can just enhance an existing one.” Already oblivious to the craning necks of gawkers, Gedri turned his bright eyes to Callan. “Callan, when we get back, we need to document every relic, have you determine their structures, and . . .”

Hozha’s reappearance among the spectators distracted Callan from Gedri’s list of tasks. He wanted to follow up on his and Orlev’s earlier conversation with the man, from before they woke Gedri and joined Vasha.

“Of course, Gedri. Remind me when we get there, okay?” Callan wiggled his way past Vasha, who was explaining the simplicity of the feat to her fans.

“Excuse me, Hozha?”

The bald man turned from the glowing corestones and bowed. When he rose, his hairless brow line lifted with invitation. “How may I serve, Starwalker?”

Callan scratched his neck. This added title even Orlev hadn’t heard before. But Hozha had accepted Callan without question, unlike his experiences with Ironwood or even the Shu’Ranai.

“Earlier, you told Orlev and me that your Star Dance is taking you to Kenta.”

Another gratuitous bow. “The dunes shift⁠—”

“With the wind,” Callan said with a smile. Hozha had only said the expression ten times this morning and often followed up with a long story. Callan hoped he appeared appreciative of the man’s culture and not simply eager to ask his questions. “If the path always changes, how do you know where to go? Even the Star Dance, nobody seems to know the steps on the outer part. They just make it work.”

Hozha smiled and escorted Callan to the side. “If you drop a grain of sand in the breeze, it will fall to the ground. Drop another, and it lands near its brother, although not necessarily on top.” His sweeping southward gesture rerouted skyward. “So, too, do we follow the trail set in our songs. Our feet answer the beat set by the world. It is never exact, but it is consistent.”

Callan’s mouth scrunched as he tilted his head. “Beat?”

Hozha crouched down to grab a fistful of dirt. When he rose, he closed his eyes and let a small cascade trickle from one side. The whisper was steady and even, and Hozha swayed. He swiftened the pour, and his wriggle quickened. When the sand trickled to an end, so, too, did his motion.

Hozha opened his eyes, and Callan’s eyebrows still squished together, so Hozha pointed to the fire’s former site, already packed up and clean with no burnt traces.

“Heartwood ignites without charring, and its crackle is a song. We believe it is the beat of life, ever changing. As the fire warms, you can expect a creak followed by a snap. You just don’t know when until it happens.”

“So . . . you just anticipate your next move and act accordingly?”

Hozha chuckled. “Anticipation requires focused attention. Sometimes that is needed, but other times you must feel where the rhythm is taking you and participate.”

Somebody then called for Hozha, who bowed and excused himself.

Callan pursed his lips as he absently scanned the camp, trying to sort out Hozha’s comments. He glimpsed Orlev watching him with approval, and Callan smiled back before Orlev turned his head, the sunlight illuminating his many earrings and necklaces.

As Gedri answered questions about the lumen-like orb, Callan wove through the crowd and pulled Orlev aside.

“I want to try something . . .”

After escorting Orlev to the camp’s other edge, where the heartwood lay in a stack to be loaded into a wagon, Callan rolled his shoulders, cracked his knuckles, and wove.

He embraced his core and paid attention to the patterns not only of the heartwood but of the earth and slopes and clouds.

At first, the sensation resisted him. Most familiar to his weaving was reaching out to other threads or focusing to varying degrees on weaves as opposed to cores. Here, though, he focused on stretching into nothingness. Similar to how Vasha’s threads drifted from her body, so, too, did these drift from Callan; he let them blur together.

His mind flashed to the dance last night. The ordered center. His weaves sprawled out like a brood of tamed vipers, swerving from his body about a foot out and then diverting into two curved paths. The laces dipped and rose over one another in an intricate braid until they looped around and completed the circle. Then they continued on, stitching into themselves like one serpent devouring another. So tightly knit, it was a wonder the threaded ring still pulsed.

Beside him, Orlev wiped his brow and stepped back. “Keep going. Slowly, but continue.”

Callan wove toward the center from the outer ring, creating an intricate pattern of interlacing concentric circles.

Heat haze, like a gossamer web, shimmered before Callan. Orlev took another step back from the heat, urging Callan softly.

But Callan saw no more need for inner circles. That part seemed complete. Along the outside, though . . .

Callan embraced his core, opening to the world’s surrounding strands. He shifted and matched the pulse echoing within the strands. It is a beat. He focused, just as he had heightened his awareness of the Star Dance. Matching the way Mairwen or Chintsi or Bengaru moved their hands through the air when they wove, so, too, did he. But his sways matched Errathara’s thrum.

Like Synz, he dug his heels into the earth. The steady beat radiated from him and toward him. A thousand different points, like a pond struck by raindrops, each splash emitting its own ripple.

His mind drifted with the ease, and everything seemed in place, so he made a small fold.

Fwhoosh!

A fiery flare burst into sudden ignition at the pile of heartwood. As if watching in half time, Callan saw the strands undulate, implode, and then explode outward, leaving a vacuous hole in their wake until they settled an instant later. The colors had heated into brightness like metal on an anvil and then grown cold as all the heat funneled into the sudden burst.

Orlev rushed forward and lifted Callan up from the ground. “Are you all right?”

Callan hadn’t even realized he had fallen flat on his rear, but he accepted Orlev’s offered hand.

“I’m fine,” Callan said, a note of wonder in his voice. Small involuntary laughs escaped his lips, growing into chest-hitching bellows. “I’m great!”

He looked up to find every awed face on him. Even Vasha’s eyes bulged. Mireka, too, and with a soft smile.

His weave remained, color slowly trickling back in with each pulse. He tried to ignite it again, but it wasn’t strong enough yet. Whatever he had done seemed to change the pace of the world, and it needed to settle again. To achieve balance once more.

His hands shook with excitement.

Orlev relaxed, but only slightly. “Most astonishing. Better yet, you had the wisdom not to exceed the wardings and reveal our location.” The stoic Shu’Ranai glanced at Vasha, who pointedly studied the plain ahead. “I just received word that Unwavering approach.”


Chapter 60

Pillager
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“That’s right. Now turn it to the left.”

Sabhira grabbed the stone nub at the plate’s back and pivoted it, angling it to the other end of clustered makeshift shelters. The entire team comprised twelve people—a valaren and non-valaren for each of the six stones.

From their vantage atop the hill, Sabhira had clear sight of the few bustling people packing their belongings. Although wardings hid Sabhira and her Zai’daem companions from the refugees’ sight, nobody could miss the approaching black storm. I wish I could help, but I’ll make up for this travesty once I get back to the Shu’Ranai.

“Perfect.”

It was easy once Yorn showed her how to hold it upright on the side and lean her shoulder into the plate. The flat edge on the bottom provided enough levelness to keep the upright slab stable while still making pivoting easy.

She needed to learn more about the process of making the plates, though. Affecting simpleness, she patted the stone. “It’s remarkable that a mere lump of rock can push the storms.”

“Mere lump?” A hint of amusement laced his response. “The stone itself isn’t enough. Somebody needs to channel a vein into it. See these?” He pointed to the intricate designs etched into the surface, which connected two thin holes that passed through the stone completely. “These points enable our weaves to thread into the stone. Without them, the only protection the stone would provide is if somebody stood on it. And we can hardly fit everybody on top.” One of the other valaren nearby chuckled and made a comment that if it came to that, he claimed a stone without Polg.

“Interesting,” Sabhira said, tilting her head. She hadn’t considered the designs being functional. How would she copy the pattern? She almost laughed, imagining bringing the cutter to the Shu’Ranai only to discover that without the pattern, a replicated plate wouldn’t work.

Despite her relief at discovering this now, she needed coal and parchment for an exact trace. I can worry about that later. Currently, she needed as much information as possible on the plates’ creation before fleeing the Zai’daem. This fortunate learning scenario provided more opportunity for questions than her entire stay.

“So,” Sabhira said, “the Vein of Substance activates it?”

Yorn wiggled alternating shoulders. “Well, that’s my vein, yes. But a simple weave from any of the other three works just as well. I suppose the Vein of Vitality would, too, if somebody could touch it.” His demeanor became casual. “You traveled with Shu’Ranai. Is it true there’s a boy who can tap into it?” Yorn’s inquiry sounded innocuous, but his eyes searched hers.

Sabhira shrugged. “Who knows?” She wanted to resume her own questioning. “If you only need to weave a vein into the stone to activate it, why do you need intermediaries to pivot it?” Intermediary was the term Yorn had used to describe her and the other non-valaren paired with the weavers. “It’s not terribly heavy.”

Yorn’s weary sigh suggested he wondered the same. “While we weave into it, we can’t move it. We need capable fighters out there”—he gestured toward the storm—“to thwart shade fiends just as much as valaren to power the plates.” He then gestured to her and the other five intermediaries. “And that leaves you lot to shift the plates.”

Her pride stung at the words, but while some others grumbled, she bit back a retort. He hasn’t seen me with a bow. Let them underestimate me. That was something Kipp used to do—hide his skills to surprise people when necessary. At least, so he had claimed.

“And why uniform shapes?” she asked, steering the conversation away from her prowess. “How does that matter?”

“The cutters decide the shape, not us. We’ve tried to influence it, but it always turns out the same. Sometimes a plate comes out larger or smaller, but always with the same designs engraved in them and in the same proportions.”

Sabhira considered that. If the designs were preset, maybe she didn’t need a pattern tracing. The idea reminded her of Faelyn’s talespinner cloak and how he had fixed it to always evoke a certain image, despite her having seen him paint entire stories with it.

A second realization hit her, and she let out a small gasp, drawing Yorn’s questioning brow. Of course! The cutter had to be a relic.

“You look like you just had a stroke of genius. Or a stroke.”

Sabhira smiled pleasantly and scrambled for a cover. “Oh, it’s nothing. I had a thought to make a straight wall out of everstone, but you already mentioned we can’t change the cuts.”

Yorn chuckled. “Even if we could, it’s not as straightforward as building a wall, Tressa. Everstone’s effects on the storms are more complex. The shapes and the angles at which we position the everstone are crucial.” His eyes twinkled as he explained some intricacies of the plates interacting with the storms in specific ways, locking them in place, redirecting their movement, even lifting them slightly off the ground.

When he drifted into tedious details about the attunement of shapes and the fields they created, the explanation went above her understanding. But she had another curiosity and might leverage his excitement to drag out more information without sounding overly curious.

“Remarkable how anybody figured this out in the first place, isn’t it? Imagine being the one to discover this.”

Yorn’s wistful nod tickled Sabhira. If not for the fact that he was about to ransack a town of helpless refugees, she might even find his fancy endearing. “Aye, I envy Melran. He’s a Remani scholar who studied everstone long before the storms appeared. He hardly left his study, so it’s almost a surprise people even considered turning to him. But when they saw how everstone repelled the storms, they brought him from his dusty books.

“His research led to the everstone applications in our defenses against the storms. The precision required in their placement and activation is beyond simple construction; it’s an art form, dictated by the veins’ very natures themselves.”

Sabhira nodded, absorbing the information with a sense of overwhelm. Explaining everything about these everstone plates would prove a lot simpler if she could trick Yorn into joining her with the Shu’Ranai. But for now, the name Melran had to suffice for follow-up research.

Meanwhile, at the mention of patterns, Yorn returned to his reflection on why the cutters only ever produced this one design. He painted a picture of what he wished to learn about the process.

“I have a theory,” he said absently, glowering at the storm crawling toward them. Sabhira almost thought he shared her same distaste for it. But don’t the Zai’daem rely on the storms to cover up their pillaging? “See, if we could change the shape, maybe into a shallow bowl, it might affect our range and let us repel the storms from further away. I’d show you what I mean if you could see the weaves, but even a non-valaren can see what’s inside those storms when you get up close enough.”

His shiver inspired one in her.

Abruptly, he clapped. “I suppose you’ll find out for yourself in thirty minutes. What say we go through a little practice routing?”

“Sure,” Sabhira said, grasping the nub. She wriggled her fingers around the grip, uneasy with the thought of the atrocity she was about to commit, even though this was mere practice. With a steady push, she angled the plate as if she was pushing the storm into the encampment.

Yorn’s abrupt yelp startled her from her queasy rumination. “Stars, girl, why would you angle it that way?” His voice was a mix of incredulity and concern. “We’re trying to protect the people, not kill them.”

Sabhira froze, trying to sort out his words’ implications. “Protect? I thought . . .” Her mind was a jumble as Yorn waggled his chin with wide-eyed confusion. Sabhira shook her own head to clear it. “We have an ambush waiting in the hills for them, don’t we?” His eyes narrowed on her, and he cocked his head. Sabhira let out a small laugh, as if to say Yorn was the clueless one. “Isn’t the point to hold the storm off just long enough for our troop to ransack the village while also forcing the villagers’ only route directly into the second, waiting troop?”

Yorn’s jaw slackened as he cautiously nudged the plate to a less threatening angle. “You really are as ruthless as they said. I heard you were only staying with us because you wanted gold from the contracts . . . but . . .” He trailed off with a low whistle, which was echoed by some others.

Sabhira’s lips parted, but she lacked a response.

He recovered and let out a brief uncomfortable laugh. “Stars, Tressa. How would that help us? The people would resent us. We’re trying to gain their loyalty by saving them when their princedoms are absent. We give them extra gold, even, and send them somewhere safe. Each one we save is a triumph, because they show their gratitude by keeping us informed whenever they find out something the princedoms might plot against us.” He let out another brusque laugh as he regarded her. “Stars, but you’re almost as awful as Peli. I’d not have guessed it. Perhaps we could give you shade fiend duty after all.”

He was lying. It made no sense. “But all the encampments I saw . . . That was the Zai’daem’s doing, all the destruction. Wasn’t it? The valuables were always taken. No sign of survivors left behind either . . .” Her voice trailed off, the pieces of her misunderstanding falling painfully into place.

He sniffed. “Well, sure. But we do that so the princedoms don’t get suspicious. Funny how they only come to inspect things after a storm passes.”

Aside from a few remarks of Sabhira’s savagery, quiet fell on the small crowd until the winds picked up.

“Get ready, Tressa.” Yorn flexed his knuckles. “And keep this aimed that way, mind you. We want to save the villagers but still direct them toward the other caravan over the far hill. Hold until we’ve swept the town before you let the storm pass. That way, we keep them safe but also keep the plates hidden.”

Sabhira nodded, but her hands shook. This was too much to take in.

At the hill’s base, other troop members, still hidden by wardings, staged themselves for quick darting into the encampment. Not to capture, but to save. Everything she thought she knew of the Zai’daem was turning.

“It’s time,” said Yorn with a commanding bellow as he crouched to the ground, placing one hand on the grassy hilltop.

The storm was near enough for Sabhira to catch glimpses of shattered light behind its inky storm wall. Yorn had mentioned seeing horrors inside the storms. She wanted to look away but required astute attention for the right time to pivot the plate.

Yorn’s chest expanded with a full breath, and he held it. “Now!”

The everstone grew transparent, and various colored flecks shimmered inside, with the green shining brightest, lending a verdant hue to the entire object.

The other plates glowed different colors—blue, green, or gold, depending on which valaren powered it—and the wispy storm wall condensed as it paused, like a pile of loose coins pressing against a glass pane.

“Hold . . .” said Yorn through clenched teeth.

A sudden hiss distracted Sabhira from the lightning show inside the storm. It came from the val’evayne in front of the golden-brown everstone plate.

“What’s wrong, Hunry?” Yorn’s voice was strained, and his neck corded.

Hunry’s shoulders quivered. When he spoke, sharp intakes punctuated his frail voice. “It—feels like—like the runner didn’t—attune—it properly.”

“Are you sure you’ve got the right weave? I saw all the cutters glowing myself before we locked them up in the chest.”

Sabhira grew acutely aware of the cutter in her cloak next to Lord Evuar’s coin. She swallowed and barely stopped herself from glancing at its hiding place.

Though she wanted to ask what the problem was, she held her tongue.

“It’s the—right”—he collapsed to a knee with a nauseous belch—“right weave. Did the chest—move?”

“If so, all our calibrations would be off now.”

The val’evayne braced himself against his knee and rose. “I can—push through.”

Yorn broke through the soil with his fingers as he cast Hunry a concerned look. “You’re sure you can keep at it?”

“Don’t—have—much—choice⁠—”

What was this matter of attuning? Sabhira couldn’t reveal the cutter now, or they would know her sabotage. Light, but the man was in pain!

Maybe she could drop the cutter and discover it? Far too convenient. Might as well ask them to kill me now. Besides, she would never manage stealing another one after this came to light.

The pale val’evayne collapsed completely, his plate’s glow flickering like a candle-fueled lantern until it turned opaque.

Each of the others groaned, as if the val’evayne’s fall had put more strain on them.

Below, refugees scurried through the encampment as the storm advanced, and Sabhira’s hair whipped in front of her.

Yorn’s teeth flashed. “Hunry! Can you stand?”

“It’s draining me,” he said in a defeated voice.

Sabhira glanced at the town, where the first people were making it free. The storm was advancing, but at least slower than it had been moments ago. Please let them hold off long enough to finish evacuating the city.

“Rest a moment, but we need you back with us, Hunry.” The other intermediaries shifted their plates a little.

Sabhira bit her lip. Was she supposed to adjust her angle too? She started to, but Yorn growled at her. Not with anger, but simply because he clenched his teeth so tight, and his stomach, too, by the sound of it. “Keep yours steady, Tressa. Let the others handle their recalibration.” It surprised her he possessed the strength to shake his head and speak to her with how much it seemed a struggle. “Be ready to unleash the storm back on the town once the villagers make it past the hill.” Sabhira nodded and replayed his instructions in her mind, but it was difficult to keep straight now that fear flushed through her.

“Well, Hunry? Are you recovered enough yet?”

His stone glowed another moment before flickering again into stillness. “I can’t,” said Hunry. Then a second weaver collapsed, and even Yorn fell to a knee.

Yorn gasped. “It’s going to overwhelm us.” His other knee was quivering, and a third Web collapsed. “Go, Tressa! Let it loose on the town!”

Sabhira’s hands shook as she started pivoting the plate. Some villagers remained, and she was going to seal their doom.

Then Sabhira saw the storm’s contents.

A raging ocean crashed with splashing currents against the storm, as if the black clouds’ edges alone restrained it from devastating the world. Beneath the water’s broken surface, the immeasurable size of creatures’ silhouettes showed starkly with every lightning flash.

Sabhira panicked. She couldn’t subject anybody to that horror. Instead of unleashing the storm on the town, she pushed her plate the other way to deflect the storm away from the town, villagers, and both Zai’daem troops.

Yorn groaned, and despite her guilt for whatever added strain she placed on him, the storm thankfully receded.

Until it banked to the right.

With how it rolled, Sabhira couldn’t adjust her plate to shift it again. She hadn’t directed it that way! Oh, light, how could she presume to know how angles affected these disasters?

The refugees running to the waiting Zai’daem caravan screamed and diverted around the hill’s southern bend. Toward this group’s caravan.

“Hide the plates!” Whoever said it, nobody responded. That seemed the least of their concerns right now.

As the storm swept over the other Zai’daem caravan, Sabhira quailed. “I’m sorry, Yorn.” She meant it.

Unfortunately, an even greater problem faced them.

Behind the storm, an army of shade fiends came into view, trailing it in a daze, like moths following a torch.

Until the shade fiends’ sights fell on the refugees surging around the hill. At the monstrous army’s head, Sabhira gasped to discover four krahl.

“Light! We need light!” She had fought krahl once before, outside Lirien when she, Callan, Kipp, and Davyn first encountered Rhogana. Back then, moonlight had made it vanish. Although the sun shone brightly, the storm wall’s height blotted it out, shading the hill’s crest.

At the krahl’s screech, every shade fiend charged the newly stranded refugees.

The glow from Yorn’s plate faded, and he exhaled as though relieved of a substantial burden. Immediately, he rose. “Abandon the plates! Webs, to battle!”

He raced down the hill, followed by the other valaren.

Liu, already in the thick of the confrontation, lifted her hands. The grass swelled at her feet and rose like two twisted pillars. With each lash of her arms, they smacked borehounds aside.

A valaren beside her shouted a warning to Liu of an approaching grimdol, but there was no chance she heard him. Sabhira pressed a balled fist to her mouth when the grimdol swiped through Liu’s grassy bludgeon. Just before it bisected Liu, though, it seized in a fit, head lolling upward. Even at this distance, Sabhira saw the spray of black ichor burst from its ears.

Meanwhile, beside her, a Web trembled lightly, eyes rolling so only the whites showed.

Aghast, Sabhira once again felt as helpless as she had during her entire stay at the tower. Valaren or not, I need to help!

A quick scan showed no bows nearby, but even if there had been, the borehounds and grimdols seemed to be handled by the Zai’daem. What paralyzed Sabhira was the krahl—one of which glared at her, as if it recognized her.

When it emitted a piercing keen, the others locked onto her, and her heart plummeted.

“We need light!” Nobody responded to her, too enthralled in battle. None were Knowledge-weaving val’adamyr anyway, and shadow covered the hill as the storm still rolled. But with the storm’s shift, the shadow’s edge followed.

That’s it!

Hunry, beside her, clung to the ground, shaking, but his face was coloring. As he struggled to his feet, wind whipped around him, faint though it was. He wouldn’t have the strength to fight the shade fiends yet.

But he might have just enough to help her push a plate into the sunlight.

“Hunry! Listen!” She quickly relayed her ask.

“Sunlight doesn’t power the plates, Tressa! It requires valaren. And we cannot shift the storm any further from this angle.”

“Blast the storms! It’s for the krahl.”

“The what⁠—”

Surprising herself, she smacked him. “Just trust me!”

As stunned as her, he nodded.

She pushed her shoulder into the weighty stone. Pivoting was one thing. Pushing along thick grass, another.

With a valaren who could shift that grass, though, it began sliding as if on butter.

The krahl’s shriek snagged her attention.

At the hill’s base, Yorn stomped into the ground. Sabhira had seen Perlith manipulate dirt, but this was different.

Loose earth hardened into slab and then melted into molten magma. Liquefied, an erupting bubble gushed hissing steam, spewing red-hot earth at the shadowy creature.

The lava plume passed through the krahl, and the wraithlike entity paused. Although a tattered cowl shrouded anything that might exist of its face, it turned to regard Yorn, who was now hurling a barrage of shrapnel stone at it.

It shrieked and stretched out a hand. Whether the cloth hanging from its arm was a part of its cloak or its flesh itself, it dipped into the very earth as the krahl swung its arm wide. An oily blade coalesced in its grip even as it struck. By the time its arc reached Yorn, it passed directly through the sheet of earth he had raised.

Had he waited a moment longer, he would have lost his head. Instead, he stumbled and rolled to the base of the hill.

Then the krahl looked at Sabhira once more and continued its uphill climb.

“Hurry, Hunry!” Sabhira prayed to the Creator this worked.

A thin, drawling voice stretched into her mind in a hoarse whisper. We knowsss you. We has tasssted your shadow. We comes to drain it completely.

Sabhira gaped. The krahl was within a stone’s throw. With one last shove, she pushed the stone into the light. Just as Palerock Mountain cast a blinding reflection, so, too, did this.

“Drain this!” Sabhira pivoted the stone, and the krahl shrieked as the light blasted it.

“Stars preserve,” muttered Hunry.

Unlike her prior experience, though, the phantom didn’t vanish. Instead, it cringed back. She pivoted the stone again. Why won’t it disappear?

The other three krahl spread out, still within the bounds of the shadow. One of them, to her terror, even left the shadow’s rim, unafraid of stepping into sunlight.

“No!” How could these krahl tolerate the light? It made no sense. Why shy from light reflected off everstone, but not direct sunshine?

A sharp whistle cut the chaos; no krahl’s shriek, but Liu’s. The val’evayne had rushed to the hill’s base and lifted an everstone plate with a constrictor bind, high enough to catch the sun’s light outside the shadow. From overhead, Liu’s directed rays coordinated with Sabhira’s. A third and fourth valaren joined in, until all six stones reflected beams, whether lifted on vines, air, or sliding stone.

The initial krahl yowled as Sabhira’s and Liu’s light trapped it.

To Sabhira’s startlement, it shattered.

Whoops sounded below, and the focused sunbeams fell on the three remaining krahl until the last one exploded into inky mist.

She seized Hunry in a bear hug, him being the only person nearby.

What of the others, though? The poor refugees? She scanned the massacre. Not a single body other than shade fiends littered the chaos. They had thwarted the shade fiends. The only casualty was . . . Light. Sabhira had thrust a storm upon the entire other band of thieves.

What bothered her most, though, was that she hardly cared. Ought she care more? Even if these marauders were manipulating these storms and helping refugees, they only did so for their own gain. Plus, she had seen how they treated any who opposed them in Riversgate and knew how they had treated Aryn.

The surviving Zai’daem congregated in two groups. One huddled the gawking refugees nearer to the town, while the other gathered around Yorn, helping him to his feet. To the closer, latter group, Sabhira escorted Hunry.

Scarcely had Sabhira arrived when Peli shoved her aside and thrust a finger at Yorn’s chest. “What happened up there? This was not the plan!”

Yorn raised his palms as Liu joined, clapping Yorn’s back, taking a moment to register the tension in the air.

“The runner must not have completed his attuning.” He pointed at Hunry. “Poor lad shriveled before our eyes. I can hardly believe he’s standing now.”

“Impossible. The attuning process is the same every time.” She leveled an eye at Liu. “This was your doing.”

Liu’s face contorted in bafflement. “What purpose would I⁠—”

“To have the Enclave eject me!”

Before the argument could continue, something emerged from the storm. Not another onslaught of krahl, please.

Out rolled . . . a Zai’daem wagon, followed by others.

Cheers rang loud among the gathered, but Sabhira wedged her fingers into her hair. The other caravan had survived that storm? Surely it was just the wagons. No, people stood on them.

Then she noticed someone at their head, someone who rode atop a mule.

Why did he look so familiar?

He waved at her, and her jaw dropped to discover the talespinner Faelyn.

“You found it, then!” shouted Liu, who raced up to greet the talespinner. “The ring to enter the storms!”

Faelyn nodded and bowed as if he had performed some masterful feat.

But Peli growled. “The storm heads away from the town! Every princedom will realize we Zai’daem are involved in their shifts!”

Sabhira blinked at Peli’s ridiculous concern. Liu, in a low voice, commented the massive horde of shade fiends might be enough to explain the devastation.

“Not in the slightest. With no casualties? And they can see the damage is man made, not fiend wrought. Bring it back!”

“We can’t, not now,” said Hunry warily. “We’d never get the reflectors into the right position.”

Peli’s jaw worked, the tendons ridging with her fury.

“Enough with all this worry!” It was the talespinner’s cheery voice. “Let us be glad we have this!” He thrust his ring-adorned finger skyward. “We can sort the rest out later.” Then his piercing blue eyes speared her. With a mischievous grin, he added, “There is much to tell.”

Sabhira groaned inwardly. While she was relieved Hunry had survived the unintended effects of her cutter tampering, Faelyn’s presence gave her pause. Any encounter with this man—or even an item related to him, like the cloak stitched into her own’s inner lining—landed her in a mess of trouble.


Chapter 61

Talespinning
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That night, the camp thrummed with the raucous fervor of wine and ale. Meat, provided by the grateful refugees, roasted on spits. While the encounter with the krahl still unnerved her and wine might help settle the ill ease, this might be her best chance to depart. But the panoply of scents and sounds distracted Sabhira from deciding how to sneak away, especially with the troublesome talespinner’s occasional glance.

The only time he had addressed her so far was when he pulled her aside, having recognized his cloak lining hers. Fortunately, she had stitched compartments hiding the cutter and the double-sided coin into her own attire, so she could keep those hidden. She didn’t think the talespinner noticed them when she returned his garment.

Despite the festivity, the other Zai’daem group’s stoic leader, Glib, remained silent. A scar descended from his brow, severing his two lips to appear as four, and then straight on through his chin. The cut mirrored a mountain ravine carved into his face, which was stony enough to complete the impression. Never speaking a word, he only flashed his hands to Faelyn, who eagerly conveyed outlandish messages, using far more words than the man’s hand gestures could possibly have accounted for.

When the commotion swelled and bordered on outright debauchery, Faelyn, with a presence that quieted the very air around him, clapped for attention.

He stood upon an ornate red velvet cloth square, edges embroidered with gold. At his feet lay a flute. When silence reigned, Faelyn fussed with straightening the instrument in dramatic fashion, and each spectator’s eyes dripped with anticipation of the upcoming song.

He paused, quirked an eye at the crowd, and stood without picking the flute up. What was the point of that setup? What a peculiar man. Sabhira shook herself. She shouldn’t be looking forward to a song! Her theft of the cutter, necessary as it was, had almost killed a man, and she needed to flee. This was no ward-held Sun Festival, and none of this changed her mission. For any good to say of the Zai’daem’s deeds, vile acts tainted their reputation. The Shu’Ranai would discover the best way to use everstone plates, which meant her escape plans remained unchanged.

“Behold,” Faelyn announced, “the Grand Cloak of Ruare!” His ominous words conveyed a tale of grand danger beyond their imagination. “Stolen from me by a cowardly group of Unwavering.” Disapproving murmurs bounced around the fire, and Faelyn nodded solemnly, accepting their sympathy.

Sabhira doubted this alleged theft, though, which had landed the cloak so conveniently into her and Kipp’s hands. Annoyed that Faelyn dragged this out, rather than bestow wonderment on the scoundrel, she challenged him. “The Unwavering hate all things related to the veins. Why would they steal a relic?”

Faelyn’s eyes narrowed, twinkling with a mixture of amusement and opportunity. “A strange time, indeed, when the Unwavering collect relics. A paradox of desire. To wish to topple the use of relics and veins—an arcane institution, if you will!—yet to employ the very items in pursuit of their cessation. ’Tis a dance old as time itself, where the steps oft lead to unintended destinations.”

Cheers abounded, despite the talespinner’s words lacking the slightest substantiality. Sabhira’s eyes rolled when Faelyn added a wink.

“None can say when the dance will end, for it ever continues. Unbeknownst to us, its rhythm has already swept us away, our feet unconsciously tapping to its beat.”

He abruptly paused and grasped the lining of his cloak, presenting the bunched fabric.

“What ho! How strange. See how the folds have creased? Why ever so? Sewn tight like this, the only illusion this wondrous garb will produce is hordes of men. Precious few situations would such a display suit. Where is the imagination? Why limit oneself to display a single vision, I say? Fool Unwavering, those, to fasten the cloak with such a useless depiction.”

Sabhira frowned, fully suspecting he had placed the stitch. Despite his sage countenance, his voice carried the implied wink. Without this supposed crease, she and Kipp never could have achieved that illusion at the Seam. Kipp would have much liked to be here now, she wagered.

Faelyn fumbled with the fabric. “Aha!” He undid the stitch and flapped the cloak at either side, causing the air to shimmer like stardust.

Here, the talespinner broke into a delicate jig around the flute, mimicking as if he played it, although it remained on the velvet square. Amused chuckles faded into confused hums as the talespinner continued.

When he finally stopped, the crowd had grown as silent as the scar-faced Glib. Then a loud hiccup shattered the lull, and the thieves erupted into laughter.

“Spoken like a true talespinner!”

“Spin my head, more likely.”

“Of course, Mag,” said an unaffronted Faelyn. “For you behave like a dog, spinning your head to chase your tail. All the more a tail spinner than a talespinner, if you get my meaning.”

Cheers broke out, and ale splashed Sabhira.

“She has the look o’ one too!”

“Mayhap I looks like a dog, Gerkle, but it aren’t me who smells like one.”

Louder cheers, and now the stink of underarms joined the sour scents assaulting Sabhira’s nostrils.

The laughter continued, and Faelyn, with much flamboyance, fastened the edges of his cloak to his elbows before finally lifting his flute. This way, he could simultaneously play and jerk his cloak to cast his shimmering light displays.

“Rest, people, rest. Though today is a resounding victory, we have lost friends along the way. Let us drink to their memories!”

Just as he raised the flute to his lips, though, Glib gestured to Faelyn with three quick movements.

“Our wise leader, ever vigilant, has just reminded me how much news remains to be shared. With this ring,” he said, displaying the gaudy banded gem, “have we traveled through the storms.” A shadow crept over his face that made bumps rise on Sabhira’s arms. Surely, she had heard him wrong. “And much have we seen.”

Then he broke into a smile that triggered a fit of laughter, if nervous. “Now I shall share the tales with you!”

Faelyn started with hopeful news of a distant land blessed by the retreating bleakmires, where lifeblooms’ snow-white petals adorned the ground. The associated storm traveled only along the coast, miles offshore, causing no disturbances. The light flickering from his coat mimicked a golden pool rising into the air, leaving flowers in its wake as it rolled away and faded into the distance, vanishing past the furthest drunken Zai’daem.

Glib motioned to Faelyn with two sharp flicks, and Faelyn lifted a dramatic hand, commanding silence.

When he had it, his arm fell limp, his head bowed. “Alas, as Glib would have you know, not all is as safe as we could hope.”

The joyful banter quieted. Faelyn’s light still buzzed in the air, suspended with the images of fresh growth.

The blooms melted into sludge.

“The Defiled.” Only the crackling fire made a sound. “Trapped within bleakmires, yet always sealed twice. Some are twice unsealed.”

Several gasps and one low moan broke the quiet, and a chill crept into Sabhira’s chest, a chill the fire could not stave. Alistar is one.

“Splash me,” said a crestfallen Liu. “Do you tell us that the bleakmires’ retreat has undone their imprisonment?”

Faelyn offered her a sympathetic smile. “For some, it is so. But”—he lifted a finger, and the dripping sludge lights quivered—“some are still stuck within the destructions of their own making.”

Confusion reigned among different Zai’daem.

“What does this mean for us?”

“Will the world collapse? Are the old prophecies coming true?”

“I heard the Shu’Ranai found a boy who can weave with the Vein of Vitality.”

“I heard he died at their hands.”

“No, he lives, but as a puppet for the shadow.”

“He never existed . . .”

“What matters is how we ensure Remia rises above the other princedoms!”

“Aye, we ought to continue planting our spies!”

Sabhira’s eyes widened at the amount of misinformation. No wonder Yorn had tried to pry something from her earlier. Even knowing Defiled were loose on the world, the Zai’daem still sought to tighten their grip. The level of base, selfish⁠—

Faelyn’s solemn nod cemented Sabhira’s grasp of his absurdity. How could he lend validity to any of these ridiculous concerns? “True,” he said. “Who is better suited than the Zai’daem to observe how the world unfolds around us? We can use the ailing of the nations to secure our gains!” Resolved grunts rose, along with raised fists.

Sabhira needed to leave these imbeciles now. How could she stand another moment in their presence?

Liu huffed. “I want more than splashing riches. What good is all the gold with the Defiled unleashed? Better they were in bleakmires still.”

Faelyn offered a bemused smile. “You would wish the return of bleakmires.”

She grunted. “I’d wish to have neither a bleakmire nor a black storm, but splash me if I’d refuse the first for the second.”

Despite there being nothing humorous, Faelyn smiled. “You say that. But what if I elucidate that a Defiled outside a bleakmire is a Defiled who can be challenged?”

“We might murder the occasional one who oversteps their bounds,” Liu scoffed, “or somebody who would cause more harm in our cities than good, but the Defiled? You can’t think we would achieve that.”

Sabhira cocked her brow. Was that true? Everybody knew the Zai’daem enacted assassinations. But did she speak true of assassinating for good causes?

Before she could reflect further, Faelyn paused and walked—pranced, more so—toward Liu. When he was close enough that his beak of a nose touched hers, he rapped her on the head with a scepter pulled from his cloak’s folds.

Liu, with a small amused grunt, rubbed her head, regarding the talespinner with uncertainty.

“If you cannot avoid that, chances are you will not slay the Defiled. But I have confirmed what is said of the Vein of Vitality awakened.” His eyes slid across the crowd. When they passed Sabhira, she thought his gaze lingered a pause longer.

With a flip of his cloak, Faelyn cast a curtain of drizzling golden rain.

“I know it true that he heads south, in Dhonai. For the storms can carry news,” he said while tapping his ring with a knowing smile, “though I shall explain this later.”

Sabhira wondered if Callan truly headed south. Could he have finished his business with the northern princedoms already?

Faelyn continued. “He shall reach Kenta in time.” The talespinner’s blue eyes glazed slightly in the firelight. “Time, time,” he said, quieter. “The too-soon assassin for some, the dallying executioner for others.”

A sundial appeared in the air, massive, an invisible sun’s rays casting the needle’s shadow in circles, whirling ever faster until the image faded out.

“Time will be our end,” said someone.

“Perhaps,” said Faelyn, though he seemed not to agree. “Yet what power could the Zai’daem secure if they commanded the mythical Dead Web?”

Sabhira gaped. Was Faelyn suggesting these criminals capture Callan and force him to do their bidding? She absolutely could not allow that! What was the significance of Faelyn’s ring? What threat did he pose?

He speared the air triumphantly with his scepter. “We are the Zai’daem! Glorious in our selfless quests—” Laughter rose, timid at first but bolstered by the musical timbre entering the talespinner’s voice. “Can even the Defiled keep us from our aim?”

Of course they can, Sabhira thought, recalling her own encounter with Alistar, yet the talespinner’s whimsy countered the outlandishness of his words.

Cheers arose, and ale splashed Sabhira from multiple somebodies’ cups, to her aggravation. She shot the ones beside her a look of contempt, but they were already singing a raunchy tune of Borgast Waterseeker. Their version painted him as a Zai’daem, and Sabhira wondered if there might be truth to that, for all the trouble the tales painted him with.

“Now,” said Faelyn, flaunting his ring, “I shall relay what we saw in the storms, what I have witnessed and observed, and how it has made me think of what could be and once was. And it is all thanks to the marvelous adventures that brought me to discover this jewel. For with it, storms are naught but a vessel to traverse the world . . .”

As much as Sabhira tried not to show her interest in the spun tale, it was difficult, and she eventually gave in. Waterfalls and hidden caves and puzzles to solve beneath the dirt, sigils and runes and prophecies written on stone. All this paired with the images woven with flecks of golden light suspended in the air.

Each story Faelyn had of this storm or that, it always involved that ring of his. The ring that, he reminded them, could help them reach the Vitality weaver, their supposed Dead Web of legend.

Sabhira couldn’t let that happen. She had the cutter. If she could get Faelyn’s ring, she might enter one of these storms herself and make it quickly to the Shu’Ranai. Then, with them in tow, she could escort them to Callan. There was no chance he had united the princedoms already, especially with the Zai’daem so intent on Remia overpowering the others.

Whatever had forced Callan south, it must be trouble.


Chapter 62

Spun Around
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As Faelyn’s stories reached a climax, Liu and Peli exchanged glances hotter than the bonfire. Under Faelyn’s mischievous grin, his flashing lights drifted to the tense pair to spotlight them.

The women’s dispute started quietly, but their volume rose as Faelyn himself crescendoed in passionate recitation.

When Faelyn abruptly halted his tale, Liu and Peli were shouting. He, meanwhile, slunk to the side. The sly grin on his face instigated widespread curiosity as attention transitioned to the argument.

“What care have you shown for the troop, Peli?” Liu shoved the tattooed woman. “Do not blame me for the runner’s low-charged cutter!”

“You must have altered your flows while he attuned them! You want to see me removed by the Enclave.”

Sabhira swallowed. Further discussion on the cutter might reveal Liu had sent her to inspect the mystical tools the night prior. Why had she let that Faelyn entrance her with his display? The escape window provided by the thieves’ debauchery dwindled.

“And endanger our own?” Liu spat on Peli’s boot. “Unlike you, I value our people over my rank.”

Peli rose on her toes to glare down on Liu, foreheads touching. “Every day, Liu, you are a thorn in my shoe. A burr in my breeches, and you’ve chafed me long enough. Your meddling played a role in averting the storm, and I’m sure of it. When they ask who exposed our secrets, I’ll have you on the block.”

“Splash me. You focus only on the future without balancing what lies before you. We almost lost the refugees and our entire band.” Peli growled, and Liu barked a laugh. “Perhaps I should use words more familiar to you. What good would Remia gain if you cost us all the information that comes from the refugees?”

Peli’s knuckles whitened as her balled fists clamped to her sides. “This is beyond you or me or even this entire troop. Beyond a few villagers. We are talking about the Enclave and power to shape princedoms!”

An incandescent glimmer danced overhead, distracting even Liu and Peli. Then it flitted like a bird across Faelyn’s face. It skittered from left to right, his beaky nose’s shadow skewing his countenance. “We Zai’daem indeed seek glory, yet we also seek to care for our own. Two sides to our purpose, each important. You, my dear ladies, seem only to favor one over another.” He waggled a finger. “We would benefit from one who has both interests at heart.”

The dizzying light spectacle steadied and broadened, now encapsulating the talespinner in his entirety and his erratic steps around the fire.

“If only we found someone properly inducted among the Zai’daem with proven cunning.” He paused before taking three leaps, the lights spinning around him. “Somebody capable and calculated enough to, say, orchestrate the close call with the attuning cutter. Someone who knew I carried this special ring”—he flashed the jeweled band—“for if that storm had not covered us when it did, why, I fear the shade fiends may have surprised my troop and would have ended us all.”

“What are you suggesting, talespinner?” Peli asked, unimpressed.

“Only that one present may have planned this all.” With marvelous acrobatic precision, he flipped twice midair and landed with a flourish, bowing to Sabhira, whom lights illumined.

She squirmed and glanced behind her to check if Faelyn meant to highlight someone else, but the light touched only her, as did every appraising eye.

“Splash me, Tressa, but what is he sprouting?”

“I—I don’t know,” Sabhira stammered, stepping out of the light only for it to follow her.

“Does she carry the purple-studded bar?” Faelyn asked. “Is it not engraved with the eagle’s eye, or did none appraise it for such detail?”

Peli leaned away from Sabhira. “The eagle’s eye?” She sounded threatened and doubtful. “The Enclave didn’t send her. She requested grunt work!”

Peli’s fear confused Sabhira. She waved her hand, but Faelyn interjected. “Did they not? Has she traveled with the Shu’Ranai, who currently hold the Dead Web in their number? Might not the Enclave seek to infiltrate the Shu’Ranai, gain the Dead Web’s sympathies, and keep abreast of the Shu’Ranai’s intentions?

“Would it not be fitting for her to have left that obsidian tower just in time to encounter a troop so divided it cannot keep track of its cutters?” His tone became grave and accusatory as he turned his scepter on Peli. “They are the most prized items available to us in these days.”

“Impossible,” said Peli.

Liu eyed Sabhira with curiosity.

Sabhira grew deeply aware of the cutter flush against her skin, held snug by how she clutched her cloak, wishing to disappear. The imprint of Lord Evuar’s extremely un-lucky coin also pressed with a burning sensation, as if it and the cutter conspired to slice her open.

Faelyn rose with such a grand flourish, it startled Sabhira. As she stumbled backward, she lost her grip on the cloak, and the cutter tumbled free.

Gasps sounded all around.

“No, I⁠—”

“Don’t you see?” said Faelyn with unbridled excitement. “She did it intentionally! We have planned this all along!”

Sabhira wanted to clamp her hands over his mouth, but she was so flustered, her body wouldn’t respond.

“Lo, not only did she safehold my wondrous cloak, but see what else she possesses.” He bent to retrieve not only the cutter but Lord Evuar’s double-headed coin.

“What is it?” asked a confused Liu.

“What—what—” Faelyn sounded shocked. “Why, it is a token I left her, my house symbol! I only have these made for my closest.” He clutched the coin to his chest with theatrical flair. “Have you not heard of my house?” The light gathered around him, bathing him in brilliance. “For shame. House Attavuar would punish you for your insolence if not for these trying times. Perhaps it shall, once our rightful leader takes over and puts you in order.”

Sabhira’s jaw had dropped, and Faelyn lifted his scepter to close it for her. “The time has come, Sabhira, to take your place.”

Sabhira thrashed her head, only getting out “Absolutely—” in her effort to say absolutely not, but Liu broke in.

“You mean Tressa?” Her head swiveled between Sabhira and the grandiose nuisance. “Splash me or no, but is it true? Tressa—Sabhira—did the Enclave plant you amid the Shu’Ranai to cozy up to the Dead Web himself? Brilliant! We can use him to play the Shu’Ranai like a flute.”

“What? No!” Sabhira spread her hands helplessly as she addressed the group. “I am only a member of the Merchant’s Guild who ended up with the Shu’Ranai!”

Faelyn cackled and slapped her shoulder, which made the others laugh too. Some even cheered.

Sabhira was sweating, and her breathing grew difficult. With the cutter revealed, she brooked no hope of reaching the Shu’Ranai. Oh light, what am I to do?

The unfolding lunacy lent no time to react.

“Behold!” Faelyn twirled and bowed to Sabhira, but as his body dipped, his eyes remained on her. During his whirl, something brushed her hand. “Not only has she united this unruly band to a common cause,” Faelyn announced as a subtle shimmer spiraled at Sabhira’s feet, “but she even bears a ring much like mine!”

Sabhira tilted her head to decipher this new lie, then looked down at the ring adorning her finger. The conniving entertainer had slipped it on! She glared at him and went to pry it off, but he clasped her hand in both of his, lifting the jewelry in a gaudy display. Couldn’t these lumps see he no longer wore a ring himself?

“Perhaps,” said Faelyn, “you all are not so dim-witted as the other bands have said.” This time, his merry chuckle didn’t seem particularly well received, but he appeared not to notice. “Your blind squabbles enabled her to lead you!” He clapped with glee. “Your current befuddlement exclaims her prowess; your confusion marks her your superior!”

She wished she could hide behind the talespinner’s stretched cloak, but every time she tried, he bowed to either side, as if presenting her. Amid this, confusion gave way to the Zai’daem’s rising cheers.

Peli pressed her palms to her cheeks. “She snuck a cutter and possesses a storm-entering ring?”

Even Liu was speechless, if only for a moment. For Liu then raised a call. “See! The Enclave has heard our request for a better leader! One with guile and dedication.” Her fiery gaze flitted to Peli. “Not only that, but they provide a relic to travel the storms!” She laughed as she grabbed Sabhira’s shoulders. “Splash me, girl, but I wish you would have said it sooner! Aye, but then I suppose the ruse would be up and we might have tossed you, thinking you a liar.”

Sabhira, aghast with horror, shook her head, but Faelyn suddenly stood before her, bowing and encouraging the cheers.

“What,” she demanded, “are you doing?”

He ignored her firm whisper. To the crowd, he said, “Here she is, your new elected leader. To reveal herself sooner would have spelled disaster; instead, she delivered with perfect execution. Expect nothing less while she leads you to your greatest selfish passion!” His graceful spin generated a mesmerizing cascade of sparkling motes, bathing Sabhira in a resplendent fountain that elicited applause.

“You’ve ruined everything,” Sabhira whisper-shouted at the talespinner.

“Have I, madam? No, indeed. If not for our little ploy, how might the Zai’daem have dispensed their justice upon you? I suspect you would be in a vast world of danger. Although, you now possess this ring, so vast worlds of danger you may face yet. Perhaps peril spares you not, albeit of a different kind. And considering your great effort to get the cutter, I expect you intend some purpose for it.

“You could refuse this position. That will incur your death and consequential loss of both ring and cutter. Or you could keep both with the bonus of your life, plus a loyal retinue to follow your lead wherever you venture. What did you have planned for the cutter, again? Well, no bother telling me. That is your own. But so, too, now is a ring to travel the storms with a band to aid you. I suspect a merchant would appraise the ring valuable indeed, if she deems the price worthwhile.”

With that, he bowed so low that an exploding bloom of light obscured the space he had stood a moment before. When it faded, a black cloth fluttered to the ground. The crowd fawned over and lifted it, but no lights shimmered. It was only an old oiled rag, with the talespinner nowhere to be seen.

Light, she thought with a swallow, but darkness overtook her vision. Faelyn had thrust her into leadership of a group of hedonists. Criminals and murderers who, even in their best moments, acted only for self-gain.

While some surprised gawkers angered over Faelyn’s abandonment, others laughed, explaining he always pulled such stunts. Supposedly, his next appearance would outperform his disappearance. Sabhira’s thoughts, though, were elsewhere.


Chapter 63

Unwavering
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Spine rigid, Callan rested his nose against the stone, admittedly enjoying the fresh rock-dust scent over the cramped bodies below. Synz’s raised rock wall served as an extra concealing precaution against the Unwavering but proved a tight fit. Having woven alone, and with haste before being recognized, she currently rested.

The val’evayne fashioned a large warding, but Mireka frequently popped her head over the wall, which discomforted Callan.

“You should wait down with the others.”

Mireka shrugged.

A lazy dust trail rose behind the caravan’s rear covered wagon. When Callan sharpened his sight, he detected strange core compositions of objects protruding beyond the wagon’s lip. His head quirked.

“I think those are relics.” Didn’t Unwavering detest relics? Sabhira had encountered Unwavering with Faelyn’s relic talespinner cloak, but as an anomaly. Now, they hauled an entire cartload.

“I’m not surprised,” said Mireka, shaking her head with disapproval. “I’ve heard of this. In the courts, the Unwavering are a greater nuisance than the Zai’daem lately.”

Callan’s gaze remained on the approaching group. “Why?”

To Callan’s relief, Mireka lowered herself below the rim. “You know the Dance of Merits?”

“Just a little.” A faint understanding dawned on him. “You award relics as tokens in the dance, don’t you?”

She punched his shoulder. “You got it.” Her head popped up again. “Outer cities value the relics more than the inner. The outer ones mostly represent farmers, so the inner consider them lesser.” Callan’s face flattened, although that hardly surprised him when he thought back to Ironwood’s inhabitants. “When ordinary folks get enough relics, they become newsworthy.”

She gestured to the caravan. “Anyway, the Unwavering have stripped some smaller towns of their prizes a few times now.” Her eyes continued from the Unwavering toward the northwest, where this party seemed headed. “They all left for Rubes, so I don’t doubt this one is too.” She snorted. “Can’t stand them. They think people like her,” she said, pointing to Lady Jilton, who sat calmly with the Shu’Ranai and Lissan, “are proof the Creator calls us to abandon the veins and that the Dulled are a concrete example of the Creator’s desire to rid anything and everything related to the veins from our presence.”

“That’s absurd,” Callan said.

“You don’t need to tell me that.”

He knew the Unwavering had strange beliefs, but that took it too far. For all their talk about the Dulled being a sign of the Creator, I don’t see a single one with them. When he mentioned that, Mireka grunted that the Unwavering just pity the souls and move on.

Visibly upset, she ducked away, but Callan kept watch.

When near enough for Callan to see them without embracing his core, they slowed to a halt. The leader chivvied orders to water horses, resecure cargo, and ration a quick lunch.

Callan glanced down at someone tugging his pants for news. Even within the warding, he whispered his relay.

The head man dismounted his horse. Like the others, he wore a midnight-black cloak with the golden eye insignia superimposed on a diminished five-pointed star. He had long legs and arms and wispy black hair combed over a pocked head, perhaps signaling some head injury. Despite lacking a full head of hair, he seemed no older than Callan’s aunt.

A skittish youth with a timid stride approached. “Ought we to stop here, now, Leader Dakkur? A storm lies ahead. Perhaps we should shelter in this pass awhile.”

Some others who were fulfilling prescribed duties paused for their leader’s response. Callan glanced down, too, at his companions, tilting their ears upward. With the Unwavering near enough for everyone to hear, Callan appreciated their ceased fidgeting, warding or no.

This man, Dakkur, stood atop a half-buried boulder, even though his height cleared the horses’ backs. His profile showed a jutting chin, dark beady eyes, and an aquiline nose. “The Unwavering,” he said in a surprisingly deep voice for such a gaunt man, “fear no storms.” He splayed his hands. “We fulfill the Creator’s wishes! What he started so long ago in shearing the veins from humanity, we continue.”

Cheers rose. Despite their fatigued countenances, not one sounded weary or inauthentic.

The only person to shy away was Dakkur’s initial companion. “Here, though? With nary a tree to hide behind?”

“A tree, Torril?” Dakkur chuckled. “Our newest prefers a tree’s shelter over the Creator’s own hand.” Laughter broke from those nearby.

Torril’s face reddened, and Dakkur descended from his rocky pedestal to encourage the man. “You will see, child, the Creator’s might. Heed tales of past calamities that wiped out ancient valaren. The Creator clearly sends these storms.” He lowered his voice and leaned down. Although his words sounded horrifying to Callan, he seemed to intend them as inspirational. Torril even brightened. “The valaren will be wiped away.” Then Dakkur straightened and addressed the greater crowd. “And we Unwavering shall lead humanity! For when nations witness the storms abate with each destroyed relic, those wise enough to save their souls will seek us.”

He smiled broadly at Torril. “Is that not how you came to us, son?”

Torril’s eyes glistened. “I apologize, Leader Dakkur. This is my first storm.”

“It is quite fine, chap. Now go eat.”

Rustling drew Callan’s attention downward.

“They can’t be serious,” said Vasha.

Orlev shrugged, head on a swivel with shared sentiment.

“They’re a bunch of idiots,” said Mireka.

Gedri, though, was the most affronted. “Did he say they’re going to destroy the relics?” He scrambled up to join Callan for a view, and Callan double-checked that the wardings held fast.

Lissan spoke quietly. “The one they call Dakkur hides something. I sense his wishes for secrecy.”

Callan frowned and glanced back at Dakkur, then flinched. The lanky man walked nearer. If not for the wardings, he might have thought Dakkur intended to converse with him. A stout fellow with a mop of brown hair wobbled behind him, carrying what almost appeared to be a wooden buckler, save for its thickness. And weight, too, by his corded neck.

“Leader Dakkur,” said the stout man, setting the great wooden piece down. “Where shall we place our . . . bulwark?”

Eyes still on the greater crowd, Dakkur shifted his feet to address him. “Set it at the front, away from the captured relics.”

Callan peered closer. Between the wooden planks’ cracks peeked a familiar white glint. He rubbed his eyes. “That’s everstone,” he said in a whisper.

Beside him, Gedri gasped. “Is that why they don’t fear the storms? Do they use everstone to keep them away?” Then the trainee Shu’Ranai slapped a palm to his forehead. “It’s just like how the cities hide their everstone behind walls. They’re hiding theirs under the wood. Oh, I wish we could examine it.”

Callan bit his lower lip. If so, and if they went through the effort to hide this from the others, then did that mean . . . ?

He shared a look with Gedri. “Are you saying they’re using a relic to avert the storms?”

“It has to be! Why else are they so concerned with keeping it away from the other relics? They don’t want someone to attribute the source of their protection as coming from the wagon of captured tokens.”

It made sense. For a group dedicated to eradicating the veins in both people and things, relic usage would be heretical. This wasn’t the first time, either, from Sabhira’s relayed experiences.

“See it through the cracks, Callan?” Gedri craned his neck over the rock’s lip.

“Ouch, Gedri,” said Vasha, unamused as Gedri’s foot dug into her shoulder. “Show some decorum.”

“Sorry,” Gedri said absently as he pressed deeper into her skin and peered. “If I could just . . .”

A stone tumbled backward. Callan tensed, but the warding would hide the sound of the falling stone. Fortunately, it fell backward, and not forward, lest it reveal their⁠—

“Ow!”

Vasha flinched as the falling rock thumped her, and she tumbled.

She tumbled past the warding.

Leader Dakkur’s and his attendant’s gazes darted to Vasha, and they went rigid.

Callan dreaded what would happen if Vasha started talking to the Unwavering; her refutal of this group’s inane texts almost rivaled her opinions of the Oathsworn.

Lacking time for a better plan, he rolled down behind her, adding more confusion to the mix.

“There you are!” he said. “Thank the Creator.”

Before Vasha could speak, he addressed the Unwavering. “Sorry, my sister is Dulled.” I should have said friend, not sister! To downplay the suspiciousness of two strangers’ appearance from an empty pass, he affected nonchalance. This was a situation Kipp would likely end up in! How do I think like him?

He brushed Vasha’s shoulder off, using the motion to hide his whispered caution to act Dulled. Her fiery glare made him fear they were ruined, but she remained completely calm. Taking a steadying breath, he faced the two apprehensive men. Like Kipp.

Without missing a beat, his eyes widened at their midnight-black cloaks and insignia. “Oh, Unwavering. Thank the Creator.”

“What are you doing out here, young man?”

Callan acted confused, then donned comprehension. “Oh. We’re in a refugee camp sheltering in the pass. We’re on our way south, but this one”—he hugged Vasha’s shoulder—“slipped ahead.”

Dakkur squinted at Callan, then at Vasha, who stared complacently at the mountain. It was convincing, until she blinked a few times, rapidly. Why is she doing that? He followed her gaze.

Gedri was climbing over the rock ledge, searching for a way behind the relic.

“She is your sister?”

“Well, not by blood,” Callan said, trying to keep his voice steady despite the panic Gedri induced by exiting the warding. If these two men glanced the wrong way, Gedri would expose them all! “Ma and pa found her wandering near town ten years back.”

Eyes narrowed, Dakkur leaned in. “You have the sound and appearance of a Northerner. And she of the eastern continent.”

Callan didn’t know how to reply, so he just nodded. When the stout man moved to adjust the wood-enshrined relic and potentially glimpse Gedri, Callan quickly pointed to him. “You,” he said to the squat man, “look like my dad. For a moment I thought she”—he nodded to Vasha—“recognized you as our pa.” He let out a dismal laugh. “Had me excited that she recognized somebody, but now I think it was just a coincidence.”

Gedri crouched low despite not so much as a shrub to hide behind, and he traced his finger through the air as his lips moved, as if he were tracing some pattern onto a parchment with a quill. Could he take any longer? Callan must have only been holding these two’s attention for a brief span, but it felt like ages with the constant threat of discovery.

Then Gedri shook his head and made a vague gesture to Callan. What does that even mean? To Callan’s horror, Gedri crept to the relic and jostled the stone free from its wooden lodging.

“You,” said Dakkur, “should show more care for your sister, child.”

“Yes, sir. So sorry for disturbing you.” He added special emphasis, which was enough to make Gedri hesitate and Chintsi peek over the rim. “I’ll make sure she stays secure and doesn’t wander off anywhere from where she’s supposed to be.” Gedri had better understand those words were meant for him too.

Gedri’s lower lip puckered with unfairness as he mouthed but it’s a relic, yet Chintsi scrambled down the stone lip, yellow weaves surrounding him with every step to keep his stomping quiet.

“Indeed. Also, I recommend you turn north.”

Callan wanted to keep their attention anyway, but he genuinely found the suggestion odd. “Why’s that?”

“Oathsworn brainwash the good people of Kenta.” He squinted. “You say you and your people are in this pass?”

“That’s right.”

His eyes drifted once more to Vasha. “And no Oathsworn number in your midst?”

Behind the Unwavering, Chintsi soundlessly slapped Gedri’s hand and pushed the stone back into place before hauling Gedri back up the slope.

“Light, no. Blind fools, all of them,” Callan said, condensing the crux of Vasha’s sentiment into one sentence.

The squat man groaned in commiseration. Beside him, Vasha fidgeted, but she calmed herself quickly.

“Better,” continued Leader Dakkur, “to seek shelter elsewhere than with gentry who grant valaren safe harbor against the storms.” Bravado laced his voice with higher drama than a talespinner’s. “The only way to end the storms is to turn aside from that which the Creator wishes us to avoid.”

Callan bowed, mainly to hide his wild-eyed disbelief. When he rose, Gedri’s head popped back over the rim to flash an encouraging grin. Get down, Gedri . . . “I’ll let my parents know.”

“Be sure you do.”

A hand yanked Gedri back into concealment.

“Come on now, Nolia,” said Callan, gently grabbing Vasha’s shoulders. “Ma and Pa will be worried. Thank you, sirs. Light shine on you.”

He escorted Vasha far deeper down the pass than he figured necessary. When they were safely out of sight and earshot, she reproached him.

“If you had been even one moment later with that comment about me being Dulled, I might have spoken and ruined it all.”

“I know,” said Callan, “but you didn’t. And I’m sure Orlev and the others will have some things to say to me.”

They waited a while before backtracking. By the time they came back to the pass’s mouth, the Unwavering had already continued on, now only a distant trail of disturbed dust.

“Callan!” Gedri jumped with his shouts, as if Callan couldn’t see him. “You should’ve seen those patterns. I bet you I can match them.” He paused for an accusatory glower. “It would be easier if you hadn’t interrupted me.”

A grumbling Chintsi walked over and thwacked the back of Gedri’s head. “I should have stuffed you into that wooden shell and kept the stone.”

As Gedri rubbed his crown, Orlev addressed Callan with a lifted brow. “You seem to have gotten along well with that ploy.”

By the flat delivery, Callan wondered if it was a compliment or a reprimand. “I’m surprised I managed. The things they were saying . . .”

Orlev tutted. “Indeed. Yet they believe in their mission with zeal.”

“Well, the world would be better off without them spreading false information like that. Persecuting valaren?” Callan had always known that was wrong, but the realization he himself was valaren made it feel even more reprehensible.

“Yet it falls to you to unite them as well.”

Callan gaped. “Unite the Unwavering with us?”

Orlev shot him a mirthful, questioning look. “You are to unite the world, are you not?”

“Well, yes, but—” Light. He grabbed the back of his neck and stared at the diminishing dust cloud. If the northern and southern tribes weren’t hard enough, I have to do that too?

Hozha stepped up and draped his arms over Orlev’s and Callan’s shoulders. “Enough of this discussion. We must cover ground to reach the site for tonight’s Star Dance.”

Had Callan heard him right? “After that encounter, you’re still holding a dance tonight?”

Hozha laughed the question away. “Worries are for the day! The Starwalker himself travels in our midst.” He gestured broadly. “Besides, the Unwavering have not discovered our camps yet, and our wardings are strong.”

With that, the jovial bald Balenite hoisted a sack and loaded it onto a horse.

Mireka, meanwhile, smirked. “You’ll save a dance for me, I’m sure.”

Heights above. I really can never tell Sabhira any of this.


Chapter 64

Resource Full
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Sabhira fondled the ring between her finger and thumb as she paced the perimeter of Peli’s tent. My tent, now.

The opulent decor adorning the spacious tent created a stark contrast to the rougher conditions outside its canvas walls. Richly woven rugs covered the ground, intricate patterns and vibrant colors adding warmth to the otherwise muted surroundings. Low tables with brass and bronze accents held various maps, scrolls, and personal items. Ornate lanterns hung from the central pole, casting a soft golden light that flickered gently with the breeze. Shelves filled with trinkets and trophies from past raids lined the walls, each item telling a story of conquest and survival. Incense lingered in the air, mingling with the earthy canvas smell, creating an almost serene atmosphere.

Peli’s initial rage left Sabhira expecting a confrontation, but none came . . . yet. I have to watch out for her. I may need to win some of her people over more securely.

She still struggled to believe her position, but surrendering this farce would spell her death now. Could she garner the criminals’ favor without stooping to thievery?

In her fingers, the ring thrummed with electrical charge. Faelyn had suggested she could assist Callan. Poor Callan. What danger forced him south so soon? Whatever the case, she no longer needed Shu’Ranai Tower to deduce the abilities of the cutter and plates. She had six already and a runner meeting them this afternoon to charge them.

The only remaining matter was convincing the troop to brave one of those terrifying storms to aid their Dead Web. Perhaps as an investment of some kind.

Rustling fabric announced a visitor, and she looked up at Liu peeking in from the half-open flap. “May I enter, valiant new leader?”

Denial was too futile to bother, but even before Sabhira beckoned the woman, Liu elbowed in. The Zai’daem woman—light, I’m a Zai’daem woman now too—the infuriating Zai’daem woman with no morals—yes, that will distinguish us—strode languidly to the sole chair and plopped down, nuzzling her rear to shape the cushion.

Shocked approval ran across her face. “Nice. I figured Peli focuses too much on gain, she’d lack sense for comfort. But she did well in swiping this seat.” Her lip lifted as she rapped the gilded arm with a knuckle. “Gaudy? Yes.” She shrugged and closed her eyes with a subtle smile. “But comfy.” After a luxurious sigh, she cracked an eye open. “Splash me, Sabhira, but you can relax.”

With slight reluctance, Sabhira rotated her stiff shoulder blades.

“Well done, lass, and I mean it. It’s good to bring someone like you to the table. Can’t believe I didn’t see your plan sooner. Perhaps not even when I sent you to check on the cutters and one mysteriously disappeared shortly after.” She peered at Sabhira.

Panic flushed Sabhira’s body. She knows. “I—I⁠—”

After leaning into the unspoken accusation, Liu broke into hysterics. Sabhira feared the crazed woman might shout and alert the entire camp.

“Easy!” Liu leaned back. “Do you take me for a blind, wet frog? I knew you’d taken the cutter from the beginning. Those nerves of yours are a dead giveaway.”

“You—you did?” Sabhira shook her head. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I liked you. And still do, just so you know. Besides, Hunry didn’t die, and I didn’t mind us having a little leverage against Peli. Never imagined it would end up this way, but I’m not upset by it in the slightest.”

“But why remain silent during Faelyn’s story? You knew he was lying.”

“Lying or embellishing the truth? It’s just a fancy little exaggeration, don’t you think?” She tucked her elbows behind the chair’s back to crack her spine. “I still stand by my opinion of Peli. She isn’t a good leader for our group. Bad for the family, made clear by how our troop was turning against itself.”

Liu’s cheery brightness shifted as she slouched in the chair until Sabhira wondered if she might slide off completely. “I mentioned my family left me.” She picked at her fingernail and kicked a foot onto an expensive-looking table. “You already know they were Unwavering, but I never mentioned the manner they abandoned me.”

Sabhira checked the entry, still concerned someone might overhear her as a fraud, especially with Liu’s casual demeanor.

Liu followed Sabhira’s furtive glance and waved her hand dismissively. “I put up a warding, don’t worry.” She shimmied in place, nestling deeper into the chair. “So, my father and my mother. Do you know how they found me out as valaren?”

Sabhira reluctantly pulled her eyes from the entry and shook her head. Best to let Liu share her story and get her out sooner.

Liu’s laugh came quiet and somber. “I told them.” She smiled slightly as she stared at some crud picked from under her nail. “Brought it on myself, splash me.” She flicked the gunk and shrugged. “It scared me. I grew up my whole life thinking terrible of valaren. An abomination against the Creator himself. I kept it to myself at first, for a while. I had heard all the tales—‘The Web of Gorlock,’ ‘The Whispering Woods,’ ‘The Last Ember of Eldoria.’” She snorted. “The Unwavering’s version of those stories, anyway.” Her lips smacked. “I didn’t want to end up like the valaren in those stories. No, thank you, I’d very much like to keep my soul.

“Two years, I loathed myself without question. It happened while I was washing clothes when we harbored in Mora Var. A special fresh spring my mother sent me to. I was wringing the sheets dry, even if I wasn’t supposed to. Creases the sheets.” Sabhira nodded, her mother having chastised her for the same. “But it was hot, and I wanted to get back inside, to the shade.

“Then I saw a young boy doing his own family’s sheets. He got there after me, but he was already halfway done. I didn’t understand how he’d managed so fast, so I watched him. Then I saw it. With a flick of his wrist, the wind flapped them with a crack, and they were just dry.” To illustrate her point, Liu snapped carpet fringe.

Sabhira recalled every aggravating flick against her ear, but right now she didn’t hold it against the woman.

A cold worry shadowed Liu’s face. “It shocked me. Even though he wove it, it felt like an accusation. Like he only did it because he knew I could too.”

Sabhira lifted a fingernail to her teeth.

“I started sweating, and not from just the sun. I feared him pointing to me and revealing me as valaren. Nearly died of fright.” Liu’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the seat’s arms. Sabhira debated placing a hand on Liu’s, but then Liu let out an astonished chuckle. “And then I realized he never paid me any mind. This was his normal. He did it again. And again and again and again until he folded his clothes and left. Just waddled off with the garments all bundled up in his tiny arms.

“As he passed me, he smiled. Well, I slumped in shock, nearly dropping my entire batch of cleaned and air-dried—natural air, mind you—clothing into the water. He gasped, wove a touch of air to lift the edge of my bundle away from the springhead, and then wished me a good day.

“I couldn’t comprehend his comfort touching something so vile.”

Liu paused, studying the canvas interior. In the growing silence, Sabhira’s trance broke. Her top priority was sorting out the mess created by Faelyn entangling her in the Zai’daem hierarchy. But when Liu opened her mouth, the worry fled Sabhira’s mind as she leaned back in.

“I tried to find him later but never did. I think it’s good I didn’t. Looking back on it, I don’t know if I would have harassed him with questions or if I would have turned him over to the Unwavering.” She squinted, followed by a shrug. “Back then, Unwavering held greater sway throughout the princedoms. But though I never saw him again, I spent nearly every waking moment thinking about him. After two days, wondering if I had done something wrong by staying silent, I decided to ask my parents’ advice.”

A sympathetic twinge quivered in Sabhira’s heart. She knew the story ended with Liu being abandoned. “And that’s when they turned you away?”

Liu laughed and sidled up in her seat to a slightly more dignified position. “As simple as that, you think! No. They turned me away, yes, but not until we made a special trip south. I lost track of how many days we hiked, but we reached the center of Dogath’s dunes, where no one walks. That night, they were all silence. I wondered what I had done wrong, and I figured to ask them in the morning. But by then, they were gone.” Before Sabhira could console her, Liu flapped a hand. “Now, my father was a tailor. One day, before all this, I had helped him.” She snickered. “I made a sogging excuse for a shirt with him, but he always said it was his favorite.” Her lips flattened. “But that morning, the only thing they’d left behind was that shirt, torn into shreds and scattered on the sand. Wet, where he’d taken a leak on it.”

Sabhira’s jaw dropped. “They couldn’t have. How old were you? How did you manage through that?”

Liu waggled a finger. “That’s another story for another time. But manage I did, splash me. I wouldn’t have, though, if not for Turim. He was the Zai’daem leader who found me and took me in. He never asked why they abandoned me. Even when I spewed wicked words for the Webs—for I thought surely I couldn’t reveal I had the powers, too, or the Creator might smite me—he just corrected me. Never harshly, mind you.”

She chuckled, but her eyes had gone misty.

Sabhira wiped at her own. “He sounds Creator-sent.”

Through her front teeth, Liu sucked air. “Listen. You know a lot about our ways, but it’s clear you don’t like them. You’ve been invisible, but now the spotlight is on you, and it’s going to get you caught.”

Sabhira’s knees weakened, and Liu tapped her heel against the gilded table, beckoning Sabhira to rest. Sabhira took a seat, grateful for the decency.

“Turim showed me how to be a good person, Sabhira. He gave me a family when I had none. He was the father I lost. But instead of teaching me to sew pockets, he taught me to take from them. Never from anybody who needed it, mind you, and never to give it to anybody who had plenty as it was. ‘Redistribution on behalf of the Remani courts,’ he called it. A loyal thank-you for the establishment that had helped him out as much as it had me and all the others here. Our little cut sustains us. It’s not a terrible cut, though, and it certainly helps more people than doing nothing.”

Sabhira’s ugly snort was sympathetic, not repugnant. Kipp had said much the same. And he gave far more than I ever did.

Now Sabhira had plentiful resources dropped in her lap.

Liu’s rustling clothes claimed Sabhira’s attention. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, her fists pressed together with two steepled forefingers. The tips pressed her lips, making the red go white.

“Hear me, Sabhira. I’m glad to be a service to you. If you need anything, let me extend the favor Turim showed me when I, too, found myself in a strange group.”

“Liu, why didn’t you take this position for yourself? You could have, I wager, if you’d wanted to.”

“I’m not the one who ‘stole’ the cutter with such a grand plan, remember?” Sabhira glared at her, but she laughed. “Besides,” Liu continued, “I don’t want it. Peli had to go; that was for the best.” A slash furrowed her brow. “And I’d turn on you as sure as her if I thought it best for the family.”

Sabhira swallowed. The Zai’daem were capable of murder. While allegedly noble intentions might determine their targets, she had to be cautious not to become one of them. “And next you’re going to tell me what’s best for the family is exactly what you tell me to do?”

“Well, splash me if you don’t fit into this scheming group after all. I knew I liked you.” Her brow’s crease melted away. “I won’t be telling you what to do. You’ll figure that out just fine, I wager. I can see it in you, you know? Because I lived it myself. May not be true what you first told us about losing your troop, but you lost somebody.” Liu’s eyes gleamed.

How much can I trust her? Sabhira’s pause must have been longer than she thought because Liu, bored, leaned back and shrugged. “Suit yourself, girl. No need to tell me. I shouldn’t have asked. Turim never asked me. Your past is your own, and I will respect that.”

“My mother,” Sabhira said, pausing. Then, thinking of Davyn and her stepfather, she added, “My family. They are back home, and they need me. My friends need me. Liu, I came here for a reason, but everything’s turned upside down. I wanted to help,” she said, blurting the words with reckless abandon, “but now that there’s even a chance I could, I don’t know how to make it happen.”

“I take it your friend’s the Dead Web down by Kenta?”

Sabhira startled, unsure how Liu had known.

Liu grinned. “The talespinner went on about it long enough. I figured it was a solid guess, and you just confirmed it. We’ll have to work on that, how expressive your face is. I’d have thought they would’ve taught you to keep a straight face in the Merchant’s Guild.” She winked. “If any of that bit of your story was true. Hardly seems like it if you can’t recognize a good bargain when you find one.”

Sabhira flushed at the statement and wanted to scold Liu for doubting her position in the Merchant’s Guild, but she was right. The guild had chided her inability to mask her true thoughts, which was a factor that prevented them from entrusting her with major trades. Her refutal always boiled down to her honesty. A far cry I’ve come from that.

“You want my advice, I’ll give it,” Liu offered.

Sabhira sighed and shrugged, inviting Liu to continue.

“I don’t know what plans you had coming in here, but you’ve pulled off something big in working your way up from a recruit to a leader in just a short while. We’re a small troop, not big enough to make noise back in Rem. But you’ve climbed quickly, and besides that, you’ve got people like me and Faelyn interested in helping. You can earn more support, too, if you plan your actions right.”

“What do you mean?”

Liu’s confounded expression proclaimed Sabhira dense. “Let’s say you use this ring and help this boy down in Kenta. That’s southern tribe territory. And he’s trying to persuade their leaders, isn’t he? You think he’ll gain their favor?”

Sabhira sniffed. Callan was a stubborn fool. When Durinvale’s Watchkeeper had refused to support him in saving his home, he had plodded off—if wildly unprepared—and ended up fighting the Sealed One himself. “He might be a lump, but he’ll find a way.”

Liu grinned. “Legends of the Dead Web say when he comes, he’ll elevate us above anything we imagined. Makes for a fun excuse to get drunk, but think about it. Remani leadership doesn’t know much about the southern tribes. You, though, have an in. And nothing warms Remani leadership’s hearts more than advantageous knowledge.” She clicked her teeth. “Why, anybody who’s anybody among the Zai’daem would want the prestige of discovering the Dead Web and winning him to our cause, especially if it comes with clout from the Enclave.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Right now, you’ve got a fine way to help your friend. And whether or not he knows it, he can help you. It can get us far, Sabhira.”

Us, Sabhira thought dourly. She didn’t want to be tied to the Zai’daem any more than she already was. But she quieted her inner voice. “Even if I did that, and word got back to the Enclave, it would do me no service. It would hurt me, even. All that attention on me? They’ll find out I’m a fraud for sure.”

“Oh, certainly. Under the scrutiny of that many eyes, they’ll sniff out every detail of this story. There’s a reason they’re the higher-ups and we are a small troop, if you catch my current.” She could probably tell Sabhira did not, in fact, catch her current because she rolled her eyes and grew pedantic. “Those froglings outside never figured you out, did they? If they had, they wouldn’t be in the wandering troops, picking at knowledge and reporting back. They’d be the ones digesting that knowledge.”

“Well then, you’re a frogling yourself by your standards, seeing as you travel with them.” Sabhira folded her arms, smug.

Liu merely laughed. “Think that about me all you want. But you know who else will think that of me? The Enclave. And I’m fine with that. Keeps me from getting sucked into their fold. I told you, my passion is helping people on the road. I don’t want them to give me some responsibility where I have to manage troop movements and steer the motives of the entire group of Zai’daem. There’s power up there that I don’t need to be satisfied.”

Sabhira frowned. The Zai’daem hierarchy influenced what the troops were told to do? She wondered if that extended to reforming the greater party’s actions. A brief flash of glory and fame struck her, the Merchant’s Guild praising her as the one who disbanded the Zai’daem, but it faded quickly. Liu’s knowing grin left Sabhira feeling betrayed once again by her face’s indiscretion in shielding her thoughts.

“So you see? A little embellishment in what we tell the troop could inspire them to head south. A promising reward for them, and it helps your friend.”

Suddenly the hair at her nape seemed to stick against her, itchy. She could make something good come of this. For all the things that had happened to Aryn, she could avenge him.

And she could confront her father.

She had shoved the idea away when she left Riversgate behind. But now, if she earned boons from the Enclave, she could punish him. Her fists balled against her sides, and her knuckles cracked with the tension, earning a raised brow from Liu, who seemed to weigh her with that stare.

Sabhira frowned. “But what do you get out of all this?” There had to be some trap.

Liu laughed and slouched in the chair again. “I get a Tyxis-damned ride, splash me, and a powerful friend who could help me do a swollen log of good for a lot of strays. I’m not the best at dealing with people as a leader when the label applies. But I am an excellent adviser.”

Liu waited patiently as Sabhira contemplated the offer, but eventually she stirred and stood. “Ah well, don’t worry. I’ll keep your secret. Maybe you’re not exactly what I was expecting, but I still have a fondness for you. Expect no trouble from me. The current will come and sweep away the grit, and I’ll play my part.”

“Wait,” Sabhira said. Liu turned smoothly, an expectant grin painting her face.

I can use this for good. I will find a way. Callan does need me, and I have all the resources to help him. “Liu?”

“Hmm?” She drew the sound out like a purring cat.

“How quickly could you rally everybody to move?”

“Splash me, kid, they’re already champing at the bit. And didn’t you hear what I said? I only told you a moment ago I’m Tyxis’s own good adviser. We’ll have to work on you listening to what I say. Leave it to me, and we’ll be ready by morning. I’ll handle Peli too.”

Liu then twirled and reached the tent flap. Turning around, she gave one flourish, an affected gesture showing her admiration for the new Zai’daem leader.

And then Sabhira was alone.

She turned the ring over on her finger three times. Then, tucking her lower lip under her upper, she nestled herself into the padded chair.

It is quite comfortable.


Chapter 65

Acceptance in Kenta
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Squat trees with bulbous trunks broke the red clay earth. Stony pebbles littered the ground, with no visible viable soil. A foreign warble filtered through the fanlike fronds, which were brittle and whispered in the light breeze.

None of the trees blocked the view of the simple brick wall, hued the same as the arid land. Like at Ironwood, refugees sheltered at the wall’s base, yet the similarities stopped there.

Kenta’s defense was nowhere near as tall as Ironwood’s, but it was solid, with long depressed rectangles integrated into the facade and its ends tapering lightly. Small windows were carved into the front in diagonal patterned rows, but no light glowed from within. In the center, a broad arch at least twenty feet thick opened into the city, and two massive torches larger than even a Balenite bonfire lit either side, even in the midday sun.

In the southern corner, signs of missing stone marred the wall, but the perimeter remained intact. Callan wondered what had caused the destruction.

Although the city lacked a gate, fourteen guards in two rows flanked the entryway. I hope they’re more willing to discuss joining the princedoms than their exterior suggests.

Callan adjusted his new garments. He had tucked his Ironwood garb away in favor of Balenite fashion, as had the others, which Hozha had provided them. Orlev had even removed his banded necklaces, which humanized him. His shorter stature was clearer now, but his stoic air remained.

Vasha looked fierce as well. Even in her bright Balenite robes, her glances wilted anybody who hummed the nightly songs near her.

The refugees’ confines lay to the right, and the guards never glanced at Callan and his party as they approached. They wore red-fringed linen tunics beneath their breastplates—burnished bronze scales the length of Callan’s hand and the width of two fingers stitched into rich brown hide. The helmets matched the bronze, with a solitary silver spike jutting from the center and cheek guards that extended an inch past the jaw. Padded leather with laced straps wrapped around the ankles and calves.

At each one’s back rested a long wood-handled glaive. Its end appeared to be a rounded one-edged sword rather than a spearhead, with a menacing curve and an inverted hook like one for a fishing line. He didn’t want to find himself on the other end. The weapon’s butt culminated in a rounded silver ball punctuated with a spike matching the one on their helm. It did not seem decorative.

Callan walked beside Hozha, and Orlev stood behind him. They figured it made more sense for Hozha to request an audience with Kenta’s leader.

“Hail, friend,” said Hozha, as merry now as if by any of the nightly fires, despite the grim guards. “As the sands go deep⁠—”

“The city is closed,” said the nearest thick-accented guard, not bothering to glance at them. Callan wondered if reaching for his sword would trigger any of these guards’ notice, although he didn’t test it. “All refugees are welcome in the side encampment.”

“Ah,” said Hozha, bowing. If his demeanor faltered, he hid it well. “We are no refugees. We have traveled through mountains and dust on our⁠—”

“For your Star Dance.” The guard’s eyes slid, though his jaw pointed forward still. Callan’s toes wriggled in his boots, especially when the man’s gaze paused on him and then stalled on Orlev. “Balenites may find shelter with the others. The Oathsworn will tend to your care before you leave. You shall have food and water delivered twice daily, although you missed the morning allotment.”

Hozha chuckled. “Surely times have not fallen to turn the Kentan people so cold. Not even the storms could make the city so.” Hozha opened his shoulder to include Callan, who flexed his fingers. No need to feel intimidated by these guards. Strict, yes, but as any good soldier might be. They lacked the Ironwood guards’ haughty air. “For as the stars sing,” Hozha continued, “we have brought⁠—”

“You are correct. The storms have not shut the city’s gates, but the southern violence that we will not suffer.” Callan caught the soldier’s fleeting glance at the stone barricade’s corner as the other guards shifted uneasily. Southern violence? “We cannot,” he continued, “rule out even one who dances with stars as capable of destruction.”

Hozha’s lips parted, and he raised his hands. “It is not the way of me or my fellow sand-travelers. We have not heard of this southern violence.”

The guard frowned. “Two Balenite parties passed through, coming from the south. Surely you passed Umurra too.” Then the guard glanced north, and his hand moved to a curved blade at his waist, similar in contour to the long-handled glaive at his back, which heightened the other guards’ alertness. “Through mountains you say you’ve traveled? Where have you come from?”

The other guards grew restless, and then one pointed behind Callan. “Ho! That one wears the fringe of the Shu’Ranai!”

Callan followed the accuser’s finger to Bengaru, whose blue-fringed sleeve stuck out slightly from his Balenite covering.

“This clothing chafes,” Bengaru said with a low apology. Callan groaned.

The main guard raised his sword while he retrieved the glaive from his back. He prodded Hozha to back up, and the other soldiers formed an arced line between them and the city. “You seek to usher Shu’Ranai into the city disguised as Balenites? What is the meaning of this?”

Callan blinked. Although the Shu’Ranai retreated, nobody wove any strands. Callan was glad to see it too. By the looks of it, Kenta had their own weavers atop the wall, where some strands bloomed. Surely those were watching for signs of valaren attacks. They wouldn’t see my strands, though. Still, they’d see the effects of any of his weaves, which would likely appear as a threat, and they might all end up on the glaives’ sharp ends. If he wanted to influence Kenta’s chieftain, it would not be from here.

Orlev spoke. “Our friends only sojourn with us from the pass. We Shu’Ranai mean no harm. It has been two decades since we have had trouble with your people.”

“Two decades!” The guard barked a menacing laugh. “Less than that, even. Sixteen years. But even two decades would not erase the treachery of the Shu’Ranai, who pretended friendship while desecrating our sacred places and scorning the goodwill of our gods.” He spat. “Shu’Ranai have no place here, nor those who would usher them to our door.” He nudged them back further with his glaive, and some Balenites whimpered.

“Stop,” Callan said, stepping in front of Hozha, his chest to the glaive. “We come to you seeking help, and this is how you treat us? You speak of your gods with goodwill. What would they say of how you treat us now, with storms pressuring the world?”

The guard pressed the tip of his glaive against Callan’s red-and-orange attire, penetrating the fibers. “You are no kin of mine, Northerner.” He glanced at Callan’s neck and exposed hands. “You might pass as Kezkan, but you lack the timbre.”

Despite the glaive’s sharp tip prodding Callan’s flesh, he didn’t back down. “I don’t know what troubles the Shu’Ranai visited upon you or your people. But we are here to help you.”

“We need no help. The Oathsworn have come since the onset of the storms, and they shelter the city.”

Beside him, Vasha bristled. Please don’t react now, Vasha. The tension was too high. As a mercy, she shrank back, her eyes flitting to the city’s walls.

Another guard leaned in to his fellow soldier. “And what did the Oathsworn leader advise us?”

The guard didn’t blink, and for a tense moment, it was unclear if he had heard or cared. But finally, he eased the glaive from Callan’s chest. “To accept all and deny none.”

Relief washed through Callan. “Thank you,” he said. “If I can speak with your leader, I can share what we’ve⁠—”

The guard laughed. “Even without Shu’Ranai to give us pause, you cannot enter the city. It is at capacity.” He jabbed the spiked butt of his glaive toward the refugee staging area. “You can wait there, but you will have no meals or care until the Oathsworn come.”

Callan glanced to the side. The refugees were much more orderly than he had seen outside Ironwood and in good spirits. There was even some new construction at the far end and no sign that the camp had shifted. By the looks of the walls, he didn’t think the city’s defenses were impervious to the city’s storms either. Either way, he didn’t want to seem ungrateful or overstay his welcome near the guards. Already his Balenite companions motioned to retire, so he followed.

Callan wanted to understand what differentiated Ironwood’s and Kenta’s refugee approach. When things had calmed and he milled through the crowd, he noticed Vasha asking who led the Oathsworn contingent.

“He is a prominent leader and judicious. They call him Guardian Lomisham.”


Chapter 66

Renouncement in Kenta
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Vasha split her attention between Gedri—who sat surrounded by parchment, some sheets lined with scrawling, others crumpled into a messy nest—and the broader refugee camp. Springtime dusk still illuminated the camp, although now the two grand torches provided functional light.

Gedri chewed on a quill. “The Unwavering’s everstone definitely integrated all five weaves. I’m sure of it.” He lifted one sheet and tilted it while cocking his head. Vasha didn’t bother commenting that Gedri tilted his head at the parchment’s same angle.

Laughter filled the tidy camp as some people tossed dice while glancing over their shoulders and children played games. What gave them such peace? The gate guards had said the Oathsworn provided protection, but Vasha knew better than that.

They are brainwashing these people somehow. The Unwavering had said as much, and if they only spoke one thing true, it was that. Could the Vein of Knowledge imbue some effect as this? The detestable thought that the Oathsworn might have uncovered some lost knowledge of their own since her banishment turned her stomach. That was absurd, though, with how obstinate the Oathsworn proved to be. To think, they believed she was to release the Sealed One!

What purpose did they have, though? These poor fools were none the wiser to be so calm with black storms running rampant. Was it a false sense of security the Oathsworn wished to impart in order to ingratiate the people to their own goals?

Every time an eye fell on her, she tucked the deep blue Balenite shawl over her ears, it being the least flashy she could find. If the Oathsworn were creating lapdogs for themselves, and if, as the Ironwood gentry and even some Balenites had confirmed, they hunted somebody, Vasha figured that meant her.

The soldiers safeguarding the city’s open arch shifted into a new formation, now facing in toward each other as a great gong resounded. Their glaives tilted forward, and they stomped in unison, bringing their heels together. A deep hyuh reverberated from them, a far more dignified greeting than they had shown on her own arrival.

Any refugee throwing a last die swept the table free with a forearm as the rest stood, grabbing clean bowls.

The people rising interrupted Vasha’s view of the grand arch, so she tugged Gedri’s elbow and pulled him through the throng, ignoring his reluctance. When he moved to take his glowing lumen stone—it was deteriorating but ought to last until the morning—she told him to leave it. She didn’t want any extra reasons to draw Oathsworn attention.

As they bustled over, Vasha frowned. Gedri was too short to hide her. Fortunately, she was passing Callan, who was explaining ward life to Mireka. She tugged him along too. That’s better. He’s taller. Anybody glancing their way would likely notice him over her.

Mireka moved to follow, but Lissan whispered into her ear, and she slumped back down. Vasha crouched, shawl held snug around her face as she peered between elbows at familiar white Oathsworn robes.

“Here they come,” said one refugee in a heavy accent as deep as the greatest sinkholes in Gho. The man directly before her bowed slightly, forcing Vasha to crouch even lower to stay hidden. The groveling simpleton’s stooped figure blocked her view, and she didn’t dare peek over the row of bodies.

Footsteps on the hard ground announced a small group.

“Good evening, children.” Unlike the Southern accents, this scratchy, discordant voice resembled sandstone grinding against corroded copper.

Lomisham. Vasha would recognize that screech anywhere. The mere sound made her itch beneath her tight-gripped shawl. Lomisham had uttered the words that banished her.

“Let us thank the Creator for providing shelter from these storms,” Lomisham continued. “With his guidance, we have witnessed protection.”

A collective tone in the Chord of Gratitude rose from the other guardians, and the refugees bowed lower. Protection, he says. Yet I’ve seen the damage dealt to these walls’ southern face.

“Bless and shelter these gathered, O Creator,” said another familiar voice, that of Guardian Uvana.

Memories flooded Vasha’s mind. She had once admired this woman, who had ushered her to her first visit of a tynspire and taken her on her first mission. She also led me to the Assembly and had me disowned.

As the benediction continued, a collective tone in the Chord of Humility rang, and the gathered people parted to their initial spots in the crowd. Vasha had to tuck behind Callan and Gedri, both of whom watched the Oathsworn with unwarranted interest. Vasha had to nudge the small of Gedri’s back when he tried to match the chord. If subtlety was her goal, perhaps she shouldn’t have brought him.

Callan and Gedri initially moved to their tent with the Shu’Ranai. What were they thinking? She shoved them with a hoarse reminder that she needed a closer view to reveal how they kept these refugees subjugated. Were they whispering into their ears while serving food? Did they demand the refugees show fealty for rations? She doubted they could create a weave she couldn’t see, but she still instructed Callan and Gedri to hone their sights for any flows she missed.

The Oathsworn started at the fortification’s base and snaked their way through the camp, facing away from Vasha. They numbered less than twenty. Strangely, they all had shaved heads, making them difficult to differentiate. Likely, the High Seat ordered them to shear their topknots to keep them subservient.

As they reached the end of the first row, one refugee receiving food grew animated and caused Lomisham and Uvana to hesitate. Then he pointed to the rear, where the Shu’Ranai had been stationed. Lomisham’s head tilted as he peered toward the back, and Uvana held four fingers to her mouth as she rose on her toes.

Vasha cringed. They are looking for me! Should she stand and confront them? Bah. What could they do to her in the Temporal World? She, however, could blind them! A smile crept onto her face. But if she did, who knew what these brainwashed refugees might do to her, not to mention the valaren and archers lining the walls.

A short boy popped to the front, glancing from the two guardians to the excitedly blabbering refugee. Kimo. He had feigned friendship and then turned against her upon her banishment, just like the others. Even without his hair, she recognized him instantly. A feeling of loss washed over her, her stomach tightening at seeing him.

Behind Kimo, Heglion’s much taller figure emerged. Where Kimo had tripped, Heglion stepped. He scanned the newcomers as avidly as Uvana had, although much more cursory. Heglion. If not for him, she never would have encountered that forbidden book. She never would have questioned the Oathsworn’s blindness.

To think she would never have discovered the truth if not for his meddling. Yet that did little to mask the hurt of their collective betrayal. These people now hunted her.

Then Uvana’s drifting eyes landed on her. Vasha drew back, not having realized she had risen above Gedri’s shoulders.

Uvana rushed toward her, and Vasha prepared to fashion a blinding lumen, but her mind raced too quickly.

Uvana set upon her and seized Vasha in her arms.

“Help!” Vasha struggled to free herself, but the woman’s grip was iron. Any tighter and Vasha might perish from a broken spine.

“Vasha! Oh, Vasha. It is so good to see you!”

Vasha squirmed. Why did Gedri and Callan do nothing?

When she cried out for aid once more, Uvana stepped back, aghast. “Are you hurt? I am sorry, I should have checked before hugging you. It is just so good to see you!”

What was the trap? Vasha’s eyes darted to the left and right. Kimo bounded toward her too.

“Vasha! You’re here!” He turned over his shoulder, still bumbling forward. “She is here!” Again toward her, he laughed. “Oh, thank the light.”

With his arms outstretched to embrace her, the boy suddenly froze, his cheeks flushing a shade of red akin to kiln-dried ocher. He withdrew his hands, embarrassed, but before long began laughing in fits punctuated by stunned, wide-eyed silence.

Vasha, meanwhile, stood tense. Her eyes flitted to the walls, expecting to find nocked arrows trained on her.

Then Kimo grew serious. “About time! I would have expected better from somebody who is pledged. Couldn’t you have arrived sooner?”

“I—I don’t understand. What? You . . .”

Heglion strode past Kimo, his shoulder pushing the boy’s face out of sight. His stormy eyes never left Vasha’s as he clasped her hand in his two. He leaned in until she could feel the breath from his nose on her cheek, and he whispered, “Praise the light you are all right, Vasha. It gladdens me you found your way to us. I fear we never would have known where to start searching.”

He then gave her room, still holding her hand and pulling it gently so it was now in between them. “Without your example, I could never have shown them. Thank you.”

Kimo had retreated, his eyes cast to the ground.

Vasha’s eyes shifted from Kimo to Uvana, then Heglion. Light, his eyes were piercing. She tugged her hand back tentatively. His full dusky lips curled in a gentle smile.

Then Guardian Lomisham’s scratchy voice broke her focus. She didn’t even hear what he said, but everybody was watching her.

“I’m sorry?” she said, realizing they waited for an answer.

“You’re sorry? No, indeed, Govashqah. Please forgive us.” Vasha was unprepared for his bow. “We were blind. Your fellow pledged showed us the truth.”

“Well, one of us before the other,” Kimo said casually, almost dismissing it as he brought it up.

“Yet when I did,” Heglion said, not looking at Kimo, “they listened.” Sweet light, had he looked away from her eyes even once? Her heart quivered under his intense stare.

Lomisham continued. “Uvana was the strongest member to speak against the Assembly.”

“Yet you supported me throughout,” said Uvana.

What does he mean, “against the Assembly”? The Assembly is what had banished her, and at Lomisham’s order! She touched her fingertips to her forehead.

“When,” said the croaking guardian, “we tried to reverse the banishment and find you, we were too late. The greater portion of the council refused to grant the rescinding.” He gestured to the stoic Heglion at his side. “Pledged Heglion showed Uvana, me, and some others what you had found, and he showed Surrender Stance’s effects in the Eternal Realm.” His voice lowered, and his brows pinched together in consolation. “We observed what you tried to forewarn. What we denied existed.” His gaze fell to the ground. “I brought it before the Assembly, but in my one-hour absence, they had already held counsel among themselves. They⁠—”

“They turned on us,” said Uvana, an uncharacteristic venom in her words that made those near her flinch. Her eyes clouded in recollection. “They had planned it all along, surely. Vasha,” she said, now focusing on Vasha, “please forgive us. We did not know dealings with the shadow penetrated our number.”

Dealings with the shadow? Did this mean the Assembly itself had ousted them as they had her? “B-but⁠—”

“We should have seen it sooner,” said Lomisham, resignation heavy in his voice. “Darkness has penetrated the Oathsworn Assembly. When they cast us out, I believe they would have tried to kill us. The bylaws they used against us, though, were the same bylaws preventing our murder.” He shook his head in astonishment. “Yet the fact that they honored the bylaws in the first place means not all have fallen to the shadow’s taint yet.”

Vasha closed her eyes. She had known the Oathsworn were blind, but she had not figured the shadow ensnared their leadership. If it did, though, and even if she believed this group was free of taint, she was not ready to welcome them as friends. Too long had she believed they hunted her to have the notion dismissed so succinctly.

Others had gathered to hear the story, and archers and valaren to be mindful of still lined the wall.

“If,” said Vasha, unclenching her eyes, “you speak truth, and the shadow holds the Assembly, how can you know any remain untouched?”

Lomisham nodded, ceding the question. “For them to use the bylaws as a pretense that their actions are for the Sanctuary Hold’s good suggests they must justify their actions lest those who still follow the light suspect them.” He looked eastward and scowled. “It is likely the only reason they have not come for us, but who can say how long that will last?”

Uvana joined him. “Rumors tell they raised someone new into leadership, and that must be the one who arranged our dismissal.”

“Even I,” said Lomisham, befuddled, “have never heard of the loophole they used to elect a non-Oathsworn to the Assembly’s head. At least, not that interpretation of the loophole.”

A non-Oathsworn guiding the Assembly’s actions?

Beside her, Callan fidgeted. “Could it be one of the Defiled?”

Both guardians laughed, and Uvana smiled at Callan. “An enemy, yes, but no Defiled, young man. The Defiled are imprisoned.”

Callan bit his lip, and Vasha scoured the gathered Oathsworn’s faces for any sign of insincerity as he relayed some personal experiences. Perhaps she ought not to take pleasure in the sinking expressions, but at least they appeared genuine.

“The Vein of Vitality truly returned?” mused Uvana. She stretched a finger out to touch Callan, as if to validate his existence.

Callan’s lopsided grin made Vasha’s eyes roll. While Callan’s recounting had given her time to process the Oathsworn’s story’s veracity, now she tired of these updates.

“Yes,” Vasha said. “But we cannot enter this city to speak to the chieftain.” She folded her arms. “If you wish to help, arrange us a meeting.”


Chapter 67

Tlatoa
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Callan eagerly awaited breakfast, and not just because the Southern food was rich with spices and fennel. After distributing food, the Oathsworn would escort him and Orlev to meet the chieftain.

“Not even this interests you?” Mireka asked. Her sword lay on a satin cloth, and she pinned the hilt with her finger, swiveling it with a wiggle.

Gedri blew out his cheeks in frustration, but he quickly smoothed his face. “Sorry, Mireka, do you mind not shifting it like that? It’s already difficult to parse out the runes’ layering . . .”

Callan offered them both a sheepish smile. “It does. I’m just . . . preoccupied.”

“Relax,” said Mireka, releasing her finger and leaning back, causing Gedri to sigh in relief as he touched his inked quill to paper. “You studied all night, and we went over every Kentan expression.”

Callan nodded, tearing his eyes from the gong crowning the wall above the great torches.

“Now,” said Gedri, conferring with Vasha, “it looks like Spirit starts on top but then loops under. The patterning would be primarily to focus Substance essence, though, but only if the veins had actually been infused in its creation. Would the theory of spaced interlacing apply for every other vein too? Oh, this is complicated.”

The gong reverberated, and Callan shuffled to his feet, despite the guardians not clearing the arch yet. He patted his body, making sure he looked presentable. He kept the Balenite attire, deeming that preferable to anything reminiscent of the North. Certainly not his Ironwood cloak, nor even his wardkeeper outfits.

Orlev strode over and smoothed a ruffle on Callan’s shoulder. The man had resumed donning his necklaces, since he had already attracted attention, although he still wore Balenite clothing in place of his fringed robes.

As the Oathsworn approached bearing food, Vasha stood. Callan had eaten his fill after a surprisingly few bites, and then one Oathsworn—Guardian Uvana, he recalled—separated from the group and greeted him. Her head was shaved, but unlike Hozha, she had kept her eyebrows.

She offered Vasha a suppressed smile, but Vasha merely inhaled, filling her chest. Callan bit his lip, uncomfortable at the tension.

Guardian Uvana turned to appraise him. “Val’odeshyr Callan, Esteemed Orlev.” She made two quick bows. “Come with me, please.”

Gedri grinned and waved as Mireka thrust a thumbs-up. Vasha only glowered at the guardian, even after she turned to lead him and Orlev.

“Remember,” said Orlev, as they walked past the fourteen glaive-carrying guards who faced inward in salute to the Oathsworn, “Southerners are particular about their independence.”

Callan nodded. Even Hozha and the other Balenites, who were usually mirthful and respected Callan, had remained silent on Dhonai customs, let alone those of any of the southern tribes. According to them, the Balenites left their tribes to join the eighth, wandering tribe. Sometimes they returned to their native lands, but during their time under the stars, they were a separate people, unfit to discuss any tribes’ ways.

Though the archway did not reach Ironwood’s heights, it was wider and deeper. A faint buzz in his ear, like cupping his hand beside it, emphasized the wall’s immensity surrounding him. Another flat wall greeted them, blocking any view of the city’s interior until they turned and rounded its end.

The first thirty feet inside the walls were flat and tidy, with small patches of desert shrubs, woody bushes with tiny tufts of green and fragrant white flowers at their tips. Beyond that, pink buildings that seemed made of clay, lighter than the ruddy ground, clustered thick. Few extended to a third floor, and steps lined the outside of the tiers, with small arches closed with a wood they called acacia and open windows without glass, only curtains. Callan wondered how they kept warm in the cold months, although where spring had been chilly up north, he found here quite temperate.

They followed Guardian Uvana as she ducked into dimness under a diagonal set of stairs connecting the second tier of one building to the third of another. Chatter suddenly washed over Callan, and he gasped as he looked up. It was like a bazaar from the stories of Borgast Waterseeker’s quest to find a wife he was worthy of. Though he was certain he had seen buildings’ roofs outside, draped tapestries hid most. Glimpses of sky or pink domes peeked through some gaps, but Callan lost all directional sense as the path veered at odd angles. Guardian Uvana passed through the crowds unfazed, occasionally setting a palm on a child’s head before the youngster darted off with giddy laughter.

Vendors offered their wares, and Callan noted many shades of skin. Few people resembled the guards at the front, with more who matched the diverse amalgamation in the outer camp.

“You can see,” said Uvana, “that Kenta spoke truly of their city being at capacity.”

Callan nodded slowly. “Are these all people they took in from the storms?”

“Yes.” Her smile saddened. “Unfortunately, we arrived after the storms had already come through and took nearly half the town. A portion survived as Dulled, while the others vanished or . . .” She closed her eyes and paused, her silence filled in with the chatter of haggling buyers.

“That’s why I want to speak with their chief,” Callan said. “We can bring an end to the storms.”

Orlev nodded and placed a hand on Callan’s shoulder, bolstering him. Callan would foil Maarat’s plans for the world. He would fulfill the truthspeakers’ mission entrusted to him. I am ready for this.

Uvana’s smile brightened once more. “I cannot speak on Chief Tlatoa’s behalf, but he is a good man. Let your heart guide your words.”

They continued through the tapestry-decked peddler stations and opened into a peaceful square courtyard, with more of the squat frond-leafed trees from outside lining the perimeter every thirty feet.

“This is their temple area,” explained Guardian Uvana in a hushed voice, turning to the right so they did not tread on the sacred ground. Shoes lined the floor, and Callan wondered how anyone could remember whose were whose, with how similar they all looked, but the barefoot worshippers kneeled inside, bowed on blankets.

The structure itself was simple, comprising a raised platform where five unusually high steps led to a large capstone. Twisted wood pillars at the broad surface’s five corners elevated more of the tapestries like those from the bazaar. They converged into a great knot at the center, where a stone pinnacle jutted upward through the platform.

“It is a tynspire,” said Guardian Uvana. “Are you familiar?” After Callan and Orlev both confirmed they were, she continued. “It reminds me of the one back home. Without it, we would not possess the strength to stay the storms. But that is not our destination. Come.”

Callan’s head turned on a swivel as they continued down the courtyard’s edge until they wrapped around the other end.

Here, a double-tiered building, twice as wide as the raised temple platform, opened with one square door. Two mounted torches lined each side, identical to the main gate’s in everything but size. At either side stood two guards with the ceremonial glaives, although these men had great red ribbons entwining the helmet-topping spikes and trailing to their knees’ back side. Matching red sashes fringed with gold draped from their right shoulders to their waists.

Guardian Uvana placed her hand over her heart and bowed deeply. “With respect and humility, we seek counsel under the watchful eyes of Chief Tlatoa.”

The guards, in unison, tapped their glaives on the ground and replied, “May his wisdom guide your steps under the blessings of our ancestors.”

In the following silence, Guardian Uvana gave Callan a sideways glance, and he stuttered the expression too. Orlev matched him smoothly, though Callan suspected Orlev had been just as unsure of what to say until Callan had finished.

When Guardian Uvana stepped in, Callan followed, but the soldiers crossed their glaives to block Orlev.

Guardian Uvana wore the same perplexed expression Orlev did. “Did you not receive word of our invitation?”

“We did, Honored Oathsworn. But Chief Tlatoa only granted you permission to present the Weaver of the Fifth Vein.”

“He’s with me, though,” Callan said before adding, “soldier.”

The soldiers made convincing statues.

Orlev inhaled and suppressed a smile. “You can do this, Vein Render.”

A soft snort from a guard followed the title, and Callan bit his lip before following Guardian Uvana inside.

The flat bricks, made of the same stone as the walls but cut wider, echoed their steps. After only ten paces, the path split to left or right.

Guardian Uvana led him one way, which also split after ten paces; she smiled with encouragement over her shoulder. “It is disorienting, but it announces any intruder’s presence before they reach the inner chamber. You may see weapons raised at us when we enter, but they will lower them when they see us. It deters assassination. They will ask if you intend harm; it is standard.”

Callan wondered what would happen, though, if somebody who worked for the chieftain betrayed him and allowed an assassin in. But his thoughts should be on earning the man’s aid, not questioning his defenses.

After several more dizzying turns, their steps proclaiming their approach, Guardian Uvana paused and gestured Callan to go first. Callan licked his lips, glanced back, already forgetting which path led to open air, and stepped forward.

The corridor emptied into a broad, open space with standing braziers and brilliant tapestries. Two wide steps led to a raised platform, on which rested an ornate throne of dark wood, carved in detail as a mountain lion’s claws. Eagle heads adorned each armrest, and a myriad of red stones lapped at the torchlight. Upon the great chair sat a man with smooth amber features, while his attendant, who sported a beard so thick Callan wondered how he tamed it, stood at attention, hands clasped behind his back.

“Welcome, val’odeshyr,” said the seated chief. “Do you seek to harm any here?”

“No, Chief Tlatoa,” Callan said.

A small laugh came from the thick-bearded adviser, although Callan didn’t understand why. Guardian Uvana came through next, and when the chief asked her the same question, she addressed the man as Counselor.

The standing, bearded man walked a step closer to the throne, hands still clasped behind him. “Kenta welcomes the Weaver of the Fifth Vein. I, Tlatoa, do as well.”

“My apologies, Chief Tlatoa,” said Callan, cheeks heating.

A smile broke somewhere beneath the bushy beard. “Among the southern tribes, a leader stands so his advisers may rest.” He grunted, though without animosity. “Unlike our northern neighbors, who languish upon their thrones.”

Callan didn’t know how to respond, but nobody else broke the silence. “That is wise,” said Callan. Couldn’t Guardian Uvana have told me this before I made a fool of myself? He regretted his first impression.

“Be calm, val’odeshyr.” Tlatoa’s posture softened without losing its poise. “Tell me, do you find your accommodations comfortable?”

“Yes, Chief Tlatoa,” said Callan. He wouldn’t be caught offending the man, and even if the encampment outside didn’t truly qualify as comfortable, he preferred that over ejecting refugees from the city who had been here longer.

Tlatoa glanced at the seated man, who shook his head. Both the guards and the hairs on Callan’s arms stirred, but Tlatoa raised a hand and quelled the attending soldiers. To Callan, he said, “Minuzi here is far’adamyr. He senses lies.”

“Ah,” said Callan. If his cheeks had heated before, they were on fire now. Now, though, he understood why they felt secure asking a mere question of whether new entrants meant harm. “Then I must apologize again. I meant no offense, but what lacks in comfort is made up for in solace that the people are cared for.” He inhaled, about to toss out Orlev’s earlier advice. “I am Northern by blood, but I have seen how the great cities treat others. Kenta shows more hospitality than I could have expected.”

“Indeed,” said Tlatoa as he strolled past Minuzi to the platform’s edge, closer to Callan. He gestured to Uvana. “Our honored guest advises you possess unseen powers since ages past.” He unclasped his hands and folded one across his chest. He propped his other arm’s elbow on his wrist, and his fingers sank into the thick stream of hair. “Can you display it?”

Callan glanced at the guards, and Tlatoa laughed. “I will have my men stand back, if that is your concern. Minuzi would have told me if you were dishonest when you said you meant no harm.”

Callan nodded as the others retreated a step. His core embraced, his eyes drifted to a space beyond the threads. The flickering torchlight against the sturdy stone sang a silent song, and a burst of fire ignited before him; he was careful to keep it contained. His chest swelled, until he saw Tlatoa’s curious look, shifting from Callan to one of the standing torches, which admittedly blazed brighter than what Callan had produced. But when he returned to Callan, he smiled again.

“A feat most impressive,” he said, which Callan figured was mostly out of politeness.

Callan wanted to defend himself and ask Tlatoa how many others he had ever met who could achieve even a candle’s flicker with the veins, but Tlatoa continued before his pride intervened. He reluctantly accepted that for the best.

“I understand,” the chief said, “the Shu’Ranai and other Northern believers consider this to proclaim you a hero who will defy the Old Enemy.”

“Yes, Chief Tlatoa.” Callan motioned with his hand to ask permission to approach, and the chieftain nodded. “That is partly why I’m here. The storms plague the northern princedoms as much as your city,” he said with practiced ease, “and my companions and I have seen great wonders. We have entered the storms themselves and encountered the ancient truthspeakers.” He raised his hands, palms up, one extending behind him, the other to Tlatoa. “They tasked me with uniting our people. These storms never scourged ages past, but many ages have seen unprecedented events. And each prior age has ended.”

Tlatoa gazed into the distance above Callan’s head as he listened. Callan waited for the expected criticism of an outlandish story, but when he finished, the chieftain glanced at Minuzi, who nodded brusquely.

After a pause, Tlatoa’s chest rose, and he freed his buried hand from the cascading beard. “A dangerous journey you tread, val’odeshyr. It is indeed an omen for the fifth vein to return. Kenta wishes you well on your quest, and we will watch for your success as you travel. But we will do so from the safety of our walls.”

Callan’s lips puckered as he ran his tongue along the back side of his teeth. “I don’t understand, Chief Tlatoa. You say Kenta wishes for my success, but you do not wish to join us?”

Chief Tlatoa nodded as his answer, making Callan’s mind swirl.

“I—But I’ve come here seeking your aid. It seems I have your support but not your backing.”

Again, Chief Tlatoa nodded. This time, he added, “Your mission is noble, and the people of Kenta respect this. Perhaps one day you will move us, but that day is not upon us.”

Callan’s thoughts raced. He had prepared for a refusal but not an approving dismissal. “Pardon, Chief Tlatoa, but you speak of your walls’ safety.” Callan gestured beyond the chamber. “I could not help but notice you suffered damage.” This appeared to strike a chord with the man, so Callan pressed lightly. “Your adviser knows the honesty of my words. The truthspeakers entrusted me with bringing unity. By joining us, you can help enact what is best for not only Kenta but the world.”

“Do you suggest,” Chief Tlatoa said, a dangerous venom simmering below his throaty words, “that I, an elected chieftain of Kenta, do not know what is best for my people?”

“No,” Callan said, trying to regain his composure. His head rotated toward Uvana, and upon seeing her, he detected a brief flicker of pity in her eyes before she averted her gaze, her face becoming expressionless. “I see the care you show not just for your own people but for those who come to you for aid.” He shook his head. “Already you extend generosity to those caught unawares, even to where your city exceeds capacity. And still you care for more.” He recovered his resolve. “You would make an influential leader to be among the first to join our cause.”

“Among the first or the first?” asked Tlatoa.

Callan pressed his lips together, his silence the unspoken answer.

Tlatoa’s eyes hardened. “You come from the North, yet which of the princedoms have united behind you?” He pivoted and walked away from Callan, one hand rising dramatically as his other fist pressed to the small of his back. “You spout Northern ways, reference Northern signs of the Old Enemy’s return, and yet the North refuses to follow your guidance.”

Callan opened his mouth to explain he hadn’t actually spoken with any northern princedoms yet, but figuring that might hurt more than help, he shut it.

Tlatoa continued, anyway. “Why then should Kenta succumb to Northern whim?”

Whim? “This is no mere fancy, Chief Tlatoa⁠—”

Tlatoa pivoted on his heels, facing Callan once more. “Our customs differ from the North.” He extended an open palm to Callan. “You weave the Vein of Vitality, and I do not question it.” He shook his head. “In the North, and to your Shu’Ranai, perhaps this satisfies their prophecies. To me, it is only a good boon, and I am gladdened for a sign that the Great Provider once more provides.” When he leaned in, his eyes glistened in earnest. “Yet our ancient texts tell us that one of our own will come to shelter the southern tribes from the northern grip. And you come here asking us to let it squeeze us.” He leaned back. “You are not one of us, and you have not proven yourself to us.”

Callan’s head jerked back. “I think you misunderstand me. I do not wish you to surrender your autonomy. I⁠—”

“It is the same thing.” Tlatoa’s head drooped with letdown. “If you were here to fulfill our prophecies, the tribe of Dhonai would not be facing such dissension.”

The crack in Tlatoa’s armor seemed Callan’s best bet at persuading him. I cannot accept his refusal. Not after what the truthspeakers showed me. “What dissension?”

Tlatoa glanced up and appraised Callan. “Our sister city, Umurra, houses the Dhonai tribe’s great chieftain.” His eyes darkened. “Yet he has turned on his people, and darkness has taken his mind.” Some guards shifted in discomfort, and Tlatoa muttered a consolation to them. He then turned to Callan, sorrow in his eyes. “With the storms that hit us, we lost many good men. Other good men whom my sworn brother in Umurra spurned add to that number. But if I cannot trust my kin, how can I trust an outsider?” He shook his head, at a loss. “I bear my duty to my people, and I accept those who are well intended. It is the most I can do, and it is this you must accept as my help.”

Callan shivered, sensing a similarity to the Oathsworn’s story of abrupt shifts in leadership. After asking about any recent changes in Umurra, his demeanor waned at the mention of a newly introduced adviser. Whatever worries he had over sounding a fool, Callan stopped caring. To the far’adamyr Minuzi, he turned and expressed his concern that this new adviser was none other than one of the Defiled. “If what you say is true, then we are in more danger than I can say, and it is more crucial we come together. Some of the Defiled already walk free from their prisons, and more will come. What has befallen Umurra will happen elsewhere, including Kenta itself.”

Minuzi nodded, and Callan held his breath to see Tlatoa’s decision.

“You speak well,” the chief said, “and Minuzi confirms you at least think your words truth.” His pause stretched tauter than the skin on Callan’s forehead. “You may stay in our shelter with the other refugees as long as you need. The city is still full, and I will not show preference to you in granting a spot, even be you val’odeshyr.”

Callan didn’t care about that. He never asked to be favored. What he wanted was to earn this man’s support, yet what he sought was slipping away. Remembered visions of the truthspeakers’ portraying a final, unleashed calamity made him nauseous.

“Help the Oathsworn,” continued Tlatoa as Callan tried to recollect how to speak, “if you wish, Flame Weaver. Move on with the Balenites if you wish.” He nodded solemnly. “Hospitality I will show, even though the North has only ever sought to stifle us. I am no wicked man to deny you shelter amid these storms, but that is the extent of my goodwill.” He ended with a pained smile.

Callan, feet transfixed to the ground, willing himself to wake up from this dream, this sentence of failure, returned to the land of the living when Guardian Uvana rested a hand on his shoulder and motioned to usher him out.

A clack of footsteps distracted everybody, though, and the guards nearest the entryway readied their glaives. The racing stomps grew louder until a messenger drenched in sweat burst into the space, ignorant of the poised weapons.

“Do you⁠—”

“No harm! Chief Tlatoa. A storm approaches.” She swallowed. “Two of them.”

Tlatoa nodded and glanced at Uvana. “Honored Oathsworn, we have need of your aid.”

Uvana, though, paled. “One storm we can manage, Honored Chief. But two?” Her plain discomfort proved contagious.

“Chief Tlatoa,” Callan blurted. “Allow me to prove myself.”

He glanced from Callan to Uvana to the messenger and back to Callan. “My mind is unchanged. But you will have my gratitude for any aid you provide.”

Callan nodded and bowed, forgetting to add the Kenta salute and already making it to one dead end before Guardian Uvana hurried up to him and ushered him out.


Chapter 68

Preparations
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In her tynata, Vasha folded her arms as the Oathsworn alternated between marveling at it, staring at Vayuna, and casting concerned glances outside the arches at the two nearing storms.

To her annoyance, Vayuna welcomed their prods and relished their intrigue, even if trepidation over an omen bearer’s return drove it. If they knew how useless he can be, they might not regard him so. At any other time, she might have enjoyed their shock, but not with those storms approaching.

“Yes, he is Reshua, and he is here,” Vasha said when she had heard enough. “And yes, my tynata is unlike any of yours. Can we please focus? Gedri is trying to explain corestones.”

Lomisham cleared his throat and nodded with one last wide-eyed glance at Vayuna. “She is right,” he croaked. “Please, Esteemed Gedri, you were saying?”

Gedri flashed Vasha a smile before delving into the intricacies of everstone as a noneroding corestone composed of each vein. Given the tynata’s relation to the Ivory Courtyard, between the Shu’Ranai, Oathsworn, Balenites, and Callan, all five veins were visible to each weaver and simplified coordination. “The trickiest part is this pattern,” he said, pointing to a suspended glowing trace, courtesy of Orlev. “The Unwavering’s plate had it, and it should come up about to my chest . . .”

Vayuna, meanwhile, glided to her. “You had more time than they to process my people’s return.”

“That was without life-threatening storms hours away.” Only a bunch of blind fools seeking my death. She glared at the Oathsworn.

Kimo sidled over, and she turned away. Her eyes fell on the foreboding, violent violet turmoil, but she contained her shiver. Her tongue wouldn’t work even if she had wanted to address him first.

“I’m really sorry, Vasha,” he said.

“You should help make the everstone.” She wondered if the concepts eluded his simple mind.

“I know. I just wanted to thank you for bringing us here.” When she faced him, his hands displayed her tynata. “It’s like my own tynata finally makes sense.”

Her eyes narrowed. Kimo had once told her his tynata was full of color. That seemed the exact opposite of hers, which initially had appeared as a blank sphere. His eyes flitted to the multicolored weaves filling the air. Ah, I see.

“Well, thank you,” she said before biting her tongue. Did he deserve her gratitude? Then she sighed. She could scorn them later. Right now, she filled the fool’s role by not helping Gedri. “Come,” she said. “We have some everstone to make.” Gedri had actually paid attention to the truthspeakers’ weaving in Tartalas, and she needed his instruction too.
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Callan peered into the ethereal mists outside Vasha’s tynata. Were the truthspeakers out there somewhere? Vayuna seemed to think it possible, as long as he encountered them in a stable realm.

When the Reshua began explaining confusing concepts of shattered existence and varying degrees of splintering and projections, Callan’s head swam. Vasha must have seen it because, to Vayuna’s displeasure, she pulled Callan to the tynata’s edge and crossed over the lip. When she did, her face became disturbingly blurred. As she hummed and entered a stance, though, her small patch of cloud firmed into a marble tile, and her features grew as defined as inside the tynata.

Then she ruined everything by saying, “But the truthspeakers are splintered. To be in the Ivory Courtyard would make them double shattered, as opposed to just once in a place like Tartalas.”

When the pleased girl returned to the others, Callan took advantage of Gedri’s highly detailed lecture to nudge Orlev. “If the truthspeakers are out there—splintered or not—this might be my best chance to contact them.” His failure with Chief Tlatoa had struck a detrimental blow, and Shu’Ranai sway couldn’t rectify it. The truthspeakers would better know how to convince the chief.

Orlev observed the present valaren before frowning. “It could be dangerous, Callan. We have never created these stones before. We’ve barely created corestones. What if the plates break like those did?”

It was Orlev’s idea for Gedri to try creating the everstone plates, given his success with corestones and his study of the Unwavering’s everstone disk. Callan’s accidental creation of an everstone shell outside Ironwood while returning from Tartalas instilled some confidence—but only a little.

Even though it was Orlev’s idea, his reticence was plain.

“We have to take the chance. We have enough Balenites and Shu’Ranai to position and use the plates, and Vasha can take me into the storm. It may be dangerous, but there’s a Defiled in Umurra, and he’s already fracturing Dhonai’s people. If we don’t act now, how many other tribes will fall before we visit them?”

His repetition of the plan was more to assure himself.

Orlev rubbed his index finger on one of his golden chains before heaving a resigned sigh. “I don’t like it, but you’re right.” He shook his head. “Go, speak with Vasha, and then let us make these plates.”
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Pledged Heglion’s piercing gaze raised bumps on Vasha’s arms. “Truly admirable,” he said, never breaking eye contact.

After she garbled a thank-you, she tore her gaze from him to inspect the ten everstone plates as well as the seven shattered initial attempts. Once fashioned, the flat everstone disks displayed the mesmerizing overlapping patterns used to create them.

Gedri paced the row of stones. “I think it’s the right pattern.” He turned to Callan. “This looks like everstone to you, yes?”

Callan nodded, but the looming storms distracted him, and Vasha didn’t blame him. They didn’t yet know which storm provided the best chance of reaching the truthspeakers. Hopefully, either was good. But if Gedri didn’t hurry his inspection, the withered plates’ creation would be wasted.

“Gedri,” Vasha said, voice low.

When she caught his attention, both his lips tucked inward, the first sign of uncertainty he had showed since working on these. A moment later, his bright eager eyes returned. She gestured with her chin toward the storms, which had drawn significantly nearer.

“Yes, these are good.” He sucked in a sharp breath, then addressed everyone. “Perform a basic weave and tap it against this hole here.” He threaded an adamyr strand into the plate. It thrummed and glowed with a white light, and Gedri beamed.

“If I may,” said Vayuna, after swirling so his torso lightly extended vertically before it retracted, “these storms seem quite close.”

Vasha looked up. He was right. The speed was only increasing.

“Yes,” she said, leaning down and hauling a plate upright, resting its top against her chest until she got it to settle on the flattened bottom. The others mimicked her. “Now we just follow the plan.”

Vasha ushered the others out of her tynata, returning to the tynspire inside Kenta, which enabled them to usher the newly made disks into the Temporal World. The Oathsworn were the easiest to escort, given their experience with guidance linking.

They would focus on holding back one storm, as they usually did, from the Eternal Realm using a variation of a breach-sealing technique Vasha had not yet learned. Balenites and the Shu’Ranai would use the plates in the Temporal World to thwart the second.

In a joint effort, they hauled the bulky plates onto Kenta’s rampart, setting them upright at equidistant spans. Vasha helped Gedri position his stone at a crenellation just above the grand arch, while Bengaru took the other side, with the remaining ones spaced down and around the corner.

To Vasha’s left, the Oathsworn gathered and entered a stance, humming. The surrounding air trembled as their eyes went white and their bodies stilled, not even moving with breath. Is that what I look like when I shift into the Eternal Realm? Whatever the case, they would detain the storm nearer to the eastern-hugging refugee encampment. The other storm was due to hit the wall’s western side.

Shouts echoed one by one from the rampart’s far end to the nearest as each valaren in the chain activated their everstone. Orlev’s voice rang out, followed by Bengaru’s, whose stone glowed yellow. Moments later, Gedri’s shout joined the chorus as his everstone flared to life.

“Well done, Gedri,” she said. Then she turned to Vayuna. “Stay with him while I join Callan.”

Vasha moved toward the stairs at the back of the wall to meet Callan at the arch’s base, but Gedri squirmed and made a funny sound. Vayuna, beside him, cocked his head.

“This does not feel right,” said the Reshua.

A collective groan rose from the Oathsworn.

Vasha’s joints tingled, and her knees electrified. “What is wrong?” She did not like the omen bearer’s unease.

Before Vayuna answered, Gedri yelped. “I can’t release my weave.” His body quivered with effort, but his stone still glowed white.

Vayuna didn’t bother forming lips as he touched the corresponding spot on his face with nebulous fingers. “These stones aren’t repelling the storms.” He turned to Vasha. “They are summoning them.”

Vasha’s heart skipped a beat as she looked out. Vayuna was right—the storm visibly swiftened toward them, a deep red glow within it like a prepped kiln.

Callan, who was shepherding the refugees into the Oathsworn’s protection, shouted something incomprehensible but loud enough to warrant Vasha’s glance. Their storm raced toward them, too, massive trees visible within it, their limbs shaking, walloping the ground like giant clubs. It was close enough already to be upon them, but it smashed to a halt against an invisible barrier, making all the Oathsworn tremble.

She gasped. “Vayuna!” How long could they repel the storm against the stones’ pull? Could they spare any bodies to fend off the other? “If they don’t divert some of their effort, this second storm will consume us all. Get them to help!” She raced down the stairs. The faster she and Callan met with the truthspeakers, the sooner they could save the city.

When she reached him, though, he stood with a white-knuckled fist on his sword hilt. He was squinting at the second storm and pointed at its edge. “Vasha,” he said, concern filling his voice. “Look. Behind this storm, there’s a third.”

Vasha closed her eyes and muttered a prayer to the Creator before seizing Callan with a guidance link. “Then let’s find those truthspeakers.”


Chapter 69

Heated Confrontation
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Deep red blooms flared within the black storm, their slow beats at odds with the foul, raging wind. With the portended danger, Callan hoped the truthspeakers required little seeking.

As Vasha emitted a faint aura, his vision blurred, and then they shifted into a massive cavern skewed by heat haze. The stifling air burned his nostrils and dried his mouth. Molten pools of magma littered the area, and a rumble shook the hard black rock they trod.

Without thinking, he embraced his core, revealing ambient strands, disproportionate with shades of red. Although they were knit too tight to separate, he nudged them away to create some space around his body, which made the heat bearable.

He quickly did the same for Vasha when he heard her labored breath.

“Thank you,” she said, then stood tall. “Do you see any sign of truthspeakers?” After making a face, she added, “Or netherbeasts?”

Callan shivered despite the heat, recalling Tartalas’s flying monstrosity. But even with his core engaged, he detected no beast or truthspeaker.

A flicker at the far end distracted him. Different from the shimmering air, it warped like mirror shards dangling from an infant’s mobile. Beyond it, somebody blasted it with blue beams. He had seen that wild flail of blue ribbon before in Tartalas, so oddly synchronized like the ribbon dancing he and Kipp used to watch. It had confused him as much in that icy realm. “There,” he said, pointing and jogging toward it. “I think they’re stuck.”

Without warning, a coalescing figure leaped at him. In the instant Callan registered it, he let his body grow limp as the attacker collided. The searing pain in his left arm did not deter him; he executed a seamless roll and effortlessly drew his sword.

This was no person. “Shade fiend,” he shouted to Vasha, but that didn’t fit the description either. At least, it was no shade fiend he had ever seen. It had a taut face and drooping lips, with fangs like a borehound. Icy blue eyes chilled the heat in Callan’s chest, and its skin was gray leather, under which massive veins contorted. Of its five fingers, the first two of each hand culminated in a blade, like a grimdol’s talon.

“Callan,” a male voice said, distorted as if two people spoke within a moment’s delay. Its opening jaw revealed a second glistening row of sharp teeth.

“Who are you?” Callan asked. Vasha crept behind it, light gathering in her palms, and Callan’s question meant to buy her time as much as to learn the answer. The voice sounded familiar, but certainly not the being.

The disfigured man barked a laugh and lifted a hand. Blue haze shimmered at his fingertips, and it clicked—Aryn had used this weave against him within Shu’Ranai Tower. Those were the same malicious eyes, and the voice was his as well.

“Aryn?” The man-monster grinned in acknowledgment. “What happened to you?” Callan whispered.

Vasha’s concentrated light beam formed completely and shot toward Aryn’s back, but it lost its power as an oily shield appeared, dispersing the energy.

With a growl, he turned and swatted at Vasha.

Callan moved toward her, but Aryn blocked him. She groaned as she stood; he had dealt no mortal wound.

“Don’t bother with your paltry attempts,” sneered Aryn with that unsettling reverberating voice. “My master sent me to deliver his personal greetings to Kenta’s Oathsworn and, as such, prepared me for their weaves.” Rather than swipe at Vasha again, which he had ample room to do, he refocused on Callan. “But he never told me you would be here. I mistook his generosity.”

He growled his last word as he lunged at Callan, who sidestepped and pivoted, placing Vasha behind him with his blade outstretched toward Aryn. How could this thing be Aryn? It lunged once more, and Callan lifted his forearm, a crystalline shield blooming before him. The focus on it, though, lessened his attention on repelling the oppressive heat.

Aryn smiled, strands of saliva dripping from his lank lips. To keep the shield between them, Callan rotated to match Aryn’s slow, circular pace.

“Vasha,” Callan said. “Can you get back to the Temporal World?” He wasn’t sure if there was a tynspire in this realm, but Kenta had one of its own. Would the storm’s proximity be enough to lend the strength?

“And leave you with that? Callan, have you been stuck in the withering racks?”

“Try, Vasha.” Sweat beaded on his throat. “I can’t hold this shield and keep the heat from both of us. If you can bring others, we might stand a chance.”

“We don’t have valaren to spare!”

He gritted his teeth. “They’ll have to find some.” Sweat dripped into his eye, and he wiped at it, aware of the gash in his arm from Aryn’s first collision. “Sorry, Vasha,” he said as he stopped protecting her from the heat.

She flinched and muttered something about him not dying, then glowed a soft white and vanished. The temperature once more became manageable.

“She won’t be able to return,” grinned Aryn. “Not when I lock the barriers. My master wanted me fully equipped. He knew the truthspeakers projected themselves into Tartalas.” Aryn glanced at the bending array of mirrors with the person confined behind it. “A shame their souls are so pure. Even a projection could not pass through that.”

He lifted his hand and swept it sideways, causing the trammel-like barricade to extend like a drawn curtain. It reminded Callan of the lethal barrier guarding the restricted section back at the Archives, but rather than being surrounded by books, Callan stood alone with Aryn, the occasional bubble bursting in the scattered molten pools.

“The Defiled aren’t your masters, Aryn.” Callan swallowed. “What have they done to you?” Thoughts of Nolia and what might have become of her tried to break into his mind, but he shut them out.

“Jerrix. He has tested me,” Aryn said, a distant look in those human eyes that didn’t match his grotesque shape. Then his gaze hardened, and he swiped at Callan’s crystal shield. Splinters flew, and a crack spiderwebbed, earning Aryn’s grin. “I may be here to kill Nuremi’s beguiled Oathsworn, but I can eliminate you first.”

Callan recognized Nuremi’s name from childhood tales of Defiled breaching bleakmires to steal misbehaved children. The reality terrified him more.

“Aryn, they don’t serve Nuremi.” Of course. Hadn’t they mentioned people in their order suddenly turning against them? Nuremi might have infiltrated the order, but not these. While doubtful it would convince Aryn to relinquish his task, he had a guess what might. “Gedri’s out there.”

Aryn flinched, then growled. “You’ve brought him into this mess!” He swiped four times in quick succession, the shell’s crack widening. Callan focused on the heat and condensed it into one spot at his palm. The resulting shimmer warped in a violent blur.

“For his sake, Aryn, don’t do this.”

Aryn no longer responded. Callan’s shield cracked, and Aryn burst through, but Callan launched the gathered heat at his face. Aryn snarled, his momentum carrying him forward, so Callan ducked beneath his swipe, then turned and followed through with a thrust of his sword. It pierced Aryn’s gray back, and Callan held on with both hands to prevent Aryn’s motion from yanking the sword free.

The blue wall of oily trusar energy quivered when he struck Aryn, but it resolidified. I have to land another hit. “Gedri couldn’t believe it when I told him about you,” Callan lied. He needed to enrage Aryn. Aryn swiveled and lashed at him, which he deflected with his sword, blasting another heated gout at Aryn’s face.

Mouth snapping, Aryn dodged and lunged for Callan’s throat, nearly tearing into Callan’s flesh before he could raise a shield. The crazed deformity’s teeth embedded into the crystal, his mouth caught open, and Callan winced as he plunged his sword into Aryn’s side.

The blue wall flickered again, and this time Aryn’s thrashing loosed the sword from Callan’s hand. Head shaking and jaws flexed, Aryn crushed the disk holding his mouth open into shards. One thrash sent Callan’s sword flying free, headed directly for the magma; even with a hand lashing out to catch it, it escaped his grasp.

With Callan struck aghast, his weapon skidded toward the lava. In a flash, though, it vanished and reappeared, clattering at his feet.

“It’s about time, Cally!”

That was most definitely Kipp. Callan froze, his brain comprehending, but Aryn’s roar snapped him alert.

“Oh. Let’s catch up later, you flame-tugging-lark-puncher.” He paused. “Flamelark. How do we have every lark in the world but flamelarks?”

Aryn’s crashing paws interrupted.

“Where are the other truthspeakers, Kipp?”

Kipp dodged Aryn’s razor-like nails. “They’re holding back netherbeasts. Lots of chaos.”

A blue film covered Aryn’s eyes, causing him to stumble. The deformed man wove to dissipate the obstruction, but Callan swung at his arm just before Aryn’s vision cleared.

Aryn bellowed. “Enough of this! The city falls!” The shimmering blue wall of locked Spirit essence vanished. If Aryn remembered Callan’s mention of Gedri, he didn’t seem to care. A rip tore into the cavern as if it were a canvas, and a portal coalesced, revealing Kenta’s walls and the struggling Shu’Ranai atop it.

Callan sprinted to follow the lunging Aryn, but Kipp grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. “Cally! What are they doing with those stones on the wall?” Callan didn’t understand the question, but Kipp barreled on. “Never mind that. I’ve got an idea. Stay by me.”

Kipp’s eyes grew distant as blue energy enwrapped him. The portal Aryn approached began to widen, the ovular top opening like spreading pages in a book. Why was Kipp opening it further instead of closing it? The cavernous roof faded transparently to the sky, and the hard pumice ground stitched into Kenta’s arid earth.

Just beyond the wall, the second storm had swallowed most of the refugee camp, with only two rows of ramshackle huts shaking in the unnatural tempest’s vicinity.

“Two storms? What were you guys thinking?” Kipp’s disdain grated on Callan.

“We have to stop Aryn!” The once-human monster crossed the threshold, where magma melded into clay. Relieved cries rang as the wall-topping stones stopped glowing, only for alarmed shouts to replace them.

Kipp grunted as his eyes glazed once more. The Oathsworn-held storm also rooted to the ground, with massive club-like limbs swinging down on the huts and splintered wood flying.

Kipp’s jawline ridged. “I can’t . . . stitch these realms together . . . for long.”

Callan surged toward Aryn, his chest leaning forward to increase his speed. As he did, he lifted his open hands, fingers curled like claws and forearm tendons bulging, as if hoisting a boulder over his head. He opened himself to the heat in the magma that spilled from the storm realm to his and hurled his arms forward, molten rock rising from its pools to crash upon Aryn.

A tree appeared beside Callan and nearly crushed his skull. “Watch it, Kipp!” He dodged the tree’s bludgeoning blows, darting between thrashing vines that hung from it. The lava entrapped Aryn from his chest down, but his teeth gnashed. How is he not dead?

Callan envisioned the strands in the lava and pulled the heat out, cooling it into solid stone. Sword in hand, he charged at Aryn to deliver the final blow.


Chapter 70

Stitches
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Lightheaded, Gedri peered at the storm’s flares, crimson like a colossal bellow-pumped furnace. To help him detach from the everstone, Vasha had tried weaving in his place, but the power-gripping stone had ensnared them both.

She’s wrong. Aryn wouldn’t be in there. It stung worse when she shouted the warning to the Shu’Ranai; their unsurprised reaction to Aryn’s betrayal exposed prior knowledge kept from him.

“And you’re sure it’s Aryn?” he asked a fifth time.

Her discomfort and averted eye further confirmed she and the others had known Aryn served the shadow.

Someone’s urgent voice pierced the chaos, shouting, “Look!” A monstrous figure barged from the storm twenty feet away.

Gedri’s soul sank.

Even at this distance, he couldn’t mistake Aryn’s kind blue eyes. They had no place in that disfigured skull. Nausea shook his stomach, and he shouted Aryn’s name; the monster faltered, glancing Gedri’s direction.

The pandemonium didn’t stop. Within moments, the storm opened up, somehow melding into the natural floor, combining palm trees with lava pools, plus a whomping forest from the encampment-assaulting storm. The instant the two storms merged with the world, Gedri’s faulty everstone plates finally released his essence. He startled at his power’s sudden return but didn’t question it. Toward the stairs he bolted, jumping to skip the last three steps and exit the wall.

Callan and another boy emerged from the storm, and in the time Gedri had taken his eyes off Aryn, magma had welled up and cooled around him. Callan raced toward Aryn, sword raised.

“No!” Gedri wove his brightest lumen and launched it at Callan’s face to stun him. As Callan stumbled and shook his head, Gedri dodged a bludgeoning tree limb and skidded on his knees before his best friend. With a trembling hand, he reached for Aryn’s spasming cheeks.

Teeth gnashed as a feral look consumed Aryn, but it faded. “Gedri . . .”

Tears welling, Gedri shook his head. “They’re lying, Aryn. You don’t serve the Defiled.”

Aryn turned his head. “Flee, Gedri. I have no choice.”

“Aryn, we can stop⁠—”

“Go!”

“Get back,” shouted Callan, adding to the turmoil.

Gedri ignored him. Fresh brands in Aryn’s inhuman flesh reminded him of bits of weaves from various diagrams. It resembled a core’s structure, although twisted in wild ways. If I can untangle it, I can help. He set to work drawing different diagrams into the pebbly dust, trying to map the original structure.

Callan repeated himself, but Gedri threatened another blinding lumen.

Aryn, meanwhile, thrashed, the cemented rock cracking at his gray torso. “I will not spare you, Gedri! You don’t know the pain I suffer when I disappoint him! No greater thrill does he get than inflicting agony.”

“Well, if we undo this, he won’t be able to hurt you,” Gedri said absently as his vision honed, tracing the knotted mess. He may never have seen cores the way Callan could, but who had first shown Callan the diagrams at Shu’Ranai Tower? It was intuitive.

People on the walls called, shouting a third storm’s arrival.

“I can’t hold that one back too, Cally,” said the other boy who had emerged with Callan.

Everything happened in the background: Callan prying Gedri from the cooled magma encasement, Vasha directing newly relieved Oathsworn to hold the incoming storm back, the Shu’Ranai demanding Gedri to step down.

“Callan! Here! This is the knot! Undo this and put the rest in place, just like the books. All we’re looking at is a twisted core!”

“Are you crazy, Gedri? Leave him!” Callan glanced at the third storm, and his neck bent forward before stiffening. “Shade fiends. At least thirty of them!”

He yanked on Gedri again, but Gedri palmed the base of Callan’s skull and thrust the Vein Render’s nose toward Aryn. “Please, Callan.”

Callan blustered but, after meeting Gedri’s eyes, relented. The Vitality weaver’s eyes crimped as he looked between Gedri’s diagram and Aryn; the brands marring his friend’s skin twisted like the jagged script of an ancient text, with each twitch of Callan’s eye triggering further reposition until it matched the pattern Gedri had sketched. Aryn yowled, and in a stomach-churning transformation, the gray skin rent and furled like burning paper to reveal raw muscle and sinew. Next, the curled leather shriveled like oil consumed by flame, replaced by blooming tan splotches like fungal growth.

The tattered flesh stitched itself back into unblemished skin, and Aryn swooned like a stick in a narrow cylinder before he braced his arms against his rocky confinement.

Gedri draped his arms around Aryn’s shoulders, eliciting a groan and a flinch. Gedri winced and drew back. He was wrong. Aryn’s skin was not unbroken. Lashes and scars marred his back, some wounds still fresh. “Aryn . . .” He felt as helpless as Aryn looked.

“Gedri,” his battered friend managed after a ragged gasp. “I—I’m sorry.”

“Shh. Aryn. We’re going to fix you up. There are Shu’Ranai on the walls. I’ll get them. Aryn, don’t close your eyes. You have to keep them open.”

Aryn formed a smile. At least, one side of his face did. The other’s muscles didn’t work. “No, Gedri. I’m too far gone.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I mean it, Gedri.”

Gedri’s chest hitched. Callan laid a hand on his shoulder, but he quickly recoiled before eventually leaning into the comforting palm.

“I never knew, Aryn,” said Gedri. “I would have gone and found the Defiled myself and ended him. Which one is it?”

“Gedri,” Aryn said, his voice gentle even under the hoarse rattling breaths. “You know, your safety kept me going. Kept me living.”

“We’re getting you help,” said Gedri. His own flat voice reached his ear as if he was disembodied.

Aryn turned to Callan. “And you, Vein Render . . . I’m sorry.”

Gedri didn’t check Callan’s reaction. He prepared to hoist Aryn out and ordered Callan to grab his other arm. Callan didn’t budge.

“Gedri!” Aryn’s shout halted Gedri and set the frail victim into sputtered coughing. “Is there a chance for one so far gone to the shadow to still find the light?”

“Aryn—” Gedri said, his eyes wet and voice sharp.

“If there is, I think you may have helped me find it.”

“Stop, Aryn, I am getting you help.”

Aryn then turned to Callan once more. “Thank you,” he said. Then his head lolled forward, gaze penetrating the ground as his breathing slowed.

“Aryn, it will only take a moment for me to get somebody. I’ll be back before you know it.” Despite his words, he remained kneeling beside Aryn.

Aryn nodded and breathed one last time before emitting a sigh and collapsing against Gedri’s shoulder.

“Gedri,” said Callan, quiet and compassionate. “We have to go. Now.”

Gedri looked up. The third storm pushed against the Oathsworn’s protection. He checked the walls to see if some lunatic had activated the stones again, but they rested inert. What power drove this storm?

Callan prompted him once more, but when Gedri didn’t move, Callan turned and lifted his hands, raising a swell of magma from the boiling pools.
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Callan lifted his hands, preparing a molten wave. The approaching storm sloshed with raging water and massive beasts swimming in the depths. Lightning illuminated their monstrous silhouettes, but the water’s center parted. Though difficult to distinguish through the oily, wispy veneer, loping figures trod the gapped passageway.

As the first shade fiend exited the storm, Callan hurled the onslaught of lava.

“Wait,” Kipp said, too late. Why does he care about shade fiends? The deluge of magma descended on the figures.

Kipp pivoted and grunted, blasting a blue jet to the new storm. Another two portals opened, one vertical at the crest of a parting wave and the other horizontal above the incoming assailants. Water crashed from the latter hole like an unleashed dam.

Steam hissed as magma solidified, now falling to crush the shade fiends. In a shimmer, though, it vanished and reappeared thirty feet to the side.

Callan’s mouth slackened. “Impossible . . .”

Ten feet away stood Sabhira, hands on hips, swathed in neutral leathers and leading a band of similarly clad folk. She barked an order and pointed to either side, where valaren from their number unveiled white stone plates.

“No, don’t!” These plates resembled Gedri’s, but the weavers powered them before Callan could explain they attracted the storms. As they glowed, he hoped the Oathsworn and Kipp mustered the strength to repel all three storms. But as a miracle, the storm rolled backward.

“Have that, you big trout!” Sabhira shouted at a submerged shadow while a woman slapped her back with guffawing laughter.

Their everstone plates actually worked? Who were these people, and why was Sabhira with them? Surely not Unwavering, because of the valaren.

Then Sabhira faced Callan with that disarming full smile. “Is this the welcome I get?”

Callan rushed forward, slamming into her with an embrace.


Chapter 71

Embracement
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Sabhira bit back giddy laughter as Callan squeezed her, and she hugged him without letting him know she couldn’t breathe. It was good to see him again.

When his grip finally lessened, he clasped her shoulders and gazed into her eyes. “I’m so glad to see you, Sabhira.” Then he released a bewildered laugh. “Heights above, look at you!” He glanced at the storm, inhaled, but said nothing as he let out a giant breath with an arched brow. He turned back to her. “How did you get in there? And what in the pits are you doing here?”

“I thought you might need help,” she said as he lifted a hand to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. Light, Liu was watching. Sabhira cleared her throat and nodded toward the grinning woman. Callan bit his lower lip, liberating her with a muffled sorry.

“You chose the right time, Sabhira.” He flashed a lopsided grin. “You always were more prepared than me.”

“I could have told you that.” Despite the perplexing presence of bludgeoning trees and spuming lava, Callan’s lack of concern rubbed off on her.

Callan breathed deep, lips pressed together. “I was in a bad place last time we saw each other.” Sabhira fought to keep his eye contact. That’s an understatement. He had been an icy shell of himself. Then again, I was a bit distracted too.

“We were both in strange spots, Callan.” She jabbed his shoulder. “But I guess it’s a good thing I followed the Grand Archon’s suggestion and left when I did.”

Callan shook his head and held her eyes. “No. I could have spoken to him.” He chuckled. “I got him to change some customs with the Dulled, you know?” Somberness retook him. “I could have had him send someone else in your place rather than put you in danger.”

She cocked her head, unsure if he was serious. She had wanted to go. To make an impact. Did he not remember any of that? He probably didn’t with how harrowed he had seemed. “That was my decision, Callan, not a Shu’Ranai order.”

“I still shouldn’t have put you in that position.”

He hugged her once more, although this time when she returned it, it was lighter. Didn’t he witness her emerge from a storm?

An ahem broke the moment, and Sabhira glanced over. “Kipp!” She had seen him earlier, but now her mind truly registered it. And it provided an opportunity to break Callan’s hug. He assumes so much about me. If Callan thought anything of it, it didn’t show because he embraced Kipp with laughter right after her.

“Sabs, Cally, you see that?” He patted Callan on the shoulder and tousled Sabhira’s hair. She was too glad to see him to be annoyed. “I can touch!”

Sabhira laughed. Should that be surprising?

“Storm is stable, Sabhira,” said Polg, approaching. He shifted in unease as he glanced at the other two storms, which somehow seemed stitched into the world. “What do we do about those?”

Sabhira had no answer, so she looked at Kipp. Something strained his eyes. “Kipp? Is that your doing?” When he nodded and explained, she told him to let go and instructed Polg to position the plates to restrain all three vile scourges. Kipp gave her and Callan one last hug before joining the blue-tattooed Zai’daem.

The scene was still chaos, and as she took it in, her eyes landed on Gedri. She beamed and waved at him, but his attention was on a limp body, the torso folded over a mound’s opening. Recognition hit her, and she lifted her fingers to her lips. “Is that Aryn?” At Callan’s reluctant nod, she asked how he ended up here.

The bluntness of his answer stunned her. A Defiled’s servant? That was impossible. She shivered at how far she had let anything progress with him and averted her gaze.

Kipp returned, arms crossed, eyebrow raised. “Sabs. You know what I just heard from that friend of yours?”

Sabhira closed her eyes and suppressed a nervous smile.

“He’s Zai’daem. Says he’s following you. For some reason, he thinks you’re not only Zai’daem but the head of the entire troop.”

Callan, whose chest rested against her shoulder, jerked back, causing her to open her eyes. “Is that true, Sabhira?”

“Ah. It was a whole thing. The talespinner was there . . . Can we save this for later? We’re standing here doing nothing when we can be helping.”

Callan’s intense green eyes locked onto hers. “Isn’t it dangerous to travel with murdering thieves, Sabhira? That’s what you always told Kipp, and I agree.”

“I’m fine, Callan.” Is that enough emphasis to stall a deeper conversation?

“I should never have let the Grand Archon send you away.” He shook his head at the horizon.

Apparently not.

“You have valaren friends, Sabhira.” He sniffed with disdain. “A fine job we’re doing if it puts you in danger.”

Sabhira leaned away from Callan and doubted he even noticed her narrowed eyes.

A gong rang, followed by a cheering chorus hailing Chief Tlatoa, a man with a beard to his belly, as if all the hair from his head and body had migrated to his chin.

Callan startled. Thank the Creator. Sabhira brushed her elbows, grateful that this man’s arrival ended Callan’s reproval.
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As the storms slowly rolled a short distance from the walls, Callan joined Chief Tlatoa near the arched entrance. Excited dizziness coursed through him, eliciting a smile he couldn’t shed even for the chieftain. Sabhira is safe, and we stopped the storms! He didn’t know what to make of Sabhira’s involvement with the Zai’daem, though. She so opposed them, he didn’t believe her content. He pitied her.

“You have saved us, Callan Emendir.”

“I promised to help you, Chief Tlatoa.”

Tlatoa nodded and surveyed the walls, his eyes lingering on the refugee sector. “The damage is minimal, and the walls stand.” He peered at Callan with an appraising look.

I need to persuade him again. If there was ever a moment for it, it was now.

“And I couldn’t have done it without the help of the Oathsworn, Shu’Ranai, Zai’daem, Balenites—and your own forces.” Callan gestured to the entire entourage. “Half of these people hail from the North. Others from across the ocean, and still more are your neighbors, if not your own people.” He leaned in. “And we did not do it to tie you to the North, Chieftain.”

Chief Tlatoa’s face remained blank. Is it working? He pressed on. “You say your prophecies require someone to shelter the southern tribes from the North. Does that mean we cannot work together as we have today?”

The man’s fingers combed through his beard. “I suppose it does not contradict itself.” Callan held his breath as he waited for the Kentan leader to continue. When the chieftain shook his head, he panicked. “But Dhonai still does not stand united.”

Did Tlatoa not realize Callan meant to address Umurra’s problems too? Heights above, were all leaders this shortsighted? Rather than voice that, though, he said, “Chief Tlatoa. With your help, we can resolve Umurra’s unrest. You see we mean to empower you, not bind you.”

The chieftain’s lips pursed. “If,” he said, after a weighty pause, “you help us free our sister city from its crippling poison, I will speak on your behalf to the great chieftain.” His eyes grew questioning. “If he recovers his wits.” Then he refocused. “But not until then do I promise to tout your authority among the other tribes.”

“Absolutely,” Callan said with a proud smile. How did the man not know Callan had meant that all along? Perhaps the biggest challenge in diplomacy was convincing others of unity’s benefits rather than simply telling them, an observation he stashed away for future consideration.

He moved to shake the man’s hand, but Chief Tlatoa grabbed it and twisted his palm face up, pulling it to his dense beard. Callan frowned. Did Southerners not shake hands? He wondered if he had offended the man and then tried to pull back from the iron grip when Tlatoa retrieved a knife from his belt. Tlatoa made a shallow cut, thin as paper, on Callan’s forearm.

“What—”

Then Tlatoa handed his knife to Callan and offered his own forearm.

“I . . . don’t understand.”

“Then why did you offer your forearm in trust?”

Trust? Ah. He recalled something from his discussions with Orlev about a blood trust. Was this it?

He grabbed the knife with hesitation and then pressed the tip to Tlatoa’s forearm. Rather than flinch, Tlatoa quirked a brow when Callan didn’t make the cut. “Am I wrong to trust you, Northerner? Will you bleed me dry?”

“Of course not,” said Callan, and then he made a minor scratch, barely breaking the skin.

The chieftain blinked at the cut before grabbing Callan’s wrist and pressing it in until a blood drop appeared. With a laugh, he then slapped Callan’s shoulder and tucked his knife away.

When they turned, a smirking Orlev observed them. Callan glowered but gestured to the Shu’Ranai. “I’d like you to meet the Esteemed Orlev . . .”

After brief introductions, Chief Tlatoa excused himself but assured Callan he would set a time to meet again after securing temporary shelter for the displaced refugees.

Once more, Callan glanced at Sabhira, who issued orders to the Zai’daem. Kipp hung around her, and she was rolling her eyes, but eventually she laughed. Perhaps everything was still the same. When she looked his way, he caught the faintest falter in her smile before she nodded and turned her attention back to the Zai’daem. That was understandable; she was busy, and so was he. It really is great to see her.

Orlev broke the silence. “Well done, Vein Render. Now that you have earned Tlatoa’s respect, let us prepare our suggestions on how to address Umurra’s Defiled.”


Chapter 72

Travel Plans
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Feet squared, Callan faced the dummy in the courtyard. He tugged on strands, which coalesced in light into a red buckler, with one hand. In his other hand, he clutched a rune-etched sword. As he funneled a weave into the blade, the sigils glowed with a brilliant red sheen, and heat blistered the air. Fingers flexing, he secured his grip and swung at the practice target. The motion was perfect, the angle precise. It connected to the dummy’s neck . . . and shattered in a fiery burst.

Gedri trotted up and retrieved the fragmented sword shards, flipping them in his hand. “I’m sure the runes are right.”

Sabhira approached, too, her eyes flitting to Callan’s shield. She didn’t meet his eyes, even though Callan had smiled at her.

Meanwhile, Mireka strode over and extended her sword to compare her markings against the broken blade’s. Her runes did not represent every vein, nor did it amplify any valaren weaves, but the metal’s structure was superior. “I’m telling you,” she said. “You need a Tolemcan smith to forge it.”

“I believe she is correct,” said Vayuna, standing on tiptoes to peer over Gedri’s shoulder, even though the Reshua already possessed the height, let alone the ability to float. “Steel never provided the greatest conduit to bear weaves. I’ve said it for ages, and I mean that quite literally.”

“Steel or not,” said Mireka, “it needs something more than just your fancy scribbles.”

Gedri’s cheeks flushed as he explained the scribbles she referred to were representations of weaves from different veins. His confusion was plain, as this was his fifth time explaining it in alternate terms, but Callan’s own confusion came from Gedri not recognizing the hidden smile in Mireka’s eyes as she listened patiently, only to describe them as scratched shapes shortly after.

Accompanied by guardians Uvana and Lomisham, Orlev interrupted them. “Are you ready?”

Callan checked the sun, shocked the meeting time had arrived. But with Gedri still holding the sword shards, reluctant to drop them, Callan stood. “It’s okay, Gedri. We can work more on these later.” He gestured to Mireka and her blade. “I think if we study that further, by tomorrow we might⁠—”

With a snort, Mireka gave Callan a funny a look. “I’m leaving today, mountain boy.”

“You’re leaving today?” The Balenites had declined to join the meeting, saying their Star Dance summoned them on, but Callan had assumed Mireka would join Kenta in liberating Umurra.

She smirked when Callan’s cocked brow remained on her. “Are you a chatterlark? Remember, you joined us, not the other way around.”

Callan rubbed his chin. He enjoyed her peculiar company and respected her care for Lady Jilton. Besides, she had a different demeanor than the Balenites she traveled with. She fit more with his group, but somehow he didn’t think expressing that would matter.

“He can be a lump with his memory,” said Sabhira unfairly.

He glanced at her, and the brief eye contact they made broke when Orlev cleared his throat.

“We should not keep Chief Tlatoa waiting.” The necklaced Shu’Ranai turned to Vayuna. “Will you come with us, Omen Bearer?”

Vayuna’s eyes shrank slightly. “Alas, I am third-eldest brother of the Gold Court. Can you imagine the scandal if I attended a wartime meeting among humans without a convention of the other Ja’sir?”

“Er,” said Orlev, “of course not.”

Callan almost laughed. This marked his second witness of Orlev losing his composure. The man recovered it swiftly, though.

They gathered Vasha, who was nearer to the entry, showing two Oathsworn her age those disorienting stances she and Gedri had discovered. When Uvana invited Vasha to her side, Vasha hesitated and then offered a faint smile as she joined Uvana. Gedri rushed up beside her, ignorant of Uvana’s startlement, while Callan, Orlev, and the other Shu’Ranai followed behind them. In the rear marched Kipp and Sabhira with her friend Liu.

After they passed the bazaar and the tynspire, they rounded to the back side of the great platform. Instead of going into the throne room, they entered a separate one to its left. The guards did not stop anybody this time, nor was there a maze to navigate.

The short hall emptied into a room with a wide rectangular table and magnificent feats carved into the stone paneled walls. Torches provided light, and four large glass weights pinned the four corners of an outstretched map detailing Dhonai territory.

With arms open, Chief Tlatoa welcomed them. “Friends, come.” To his side, he presented a man with eyes like bleached cinnamon and cropped hair the same hue. “Meet Chakor. He hails from our sister city, Umurra, and thus is my brother. He knows the city’s layout better than any other here and served as the outer guard.”

Chakor bowed as the others took seats. “Chief Tlatoa says you wish to save my city, Flame Weaver.” He breathed deep. “Though I do not wish to wage battle against my own, my heart lies with the souls of my tribe who cannot thrive.”

“I wish different circumstances brought this meeting,” said Orlev. The Shu’Ranai had told Callan a diplomat acknowledged what others said before making any requests. Not to manipulate but to show respect. Chakor’s soft smile made it clear the wish was well received. “As it stands,” continued Orlev, “your knowledge will be advantageous in breaking the city’s defenses.”

The Umurran’s gentle smile twisted into mirthless laughter. “Break? Umurra’s walls will not be breached. No harmful weave can touch the fortifications, and with its plateaued seat, we have height disadvantage.”

Callan tilted his head. By the room’s silence, he wasn’t the only one confused. “What do you mean?” He looked from Chakor to Chief Tlatoa. “If we can’t breach the wall, what are we discussing?”

“I hope,” said Chakor, “to take the city without sacrificing its defense. Without Umurra, the greater tribe falls. I will share my knowledge but ask we save it without destruction.”

Tlatoa laid a hand on Chakor’s shoulder as his gaze slid across the others. “To strike my sister city would ruin the Dhonai tribes who rely on it, although so, too, do the chieftain’s rulings.” He stroked his beard. “We need to preserve the defenses while confronting Chief Malatti.”

Silence reigned as the group considered the request, and Callan scanned the map, spotting Kenta and Umurra below it. A strange line circled Umurra’s walls, so Callan pointed to it. “What does this represent?”

“That is the plateau,” said Chakor. “The city sits atop a broad elevation.” He traced the demarcation, which surrounded the city’s walls in an imperfect circle. “Between Kenta and Umurra, the plateau’s face is a cliff. If we scaled it, a handful of soldiers at the top could eliminate us before we posed a threat.” Callan sank back into his seat. “At the other end,” Chakor continued, “the wide esplanade slopes down to the surrounding plains. But it would take long to sweep around that way, especially while remaining hidden, if we seek surprise.”

Sabhira stood and peered closer at the terrain. “What if we scaled the cliffs without climbing them?”

Perplexed, Callan lifted a brow before understanding. His eyes darted to her ring, which she had explained was a relic, as she lifted it with a confident smile.

“Ah,” said Orlev. “Travel by storm to the city walls, as you traveled here.” He paused. “Wouldn’t that risk damaging the walls, though?”

Chakor tapped his lip. “No. Umurra’s defenses can repel the storms, unlike its poor sister, Kenta.” His brows contorted in dubious consideration. “That would only drive soldiers into the walls’ safety. Even an assault from atop the plateau is futile.”

“Could we distract them down here?” asked Callan, pointing to the flatter southern slope. He turned to Vasha and the Oathsworn, sitting at one end. “Vasha once got here from across the ocean. Maybe we don’t have to sneak down there.”

She raised an objecting hand. “Yes, but that was traveling by emersion and relying on tethering to tynspires. Even if every Oathsworn lent a guidance linking, I doubt we could manage the number, not to mention the storms could tear us apart with that method.” She paused. “Although . . . If I had the help of a val’trusar, I may have a solution. All we need to do is get to my tynata.”

She explained how her Eternal Realm was a shattered state of the Ivory Courtyard and how, using a particular technique, they could travel the distance from her tynata patch by patch, unseen. Her proposal related to broken sticks and glue, and although Callan didn’t find the analogy particularly reassuring—he would never walk on such a stick—nobody else seemed worried. As long as Umurra had a tynspire in its vicinity, which Chakor confirmed, they could progress without actual need of the tynspire as an anchor. The Oathsworn grew lively with questions until Chief Tlatoa interjected and requested to stay on topic.

“Indeed,” said Guardian Lomisham reluctantly in his comforting, grandfatherly voice. “However, allow a more pertinent question. Govashqah, if this traveling method provides such flexibility, why not enter the city itself?”

“I doubt we can,” said Vasha. “If the city resists the storms like Shu’Ranai Tower and Ironwood, then I suspect it prevents travel within too.” She ceded the floor to Gedri, who explained his findings on everstone integrated into walls. When his discourse extended beyond its necessary length, Orlev cleared his throat, and Gedri suppressed a lopsided smile.

“Very well,” said Lomisham. “Not into the city but below it. Yet we must still address what this service achieves.”

Eyes turned to Callan, and he hoped his idea didn’t sound idiotic. “Umurra is known for its archers,” he said, making a mental note to thank Mireka for entertaining him by filling some gaps in Orlev’s tribal knowledge. “If a storm hugs the north wall and they discover a force has gathered in the south, wouldn’t that cause them to divert their soldiers to manage the conflict?”

Chakor cocked his head and regarded the ceiling. “They would still leave some warriors at the northern wall, but if the southern threat was grave enough, it would be a skeleton crew.” His eyes lit. “And if that is the case, there are two or three spots we may enter unobserved. They would only station watchers at the weakest points, and I doubt they would expect anybody to emerge from a storm.” His gaze landed on Callan. “What diversion do you intend?”

With a relieved exhaled, Callan smiled and referenced Gedri’s faulty everstone plates and how Oathsworn could head south with those and set them up to draw the other storms not anchored by Sabhira’s ring. When he asked Kipp if he could integrate the realms into the physical world again to create a scene chaotic enough to draw the troops down south, his friend yipped and called Callan a beautiful lark-punching-toad-kisser, much to Callan’s chagrin amid the higher echelons of the audience. They all snickered when Callan’s face heated.

Chakor cleared his throat. “This would help empty the northern section of the wall for us to infiltrate the city, and once we draw the troops out, we can reposition the storms to prevent them from reentering. But what would we do inside? You say a Defiled lurks within.”

“Yes,” said Callan. “Jerrix.” He eased back into his seat, and his leg shook with restlessness. “I don’t know how we’ll deal with someone who can weave with all five veins.”

A hush overtook the room. If they didn’t, they would never free Umurra, and Callan would lose Chief Tlatoa’s backing. Assuming they even survived the encounter.

Gedri fidgeted in his seat. “Actually, I was thinking about that.” Eyes turned to him, and Callan grew curious. “We made a corestone that draws in adamyr essence. It stopped both Vasha and me and every other Balenite val’adamyr from weaving until it spent itself. What if we made one of those nullifying stones for each vein and brought them into the city?”

Chintsi scoffed. “We could not defend ourselves if needed.”

“That is only true of valaren,” chimed Bengaru. “What if, though, we used our weavers to the south to help there?” He bowed to the Dhonai members. “Brave Chakor, you know the layout of the walls, not us. You are fit to aid the Vein Render without need of valaren.” He grinned. “Besides, strange things fill these storms, including those trees. I tested while our visiting truthspeaker held it, and the limbs responded to my influence. We can somewhat control the chaos.”

“I’m not really a truthspeaker,” Kipp whispered low enough only for Callan. He had told Callan this was his first mission on his own since the other truthspeakers couldn’t return to Errathara, but he and Callan both agreed any credibility could help this crowd. Kipp’s whisper apparently satisfied an agreement he had made with Grenna to reject the title, never mind that nobody else heard him.

Synz’s head bobbed as her silent lips moved. “That could make for some interesting tactics.” She smirked at Callan. “Perhaps you pulled on the heat in that magma, but it is ultimately stone.”

A determined Chakor pounded a fist against Umurra on the map. “I can provide enough men that we overwhelm the Defiled. Without his powers at his disposal, we will outnumber him.”

“If,” interjected Chintsi, “we bring no valaren into the city, we cannot establish a communication weave. How would we ensure a coordinated strike between drawing the troops south and starting a northern assault?”

“Vasha,” Orlev said. “Remember the beacon you emitted in the pass with the Balenites?”

She smiled and nodded, and the Oathsworn raised their brows, impressed.

The last bits of the discussion managed smaller details. The only remaining concern that came up was that Sabhira’s ring and at least two plate bearers were crucial for the northern attack, but the Zai’daem under her included valaren, requiring her at the south. But she confirmed her ring would work for Callan and his companions. She shot Callan a playful smile—the first he had seen from her since their reunion—and said she wanted it back after they saved the city.

By the time they left the room, the sun had fallen, and the Balenites were already gone. Mireka left a note with Vayuna telling Callan to find her when he finished so he could get a blade of his own without nagging her. He smirked, but the imminent preparations sobered him.

It was time to bring the storms to Jerrix.


Chapter 73

Storming Umurra
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Callan’s head thrummed. The Dhonai people’s drink hadn’t felt too intoxicating last night, but that meant little to him now. He envied the others who had drunk, too, but somehow laughed and patted backs.

Chakor appeared, chuckling as Callan futilely attempted to blink his fog away. “Here,” he said, pressing a thin vial into Callan’s palm. “Drink this. You will forget ozoso’s effects.”

Callan lifted it to his nose before Chakor warned against it, and he grimaced at the smell, but at Chakor’s insistence, he swigged the small mouthful. The zip shocked his taste buds, and his mind cleared instantly. His tongue, though, spasmed, and Chakor bellowed, promising the aftertaste faded within minutes. I am never drinking ozoso again.

Had Chakor shared the dose earlier, Callan wouldn’t have fumbled his goodbyes to Kipp and Sabhira. Now they and all the valaren already traveled with the Oathsworn to set up Gedri’s faulty everstones, with Callan waiting to follow until the two storms showed sign of movement.

The third storm, though, they would steer. With a clear mind now, he could appreciate the maneuvering tactics presented by the two Zai’daem left with him. They showed Callan how he could use the relic ring to usher them in and out of the storm every so often, where they would unwrap their everstone plates, push the storm south when it needed an extra nudge, and reenter. It reminded Callan of pushing a boat and hopping in, but on a repeated basis.

Chakor waited with him. “The plan is still to deactivate all veins, including Vitality, yes?”

“Of course.” He patted the five stones, each wrapped in the Zai’daem shielding cloth secured at his waist. “I certainly don’t know enough with my one vein to defeat Jerrix, who can use all five . . . Why?”

Chakor glanced at Callan’s belt. “If you don’t use your vein, how will you fight?”

Callan followed Chakor’s gaze to his scabbard. Or to where his scabbard should be. He clapped a palm to his temple. He had left it with his belongings this morning, groggy as he had been. At least the others were already gone and hadn’t witnessed his mishap. He had been good about keeping it on him! “Can we ban ozoso? I’ll grab my sword now.”

“Perhaps,” said Yorn, one of the Zai’daem, “it is wiser for the Dead Web to practice storm entry with us?”

Of all the names given him, Callan liked that least and was not against begging Sabhira to find an alternate. Chakor, though, smiled and waved Callan on. “You go. I’ll have my men grab it.”

Although Callan felt bad to put the man to such a small task, the soldier dismissed it as no trouble and insisted he preferred the peace of mind of Callan familiarizing himself with entering the dark shroud.

Callan nodded and bit his bottom lip, looking up at the great vortex with its swelling waters. He accompanied Yorn closer to the storm wall, and the air thickened, his vision growing dimmer in the unnatural tempest.

“We will do it without pushing the storm forward, first.” Yorn grabbed Callan’s palm and manually shifted his fingers. “Tighten your fist to apply pressure on the ring’s inside, like this . . .”

An aura bloomed and expanded around him like a growing bubble, and the view into the storm clarified, revealing a great glass bridge that stretched to a distant pinpoint.

Immediately upon his entering, his foot fell as if missing the bottom step of a staircase, placing him on the glass bridge. Kenta’s walls loomed behind him until he eased his fist, and suddenly the bridge extended as far behind him as it did ahead. Against it crashed wild waves, the raging ocean’s surface broken by massive fins and frothy geysers. Although the dark water hid everything from sight, Callan had seen the great silhouettes from outside the storm. He didn’t want to fall in.

Despite his trepidation, Callan couldn’t resist taking a few cautious, exploratory steps on the slippery surface, jumping when a bolt of lightning fractured the sky and struck the water nearby. Where it hit, the waters churned a phosphorescent green like the brightbuds in Brivek’s caves.

He scanned the horizon nervously for another strike, but Yorn spoke. “They come few and far between when we’re stationary. Faster we go, faster they hit. Shall we return?”

Callan nodded with a gulp, and he squeezed his fist, the path to Errathara’s familiar soil reappearing. They exited and reentered the storm several times until Callan felt confident. Then the other two storms moved.

The two Zai’daem anchored the ocean storm lest it follow those, and they waited in silence until the storms vanished from sight.

When they checked that their storm didn’t move even when they released their holding pattern, it was clear the moment had arrived. Callan met the eyes of his Dhonai companions, armed and ready; he hid his nerves, lifted the ring, and filled his chest. “It’s time.”

It took several cycles to usher everybody in, and he admired the fearless shine in these men’s eyes. Were it he being left in this chaos by the one person with the tool to get them out, he doubted he could maintain that same grit.

After the last group made it in, he only needed to meet the two plate bearers, plus two non-valaren Callan still didn’t understand the need for. He hoped their plan worked. The Zai’daem activated the plates, and the storm rolled like a cart drawn by an old mule.

“That was simple,” said Callan, cocking his head. They had only powered the stones for a few seconds, the glow already fading, yet the Zai’daem frantically scrambled to drape the vein-resistant cloth over the heavy plates, their urgency at odds with the storm’s pace.

“Everstone repels the storm by its nature. We must cover it to bring it in and run to catch up.”

It can’t be that difficult at this speed, Callan thought, then checked to see that the storm had quickened. He spurted into action to help them fasten the cloaks and hoist the plates off the ground. Sweat dripped down his neck as they struggled to outpace the storm with the added burden, but he squeezed his fist, and they tumbled onto the bridge.

The lightning now struck like oil flying out of a pan, with Callan often seeing multiple flashes between blinks.

“Well done!” Yorn clapped his back. “Hopefully we arrive in ten or so trips like that.”

As they waited until the lightning slowed before exiting and repeating, Callan lost count somewhere in the twenties when they returned into the storm. Everybody gaped at the sky, and nobody noticed the massive swell approach until it hit.

Cries erupted as three men toppled over the glassy edge, knocked by the force of the watery wall, while the remaining group heaped into a pile nearest the bridge’s center, the jumble of arms and legs weighed down by each other’s bodies and providing a small anchor. Several feet below the bridge’s ledge, though, the water frothed in fury as one of the great fins approached the three floundering Dhonai tribesmen.

Callan grabbed a glaive from a Dhonai soldier atop the glass and hurled it at the fin, causing the beast’s path to swerve as red tinged the white froth. While that monster fled, another hooked around, surging toward the three.

“Hold my leg!” Callan didn’t shout to anybody in particular, but to the cluster, nor did he wait for their confirmation as he scrambled to the edge. When he extended his hand, though, two of the nullifying stones tumbled free from the safety of his belt, balled in their concealing cloths. “Someone, quick!”

A hand from the cluster groped for the stones, catching one, but the other coursed along the slippery surface, out of reach. Light, Creator, help!

One sea-tossed man already clasped Callan’s hand, so he couldn’t retrieve it. The second swimming tribesman used the first as a ladder and then helped Callan with the third. Nearing them was the fin, and now the predator’s back breached the surface, the exposed portion longer than the tallest tree at Anwa Woods. He didn’t doubt the beast could swallow one of those trees in a single bite either.

As a flash of several rows of teeth, each jagged threat larger than Callan’s head, broke the water, Callan and the other two rescued men pulled the initial one free of the turbulent waves. Callan rolled on his side without taking a breath to celebrate their safety and grabbed for the second stone, but it tumbled over the edge.

Just then, a blowhole spouted a geyser, launching the lost stone upward, where it landed right in Callan’s hand. This beast he glimpsed too. Not its teeth, but one enormous eye. A resonant call broke through the water as the grand fish rolled on its side, thwacking the predator’s back, a deep, sonorous melody singing through the air before fading into the swell.

Yorn whistled low as he helped Callan up. “And Liu says she’s seen sharks bigger than these.”

Callan couldn’t imagine that. “I’m glad it saved the stone, but I don’t think I want to see one ever again.”

“Ah, no, she called that one a whale. Can’t say they’re any less intimidating, but I’ll take them over the toothy deathbed every day.” He shook his head at some memory. “At least we don’t have to walk this bridge like we did on our trip to you.”

To think, Sabhira had traveled through this horror all the way from the northern princedoms? Perhaps she didn’t need so much protection after all.

After a few more trips out whenever the lightning slowed, Callan and the others rushed to cover the stones and tow them back in until, on a final trip, the storm advanced no further.

“We’re here!” Here, where he had to fight Jerrix.

In his mixed excitement, he retrieved Chakor from the bridge but hesitated when Chakor appeared confused.

“We’re only at the plateau’s base,” said the soldier.

Callan frowned. That didn’t make sense. Wouldn’t it be Umurra’s defenses that stopped the storm’s roll? His heart sank as he realized something he should have caught far earlier. They had seen outside Ironwood how storms got caught against cliff walls. They should have known this.

With a feeble hope, he met Chakor’s eyes. “Do you think this is close enough that it would have made the guards retreat into Umurra’s walls?”

Chakor pursed his lips. “The storms haven’t been around long enough for us to have one hit the city at this angle, so there’s a chance. But I think not, given the vast stretch from the walls to the cliff.”

Callan turned to Yorn. “Can you angle the plates up to lift the storm higher?”

Yorn gazed at the wall. “In theory, with the cliff acting as a buffer, it might be possible. But with only two stones, not by much.”

A thought struck Callan. “Let’s measure, anyway.”

While a quick test lifted the storm a surprising ten feet, the plateau was nearly eighty high. Callan embraced his core. The layout of the plateau’s walls became infinitely clear to him. The way each crevice provided a hold, Callan noted, especially as it would interact with the shape of the plates.

“Can we move these while they’re powered?”

“Yes,” said Yorn, “although not with weaves, nor by those weaving.”

Callan turned to the others. “I know it’s high, but if we lift these stones, I can direct you to sturdy holds.”

The men saluted, and between Yorn detailing the necessary angles and Callan climbing ahead to mark viable anchors, they ascended in slow increments. Drenched in sweat, they reached the crest.

While the Zai’daem kept the storm stable, Callan and Chakor broached the storm’s edge and peeked from it. A grin spread along Chakor’s face. “They have retreated into the walls.”

Callan matched his expression.

Now they just had to wait for Vasha’s signal.


Chapter 74

Southern Assailment
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The storm’s edge afforded Sabhira a vantage of Umurra, and she pressed a grateful palm to her heart as the storm finally crested the city’s walls. For too long, it hung low, as if stuck at the cliff’s base. Satisfied, she waved a signal to Liu, who stood on one of two horse-hitched wagons, where each carriage supported two everstone plates.

On Sabhira’s order, Liu urged her horse forward in the opposite direction of the other cart. The two storms slid on a pivot, like arced curtains parting. Soon it would block Sabhira’s view, so she jogged toward the main contingent to enact the rest of the plan. Everything went smoothly, with the Zai’daem donning the elusive runner cloaks huddling low to the ground, climbing the gentle slope to skirt Umurra’s walls near as they dared. Although she couldn’t see weaves, the absence of enemy alarms convinced Sabhira her compatriot valaren responsible for warding the larger group hid their presence now that the storms no longer did.

Kipp awaited her halfway to the center point, running beside her when she reached him.

“You’re ready to integrate the storms, Kipp?”

“What storms?”

She conjured the energy for an eye roll midrun and added a groan when Kipp grinned. “It’s no time for jokes, Kipp.”

“Okay, Uriel,” Kipp said with mock subservience, although Sabhira didn’t recognize the name.

“Remember, Kipp. When the warding comes down, you act so we draw the soldiers out.”

“Aye, Leader of Webs,” said Kipp with a parting salute.

When Sabhira reached the expectant Zai’daem, Shu’Ranai, Oathsworn, and Dhonai tribespeople, the storms had covered significant distance, but there they held. Any moment . . . There! Umurra’s archers fired their first volley at the vanguard of cloak-clad Zai’daem runners. She held her breath as the barrage fell, hoping none of her people suffered hits. The thin shafts rained down but fell short of the Zai’daem, who kept proper distance. Perfect.

While the instigating Zai’daem stayed out of range, Umurra’s forces didn’t engage any further, but they taunted the enemy until a Kentan horn keened. The allied val’evayne ceased sweeping their hands, which ought to dissolve the warding. Another horn wailed, this time from Umurra. The enemy had spotted them.

Abruptly, lava pools oozed from one storm onto the ground in a slow creep as the edges of the other storm revealed rooted trees. Val’evayne shifted into restraining the wild limbs as the runners retreated into the fold, and Synz led Substance weavers in tugging on the lava. If Sabhira didn’t know this was only a ruse, she would have figured the valaren attempted to contaminate or stopper the water’s flow—which Chakor had explained was vital to the city.

Distant cries bellowed from the city wall as a horde drove through an opening gate and down the slope. Sabhira grinned at the working plan.

Her grin lessened when she saw the numbers continuing to pour out. Hadn’t Chakor assured them a maximum of three hundred people? Why, then, did this look more like a thousand? A pit grew in her stomach when the sight dawned on her; she wasn’t looking at people. This was an army of shade fiends.

Charging borehounds kicked up a greenish-brown haze of churned turf, followed by grimdols that clustered around various krahl. In the far rear, people rushed out, but they formed a line as if against an invisible wall. Why? Were they waiting for the shade fiends to dispose of them and then sweep in for the last strike?

She shoved down the instinct to flee the monsters, the memory of a krahl recognizing her too fresh for her liking. They still had the storms as a resource, and they needed to keep as many foes as possible from reinforcing the city against Callan. The onslaught emptying from the walls dwindled to a trickle.

“Now, Liu!” Sabhira slashed her hand, doubting her shout carried over the din, upon which Liu saluted and spurred her team onward, as did her mirrored counterpart. The storms slid, cutting off the enemy’s retreat. While she had hoped to draw the archers out, too, they remained inside the bounds of safety. Callan and the others inside the city would have to evade their attention. Hopefully, the commotion at least provided sufficient distraction.

With the storms in place, Sabhira looked to the Oathsworn cluster behind friendly lines. At its center, Vasha swept one foot along the ground, her fluid hands cutting the air as if shaping potter’s clay.

When she thrust her arms upward, a thick light beacon pierced the heavens.
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Gleaming motes swirled as the great beam dissipated, but Vasha’s glare at the approaching swarm didn’t fade. She swept her hand and focused her next blasting beam not skyward but at the rampaging borehounds. Back at the Sanctuary Hold, she had once fought breaches and shade fiends with fonts of light.

Here, in the Temporal World, though, it only temporarily blinded the beasts. Still, it provided enough delay for the Zai’daem to launch their arrows, piercing heels and pinning several front-runners to the ground, hampering the flow of those behind. A vaporous mist from one storm spread onto the field, whomping trees materializing in its wake and thrashing at the blocked host.

“The krahl!” It was Sabhira’s voice. “The light will work on the krahl!”

Vasha followed Sabhira’s fingers to the wraithlike entities lurking amid grimdol throngs. Cupping her hands, one she drew in close to her chest, with the other arcing in front of her. She lowered her stance, shifting from Breeze’s Caress into Serpent’s Silence while intoning the Fifth Chord of Serenity. When her two hands aligned, she slid her closer, left hand along her bicep and down the crease of her elbow and grazed her right palm. Light coalesced with the motion, gathering until her left hand crossed the threshold of her right fingers. A bolt of light speared the thicket.

It missed, hitting a grimdol’s chest as the targeted krahl filtered through the lank-limbed cohort.

Gedri, beside her, hissed through his teeth at the miss. Sweet light, could he do better?

There would be time for reproval later. “Gedri, can you hit them with lumens?”

Gedri blinked and glanced backward as if Vasha meant some other Gedri. “Not from this distance.”

“Then let’s get closer.”

She didn’t entertain his choked response and grabbed his wrist. “Fleeing Sparrow, now!” She dropped into the stance, and an approaching grimdol swung at her, but it stumbled and tripped over a borehound’s body, its talons tangled in the blood-slicked fur. She backed up just in time for a Zai’daem woman to holler as a sharp wind whistled past Vasha’s shoulder and slashed the grimdol’s taut gray chest. Did nobody here have the sense to watch their movements? Withered, crazed valaren.

With the way clear, Vasha dashed over the fallen body. Gedri bustled behind her, muttering something, but she slammed her heels into the dirt and grabbed the back of his shirt just as he passed her. “There!”

A krahl lay ahead of them, its edges phasing in and out. It seemed to shift across the ground more than glide, but it headed for a gap in the grimdol-heavy formations.

“I’ll launch a beam, Gedri. You send a lumen in from each side.” Gedri nodded, and she held her breath. “Hold . . . Hold . . .” The krahl reached the gap. “Now!”

Her beam speared through the air, and as it shrieked and attempted retreat, Gedri’s lumen collided with its rear. The lumen might as well have been a boulder with how it shoved the krahl forward, directly into Vasha’s beam. With a keening wail, it shattered into inky mist.

Vasha stood and sneered at the empty space.

“Vasha!” Vayuna’s call. About time that Reshua made an appearance. All this nonsense about staying out of the fight. She turned to his urgent beckoning wave and realized just how far she had dragged Gedri into shade fiend territory.

To his credit, Gedri didn’t balk, although his wide eyes and pale face showed his discomfort.

“Let’s return, Gedri.”

He shook his head and pointed. “Another krahl, there.” He gulped and set his jaw, already preparing his lumen.

She smiled approval, and they darted past another three shade fiends, zipping past them while disorienting the monsters. The krahl detected them, though, and immediately flickered from sight.

Puzzled, she cast her gaze to each side. “Where did it go?”

Gedri shrugged, and then a shriek pierced their ears directly behind them.

She wheeled and ducked as a menacing blade of shimmering oil coalesced in a descending arc. Once again, she tugged Gedri, pulling him out of the weapon’s path. The tar-like blade hissed as it sank into the earth, spitting vitriolic dirt like cold water splattered on a heated flue.

Vayuna alighted near Vasha and swiped his hand through the krahl. As he did, his misty self turned gray like dusk rather than nightfall, his eyes wavering as he formed lips in a grimace. Something about contact with the krahl seemed to cause him pain.

She shot a light beam at the shade fiend, but again, it vanished.

“This way!” Vayuna darted through the twisted bodies of grimdols and borehounds, unsympathetic to Vasha’s and Gedri’s physical constraints. Where he went, though, the shade fiends chittered, clicked, and pursued . . . directly into the walloping trees.

While the krahl may have done something to Vayuna’s body, these trees did not. The Shu’Ranai and Zai’daem valaren directing them thrashed their hands, bashing the creatures in a frenzy as vigorous as a tanner tenderizing skins on withering day.

They darted in as far as the trees’ edge, taking advantage of the opened gap, and when the shriek rang behind them, they were ready. Before she even looked, Vasha prepared the beam so by the time she turned, it jetted directly into the krahl’s eyeless cowl. Its shriek pierced a higher note, and then it shattered.

She and Gedri turned to round the violent forest, but five grimdol greeted them, saliva dripping from their snaggy teeth. Quicker than they could react, though, a molten cascade fell on them. When the lava settled and withdrew, no shade fiends remained.

“You are free to pass,” said Synz with a wink, and Vasha didn’t wait any longer to close the distance.

Back with the others, she looked once more to the tide of shade fiends to discover that the small dent made by wiping out the two krahl had already filled. Behind it, the humans still waited in an unnerving wall while the rising number of borehound corpses limited the valaren’s range at the front.

Stomach pitching at the grave sight, she prepared another weave and scanned for more krahl.


Chapter 75

Umurra's Wall
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“They’re activated?”

“Yes,” Callan answered Chakor. “I can’t even create a spark.”

He infused the Vitality-nullifying stone last, his power access suddenly absent. His hollow wrists, throat, and chest made him wonder if their typical warmth related to the vein and had gone unnoticed by him until now. Despite the inability to weave, he could still embrace his core, although the banded colors were more diminished than usual.

Chakor pointed to a crevice on the wall’s eastern side. “We will time our moves against the guard’s watch above. They will travel west along the rampart, which is when we should lead the men to the first alcove. From there, though, we can’t risk stepping out far enough to check their position, so we will count five minutes before advancing to the next inset.” After a sharp inhale, he added, “Let us hope Makai still heads the wall reserve.” His lips pursed. “The others are not so fastidious with timing as him.”

“The Creator is with us so far,” Callan said, trying to lend encouragement. Chakor’s subtle smile made Callan feel successful.

One man nudged Callan and pointed upward, where an archer patrolled the walkway. Callan scanned each side, core embraced, and crouched low as he darted to the alcove, Chakor beside him and the men behind. They arrived without incident, but Callan didn’t release his core, checking for any motion. Meanwhile, Chakor counted the passing time, ticking each minute.

During the final ten seconds, Callan held his breath, and on one, he peeked around the corner. He found himself face-to-face with another man. In shock, Callan drew his sword but hesitated for two reasons. The first was the man’s blurry and unfocused eyes, obfuscated with a swirling white mist. The second was that his sword was from the fragile lot of experimented relics. Whoever had fetched his sword back in Kenta had mistaken the correct blade! This would shatter on any impact.

“What is it?” asked Chakor, tensing at Callan’s drawn sword.

The half-dazed defender slipped from his reverie and reached for his bow. At this range? Callan lifted his useless blade and, instead of stabbing him, brought the hilt down on his crown. With a thud, he fell. Chakor seemed as surprised as Callan felt.

“That’s Faskar,” said Chakor. “But why was he down here with the storm so close?”

Before they could consider it further, a cry above urged them to action as an arrow whizzed by Callan’s ear. Now that a guard had spotted them, the alcove provided no shelter, and the watchman might summon others.

Callan seized the fallen Faskar’s bow and grabbed an arrow. With Callan’s sharp eyes and skill further bolstered with his embraced core, the arrow landed with a solid thunk audible from their position.

As Chakor grunted his impress, Callan turned to the limp Faskar. With a heavy sigh, Chakor unsheathed his sword and centered it over the man’s heart.

“Wait,” Callan said, resting a hand on his forearm. “Something strange obscured his eyes. I don’t think he knew what he was doing.” He worked his lips and stared at the wall. The answer lay somewhere inside.

“If that’s true,” said Chakor, “then perhaps we can tie him up and stuff him in the alcove. With that conk you gave him, he won’t wake soon.”

They agreed, and Chakor worked with a few others to bind and gag his fellow tribesman, propping him in a corner. Before they hugged the wall to advance to the next spot, Callan thought to snatch a large knife from the unconscious Faskar. In five minutes, someone would likely discover the guard above, so they prioritized speed over stealth.

To a small wooden door, Callan followed his Dhonai ally, who motioned their crew inside. Before he himself ducked in, he met Callan’s eyes. “Thank you for staying my hand. I knew I had to fight my friends today, but even sparing one lightens my heart.”

Inside, torchlight flickered down the hall, and Chakor cursed. “This way. Quickly. Chief Malatti will be in the throne room.”

The halls reminded Callan of Kenta’s maze layout, and while the ground didn’t announce their footsteps, he was grateful for Chakor’s guidance. When the stones changed from dull brown to rich orange, Chakor slowed and grew more alert, peering around corners with a frown. “This is the entrance, but where are the guards?”

The reduced need for confrontation should have been welcome, but oddities like this introduced surprise and therefore dread.

With a set jaw, Callan entered, rounding the corner swiftly, knife drawn. Soft torchlight flickered behind alabaster plates, illumining the room, where a heavy gold throne with a blue velvet cushion sat atop a three-tiered platform.

Scattered parchment littered the floor, along with dropped goblets, spilled wine, and half-eaten victuals. No food had soured, and the liquids still glistened. Whatever interrupted the revelry had occurred recently. Had news of the fallen archer traveled here already?

As Chakor joined Callan to inspect the room, the rest of their force spread throughout the halls to ensure a safe perimeter. Not far into the room, though, Callan raised his forearm to bar his companion from taking another step, lifting a finger to his lips for silence. In the corner, one red spill was no wine.

Callan stalked to the blood smear, tight to the wall, and peeked around the corner. A man tended to another’s wounds, although the injured one looked beyond saving, with skin pale and gray and gaunt legs contorted unnaturally. The bleeding man’s head lolled to the side and then fixed on Callan, who gasped. The eyes were human, but the face was not. It was a grimdol.

Who would mend a shade fiend? The grimdol clattered to its feet, cutting its healer as it removed its taloned claws from his grasp. The Umurran soldier didn’t react to the pain but turned his shrouded eyes on Callan and lifted his sword.

At a disadvantage with his stolen knife’s length, Callan entered Snake’s Coil. Chakor, meanwhile, seemed to detect Callan’s need and backed up into a strategic position. If Callan could draw the two out, Chakor could surprise their flank.

But to do that, Callan had to survive.

As the grimdol leaped to Callan’s side and the shadow-aligned soldier blocked him on the other, Callan’s mind raced to assess the situation.

At his feet lay shattered vase fragments. In a fluid motion, he kicked the shards up, aiming for the soldier’s obscured, leering eyes. His opponent instinctively raised an arm to shield his face, momentarily blinded.

Seizing the opportunity, Callan lunged toward the grimdol’s side, but instead of attacking, he feinted left. As the monster swung its taloned hand, Callan redirected himself into a rightward roll, ducking under the grimdol’s arced swing and coming up behind the creature. Using its larger frame as a temporary shield, he shoved it toward the Umurran foe, causing a brief collision.

Chakor seized his chance. As the two enemies struggled to untangle themselves, he dashed in from the side, smacking the soldier’s sword out of his hand and driving his shoulder in a swift, precise blow that sent him reeling.

Now with a moment’s respite, Callan adjusted his knife’s grip and slashed at the grimdol’s inverted knee, causing the grimdol to roar in pain as it staggered. When Callan withdrew his knife and replunged it into its spine, its chittering call ended as it collapsed.

Nearby, Chakor wrestled with the soldier, coming out on top and pinning him to the ground. “Uratzi! What has come over you?”

The man struggled, gurgling jumbled words.

With a roar, Chakor hammered a fist to the man’s temple, and he stilled, his chest moving faintly with breath.

“That is not Uratzi,” Chakor said, standing with a dark glower. “The brother of my brother hates shade fiends and would never tend to one.”

A dropped platter at a side door drew Callan’s eyes up, where the forgotten tray lay at a white-and-gold-robed woman’s feet. Film covered her eyes, too, but as she lifted her hands in what Callan recognized as an attempt to weave, shock washed her hollow face when she found the veins refused her, thanks to Callan’s nullifying stones. It was no trouble to drop her to her knees, she weaponless.

Chakor’s face transformed from disdain to disbelief. “Nor can it be Ismelda!” With flaring nostrils, he marched to the door and scanned the hallway. “The Defiled has created false images.”

“I don’t know,” said Callan, piecing his thoughts together. What had Aryn once said at Shu’Ranai Tower? That Jerrix exerted his influence and forced people’s actions? “I think he might have them in some trance.”

“I will kill him!”

“We will, Chakor. And when we do, I hope it undoes whatever influence he holds over these people. Until then, we kill only shade fiends. The people we restrain. With these stones, we can manage it.” He didn’t like that it would add a delay, but he couldn’t kill people who were not themselves if it was temporary.

He pulled the stones out to verify he had all five, and then his eyes widened. The stones had corroded far faster than they were supposed to.

“What does that mean?” Chakor asked, securing Ismelda’s wrists tighter.

Callan reached for his vein, but still it evaded him as strongly as before. “The stones still work . . . but I don’t know for how long.”

“And I don’t guess you can make more?”

Callan shook his head and met Chakor with a level stare. “We have to face Jerrix, now, before they deteriorate completely.”

“But where?”

The question bothered Callan too. The little he knew of the Defiled he had learned from old books and Aryn’s fear. Aryn . . . Jerrix found pleasure in others’ agony. Could it be, with the storms descending on the city . . . “Chakor, where could somebody go to watch the southern assault against the city?”

“The archer’s station at the southern ramparts, directly overlooking the gate.”

Callan tapped his lip. That didn’t sound like Jerrix. “Somewhere more removed. Somewhere . . . luxurious.”

Comprehension dawned on Chakor’s face. “The Lifted Gardens.” A strangled sound and a fierce struggle from Ismelda seemed to confirm the suspicion, and Chakor and Callan shared a sinister smile.

Unbidden, a Durinvale saying crept into his mind, in Elder Samed’s voice. The greenest garden can hide a snake. But Elder Samed had another saying—that snakes were most vulnerable when resting in their burrows.

Callan rewrapped the semi-eroded nullifying stones and secured them beneath his tunic while trading his large knife for Uratzi’s sword. “It’s time to interrupt his viewing party.”


Chapter 76

The Lifted Gardens
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Jittery nerves and the immensity of confronting a Defiled kept Callan from admiring the stone ramp ascending the Lifted Garden’s ten tiers. On each level, fragrant fruit trees and bushes with ripe berries splashed color against the pristine beige cobbled terraces. The stone pillars, crowned with overflowing greenery, marked each landing, scornful sentinels rather than fertile beckoners. Above the looming obelisks, soft laughter drifted from the utmost parapet.

Chakor snapped and stripped a palm frond from a short shrub and approached a terra-cotta planter from which sprang a singular tree, and he mapped the highest level. “The path above winds through hedges to a viewing platform. If you are right and he watches the battle in luxury, he will be there.” He cast the stalk aside. “We can expect guards stationed at these three key entries, spread through the garden on three sides, and converged in the center.”

Callan nodded. “We will try to spare everyone else. I know they are your friends and good people, not of their minds . . . But if anything would cause a delay . . .”

“We understand and agree, Flame Weaver.”

“Thank you,” Callan said, queasy about compromising innocent lives. Right now, though, those people were the Defiled’s tools.

But they possessed tools of their own, and Callan checked the stones. They held, although the pitting worsened. Just a little longer.

Sword in hand, he adjusted his grip. “Let’s advance.”

Up the stairs they stalked, Callan counting each tier like the tolls of a death knell. But it would be Jerrix’s bell that rang, not his.

Between the ninth and tenth tiers, Callan glimpsed helmet spikes of guards watching the stairs, so he raised a hand to stop the others and motioned them back down. Again on the ninth level, they quietly stalked along the tier’s length, making their way through a maze of potted trees and soil beds.

Climbing just enough to peek over the ledge, Callan confirmed only two soldiers guarded that entry, with the hedge just behind them. He and Chakor set their blades down as they each interlaced their hands to provide stepping platforms for two of their companions to ascend. They needed a small group for this job. After they let those two up, they in turn assisted Callan and Chakor, and the ones left behind passed them their swords; the weapons were just a precaution, because the task here required stealth. The rest waited on the ninth tier.

With a quick hand signal, Chakor urged them to an unguarded entry into the hedge maze. Days tracking mountain panthers and wolves guided Callan’s feet by instinct, and he noiselessly reached the hedge’s lip.

Once inside the greenery, the stalwart Dhonai led them two turns inward to the garden’s center before guiding them back to the exit. He halted them at a corner and proceeded alone. A minor scuffle in the dirt alluded to struggling footwork, and then silence followed. Chakor stepped back into view, elbow around a soldier’s neck as he gently laid him flat and rolled him on his side. Their two companions set to work binding the man’s hands and mouth lest he awake.

That task complete, Callan joined Chakor’s side as they made the final turns that brought them to the main entrance, coming up behind the two guards posted at the Lifted Garden’s tiered stairs. Synchronized, Callan clapped a hand over the left guard’s mouth and applied pressure to his jugular while Chakor grappled his legs, and the other two mirrored their movements on the right. A muffled grunt, a brief struggle, and both enemy guards grew limp.

Callan stepped to the lip of the stairs, bringing into view the ninth tier and the soldiers huddled along its verdant length. He beckoned them up.

They regrouped at the hedge’s entry, where voices filtered from deeper in the garden. Daring to steal a glance, Callan embraced his core and poked his head above the pruned shrubbery to see one man in an ostentatious robe lift a goblet toward the gate and then tilt his head back for a leisurely swig. Jerrix.

While more guards stood at attention at other postings into the hedge, only two unarmed people attended Jerrix at the center. One was a plump, shaved-headed man, the other a gold-and-white-robed woman like the throne room’s valaren.

Chakor appeared beside Callan, swishing spit beneath his working lips before he ducked back down. “He has Chief Malatti and his wife tending to him like Northern servants.”

“We’ll get them out unharmed,” Callan said, hoping it was the truth.

They parted ways now, Chakor and his men splitting to handle the two flanks of posted guards. Crouched, Callan kept two soldiers with him as they threaded through trimmed primrose, taking three rights and four lefts as directed by those familiar with the layout before waiting for the others to settle in place. The next turn opened into the clearing, where the fountain’s warble mixed with a deep voice.

“More wine, Malatti,” the Defiled said with rich, hearty warmth. “See how the pathetic insects struggle at the gate. They can’t kill all my pets. Watch. We will override them in minutes.”

Callan readied his stolen Umurran blade and peered from the square-cut verdure to gauge Jerrix’s distance and caught Chief Malatti filling the empty goblet as his wife dabbed a cloth at Jerrix’s chin. If Chakor’s group and the other rushed in from the left and right, they might spare a man each to secure the two innocents as Callan and everyone else rushed in at their primary target.

But his heart dropped when shouts erupted at the courtyard’s sides. The clang of metal was brief, but the following sight dismayed Callan; cloudy-eyed Umurrans nudged Chakor and his men from both sides into the clearing, knives held to their captives’ throats.

Jerrix pushed Chief Malatti away and clapped his hands three slow times, goblet still held as wine sloshed from its rim. “Enough, fool. Wait over there with your woman.”

Through the thicket, Callan watched Jerrix approach Chakor’s men, scanning their lineup as he stroked his chin. With a dissatisfied grunt, he then lifted his closed eyes skyward. He held the pose long enough for Callan to believe he was merely basking in the light until, with a sudden motion, he turned to face Callan’s hiding spot. “Come out, boy.”

Callan didn’t move, so Jerrix lifted a hand. His mesmerized followers pressed their weapons closer to the captives’ throats, and a sound behind him made him realize even the men nearest him had knives held to theirs too.

“I said come. Out.”

Rising from his crouch, Callan stood, casting a furtive glance to the squirming Chakor as he adjusted his grip on the sword.

Jerrix, meanwhile, approached. Unarmed, he maintained a casual air, ignoring Callan’s bared blade. If he stepped close enough, Callan could lunge. But would that seal the others’ deaths? We agreed on the sacrifice. Jerrix must fall.

The Defiled stopped five paces from Callan. “You arranged the veins’ absence, I presume?” His eyes flew directly to Callan’s side, where the stones hid, and immediately Callan regretted not setting them down at the garden’s base. Even without weaving, the Defiled could sense the stones’ location? Callan instinctively placed a defensive hand on the nullifying bundles.

Unconcerned, Jerrix smiled and turned from Callan, walking nearer the fountain. “When the guards found a body on the wall, and shortly after, the storms’ peculiar behavior gathered at the front, I figured I might observe you struggle from up here. And yet you come to deliver a private performance.” The sinister grin he tossed over his shoulder made Callan sick. “How kind.” After glancing back at the concealed stones, Jerrix spoke lower, to himself. “An interesting accomplishment, shielding the veins by employing only partial weaves. Alistar would never expect it.” A grin spanned his face as his attention returned to Callan. “I may just reward you for your gift.”

While he spoke, Callan entered Raven’s Descent. That triggered a gleam in Jerrix’s eye.

“Ah. You wish to challenge me?” The smile spread until his lips parted with laughter. “Even with your friends so indisposed?” He shrugged. “Very well. More entertaining to watch you perish here than at the wall. Perhaps I’ll keep you alive long enough to watch from this perch as my loyal subjects flood the hill and expunge anything missed by my borehounds and grimdols.”

Callan glanced to the wall, where flashes of light blasted a blanketing horde of shade fiends, and the whomping forest and magma created a patchwork pattern of battle. A row of humans waited at the crest, just outside the walls, in a line. With each step Jerrix took, their front shifted slightly in matching stride. “Your leash on them only extends so far,” he said, voicing his guess. Jerrix’s silent gaze pushed him further, and Callan grinned. “Unless you want to leave the comfort of this garden, they won’t rush down the hill.” He worked up the courage to laugh. “I’ve seen better puppeteering at inns back home.”

Jerrix’s smile deepened, and he jerked his head at the cloudy-eyed servants. “Do not think them completely hollow puppets. They will remember everything they see in this state. That I have ensured. Nightmares feed my master, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

In an instant, Jerrix closed the space between them, drawing a blade from a hidden fold. Callan raised his own, deflecting the sharpened edge before it severed his neck.

With Jerrix’s blade redirected, Callan adapted and rolled sideways, stepping in.

“You think you can best me with that?” Jerrix taunted.

“Yes,” Callan said through gritted teeth.

The edges of Jerrix’s lips drew down with disdain, and he feinted a stab at Callan’s arm, but with his core embraced, Callan detected the Defiled’s other hand reaching for his waist. Orlev had pulled too many feints for Callan to miss it. He dodged both the initial jab and the follow-up slice from Jerrix’s jagged dagger.

He missed, however, the opportunity to step into Jerrix’s guard and now found himself on his back foot. Entering Snake’s Coil, he waited for Jerrix’s next lash and parried it, following through with his own strike.

“A primitive maneuver. Susceptible to—this!” Jerrix swept his dagger up and cut the lace on Callan’s tunic, grazing his throat.

Callan staggered backward and clutched his neck, but the scratch was minor.

Straightening, Jerrix smiled.

He’s toying with me.

Nerves that adrenaline had kept at bay began to creep back, and Callan shifted his weight, knee knocking against the second sword sheathed at his waist. The faulty attempt at a relic sword caught Jerrix’s attention. The Defiled’s gaze narrowed for a silent few seconds, and then he chuckled with disdain.

“What have you done with that blade’s core? Did you attempt to replicate Tolemcan forgery?” Humored delight etched Jerrix’s face. “You realize I recall the days when your precious truthspeakers fought with swords that sheared the very fabric of realms, yes?” He leaned in as if to share a secret. “And who is it who still lives today?”

Callan gritted his teeth and advanced again, his movements quick as he strung together a flurry of strikes, trying to force Jerrix back. But Jerrix met each blow, and when Callan caught his breath, Jerrix sighed and waited.

“I was expecting more.” The Defiled snapped his fingers. “Malatti, wine.”

When Chief Malatti approached, extending the goblet in subservience, Jerrix took it and sipped, all the while eyeing Callan. “You know, I could end this now. But watching you struggle is far more amusing.”

At the far end of the clearing, Chakor and the others squirmed, attempting to free themselves from their captors. Jerrix noticed and waved his hand. “Kill them.”

He paused, considering his options, then chuckled. “Actually, no. Let them watch.” His eyes bore into Callan. “Come on, boy. Impress me, and I will let them live.”

Heart racing and sweat beading his brow, Callan had to do something before time ran out. He inhaled and then entered Willow’s Whip, shifting his weight on his feet as he repeated the dynamic segment of the Tolemca Dance. This stance only made sense when surrounded; here, it put him at a disadvantage.

And it achieved the desired effect.

With a sneer, Jerrix scoffed. “A poor choice of form. Have you even trained under a swordmaster?” He lifted a hand. “I’ve changed my mind. I tire of this incomp⁠—”

His words cut short. Halfway through the flow, Callan pushed off his foot and thrust his sword in a wild attempt, chest heaving with his effort. With Jerrix surprised, his blade plunged into the contemptuous man’s heart.

The Defiled twitched and choked, so Callan thrust until the hilt compressed Jerrix’s silken shirt. As he added a small twist, Jerrix stumbled backward.

The choking crescendoed, and each of the Defiled’s backward strides came slower than the last. But he didn’t fall. Instead, he lifted his hand to the hilt, and his gagging changed to laughter.

“Fool!” He yanked the blade free and tossed it over the hedge, the blade whistling as it flew like a spinning top. “You cannot kill one unchained from death!”

Callan’s jaw dropped. The Defiled had no access to the veins. He had received a blow to the heart. Not only did he not die, he was entirely unaffected!

Jerrix lunged at Callan, and Callan staggered backward, pinned against a tree. The Defiled pressed his blade to Callan’s hip, but rather than plunge it, he severed Callan’s belt, causing the five stones to spill out.

After studying them briefly, Jerrix tapped his lip. “Interesting. Such a simple structure. But inlaid into mere corestone?” He grunted and shook his head with disappointment. “Shoddy at that. No matter. I will improve on it later.” Sharp lacquered nails squeezed Callan’s cheeks. “Try with the veins, boy. Show me what you can do, and you may become one of my prized pets. Valaren always serve better, and I can find a use for you.”

Jerrix stomped on the Vitality-nullifying stone, already brittle, and crushed it under his heel, the source flooding back into Callan. But that meant it infused Jerrix too.

To his surprise, Jerrix didn’t crush the others.

When Callan’s confused gaze darted to the remaining stones, the Defiled leered at him. “I can crush you without any veins’ aid, maggot.” He released Callan and stepped back, arms raised in invitation. “Go on!”

Callan embraced his core and opened himself to the strands. Although the Defiled would know every weave Callan did and more, he could lull him and set expectations. With an emphatic inhale, Callan summoned a small fiery sphere and thrust his palm to propel it forward.

Jerrix lifted a hand and extinguished the ball, his pedantic look expressing his opinion of the attempt. Then his grin turned sinister as he returned a volley three times the size of Callan’s blast.

Crimson lightning hit Callan in the shoulder. Wetness slicked him, and he didn’t know if it was pus or blood or both or simply the ooze of raw skin. His body skidded backward, caught by the hedge. Again, Jerrix was only toying, not intent on killing.

But Callan had seen Jerrix’s weave. Perhaps he could use it. First, though, he needed to continue the ruse.

He spread his feet in Mountain’s Root to stabilize himself and focused on the ambient strands, a heat gathering in his palm. With his most convincing, confident sneer, Callan brandished a freshly fashioned crystalline shard in his hand and hurled it at Jerrix like a dart.

Jerrix caught the fractal and raised his brow, then unleashed a flurry of a dozen fluted missiles in response, each piercing the ground at Callan’s feet.

Good. He’s showing off.

Callan would use that. Now he turned his mind back to Jerrix’s initial lightning bolt. His vision blurred as he tried to focus on heat so condensed it could form the electric beam. The air shimmered, and though it took him longer than Jerrix, the haze flashed into a crimson crackle that speared toward his foe.

The Defiled lifted a hand, and the energy redirected overhead. “A quick learner, I see.” He stood tall. “Let me show you true power.”

Above Jerrix’s head, a violent tangle whipped. It embodied chaos, with red strands looping in and around each other, pulling on threads from the environment. Nearby plants withered as Jerrix’s display leeched them.

Callan set his jaw and fixed his attention on Jerrix. In a mental state like that evoked by the Star Dance, he found a balance between controlled focus and intuitive mimicry. He let his awareness drift and guide him to match the Defiled’s chaotic pattern. The design reflected the natural essence of their surroundings. Blooming flowers and falling water had a distinct signature, and these weaves captured that.

As Callan achieved the same tracing, Jerrix’s brow knit, but for every intricate weave Callan matched, Jerrix introduced another, and more terribly so. His were dark like heart blood, whereas Callan’s shone like faceted ruby.

A net of sizzling heat seared Callan’s rib as he dodged an incoming blast. He added his own layer of roots wriggling into the earth and the tunneling network of burrowing beetles. The patterns guided him more than he them.

With hands thrashing the air, Jerrix captured the path of gales and tempests, but Callan fashioned a shield that absorbed the blast before dissolving like brilliant red snowfall.

“You cannot contend with me, little Vein Render. Show me strength!” Jerrix’s eyes flashed, and a violent ache racked Callan’s temple as another presence vied for a grip in his mind. His vision went white for an instant, but when it returned, ecstatic lunacy transformed Jerrix’s face. “Rasha! Murderer!”

Callan flinched, recalling the words Maarat himself had uttered in his dreams. “Kalahim.” Jerrix now looked upset. He stepped forward with an angry scowl. “You will never earn that title. I will rise as Maarat’s most favored.” His scowl softened. “Yet how shall I use you?” A sharp stab pierced Callan’s skull once more, followed by Jerrix’s hungry nod. “Yes. Yes, the Shu’Ranai’s tower will burn because of you.”

Callan cleared his throat and squared his shoulders to demand attention, which made Jerrix smile. With all his might gathered into his next weave, Callan once again condensed heat into a crackle as a thin, oscillating string of lightning hovered in front of his chest, half as long as he was tall and parallel to the ground. Next, he summoned a corkscrewing thread of flame that swelled into the thickness of his forearm. He didn’t stop there. Another spiraling strand of fire joined its twin as graceful as any ribbon dancer. A third fiery tendril flashed into life, thin at first, but then found its place. At the three flaming lashes’ center, lightning hummed, but sweat trickled behind Callan’s ear, the strain of balancing such unfamiliar patterns threatening to make him faint. Still, he needed to keep the Defiled intrigued.

Jerrix smirked smugly, leaning back to watch Callan spin the weave into existence. Taking a risk, Callan turned his back to Jerrix as part of the display, trusting against hope that the Defiled would let Callan finish the gaudy demonstration, not wanting to miss a chance to outperform the Vein Render.

When Callan hurled the conglomeration of essence, Jerrix dodged it as easily as any other, but now the Defiled obliged by spinning an equally intricate weave and then expanding on it.

Callan’s bet paid off, and he waited no longer.

Under the guise of weaving a crystalline tower shield, Callan rushed forward and drew his defective relic sword. Jerrix, preoccupied with juggling each element of his own weave grander and grander, couldn’t drop it now lest it fall on him.

Callan thrust his blade forward.

In indignation at Callan’s ploy, Jerrix growled and flicked his wrists to tighten his unfinished weave, which teetered on the edge of collapse. Callan made note of the small knot that kept the pattern intact as Jerrix turned his focus on him.

The Defiled parried Callan’s strike with his bare forearm against the flat of Callan’s sword. “Have you not learned?” A maniacal smile twisted his face. “This pitiful blade cannot pretend to be anything more than steel!”

Rather than respond, Callan swung a second time but let go of his blade once Jerrix moved to deflect it; Jerrix’s evasive maneuver, with no counterpressure to steady him, set him off balance. Callan then grabbed his dropped sword midair with his other hand and thrust it into the gap Jerrix’s movement presented.

He released the sword as it squelched into Jerrix’s gut.

Jerrix merely laughed in scornful disbelief. “No weapon you possess, no power you wield, can exceed my own!”

“I know,” Callan said. He twisted the fragile sword, and it shattered in a fiery burst, causing the Defiled to recoil in surprise. Then Callan flicked the startled Jerrix’s weave at the fixed joint, returning it to its dynamic state.

Down it fell on Jerrix just as Callan reformed a shield.

The spray of blood and bone knocked Callan backward with a concussive boom, causing him to tumble over his head, his spine smacking the tree that moments earlier had pinned him at Jerrix’s mercy. The only thing pinned to it now, though, were bits of Jerrix embedded into the trunk.

Moans rose from the garden’s sides; Callan had forgotten the others’ proximity. The Umurrans holding Chakor’s men hostage cradled heads in palms. Some broke down weeping, while others gaped at Callan. Still more spewed unintelligible apologies as they embraced those Umurrans whom Callan had led here.

One, though, pointed at the view outside the city wall. “Look!”

There, the humans clustered atop the slope came out of their dazes. A war cry heard even from here echoed as they rushed down the hill against the shade fiends’ rear. Volleys of arrows cleared their heads, sinking into the central throng, felling the foul creatures. With the Shu’Ranai, Zai’daem, and Oathsworn attacking from one side and Umurrans from the other, the shade fiends collapsed in heaps.

The Defiled had fallen, and his grip released the city.


Chapter 77

Lifted Spirits
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Callan’s arms flailed for balance as Chakor and Synz lifted his chair. Laughter echoed throughout the pavilion, with over ten circles dancing to different songs. He recognized traces of the Star Dance in their movements and spared a thought for the Balenites, who had probably only advanced a short distance since Kenta.

“Okay, okay, put me down!”

Chakor, face flush from ozoso, relented and lowered his side. Synz eventually matched, but only after forcing Callan to grab the seat with both hands to avoid falling. Bengaru played a shepherd’s flute, surrounded by Dhonai people, but more shocking was Chintsi smiling and bobbing to the tune. So he can find pleasure in something after all.

Chief Malatti hosted this celebration and had invited the entire city, which overflowed the courtyard’s confines. Despite not recognizing anybody, Callan hadn’t escaped a single stranger’s gratitude for unseating Jerrix. Whenever someone mentioned the name, their eyes darkened. Callan could only imagine the terrors they had witnessed while under his influence. Not knowing what else to say, he squeezed each one’s shoulder, and that seemed to be enough.

By now, though, with the drink flowing freely, most people just splashed him with a passing cheer before revelers whisked them away.

“Callan!” Gedri popped into view, struggling to hold three large bright orbs. “If you had seen these a moment ago, you would have thought they were cold steel. But look at them now!”

Somebody grabbed one from Gedri and launched it to a group of celebrants who passed four other similar orbs overhead, like a game of Moen Bullstrider and the Sun. Gedri tucked his remaining spheres under his arms to try to hide them.

“Now if I could only keep them from—ah, excuse me, Callan, I have to go.” Gedri darted off, dodging through a throng as whooping Umurrans asked him for the spheres.

Across the filled courtyard, Callan glimpsed Sabhira’s hair. Finally!

He pushed through bodies, hiding his face when possible, smiling and offering well wishes when not, and then stumbled into a small clearing free of dancers. Sabhira sat on a stool, one foot dangling, the other propped on a support, listening to the splash-me woman’s story of how she killed more borehounds than all the belly-bloated pinkies off the Azzeki salt coasts. Callan had already heard it twice tonight.

Sabhira’s lush hair framed her face, and her smile accounted for more flush in Callan’s cheeks than all the heat generated by the drinking merrymakers.

“Sabhira,” he said, biting his lip.

Liu paused her story to cough at Sabhira, whose cheeks spotted with rouge. “I’ll tell you the rest later. Go on.”

Sabhira lifted herself off the stool and approached Callan, smiling widely. He beckoned her to a side outlet, still open-air but providing a small reprieve from the boisterous congregation.

“Well, you did it, Callan. One Defiled down.”

Callan tucked his thumbs into his waistline, from which his tunic had already come loose. “Only thirteen to go.”

She laughed and punched his shoulder, and he mocked pain, rubbing at the jab. “Sabhira, you’re stronger than I’ve given you credit for.”

She raised her fists, that familiar coy smile playing on her lips. “I’ve been fighting shade fiends, too, you know.”

He chuckled as he palmed her small fist and lowered it between them. Then he turned serious. “Even back in the wards. And every day since.” Hands clasped over hers, he squeezed. “I’m sorry I didn’t appreciate that more.”

She cut off a small laugh by sucking in her lips. “Thank you,” she said.

A weight in his pocket caught his attention. “Oh. And this goes back to you.”

He pulled the jeweled band out and flipped her hand to put it on her finger. As he did, though, she reached for it, resulting in a clumsy fumble, with the ring clattering to the mosaic floor. He slapped his forehead and bent to retrieve it at the same time as Sabhira, causing a collision.

They both shared a strained laugh, and Sabhira finally picked the ring up on her own, waggling it in her pinched grip with amused, raised brows before securing it on her index finger.

The beauty of the amber sky, painted by the setting sun, paled compared to her. Callan stepped in to kiss her.
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Sabhira tensed as Callan’s lips pressed against hers. She cracked an eye open, but his were closed, and she waited patiently for him to pull away. What was wrong with her? She was happy to see Callan. The entire journey landing her with the Zai’daem had specifically been to help him!

But so much had changed. She, a staunch Zai’daem opposer, had found the good hidden in their actions, even if hidden deep. And back in the tower, Aryn had caused her to question Callan’s suitability for her. Granted, the val’trusar had turned out to be a Defiled’s servant and likely had been working to sabotage both of them.

None of that was Callan’s fault, though. So why didn’t his kiss spark something more? She had avoided him tonight so far, dreading to discover if her doubts would prove true, and it disheartened her when they did.

Callan finally pulled away, a nervous grin flickering at his lips. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes.” She said, then looked up to the sky and closed her eyes. “No.”

Callan coughed and shuffled back a step before Sabhira opened her eyelids. His green gaze darted from the floor to her and then down again.

“Callan, you’re my friend, and you always will be. But we’re on such different paths now. You’re uniting princes and chiefs. I still don’t know where mine will take me.”

The lump in his throat bobbed with a hard swallow. “I see.”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way, Callan.”

A plaintive solemnness filled his eyes, and he forced a smile. “It’s okay, Sabhira. You’re making an impact I never thought you would.” He winced. “Wrongfully, of course. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I know, Callan. And thank you. That means a lot to me. I never thought I had it in me either. I’m no valaren, nor am I any Perlith. But I’m not unimportant.”

His bittersweet, skewed grin triggered a twinge in her chest. “I never thought you were unimportant,” he said.

Into their nook drifted laughter from the festivities and a chance to end this horrible feeling. “What do you think? Should we go listen to the rest of Liu’s story?”

“Yeah!” His excitement was too extreme, and he snickered before repeating himself softer. “Yeah . . .” His eyes lingered on the floor. “Uh, actually, I’ll be there in a bit. Go on without me?”

With pressed lips, she squeezed his hand. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

He looked up at her through his sweat-damp wavy hair with a faint smile. “I’m sure. And I know where I can find you, Mistress Zai’daem.” He gave her a wardkeeper salute, and she returned the fist tap to her shoulder.

“Friends?” she asked.

“Always.”
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Kipp held three darts between his extended forefinger and thumb while the doubters’ murmurs mixed skepticism with intrigue. He drew his arm back, aligning his target, and made a few smooth practice arcs before finally releasing them. The darts flew, and he only nudged the middle one the tiniest bit with a handy trusar flow so all three hit dead center.

Cheers erupted, and Kipp bowed graciously. “Keep your money, but never forget the day you doubted the great Kipp Tolin!” Refusing the coin pained him less than expected, but it served little use where he was going.

He meandered through the crowd, relishing the clapped approvals as he passed new fans, but when he saw Callan dragging his feet near the perimeter wall, he slowed. Those slumped shoulders didn’t fit the surrounding mood.

“Cally! Wait up.” He rushed over and nudged Callan’s gut with his elbow. “I thought you’d be at the food tent. It’s got tons of slimy things. And before you tell me whether coro-coros are actually bug eggs, I made a point of not finding out, so don’t ruin it for me.”

He only earned a half-hearted snort-chuckle. Oh, you aren’t getting off that easy. “What’s the matter, you lark-punching-human-flamestart?”

“Nothing, nothing. Just catching a breath.”

Unfooled by Callan’s fake smile, Kipp pressed on. “Was it Orlev? That man can spoil fun almost as easily as Grenna.”

“No.”

“Don’t tell me.” Kipp made a show of checking each way. “Did Davyn show up out of nowhere again and say he killed Jerrix?”

“Ha. No. Not Davyn . . .” Callan’s eyes flitted toward the cluster of Zai’daem, where Sabhira’s bright hair stood stark amid the neutral tones.

Oh boy. “Sabhira?”

Callan nodded, and Kipp sat him down to listen to the story.

He whistled low at how it ended. “Hey, Cally, you see the Shu’Ranai over there with the flute and the Dhonai fellow on the drum?”

“Yeah. What of them?”

Kipp sputtered. “What of—what—” He flashed Callan a doubtful stare. “Are you a stone or my friend? The Shu’Ranai is playing a flute with a Dhonai fellow on a drum! There’s not much more to say. Weren’t you the one telling me the southern tribes haven’t talked with those holed-up arcanists for twenty years?”

“Sixteen. But, yeah, I guess.”

Kipp shook Callan’s shoulders. “That wouldn’t be happening right now if it weren’t for you.” A soft smile lit Callan’s face as he watched the two musicians. “And,” Kipp continued, “in case you forgot, you had some friends helping you. Me, for one.” He shifted Callan’s shoulders to the Zai’daem, hoping it wasn’t too soon. “And Sabhira.” Callan tensed, but Kipp wasn’t done. “She’s been through a lot, Cally. I was there for some of it. You two have a bond, and that isn’t ever going to change. If you ask me, I’d guess your job is tough, uniting the world and all. It sounds like having a friend on the inside of a Zai’daem intelligence network could be a good connection.”

Callan’s frame lifted with a sigh, but he nodded. Kipp considered mentioning Mireka’s name. That girl had teased Callan nonstop. And if Kipp knew anything about girls, which he did, that meant she liked him. Why, just look at that Briveki girl, Analyn, and him! Sure, Analyn might seem on the surface like she detested Kipp, but Kipp knew better.

He decided not to raise that point. Maybe he could figure out that dream-walking stuff Grenna talked about and suggest it to Callan then, after he had had some time to let Sabhira go.

“So you see, now you’ve got friends all over the place. Of course, the most impressive part is one’s a truthspeaker.”

“I thought you said you aren’t a truthspeaker.”

“Meh. Tomat, potat.” His face soured. “Speaking of truthspeakers, I probably have to get going soon. There are only so many reasons I can give Grenna for why I spent so much time here.”

Callan leaned away from Kipp and squinted. “Wow. This coming from the boy who never ran out of excuses for Mistress Dorsey during cleaning days?”

Kipp smirked. That’s my friend. “Look, Cally. Enjoy yourself. I’ll try to come back sometime and check in on you.”

Orlev approached. “There you are, Callan. Chief Malatti is asking for you. Did you know he hasn’t stopped speaking of how you saved him and his wife? He wishes to honor you with a toast.”

Kipp finished braiding the fringe on Orlev’s sleeve before the man noticed and waved with a pleasant smile as the stoic man escorted Callan away. He issued the dart station one last glance and considered throwing six at once, three in each hand, but it was a lot harder to fashion trusar energy here on Errathara, when his body wasn’t in its nifty-mist-state. He wanted to ask Grenna why that was, although he didn’t so much look forward to how long her explanation might take.

Resigned, he made his way toward the nearest storm, still anchored outside the city, to test how well he could paint dart-tossing as a critical part of his first solo mission.


Chapter 78

Broken Walls
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Vasha grunted, shimmying the fallen stone into place on the half-repaired wall. While everybody celebrated inside, the chieftain’s side rooms sat in a disheveled state. Senseless shade fiends had wrecked these people’s structures, they stuck under the Defiled’s influence, so some mentally calming manual labor was the least she could offer.

“Vasha . . .”

“Not now, Reshua. I’m busy.”

Vayuna twirled his forearm and slapped his hand against the next stone Vasha picked up, dispersing his limb. She closed her mouth before swallowing any motes and glared at him.

“We’ll have time to rebuild the city later. Can’t we return to the party?”

“You are free to.”

“Hmm. Alas, I am not.”

“You’ve been fine without me when we visited various cities.”

“Yes, but tonight I have made it my sole mission to keep you from becoming a dormant barlough.”

She set the stone in place and wiped her brow. Unfortunately, she believed his claimed mission and that he would follow through relentlessly.

“I am glad that everyone is content to drink and dance.” And make themselves look foolish. “But I have the energy now, so I may as well get a head start on tidying this place.”

She lifted another stone but dropped it when Vayuna’s face poked through the flat surface. “That nearly broke my toe!”

“Yet I knew it would not. Or at least, I know now that it did not.” He shrugged. “For me, the same thing. Come, Vasha, at least let us go into the hallway. We can listen to the music and don’t have to go anywhere near the . . . What was that word I heard you mutter? Rabble?”

She raised her lip. “Will that quiet you?”

“Drifting wisps, no, hallways have no such effect on my people. Perhaps in Seravva, the Muted Realm.” He cracked a smile when she opened her mouth. “But I won’t force you to do anything else.”

“Nonsense. You’re not forcing me to do anything.” She set a last stone down, dusted her hands, and with a held breath, made her way into the nearest hallway.

Music drifted in from the open arch, although one set of corners still shrouded the revelers from sight. She quite enjoyed the timbre of the shepherd’s flute, not having heard its like in Gho, and Vayuna surprisingly held to his word, seated in quietude plainly in the air before her.

At the exit.

With a strange grin on his face . . .

“Ah,” squeaked a voice. “Vayuna. There you are. I thought I already checked every hall. What was it you wished to show me?”

Vasha mouthed a profanity to Vayuna, not believing he didn’t see it, and she surged to her feet to leave.

“Only this mural, Honored Guardian.” Vayuna flitted to Vasha’s side and pointed at the wall.

“Oh, Vasha! How delightful to bump into you. I did not see you with the others.”

“All is well, Lomisham.” How was she supposed to speak to this man? Yes, she believed his contrition was genuine. She even appreciated his high praise to Chief Malatti. But she struggled to see him as more than someone who shared a sense of duty.

Lomisham’s gaze meandered to the designated mural and his eyes lit, wrinkles creasing to proclaim his age as he pressed a balled fist to his open smile. “Vayuna, how did you know about this?”

“A silly question, Honored Guardian. I saw it.”

He nodded and lifted a hand as if to caress the depiction.

Vasha raised her eyes to view the scene. Three figures stood in a glowing nimbus, a bleakmire in their backdrop and seven dead reptiles at their feet.

Curiosity piqued, Vasha asked, “What is it?”

“My first mission. Can you imagine it being documented here?”

The mural showed signs of age, and Vasha squinted. How old was he?

“You see these? They were diseased drahgs.”

Vasha had heard of drahgs. Great reptilian creatures that made suitable mounts on terrain unfavorable to horses.

Lomisham shook his head. “One bit me, right here.” He tapped above his clavicle. “Until that day, I had a wonderful singing voice, if you’ll excuse my bragging.” He chuckled, and Vasha’s eyebrows suddenly tingled with unexpected sympathy. “A shame we had to lay them to rest, but the plague infusing them came from a bleakmire, and we could not risk that their disease was natural.” The reminiscent guardian hummed to himself. “I suppose it did happen here in Dhonai, didn’t it? Here I’ve been telling people it was Dogath. My mistake.” His eye slid to Vasha, and he clasped his hands. “And not my only one.”

Vasha shifted to her back foot and glanced at the tiled floor. Some chipping showed more damage she could tend, once Guardian Lomisham left.

“It is strange,” he said, “how focused I was on ‘The End of Ages’, that I thought the decreed ‘Promised One to sway the battle’ was someone malicious. Someone who would break their oaths. And yet, in these past several weeks, I have reflected on how I misinterpreted those words.”

His eyebrows lifted as he inhaled, shoulders rising as he looked again at the mural. “And those who the Promised One would lead were supposed to be the Blind Companions.”

He said nothing more, and Vasha finally tore her eyes from the floor. She thought she saw his gaze flicker from her, but she might have imagined it.

“A blind man I was for not seeing it sooner.” He smiled at her, then squinted into the distance, repeating “Blind Companion, Blind Companion,” as if testing the words. “Yes, I think the name has a certain ring to it. It might fit me well, and perhaps Uvana and the others.”

He clapped, as if breaking his own stupor.

“Won’t you join me in the garden, Vasha? I don’t believe you’ve ever tried ozoso, have you? Did you know Jafat’s Sanctuary Hold made the first batch, centuries ago . . .”

Vasha didn’t resist following Lomisham, and she was grateful he told his stories without asking her questions. Vayuna flitted away—so much for vowing not to leave me be—and when they joined Kimo and the others, it was to stumble in on a story of how Kimo had seen wonders beyond imagination, of ornate marble stairways and milky white pillars piercing the clouds. He caught Vasha’s eye and stuttered. Was he randomly telling that story, or did he know I would be here?

“Look, everybody, it’s her! Vasha.” He tapped a finger to his nose and leaned in to his astute listeners, half of which snored with chins on their chests. “Remember that name. It will be written in the histories.”

Vasha dug at a withered dust fleck that somehow landed in her eye.


Epilogue
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Harwin wasn’t lying about these meetings. Davyn didn’t care for the room’s chill. Roaring fires at each end of the council chamber proved ineffective, the stone walls rising so high that any heat fled to the ceiling. Even the light filtering through the clerestory windows looked cold. But Davyn didn’t let his discomfort show. Not with the captain beside him.

Despite the dragging meeting’s trivialities, the experience excited him. Rubian leadership filled this room. He had figured the princess—who ruled the Rubian province—would be older, considering her father had been as old as his own Prince Eirk, so he had assumed her a generation or two older than himself. She came into power with his recent passing, but she couldn’t have been more than a year older than Davyn. Her cheeks had the rosiness of youth, and he had to train his attention on her general to fight distraction.

The Resolute also attended the meeting and mostly discussed what borders they could bolster to contain Krshkv’s rising unrest. They also discussed the need to deploy naval forces—hence, partnership with Rubes as a key ally. Ossindia for its army, Rubes for the sea and its cavalry.

They had largely concluded that both provinces stood to gain much from another. Together they could monitor the Remani princedom and squelch the wandering Zai’daem nuisance. No matter how Remia protested its affiliation with the bandits, nobody believed it, especially in this room overflowing with officials. With Remia weakened, Vhorin would favor supporting Ossindia and Rubes to maintain order. To be without an ally would make Vhorin an easy target.

Davyn wondered what went through royals’ minds, when one moment their nations fought, and the next they found reason to bond. They seem more intent on linking to avoid falling to each other than to unite against the shadow’s threat, though. Still, let them handle those matters. He might be a pawn for their advantage, but if that earned his place in the world, he wasn’t complaining.

Now, the Resolute just needed to figure out where they fit best in this endeavor.

“It makes more sense,” said the general, diplomacy rife in his voice, “for the Resolute to remain on the land, does it not?”

Aldrit answered calmly. “It is not merely root and branch we can assist with, Lord-General Smyre.”

Metath nodded. The Resolute still restrained him with unseen bindings, but Prince Eirk had let him out for his good behavior, and he had been nothing but helpful. Davyn actually respected the man.

Of course, the Rubians didn’t know about Metath’s past. Why risk the cause for alarm, as Harwin had pointed out and Prince Eirk had reiterated five times.

Aldrit twirled his fingers, and a breeze stirred. “We can harness the wind, providing value on the ocean.”

“We have valaren of our own,” said Smyre.

“Have they experience holding bleakmires at bay that might translate just as well to a black storm?”

Smyre’s eyes crimped, ceding the point.

“If I may?” said Metath, who received a nod from Prince Eirk. “Young soldier Davyn would do well with us Resolute.”

Harwin spoke up. “I am sure, but I want him with the coastal armies. His skill with the sword could progress to leadership on land.”

“A sword proves equally handy on the sea,” noted Metath with complete respect.

“I,” came the princess’s voice—this was the first time Davyn had heard her speak—“would much like a display of his ability.”

Davyn blinked.

Soft murmurs chained through the room, mostly from the Rubian side, seeming to be impressed.

Prince Eirk tapped a wooden hammer to claim their attention. “Indeed, we shall hold festivities tonight to celebrate our worthy alliance. A contest of duels will be in order, and Davyn will surely appease the request. Isn’t that so, soldier?”

Davyn tried to say yes, but his voice squeaked, so he coughed before answering with a deep, firm, “Yes, Prince Eirk, of course.”

He glanced at the princess’s soft smile, her elegant hands folded on the table. Davyn chewed his lip, acutely aware of Rhogana’s blade at his hip. But where was she? She never responded to any of his letters, and ever since they had parted, his confidence that she hadn’t just been toying with him waned. She gave me her second-favorite sword . . .

Torn, Davyn didn’t want to show the princess rudeness, so he returned the smile, bowing his head as best he could while seated.

Rhogana might never have spared him a second thought, after all. She said she had adventure ahead of her first. His smile for the princess warmed.

“It is agreed,” announced Prince Eirk, concluding the discussion. “We will determine the Resolute’s most effective distribution in the coming days. Now, let us celebrate!”

Davyn rose as the Rubians processioned out, a mix of leather soles, steel boots, and stemmed heels echoing, mixing with the roaring flames. A momentary commotion occurred, though, when the princess halted her servant train.

“Fritz?” she said. A boy in a ruffled azure coat, eyes cast down, shuffled to her. “A flower, please?”

The servant boy nodded and presented the princess with a single blue blossom.

“Do see that you perform well, soldier. I have already placed high hopes on you, and I would not like you to disappoint me.”

Davyn bowed to hide his flushing cheeks as he accepted the flower.

“Thank you, Princess Azim.” No girl flusters me! She, though, was a princess. When he felt able, he straightened with a smile. “I will do my best to entertain you.” Now he nodded again but this time kept his eyes locked with hers. She smiled demurely before nodding, ignoring the continued excited murmurs among her attendants. Davyn heard the words chosen and betrothal, but why, he did not know. It’s just a flower and a conversation.

As they moved to leave, Master Harwin elbowed him. “I see you embrace the new alliance.”

Davyn shrugged but grinned.

Events had taken a turn for the bright.
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Sorarris hobbled from desk to mantle. His study was cozy. Despite the Grand Archon title, his rank’s main quarters did not suit his liking. Too many stairs to climb. More significant to him, the caretaker for the servants’ children had the next room over. Having no children of his own, Sorarris enjoyed time with the little ones, even with their habits of sneaking in to steal his jellied sweets. He could easily block the loose panel with the desk when he desired privacy, but not so now. He pretended not to notice the unwrapped wax paper littering his floor or the small shoes poking from behind the curtain.

Ever since Orlev sent word of Ustep’s betrayal, they had not risked further contact. Not for concern on Orlev’s side but on his. Why did Ustep’s name circulate among his attendants, as if the traitor still traveled with the Vein Render?

He dusted the last sigil-bearing item from a set of eight and replaced it on the mantle. Dusting might be unnecessary, but the worrisome days rankled him, and the small room offered little else with which to occupy himself. His preparations ought to handle whatever awaited.

“Grand Archon,” came a voice from the entrance.

Sorarris turned to face Eirdrys. Even though Eirdrys had not announced himself, Sorarris was unsurprised. I should have replaced the desk.

He hobbled to the room’s opposing side to keep Eirdrys from glancing the wrong way at the wrong time.

“Eirdrys,” said Sorarris, “will you have a seat? Join for tea. Some remains from your generous pour this morning.”

The valaren glared at Sorarris, a sudden hate in his eyes. When Sorarris had noticed his disconnection from the Vein of Spirit while answering reports, he had stopped drinking the tea, but the effects lingered.

Face calm, Sorarris met his ten-year attendant’s eyes until Eirdrys dropped his gaze.

“If you prefer a fresh bag,” said Sorarris to pull Eirdrys’s eyes back to him, “I can prepare that too.” He lowered his voice. “It is uncontaminated, I assure you.”

“I am afraid I won’t be here long enough for it to steep.”

“I suppose not,” said Sorarris with a nod.

“Tell me,” said the gaunt man, “you know what must happen, yes?”

“If you say it is what must happen, then it is as you say. If you truly believe this.” There wasn’t much Sorarris could do with so dim a connection to the veins. If he had recognized the recent squints from the tower’s Seats, perhaps he could have prevented this. Yet if he resisted now, it would be a messy affair, one the hidden child should not have to witness.

Eirdrys snorted and paced along the length of the wall, and Sorarris strained to keep his eyes away from the curtain by the desk. Thankfully, Eirdrys wheeled around. He noticed neither the youngster nor the sigils inscribed on the loose coin and the dagger-shaped letter opener.

“Do not lay this at my feet, Sorarris. I have no say in the matter.”

“It is not in my power to dole out guilt or grief, Eirdrys. You know this.”

“They’re forcing me! Do you think I asked to come here? That I had any idea what they desired?”

“Do what you must do, Eirdrys, or I will at least heat a kettle for myself.”

The troubled man pivoted in one swift motion, turning on Sorarris with a shaking fist. His lips writhed and his cheeks twitched with how he clenched his teeth. Then he sagged with a sigh. “It is not me, Grand Archon. Sorarris, I swear to you I did not know.”

Sorarris looked down at what the man held in his clenched fist. The blue flower of Rubes.

“May I?” Sorarris asked, gesturing to the flower.

Eirdrys’s shoulders drooped, and he nodded.

“I do not fault you. But do not forget my death. Remember what you have chosen.”

Eirdrys clenched his lips, a glassy sheen glazing his eyes.

What happened next could only have been an instant, but to Sorarris, it seemed as if he could have found the time to climb to the top of the Chambers of Truth and back twice. He felt all five blades of sharpened air skewer his body, and he fell before his blood had a chance to spill from the five gouges. If he had been thirty years younger, perhaps the tea’s effect would not have drained him, and he could have stopped his trusted assailant hours earlier.

“I’m sorry,” said Eirdrys.

Sorarris wheezed and nodded, and Eirdrys turned, running away.

For long moments, Sorarris lay there, feeling the blood soak into his robes, before he even realized he faced the wall. That wouldn’t do.

With trembling fingers, he pushed himself to the other side, where a small head poked from the curtain. He stifled his pain-driven grimace that likely scared the poor lad. With an effort, he smoothed his face into a grin and tried to control his breath so that, even if he wheezed, it was not irregular.

He gestured to the boy who approached, timid.

“Are you all right, Sors?”

“Yes, my child. Do not . . . worry for me. Come, come!” He paused and closed his eyes. It was quiet, and he almost could have believed he had passed before he felt a small tug at his beard. The sigils.

“You see on the desk, there? That small carving of an Ilmarene horse? You must take it to Ixari.”

“The Star Counter? He’s scary.”

Sorarris could not hold back the laughter, even though it triggered a coughing fit. “He is a good man. If he is scary, it is all the better for you to have him as a friend. Would anybody mean come to you if you were friends with someone scary like him?”

The young boy considered this and then gave a confident nod. He moved to grab the horse now but hesitated and faced Sorarris with a questioning eye. Sorarris nodded him forward with a smile. The boy lifted the horse, and Sorarris sensed the sigils effacing themselves from the other objects throughout the room. That much of his power, at least, he possessed. He could convey Rubes’s deceit to the Star Counters.

“You may stay,” said Sorarris, when the child struggled against leaving him alone. “But only for a moment. When I fall asleep, though, you must be on your way. Do not wait one moment longer. Do you understand?”

The boy nodded.

They held hands, and Sorarris’s eyelids grew heavy. The robes, wet as they were, were warm. He could imagine he was in a nice warm bath.

He drifted into sleep, only faintly aware of the child’s hand giving his one last squeeze.
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Excerpt: On the Canticle of Creation


In six veins, the Creator fashioned the world; five did he share with humanity.

The Vein of Substance, to shape the earth and bend its stone.

The Vein of Knowledge, to illumine the dark and shepherd the lost.

The Vein of Impulse, to harness the blossoming winds of passion and desire.

The Vein of Spirit, to soar among the realms of dreams and possibility.

The Vein of Vitality, to unite the world with its eternal living beat.

With these five veins, he wove the tapestry of existence, intertwined with the threads of destiny. Yet the sixth vein, the divine Vein of Memory, remains the Creator’s alone. It holds all that is, will be, or could be, shared sparingly to avoid tethering humanity to a preordained end.

​— ​FOURTH AGE. AUTHOR UNKNOWN.


Aspirant Lecture 42


Some exceptional people such as yourselves can interact with an individual vein, able to manipulate its ethereal threads into various woven patterns. For this reason, they receive the proclitic “val,” shortened from valaren, or “weaver.”

While valaren are uncommon, even rarer are farima do’tyna, meaning “one touched by the veins.” There is no historical evidence of any farima do’tyna showing the same powers as another, and we therefore know this occurence to be an anomaly.

Although these individuals may not become Oathsworn, we welcome them to our grounds, as they are often turned from their homes.

Either the “val” or “far” proclitic can precede any of the following terms, which are paired with their related vein.

aladym: Substance

adamyr: Knowledge

evayne: Impulse

trusar: Spirit

odeshyr: Vitality

It is for us, the val’adamyr, to ensure balance between the Eternal Realm and the Temporal World, and harmony among all those who seek to know truth. Thus may we fulfill the Creator’s design, illuminating the Way.


Glossary


PEOPLE

Aelif (AY-lif): Member of the Resolute.

Aldrit (ALL-driht): Member of the Resolute.

Alistar (AL-is-tar): archaic, Alasha (uh-LOSH-uh), Alashtair (AH-lush-tare). He-Who-Hides. Member of the Defiled.

Alvinara Frea (al-vin-AR-a FREY-a): Mother of Dor and Dara. Durinvale villager and official caretaker of the Dulled.

Analyn (ANN-a-lin): Friend of Sabhira and skilled ribbon dancer. Villager of Halfast.

Ariss Pyotr (AIR-iss PYUHO-teer): Adviser to the Vhorin Prince.

Aryn (AIR-in): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Azim (ah-ZEEM): Rubian Princess.

Bernaird (burr-NAIRD): Resident of Ironwood.

Bengaru (ben-GAR-oo): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Bnatk (buh-NOTKH): Resident of Krshkv. Son of Dhook.

Brinda Dorsey (BRIN-da DOOR-see): Apothecary who allows Kipp to stay at her house. Villager of Durinvale.

Callan Emendir (CAL-lin EM-en-deer): Brother of Nolia, nephew of Teya. Villager of Durinvale.

Chintsi (CHIN-tsee): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Creator, The: The celestial being attributed for gifting the veins to humanity, and for the existence of all realms, physical and immaterial.

Dakkur (dock-KOR): Member of the Unwavering.

Dara Frea (DAHR-a FREY-a): Daughter of Alvinara, twin sister of Dor. Villager of Durinvale.

Darius Addylryd (DARE-ee-us ADD-ill-ride): Father of Davyn. Stepfather of Sabhira.

Davyn Addylryd (DAV-in ADD-ill-ride): Step-brother of Sabhira. Known for his skill with the sword. Villager of Berring.

Deshrien (DESH-ree-en): archaic, Dethrien. Leader of Urzati. Notable among the Defiled.

Dirda (DEER-duh): Member of the Zai’daem.

Denla (DEN-luh): Resident of Krshkv.

Dhook (DOOK): Resident of Krshkv.

Eirdrys (AIR-driss): Attendant to the Shu’Ranai’s Grand Archon.

Eirk Tu’rian (AIRK too-REE-in): Ossindian Prince.

Elkra (EL-kruh): Resident of Krshkv. Wife of Dhook.

Samed, Elder (SAH-med): Retired patroller who was once Watchkeeper. High-standing and valued resident of Durinvale.

Elina (el-EEN-a): Friend of Vasha. Aspirant of the Oathsworn.

Entrivaste (EN-tri-vahst): Member of the Defiled.

Evuar, Lord (EV-oo-ar): Ranger in service of the Shu’Ranai.

Eydoll Posik (AY-dahl POSS-ic): Dulled. Villager of Durinvale.

Faelyn Attavuar (FAY-lin at-TAV-oo-ar): Well-traveled talespinner.

Faskar (FAS-car): Resident of Umurra.

Fohf (FOAF): Member of the Balenites. Sister of Hozha.

Gaddical (GAD-ih-cull): Member of the truthspeakers.

Gedri (GEHD-jree): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Gerkle (gur-cool): Member of the Zai’daem.

Gestrania (gess-TRAH-nee-a): Ancient truthspeaker.

Glib: Member of the Zai’daem.

Glrok (GLROCK): Resident of Krshkv.

Golat (GOH-latt): Truthspeaker tied to the history of modern-day Anwa Woods. Inspiring figurehead for the Resolute.

Grenna (GREHN-nuh): Daughter of Deshrien. Member of the ancient Shu’ra-nei.

Grubbin, Mistress (GRUHB-bin): Head cook at the Golden Loon Inn. Villager of Durinvale.

Gurim (GORE-im): Servant of Jerrix.

Hari (HAR-ee): Attendant to the Shu’Ranai.

Heglion (HEG-lee-un): Pledged of the Oathsworn.

Henbare (HEN-bear): Member of the Defiled.

Hozha (HO-zja): Member of the Balenites. Brother of Fohf.

Hunry (HUN-ree): Member of the Zai’daem.

Ismelda (iz-MEL-duh): Resident of Umurra.

Ixari (ix-AR-ee): Member of the Star Counters.

Jazeel (juh-ZEEL): Member of the Zai’daem.

Jerrix (JAIR-rix): Member of the Defiled.

Kalu (CAH-loo): Brother of Vasha. Villager of Gho.

Kimo (KEE-mo): Friend of Vasha. Pledged of the Oathsworn.

Kipp Tolin (KIP toe-LIN): Friend of Callan. Patrolling wardkeeper. Lives with Brinda Dorsey. Villager of Durinvale.

Lissan (LEASE-sahn): Friend of House Jilton.

Liu (LEE-oo): Member of the Zai’daem.

Lomisham (LOH-mee-shahm): High Seat of the Sovereign Sanctuary. Guardian of the Oathsworn.

Lukham (LOO-kuhm): Innkeeper of the Wayman’s Den. Makes an exceptional lark breast soup. Villager of Falgar.

Jilton (JILL-tun): Noble House seated in Ironwood.

Maarat (MAH-ROTT): Ancient evil being, intent on corrupting the veins, along with the world and all its people. Also, Lord Of Darkness, Bringer of Shadow, the Night Prince, the Prince of Death, Ruler of the Undying Lands, the Sealed One, the Great Deceptor, Dead Shepherd, Night Savior, Father of Lies.

Mag: Member of the Zai’daem.

Mairwen (MARE-win): Lover of Metath. Member of the Resolute.

Makai (muh-KIE): Resident of Umurra.

Malatti (muh-LOT-tee): The Dhonai tribe’s Great Chief. Seated in Umurra.

Meddar (MED-dar): Servant of Jerrix.

Melran (MEL-ran): Remani scholar noted for his advances in the study of everstone.

Merriba (MARE-ih-buh): Highest among the Defiled, and right-hand servant of Maarat.

Metath (MEH-tath): Lover of Mairwen. Member of the Resolute.

Minuzi (mih-NOO-zee): Resident of Kenta. Far’adamyr.

Mireka (meer-AY-kuh): Cousin of House Jilton.

Mrootka (MROO-tkuh): Resident of Krshkv.

Muesser (MU-sir): Member of the Star Counters and head librarian at Shu’Ranai Tower.

Nefion (NEH-fee-ahn): High Arborarch of the Resolute.

Nolia Emendir (NO-lee-uh EM-en-deer): Sister of Callan, niece of Teya. Lost to the bleakmires. Villager of Durinvale.

Nuremi (noo-REM-ee): Member of the Defiled.

Orlev (OR-lev): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Owain Harwin (OH-wayn HAR-win): Barracks master of the Ossindian province’s military forces.

Pelendir (PELL-en-deer): Ancient truthspeaker who was the twin brother of Golat. His betrayal of his brother relates to the history of the fallen city of Agghadash and its Fallen Twin Tynspire.

Peli (PEH-lee): Member of the Zai’daem.

Perlith (PERL-ith): A far’aladym woman who is able to work wonders with the earth. Travels with Rhogana.

Polg: Member of the Zai’daem.

Porriamus (poor-ee-AH-moose): Member of the truthspeakers.

Prkard (pri-CARD): Resident of Krshkv. Son of Dhook.

Rhogana (ro-GAH-nuh): Exceptional fighter known for her skill with a range of weapons, and a dislike of shade fiends. Travels with Perlith.

Rudagil (RUDE-ah-gill): Member of the Zai’daem.

Sabhira Arden (suh-BEER-uh AR-den): Step-sister of Davyn. Merchants Guild. Villager of Berring.

Sorarris (sore-AR-riss): Grand Archon of the Shu’Ranai.

Sorn: Member of the Zai’daem.

Striker: Member of the Zai’daem.

Synz (SINZ): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Teya (TAY-uh): Aunt of Callan and Nolia.

Tlatoa (tluh-TOH-uh): Chief of the Dhonai tribe. Seated in Kenta.

Tor: Attendant in the Ossindian palace.

Torril (TOR-rill): Member of the Unwavering.

Tressa: Alias of Sabhira.

Turim (TOR-im): Member of the Zai’daem.

Ultris (UL-triss): Conspirator against the Zai’daem.

Uratzi (oo-RAH-tzee): Resident of Umurra.

Uriel Fastclaw (YU-ree-el): Member of the truthspeakers.

Ustep (OO-step): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Uvana (oo-VAH-nuh): Mentor of Vasha. Guardian of the Oathsworn.

Vasha (VAH-shuh): also Govashqah (go-VASH-kah). Sister of Kalu. Aspirant of the Oathsworn. Originally from Gho.

Vayuna (vay-OO-nuh): Reshua.

Vivi (VIH-vee): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Xylliano (zil-ee-AH-no): Prince of Vhorin.

Yaanic (YAHN-nick): Attendant to the Shu’Ranai.

Yorn: Member of the Zai’daem.

Yurta (YER-tuh): Member of the Shu’Ranai.

Zavalyn, Mistress (ZAH-vuh-lin): Baker and sweets maker. Villager of Durinvale.

Zuman (ZOO-man): Member of the Defiled.

FACTIONS & PLACES

Balenites (BAY-len-nites): also People of Balen. A nomadic group that follows the legendary Star Dance, and embraces the gift of the veins.

Blind Companions: also Ally of Shadow, False Friend. Prophesied herald acting on behalf of the Great Deceptor.

Defiled: Exceptional weavers of all five veins of creation who made a pact with Maarat to unlock a hidden, corrupted side of the veins. They name themselves the Unchained, since with Maarat’s power they have unshackled themselves from the inevitability of death.

Northern Princedoms: A collection of provinces (Ossindia, Remia, Rubes, Vhorin) that branched from a now-forgotten nation. Each seeks to outdo its neighbors, while acting under decreasingly guised diplomacy.

Oathsworn: Arcane order of monks dedicated to studying the use of the Vein of Knowledge within the Eternal Realm. Advancement begins with aspirants, who may be promoted to pledged, and finally guardians.

Resolute: Arcane weavers who weave with the Vein of Impulse. They uphold Golat’s legacy by restricting the exceptionally large bleakmire outside Anwa Woods from expanding.

Shu’Ranai (shoo-rah-NIGH): archaic, Shu’ra-nei (shoo-RAH-nee). Arcane scholars of the the four active veins of creation and its interactions within the physical world.

Southern Tribes: A collection of nations (Azzex, Dhonai, Dogath, Jafat, Kezka, Prisk, Wohl) that prefers cultural autonomy over imperial reach. While each tribe oversees its own governance, they all stand united in their distrust of the Northern Princedoms.

Star Counters: Secretive scholars of celestial bodies and phenomena both natural and unnatural.

Truthspeakers: Storied order that fell apart after ages-long wars against the Defiled.

Unchained, Collective of the: The entirety of the Defiled. Although the Defiled make no secret of their hatred for each other, they formed a collective upon realizing endless destruction meant nothing remained to destroy. Thereby they agreed on temporary periods of peace, only to allow the world to rebuild itself so it could be devastated anew.

Unwavering: Fanatical group opposed to all study, practice, and use of the veins, including relics that have been made by and imbued with special qualities from the veins.

Webs: Members of the Zai’daem who can weave with the veins.

Zai’daem (zigh-DAYM): Elusive network of thieves and assassins.

WORLD

Black Storms: Unprecedented storms that have risen from the bleakmires and scourge the land. Their wake imparts the same effects of the bleakmires, yet strange horrors are reported from those who have drawn near.

Bleakmires: Corrupted swamps layered with a shrouding mist. The mires occasionally shift, and when they do, they leave behind unnatural patches of fallowed land.

Corathasis (cor-uh-THAH-sis): The state of meditative excellence by which one can reach their unique tynata.

Dulled: Those who have entered a bleakmire and kept their lives, but exist as shells of their former selves.

Eternal Realm: An immaterial realm guarded by the Oathsworn against any signs of corruption breaching between the Temporal World and other realms.

Gehen, Wide Gate of (GEH-en): A desolate realm beyond the boundaries of existence.

Ilmarene-bred horses (il-MAR-een): Horses known for their exceptional size, speed, intelligence, and strength.

Nentale (nen-TAH-lay): The second moon. It casts a pale white light.

Relics: Artifacts from ages past that were made by and imbued with special qualities from the veins.

Reshua (RESH-oo-uh): Guardians of knowledge and collectors of prophecy. Beings of the Eternal Realm, they are a type of Ja’sir born of the Vein of Knowledge, and associated with ill omens.

Shade fiends: The general term for any monstrosity in service of the Sealed One.

Shaldaien (shal-DAY-en): archaic, Shal’badayn (SHAL-ba-dayn). The eternal prison realm sealing Maarat from all other realms.

Solstine (SOHL-steen): The third moon. It casts a cool white light. It peaks briefly, barely ascending above the horizon, and begins to set as the sun rises.

Talespinner: A traveling bard, often possessing a distinct relic cloak that can be used to cast enchanting displays of light.

Temporal World: An Oathsworn description for the physical world.

Tynata (tin-AH-tuh): A threshold reached through meditative excellence that enables one to enter the Eternal Realm. Each tynata is unique.

Tynspire (TINE-SPIRE): A spire (or pillar, or column) that is considered by many to be a focal point of creation.

Vestral (VES-trahl): The first moon. It casts a soothing purple light.

Wards: A collection of villages in Ossindia, each of which is adjacent to a bleakmire.
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