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 Foreword 
 
    As many of you know, this book almost never got written. I was working on it in 2015 when I found out that the heart condition that I was born with had progressed to the point where I needed surgery. 
 
    Yes, that surgery. Crack the chest, spread the ribs, split the heart in half, lay everything open. That surgery. 
 
    Naturally, that had an effect on my writing. I couldn't think about Fractures in the weeks leading up to the surgery, and it really took a couple months for me to get my head on straight after the surgery. So I apologize for taking so long with this follow up to Gemworld. 
 
    But maybe if I give you a sense of how long the first book was in the making, you'll forgive me for how long it took me on this second one? 
 
    Yeah, let's give that a shot. 
 
    Way back in 2003, I was working as a corrections officer for the Eufaula Police Department. As with my previous jurisdiction, I often found myself working the night shift. This left me taking care of a quiet jail filled with sleeping inmates, so I had a lot of time on my hands. 
 
    Naturally, I filled that time with reading. A lot. 
 
    At the time, I was in between books. Robert Jordan was about midway through his Wheel of Time series, and Stephen King through his Dark Tower series. As a long-time fan of Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman, I'd read all the Dragonlance and Darksword books that were available to me, so I was looking for something new. 
 
    Enter, The Deathgate Cycle. 
 
    The series was right up my alley. It was easy reading, adventurous, with exotic realms and a unique magic system. It played heavily on alternate realities, which fit perfectly with my interests in The Wheel of Time and The Dark Tower. And the series was already complete, so I could get the entire story and not be stuck waiting on the next installment, as I was with WoT and DT. It was perfect. 
 
    This is the frame of mind I was in when I first got the idea for Gemworld. 
 
    After completing Deathgate, I found myself wondering – if I were to create a world, as did Weis and Hickman, what would it look like? What kind of people would I find there? What would the history be like? 
 
    One thing I discovered right off the bat was that I would want this world to be magical... but I didn't want that magic to look like everybody else's. I wanted it to be powerful, but to have limitations. 
 
    I was playing a MMORPG at the time called Asheron's Call, and I really liked the separation between the various schools of magic – Life, War, Creature, and Item – but I also liked the similarities between them. Though it was never outrightly expressed in the game itself or even in the lore, there was an occasional blurring of the lines, the closer the spells got in function. Life mages were dedicated to healing and the like, but they had the ability to take health from something – almost the reverse image of a War mage. I loved that, the distinction between the schools but the similarities implied. 
 
    So I started playing with the physics of magic in my world, and the Tiles were born. As with Asheron's Call and Dragonlance, the Tiles were somewhat based on schools of thought, but as with Wheel of Time, they had an elemental quality to them. I wanted them to be somewhat totemic, like with Deathgate and the runes, and so I associated the divisions of magic with precious gems, the colors of which logically appealed to the element represented by a given Tile. 
 
    Fire, of course, suggested the color red, so Ruby was a natural choice for that. Same with Water and the blue of Sapphire, and Life with the green of Emerald. There wasn't any color that naturally screamed Energy to me, but as I researched, it seemed like the lavender of Amethyst fit the bill. And of course, Darkness was best embodied by Obsidian. That left Matter, which begged to be associated with Granite, even though you can't really consider Granite a precious gem. But, those were the logical fits, so I went with them. 
 
    Immediately, I noticed that the Tiles started to define themselves! Given the nature of the gems that I'd picked, there were certain qualities that lent themselves to the makeup of the magic, as well as the implications for the magic users. 
 
    Of course, I'm talking about Granite magic, among other things. I started looking at the soulgems in terms of “blurring the lines”, as I mentioned earlier, and it jumped out at me that Granite was opaque, whereas the other soulgems were translucent. How interesting! I wondered for a moment if I needed to go back and find another gem (not that I really wanted to – Granite seemed a perfect fit), but then I considered what effect Granite's opacity would have on the mage attuned to it. 
 
    This led to me discovering that when a would-be mage attunes to a soulgem, their eyes take on the qualities of their soulgem. In most cases, the soulgem was translucent, so the mage would still be able to see naturally, but Granite is opaque, so light cannot penetrate it. That would leave the granite mage blind. 
 
    Blind? No, that doesn't work. I mean, it'd be a neat plot device, but do I really want a sect of blind mages in the world I'm creating? Okay, so I want a mage with opaque eyes to see. How do we do that? That led to the discovery of magical sight. 
 
    See, starting with that one worldbuilding point – the nature of magic and how it translates as gemstones – the world began to shape itself without much input on my part. Those initial determinations had implications, which themselves had implications, and so on. Before long, I had an entire array of magical attributes and abilities, which spoke to a mythos that the denizens of my world would likely refer to. 
 
    So I wrote my very first lines in the world of Gemworld – a fictional treatise, called The Musings of Anreid Romal, with gives an account of the origins of magic. I've added Musings to the end of this book as an appendix, if for no other reason than to document the origins of the series itself. Though I would caution you – I wouldn't take it “strictly” as canon. As the Highest frowns upon anything approaching formal education, knowledge and understanding have been found and lost and rediscovered numerous times throughout the centuries (read “there's a lot of Gemworld and Fractures that has evolved since then” LOL), so while Romal gets the basics right,  you're free to be skeptical about the rest of it. 
 
    What's so interesting about Musings is that it demonstrates brilliantly – at least to me – how an idea can evolve on its own. While I've always had a good idea of where Facets of Reality would go, the rules of the world I've created sometimes dictate for me how I am to get there. A minor character that I just tossed in for effect might become a major player later on. A huge plot device that I created for earth-shattering effect might be absolutely thrown to the wayside, in favor of something else that develops on its own. 
 
    This is a dynamic that has really shaped not only this story for me, but my whole outlook on writing. It demonstrates that the more internally consistent a world is, the more real that world is. And the more real the world is, the BIGGER it is, extending far beyond the boundaries that the author imagines for it. In the end, the story that the author writes is only a window looking in on a very narrow sliver of that world's history. 
 
    This can sometimes present a problem for the author. With all the cool stuff in our world, we feel driven to include all of it in our writing, but for the sake of the story have to keep to ourselves! It's quite like when you're talking with a friend about Game of Thrones (for example hehe), but they're not to the point where you are in the series, and you have to bit your lip – hard – to keep from giving them spoilers. 
 
    But don't feel like you're the only one who experiences this dynamic. We authors do too, if the world we've created is real enough. For everything that I know that you don't, there's a whole world of people and events and details that even I will never discover myself. And yet, those things continue to have an impact on the things I do know. It's this dynamic that drives me to explore the world I've created, to discover the “effects” for every “cause” that I've put in place. 
 
    Sigh... I'm rambling. It's 0150 right now, and I'm about halfway through a night shift at work, so that's as good an excuse as any I guess. You get the gist of it, though – the story effectively writes itself, even if it took eleven years to do it the first time, and two to cover the second. Hopefully the third book will come to me a bit faster, but I honestly can't say. 
 
    Which brings me to... where do we go from here? 
 
    Well, I've got one more book to go in this series, under the working title Prism. I've also got a stand-alone novel planned, also based in Te'ra, under the working title Soul Taker. And I've got an anthology of short stories planned, mainly fantasy, but at least one hard sci-fi in the same universe. About five or six of those stories are already written, each of about five thousand or so words, so I'm off to a good start. Musings was originally going to be part of that anthology, but as I said earlier, the story evolves! 
 
    Beyond these planned works... who knows? I'd love to continue exploring Te'ra until I'm too old to see the keyboard, but real life comes before fantasy. I'm a saint of God, a husband, a Daddy, and a friend. I've got a job with long hours and lots of quiet time, so it naturally lends itself to my writing. But the unexpected happens, and life gets in the way, so the best I can offer you is this – however much of Te'ra I get to see, I'll do my best to share with you as well. It really is the coolest place, and I can't bear the thought of having it all to myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeremy Bullard 
 
    February 5, 2017 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Sal ruffled his covers as quietly as he could so as to not rouse the lightly sleeping Marissa, who gently snored on her cot just beyond his reach. He sighed and repositioned his arm, then tossed restlessly on his makeshift pallet, sighing again. 
 
    He'd been chasing sleep all night, and had gained no ground. Sometimes, he'd lie still in the darkness and listen to the rest of the camp. Between the determined snores, gaseous backfires, and whispered complaints that nevertheless carried throughout the ruined fortress, it was the noisiest silence he'd ever heard. Apparently, Sal was in good company -- sleep was evading most of its pursuers. Not surprising, given the events of the previous day and how heavily they weighed on every mind -- pitched battle, improbable victories, notable deaths, frikkin dragons -- but it was frustrating all the same. 
 
    Sal had just found a slightly more comfortable position when the shrill cry of a flax warbler cut through the night. It was an easy bird to mimic, and one not native to Ysre, so it served the purposes of the perimeter guard well. The call signaled the end of night, never mind the fact that the encampment was still cloaked in the twilight of early morning. 
 
    Watchbreak, Sal thought ruefully. And not a wink of sleep to show for it. 
 
    Bones crackled as he edged out from under his covers, casting a cautious eye at Marissa. He could see her plainly even in the dark -- mussed red hair, glittering line of dribble on her cheek, utterly beautiful in every imperfection. And still asleep, bless her! But she wouldn't be for long. The watch calls would only get louder as they were passed around the perimeter. Not trusting his luck to hold, he ducked out of the tent flap and into the dark of morning. 
 
    Torches flickered along the makeshift streets of Caravan, lighting the way for those rebels who were already up and about, and casting dancing shadows on granite walls that had saved their lives less than a day before. To the south, he saw the massive breach caused by sapphire magics, with a double fist of his Unmarked standing guard against any Earthen Rank that might still remain in Bastion. 
 
    Sal stepped to the corner of the tent where waited a wash basin and hanging mirror. Rubbing the gem encrusted silver rim, he watched as the basin filled with cool water, then splashed himself briskly -- arms, chest, face, and head, washing away the night. He rubbed the drips from his hair and locked eyes with himself in the mirror, flesh and diamond meeting their reflected opposites. His gemstone eye caught the torchlight and glinted, throwing out reds, yellows, greens, blues, and purples in ever changing arrays. 
 
    And not a hint of brown. Not that he'd actually expect there to be -- brown isn't a prismatic color -- but he, being the Prism, was supposed to be the master of Granite as well as all the other soulgems. 
 
    And he couldn't touch it to save his life. 
 
    Knowing that he was tempting frustration, he drew mana into himself anyway, and wielded. The clarity of his diamond eye grew verdant as Emerald took hold, then faded to blue as he touched Sapphire. Then to Amethyst, then to Ruby, and then back to Emerald, he cycled through his known soulgems, trying to suss out any hint of what was holding him back from touching Granite. 
 
    Keth would know, he thought with a scowl. If anybody could tell him what Granite required, it would be the man who'd had nobody else to teach him how to wield it. An innovative man. An anomaly in a world where granites were slaves as much to their bitterness as they were to their inevitable master. A gentle man, yet fierce. A man who was now dead, thanks to an immortal tyrant who would never know his name. To the Highest, he was just one more body to step over. 
 
    Sal's gemstone eye cycled faster and faster as his frustration grew, morphing into each soulgem only long enough to skip to the next. He heard a full-throated bellow of rage, but so disconnected was he that it took him a moment to realize that the scream was his. It felt good to scream, he noted absently, to let it all out. There was so much he needed to scream at, but couldn't. His magics cycled at breakneck speed. The colors began to blur, so that even Sal had a hard time delineating between them. But they were not simultaneous. No matter how fast Sal cycled through the soulgems, he was only able to touch them one at a time... and none of them spoke to him of Granite. 
 
    All at once, the mirror exploded -- or melted, or vaporized; it was hard to say which. Sal squeezed his eyes shut against the flying remnants of the looking glass, turning his head to shield himself from the blast. 
 
    The relative quiet of the night came alive with the hiss of steel being unsheathed and the utterance of myriad curses. Well, he had wanted to let it all out. 
 
    Marissa burst through the tent flap, issuing some rather indelicate oaths of her own. She held a wickedly sharp looking dagger in her hand, and her eyes struck a curious balance between foggy and alert. Blood streamed from a gash in her left eyebrow. 
 
    "Whoa, false alarm, Killer," he said quickly, gripping her as gently as he could to keep her from leaping to battle with whatever enemy presented itself. He hastily repeated his assurances to the varied residents of Caravan as they came running to his defense, often to an annoyed retort. "You hurt?" he asked Marissa, turning his attention back to her. 
 
    It took a moment for her to process his question, half asleep as she was. "The tent's pitch black," she said finally. "I tripped over something and hit my head. What... what were you...?" 
 
    "Sorry." Touching Emerald, he healed her wound and rejuvenated her as best he could. Her eyes gleamed with vigor and vigilance almost immediately. 
 
    "What did you do to my looking glass?" she demanded, pushing past him as she took in her surroundings. 
 
    "Yeah, sorry about that too." 
 
    "You'll be more than sorry if you don't find me a replacement," she assured. "I've had that mirror since before I'd even joined the Cause. You've no idea how many bumps and bruises that thing had survived before you." 
 
    "I'm sorry, okay?" he repeated lamely. "Seriously. And while I'm apologizing, I might as well throw last night into the mix." 
 
    "Last night?" Marissa asked, the apology catching her off guard and drawing forth a confused grin. "You staying in my tent? You needed a place to stay, and I'm your declared. It's uncommon, sure, but not inappropriate." 
 
    "No, not that," he snickered sheepishly. "I mean after you doctored me up, when we were making out and I... ummm... touched..." 
 
    Marissa laughed, brilliantly and genuinely enough to let Sal know that any hurt he had caused her, she was over it. "Oh, please. I expected that. I would've been more offended if you hadn't tried something." 
 
    It was Sal's turn to be confused. "So why did you stop me?" 
 
    Her once-wounded eyebrow quirked knowingly. "Because I'm your declared. Not your wife. Crafter knows I walk the Way of el a bit straighter than that." 
 
    "Fair enough." 
 
    With a self-satisfied grin, Marissa changed the subject back. "So what happened to my looking glass?" 
 
    "Ahhh... I let my temper get the best of me," he shrugged. "I was trying to touch Granite, and got to thinking about Keth, and the two thoughts didn't play well together." He cast a glance over his shoulder at the now mirrorless wash basin. "I could really use his help, now more than ever. I mean, what gives? Mastering Emerald and Sapphire were a snap. And even though I didn't have anybody to teach me Ruby and Amethyst, they weren't so different from the first two that I couldn't figure them out on my own. But Granite..." 
 
    "Well, Granite is different from the other soulgems," she reminded him. "It's not translucent like they are. You don't have anybody available to teach you Granite Theory like you had with the others. I've never seen a Granite runeset, so that's no help. Its properties are largely a mystery, as are the full range of its powers, the fundamental principles that guide its approach to magic..." She spread her arms in a helpless shrug. 
 
    "Yeah, I know," he sighed. Sal knew she wasn't trying to rub his nose in his ignorance. In a way, she was doing what Menkal liked to do -- reflecting his problem back at him, though from her unique perspective. She, like Menkal, understood that often times, when people faced a problem, it wasn't a lack of information that prevented a breakthrough, but a mistaken presumption, one that might be mitigated by viewing the problem from a different angle. 
 
    "It's just that things would be so much easier if Keth were here." 
 
    "There's nothing you could've done," she reminded him. "You were nowhere near him when... whatever happened to him, happened." 
 
    "Oh, I know, and I'm not beating myself up over it. It's just that he got me," he said, searching for the right words. "We all lost Reit, and I thought the world of him, and his loss is devastating to the Cause and all, but we're in a war here, and that kind of stuff happens. I miss Reit, but I can function without him. Keth was different. If there was one person who understood me, where I was coming from, the unique perspective I have with magic, it was Keth. He survived learning Granite the same way I'm trying to learn Diamond. He had to feel his way through it -- something that the rest of the magical community really frowns upon. But it's also something that fosters innovation." 
 
    "He thought on the side of the box," Marissa nodded her agreement. 
 
    "Outside the box," Sal corrected. 
 
    "Whatever." 
 
    "But yeah. Who better to help me feel my way through Granite but someone else who had to do the same thing?" Sal chuckled ruefully. "We were quite a pair, the prophesied Prism and the master of Matter, each with our own strengths and weaknesses..." 
 
    His voice trailed off as a thought occurred to him. Strengths and weaknesses. That is how Keth said a granite's magical vision worked -- by seeing the individual bits that make up creation, each with their own unique structure, their own signature organization of matter and void, strength and weakness. 
 
    Slowly, he turned his head, again taking in the ruined mirror. Strength and weakness. His idea was tenuous, barely more than a subconscious urging. He couldn't really classify it as a thought, and he wasn't sure he wanted to. The more he thought about Granite, the more it slipped away from him, like a distant star that you can only see when you're not looking directly at it. Strength and weakness. 
 
    He looked at the shattered, melted edges of the mirror, scarred by fire, ice, electricity, and decay. There were some parts that jutted, having withstood the magical abuse, and others that had cracked and given way. He focused on these breakage points, on the contrast between the strengths of one and the weaknesses of another. The answer was in there somewhere, if he could just zoom in close enou--- 
 
    His diamond eye erupted in searing pain, screaming an agony that he hadn't felt since the day he ascended. He threw up a warding hand and pressed it to the gemstone orb as if to crush it back into his skull. He desperately released the mana he was holding, and the pain faded as quickly as it had come. 
 
    "SAL!" Marissa shouted, leaping forward to catch him as he fell to his knees. "Salt of the Abyss, Sal..." 
 
    "I think... I almost..." he panted. 
 
    "I don't care," she reprimanded fiercely. "If that's what Granite does to you, you don't need it. We'll find another way. C'mon, let's get dressed. We have a long day ahead of us..." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu stood rigidly in shol'zo masu, each muscle taut and ready. Slowly, deliberately, he stepped forward into a strike, the blade of his empty hand held arrow straight and iron steady, fingertips remaining perfectly eye level, with his left hand held close to the chest. He swept an achingly slow block to his lower left quadrant, then dragged his right foot around and jabbed his right hand toward his imagined adversary. 
 
    His body screamed as he crept through his early morning forms, sweat pouring from his brow as he clenched every muscle, in use or not, forcing them to move at tortoise speed. Block seeped into strike, sweep oozed into kick, with all attention paid to perfection of form. That he was the fastest sword in the Cause against the Highest -- perhaps in the Fellowship of the Silent Blade as well -- was of little consequence to him. He didn't care to be the fastest. He was determined to be the best. 
 
    Reit would've expected nothing less of his little brother. 
 
    The thought almost moved him to look over his shoulder, to the table where the body of his twin lay in state, and where his sister-in-law had collapsed in exhaustion, holding her dead husband. He almost looked, but he didn't. It would've broken his concentration. And for what? Reit would still be gone. 
 
    Sweep. Block. Punch. Strike. 
 
    His katas helped, but not much. He closed his eyes and narrowed his focus. The world faded into the background until all that existed for him were his forms. The straining of muscles, the dripping beads of sweat, the feel of pebbles beneath his bare feet, the cool breeze that parted the tent flaps. 
 
    The call of the flax warbler. 
 
    Watchbreak. The start of a new day. Blessed Crafter... 
 
    He pointedly ignored the call, and the startled half-sob that it brought from Delana as she woke -- he didn't want to know what she'd been dreaming of -- and he dove back into his exercises. The world narrowed again, and his churning heart slowed. Focus. All that existed for him--- 
 
    "Retzu?" 
 
    He sighed as he returned to shol'zo masu, and paused without turning around. "Sister," he whispered low. 
 
    She sniffled a bit at the familiar address. What did she expect? She was still family, even if... He forced the unbidden thought from his mind, and waited for her to continue. 
 
    She took a deep breath, then cleared her throat before she spoke. "We need to talk about... what comes next. For the Cause. For Caravan." She paused, then added haltingly, "And for us." 
 
    "Us?" he asked softly, finally turning to take in his brother's wife. Her hair was disheveled, her face marked and red from where she'd slept on Reit's armor. But she held her head high and strong, the gleam on her cheeks fading as she willed her tears into submission. Broken though she was, she was still easily the most beautiful woman in Caravan. His brother had done very well for himself. "Us is easy, Sister. Us don't change." 
 
    "I'm glad," she sighed in relief. "I thought with Reit---" Her voice broke as she said his name. She struggled visibly for a moment, swallowing hard, before allowing herself to continue. "I thought with Reit gone, you might see me off to my family in Eastwind Delta." 
 
    "Why would I do that? How could I do that? You are your own woman, whether my brother is alive or dead. I can't tell you what to do. I never could before. That ain't changed." 
 
    "But the Cause... so many dead... you wouldn't send me away for my own safety? Reit threatened to do that almost daily," she said with a half grin. 
 
    "I am not my brother," he said grimly. In so many ways, I am not my brother. 
 
    "And what about Caravan? What about the Cause?" 
 
    At that, Retzu fell silent. What about the Cause? While his twin had been alive, Reit's fight had been Retzu's fight, but now that he was gone... He loved Delana dearly, but could he fight for her as he had fought for her husband, his brother? She was family, the lady of House Nograh... but she wasn't Reit. The Cause would follow her, certainly. They'd have to, if the Cause were to continue, because Retzu and Delana were the last remaining members of House Nograh. And they knew better than to ask him. Surely they wouldn't. 
 
    "We'll see, Sister," he said, as much to Delana as to himself, then returned to his forms in earnest before she could respond. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delana nodded, though she was sure Retzu didn't see. He'd already thrown himself back into his exercises, as if she had ceased to exist. It was just as well. She didn't think she could keep talking about the Cause without bringing the conversation back to Reit... 
 
    She turned her eyes back to her husband, lying motionless on the table. He still looked so pink, so vibrant, so valiant even now, hours after his... 
 
    ...death... 
 
    Forcing the thought from her mind, she touched Amethyst. She shut her eyes and reveled as she felt the mana flow stream through her conduits. She felt electrified as lavender magics filled her being, chasing away fatigue of the body at least, if not the spirit. The latter still felt absolutely drained. 
 
    She channeled her magics to her eyes, and opened them to her arcane secondary sight. Gone was the morning darkened tent, the flickering torchlight, the dark clad assassin, the vacant form of her husband. All had been replaced with varying degrees of violet light. She spied the two mages guarding the entrance to the tent, their skeletons faintly shining through their flesh, their armor, the tent flaps that had hidden them only a moment before. To her right, Retzu performed his morning routine without a sound, but his head was a veritable lightning storm of deep thoughts, belying his silence. He could sneak up on a shadow, that one, but even he couldn't kill that tempest so easily. 
 
    And in the space between her and Retzu... 
 
    Reit lay has he had all night, in repose. In her magical sight, his lifeless form looked like any other corpse. Sure, she could see his unique map of broken bones that had healed, but for the moment, he was just another skeleton glowing with whitish-purple light, without the slightest spark of thought in his skull or life in his body. Every energy that Delana could see in him was residual, secondary. She saw the violet aura of her own magics, allowing her to see through cloth and flesh. There was the hint of emerald residue, speaking to his various healings throughout the battle. Then there was the granite aura... 
 
    She tore her eyes away and clapped her hand over her mouth, vainly attempting to stifle a sob. It wasn't there. 
 
    To be honest, she hadn't really given herself enough time to see it -- the one aura that she was looking for, the one she most dreaded and yet the one that might give her some measure of peace. 
 
    But she hadn't seen it, and she couldn't screw up her resolve enough to look again. Not right now. Gathering her skirts and her wits, she made for the tent flaps. 
 
    Though the watch had just called the end of night, the camp was already abustle. Smiths were stowing their gear. Fighters were assembling in ranks. She spied Marissa and Sal on the far side of the quad, detouring midstride as they came across one of Sal's emerald compatriots from the Camp of the Unmarked -- Aten'rih? Sal looked rather concerned as he spoke, but was quickly put at ease by whatever the wedge-shaped soldier's response had been. Delana wondered idly what crisis had been averted. 
 
    Jaren also stood nearby, speaking to some of Reit's lieutenants. As he finished with each one, they nodded in turn and set about their orders. She was thankful for the emerald mage. He'd always been so good to the twins and even now served them selflessly. She knew he had to be having a rough time of it, at least as rough as she and Retzu were having. The fact that he could maintain such balance really spoke well of his character. He'd make some woman a fine husband one day. 
 
    But that was a conversation for a later date. Finding in him the distraction she needed, she wiped the last of her tears and made her way over to him. 
 
    "...and make sure that the fletchers and bowyers stick together," he was saying. "They were practically on opposite sides of the fortress yesterday, and the runners were having a devil of a time keeping our archers supplied. We don't know what today will bring, so let's expect the worst. If I'm to be surprised, I'd just as soon the surprise be a pleasant one." 
 
    "Yes, milord mage," said the younger man, a sapphire mage himself, as he snapped a slight bow and left to obey. 
 
    "You're a natural, Green" Delana said, presenting him with her best smile, one that she wouldn't be able to muster had Jaren been anybody else. 
 
    "I wouldn't say that," Jaren demurred. "They listen to me because they listened to Reit. It won't be this way forever." 
 
    "I know. I just hope that Retzu will come around before then." 
 
    "So you talked to him, then? About leading the Cause?" 
 
    "A bit," she sighed. "The most I could get out of him was 'we'll see'." 
 
    "You're lucky to get that much out of him. He's practically allergic to responsibility as it is. For him to take ownership of a hopeless rebellion against an immortal tyrant... Just convincing him to stick around is proof that Reit was indeed the Hand of the Crafter," he added, quirking a bittersweet grin at the thought. 
 
    Delana found it contagious, and chuckled in spite of herself. 
 
    "So how are you doing, Violet?" he asked softly. 
 
    "Not well," she admitted, casting plum colored eyes back toward the tent where Reit lay. Tears welled up, causing the tent to wobble in her sight. She pushed them back defiantly. "It's surreal. I know he's gone, but I can't bring myself to believe it. I keep expecting him to... I don't know. Take me in his arms. Whisper in my ear. Lament the weight of leadership. Complain that the Heads of Order and Guild aren't letting him fight the very war he started -- you know how he was. Something, anything but... to just lay there." She took a slow, shuddering breath, then added, "I've been watching him, you know." 
 
    Jaren furrowed his brows in confusion. "His spirit? I thought it took three days." 
 
    She nodded. "I'm a little early, I know. But a skilled amethyst can sometimes see the spirit hovering much sooner. The energies are very faint, almost like a thin layer of mist, but they grow stronger as the spirit gradually shakes free of the body. I was hoping to catch a glimpse of him as he..." 
 
    "Delana, why are you doing this to yourself," Jaren sighed. "There's nothing you could do, nothing any of us could've done. He's g---" 
 
    "He's not gone until I see him flee to the Crafter's embrace with my own eyes," she snapped, and immediately regretted it. It wasn't his fault. He was just trying to help. Taking a deep, calming breath, she continued in her best not-hysterical tone. "It is written in the book of Unending Seasons that the spirit abides with the body while the Crafter determines its worth." 
 
    "I know," Jaren said, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder. "And I know about what happens if the Crafter decides that the spirit has not yet completed His work." He paused, cupping her chin in his hand and drawing her face around. The verdant gaze she met there was as brutally honest as his touch was gentle. "In all my time as an emerald, in all my travels, I've never once heard of the Crafter deciding that the dead was not done." 
 
    She nodded brokenly. He was right. He had grown up in the court of Aitaxen, in the presence of royalty, with luminaries of every stripe at his disposal, so he should know. And she had grown up the daughter of a riverboat captain, and the granddaughter of a Maidservant of el. She'd spent countless summer nights in her grandmother's deh'lt, reaching out to those who had entered the unending season. If any had reason to hope that the Crafter should restore life to the dead, any reason to think that it was even possible, it would be the spirits that spoke from the Abyss. 
 
    But none ever had. Reit was gone. And he wasn't coming back. She knew that, but she couldn't bring herself to accept it until she saw his spirit flee to the Crafter's arms. 
 
    "Do you mind if I spend some time with him?" he asked with a sigh. "It's probably nothing, but I noticed something odd about him when I was looking over his body." 
 
    "Noticed what?" 
 
    "I'd rather not say until I have something more to tell you. Like I said, it's probably nothing, but I want to make sure." 
 
    Delana pursed her lips in thought. Touching Amethyst, she let her vision slip into its magical spectrum, and watched Jaren's tanned, muscular form give way to brilliant purple and white light. His clothing and flesh faded to a lavender outline. She could see clearly the dagger at his hip and the fine chain hanging around his neck, both standing out sharply beneath his robes in white and plum relief. Further inward, she saw his slender skeleton, complete with its unique array of healed fractures, each bearing the ever-fading residue of spent emerald magics. His gemstone eyes blazed in their sockets, solid white and surrounded by thick green auras. 
 
    And behind his eyes... 
 
    "We'll see," she said finally. "There's so much going on right now. When things settle down... We'll see." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Athnae thrilled at the chill water parting around her, and the almost nonexistent trail of bubbles that marked what little wake her sleek form left. She allowed herself a toothy grin as she sounded, the waves of her throaty song rippling out from her through the water, only to touch the walls of her dark domain and bounce back, giving her a picture of terrain that her eyes could not see. She could feel schools of fish swimming nearby, darting for cover as she glided closer, and she chuckled. Never did she regret becoming the lady-consort of the Scarlet Aerie, ancestral home of her mate, the fire wyrm Aplos, but oh, that she could remain in these blackened depths just a few more--- 
 
    Athnae? came a whispered voice, speaking to her through Sapphire. Her song took on a hint of frustration. Could she not have a single morning to enjoy her swim? 
 
    Good morning, Master. 
 
    And to you. How goes everything in Ysre? 
 
    It's as you said. The Earthen Ranks were outmatched, but they still outnumbered the Cause by a good margin. If we hadn't arrived when we did, the Cause would've fallen. 
 
    And yesterday? 
 
    They healed their injured and buried their dead. Odd, but they added the dead of their enemies to the funeral pyre they built for their own. It's as if they honored the dead all the same, be they friend or foe. 
 
    Ahhh... the Master sighed. Cao Tzu did this often, predicting events, then asking for clarification on how those events actually happened. He said that they helped him "read the times", whatever that meant. She could care less. She only cared that he was the Master. He'd had an accord with her kind for millennia, and she was not going to be the serpent to break it. 
 
    And I take it du'Nograh eulogized the dead of the enemy as well as his own? 
 
    No. The leader of the Cause was killed, and neither his brother nor his wife were in attendance. The emerald gave the eulogy. 
 
    Dead?!? How? That wasn't supposed to happen... 
 
    I'm sorry, Master. If you had sent us ahead sooner... 
 
    It's not your fault, my dear. I'm just... surprised. 
 
    But though his voice sounded surprised, Athnae sensed far more than mere surprise. The Master's voice felt saddened, even grief-stricken. Such an odd thing for the Master to feel for a man he'd never met. Granted, she couldn't truly feel his emotions through his sapphire artifact the way she could a sapphire mage or another dragon, but she knew the Master well enough to know when to trust his voice and when to look beyond it to his nature. 
 
    Take word to your mate, he continued after a moment. Tell him that I'll be a bit longer in joining you. Our granite general had a surprise of his own -- he brought someone with him. That shouldn't have happened either, and I must uncover what it means. 
 
    Yes, Master. She sighed, a stream of bubbles curling up from her bescaled lips, drawn tight in frustration. Just know that autumn is rapidly coming to an end. Goldenleaf is half done, and the waters here taste as if winter will be a painful one for Aplos. You know how fire wyrms hate the cold. 
 
    I do, but I'm afraid it cannot be avoided, my dear. You have my word, though, that as soon as I am able to leave Nestor and Jaeda alone here, I will make my way to you with all haste. 
 
    I understand. Be well, Master, Athnae said, mentally nodding to him out of habit, even knowing that he would not sense it. Cao Tzu gave his parting benediction and broke the connection. Even though his artifact could not transmit his feelings, Athnae could hear in his voice the affection that he had for her, that he had for all of her kind. She trusted that he had everything well in hand. She was frustrated with him, certainly, but she trusted him. 
 
    Hooking to the left, she gave her tail a mighty twitch, and launched herself skyward. She breached the waves -- far more majestically than any whale, she noted with pride -- and then spread her azure wings, catching a thermal coming off the water and edging her into the heavens. She pumped her wings a few times to give herself a little more altitude, then banked toward Bastion, glowing dimly in the early morning twilight. As she neared the shoreline, a familiar presence tickled her mind. 
 
    Back so soon? came a smoky voice that burned brilliantly in her thoughts... and even more so in her heart. 
 
    Couldn't be helped, love. The Master spoke to me, and -- 
 
    He's not ready yet, is he? he finished for her, the flavor of his frustration matching her own. He does know that I'm a fire wyrm, right? That I don't like the cold? 
 
    Athnae hurt for him, but did her best to color her thoughts with cheer. Oh, come now, Aplos. Winter is still weeks away. Besides, who but the Sire of Lycahtris is worthy to aid the Prism in his early hours? And who but his lovely, brilliant sapphire mate is worthy to keep his spirits lifted? 
 
    She felt him chuckle. Well, I must admit that you do that marvelously, my jewel. 
 
    Of course, I do, she said as she pulled up at the base of the mountain where they had made their nest with the other dragons, near enough to give the Prism the promise of their support, but far enough away to give him his space. They were only soldiers in the Prism's war. It was only right for him to come to them in his own time. 
 
    She sighed as she touched down next to her mate. Stay the course a bit longer, love, she sent, nudging Aplos with her snout. The granites will soon be set on the path to fulfilling their destinies -- whatever they may be -- and the Prism will be on his way to fulfilling his, and we'll be back in the lava tubes of Dragonspire by New Year. 
 
    Aplos harrumphed, a curl of smoke escaping his nostrils. I'll believe that when I see it. The Master is many things. Reliable isn't one of them. Wait, "granites"? The Master was only expecting one, wasn't he? 
 
    Athnae chuckled. Took you a minute to chase that rabbit down, didn't it? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor leaned heavily upon the balcony railing, staring up into the pure white of the midnight sky, its coloration the exact inverse of what it should've been. The black moon had long since dipped below the horizon, fleeing its eternal foe -- an enemy so diaphanous that it was entirely hidden from the granite's view, so long as his magics were bound by the shackle that he wore about his neck. Bitterly, he fingered the amethyst encrusted metal, twisting it on his neck for the hundredth time, vainly feeling for a flaw in the device. There was none. 
 
    He scanned the countryside surrounding the Tower of Aeden, looking for anything that might pique his interest. It was still early in the morning -- he could tell by the coolness in the air -- but the vast clearing that was the Garden teemed with life nevertheless. Tiny specks of orange and yellow dashed back and forth, some hunting, some being hunted, all believing themselves to be hidden by darkness. All revealed in Nestor's sight. 
 
    He once fancied himself a hunter of sorts, sniffing out and collecting for the Highest those who opposed his rule. He'd gotten very good at his job. Very good indeed. He had become the most feared granite -- Crafter take it, the most feared mage -- in all of the Rank, second only to the Highest himself. The entire might of the Highest's armies had been given into his hand, to wield for the glory and honor of the Vicar of the Crafter. 
 
    Look at me now, he scoffed silently, fingering his shackle once more. From master to prisoner. From trusted servant to betrayer. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. 
 
    He and Jaeda had arrived hours ago. Cao Tzu, their enigmatic host, granted them both spacious accommodations -- he would consider them lavish, if they weren't the only three souls here. Dragons not included, of course. The rooms, like all of Aeden that he'd seen thus far, were practically littered with ancient miscellany, odds and ends made of inconceivable materials for equally inconceivable purposes. Nestor felt so utterly lost in this strange place, bereft of his magic, that he dared not sleep. 
 
    He'd never admit as much to Jaeda, but he was terrified. 
 
    It wasn't so much that he was defenseless. Really, he wasn't. Granites trained with various weapon platforms so that they could remain effective even under such circumstances. Had his granite contingent had but a moment more warning, they would not have fallen to the rebel ambush. Mere seconds into the assault, the Granite Guard had adjusted to the amethyst field that had encompassed them, left them without their magics, but by then it was already too late. The rebel leader du'Nograh had got the better of them. 
 
    Them. The Granite Guard. The strong right arm of the Vicar of the Crafter. If they didn't have the Crafter's blessing, who did? 
 
    He shouldn't be surprised, he thought to himself. He'd seen signs for weeks that the Highest wasn't the man -- the demigod -- that the world took him to be. Flaws. Miscalculations. Failure. Nestor was sure he'd seen these things before, but in all his hundred and seventeen years of serving the Highest, he'd never noticed those failings before the arrival of the man that the Highest had called the Oddity. 
 
    Nestor's exposure to the young man -- a soldier from "elsewhere", with grievous wounds that he should not have survived -- had been limited, but it was enough to see how out of sorts the Oddity's presence had made the Highest. How could a nearly dead man threaten the very Vicar of the Crafter? How could the Vicar... fear such a man? 
 
    And that's really what it was. Fear. Since the coming of the Oddity, Nestor had noticed a stark change in the Highest -- well, stark for a man who never changed, anyway. Fear was the only explanation. And however slight that fear might've been, it was utterly devastating to Nestor, who had known him for so long. 
 
    For if the Vicar of the Crafter could fear any man... could he truly be the Vicar of the Crafter? Nestor thought not. So confident was he in this that he had staked his career, his very life, on it. 
 
    But... now what? Having loosed himself from the Highest, from the only life Nestor had ever known, what did he have left? What purpose? He looked deep into the white of the empty sky, as if the answer, like the sun, could be hidden there in plain sight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mik gazed deep into the star-speckled sky, silently scoffing at those who looked to them for answers, as if they could be hidden there in plain sight. 
 
    In the One who had cast the stars into that sky, perhaps, he thought, leaning against the wagon as he stretched the night out of his old bones, but certainly not in the sky itself. 
 
    It was a clear night tonight, and the sky was alive with light. The moon was almost gone, peering out from the crack between Schel Veylin's highest parapets, but its rays still cut like a blade through the surrounding darkness, all but drowning out the meager torchlight of the city, still a league or so to the west. 
 
    He had scouted the highroad before easing the wagon from the field where he'd camped, head twisting back and forth, east and west, until he was absolutely sure that the road was empty. Satisfied -- as satisfied as he could be in the dark, at any rate -- he tugged the reins, drawing Matilde into the road behind him. This last stretch was always the worst, close enough to make a body feel he was almost safe, but far enough to guarantee that he wasn't. It was a favorite spot for outlaws to lie in wait, ready to pounce on the unsuspecting trader seeking only to ply his wares to the Valenese. 
 
    Of course, Mik was neither unsuspecting, nor a trader. He was just a kindly, unassuming old man, nobody worth rob--- 
 
    A shower of pebbles bounced toward him from a clumsily scuffed boot. With the practiced ease of untold ages, he dropped the reins, scooped up his shortbow from where it hung in a sling about his neck, drew an arrow from the quiver at his hip, nocked, turned, identified, assessed, aimed, and fired, all in the space between one breath and the next. 
 
    The bandit gurgled around the arrow and fell face first into the gravel. The two that were with him leapt from the brush, hands high in the air, begging for their lives. 
 
    Mik quirked a grin that he really didn't feel. "I'm too old t'play games with ye, lads," he warned. 
 
    "We wa'n't meanin' no harm, Elder," stuttered one of them, the supposed ring leader. "We saw yer fire a while ago and just wa---" 
 
    Mik nocked and let fly again, this time to the far side of the road to a target that he caught out of the corner of his eye. His missile struck meat again -- this time a woman, and a rough looking one at that. She fell over, screaming in pain as she gripped the feathered flower that had sprouted from the sweet spot between her leather spaulders, gorget, and breastplate. 
 
    "Ye'll live," Mik remarked, then ratcheted his voice up a notch. "The rest o' ye won't, less'n ye come out now." 
 
    With that, two other brigands made their way out into the open. One of them wore scale armor, and took great pains to keep the wagon between himself and Mik. Their real leader, no doubt. He stood silent, keeping his eyes on Mik but his mouth shut. Wise move. 
 
    "I got no truck wi' ni'zedra, but I've no fear o' ye either." If the bandits were insulted by him naming them "honorless" -- if they even knew what the term meant -- they didn't show it. They simply watched him warily, hanging on his every word. 
 
    "I lef' a purse at me campsite," he continued. "Rent fer the farmer what owns th' field. But there's brigands on the roads these days, so I'm sure ye understand me trepidation o' leavin' it there unwatched. More lucky me that a band o' stalwarts such as yerselves come along willin' t'keep an eye on it fer me. I believe in payin' me debts, an' it's much easier t'do when yer purse ain' gittin' stole." 
 
    As he spoke, he gradually poured more and more silent menace into his voice. He paused for effect, looking each thug pointedly in the eye. Probably overkill at this point, but it couldn't hurt.  
 
    "I've marked yer faces, lads. And lass," Mik said, graciously including the fairer outlaw. "If'n ye touch the purse, I'll know. If'n ye so much as look at it sideways, I'll know that too." 
 
    Mik turned to leave, but thought better of it. "I'm not wi'out a heart, though. I know times is hard, else good folk like yerselves wouldna turn t'such disreputable ways. If'n me man comes'n checks on the farmer'n finds ye've kep' a good eye on me stuff, there'll be a couple gold a piece in it for ye." 
 
    "And if we don't?" asked the man in scale mail. 
 
    Mik's grin widened. This time, he meant it. "I'll know." 
 
    He didn't wait for the brigand to reply. He didn't have to. Dropping his bow back to its sling, he hauled himself into the spring seat of his wagon. Settling himself, he snapped the reins and clicked his tongue. Matilde lurched forward, happy to be off. Mik affected a slight hunch to his shoulders as he rode, leaning elbow to knee. Just a kindly, unassuming old man, nobody worth robbing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The sun, still well below the rim of the world, had just begun to kiss the very summit of Mount Ysre when Sal and Marissa found their way to Reit's tent. There had been no discussion the night before about where or when they would meet to discuss next steps, but if there were to be any moving forward for the Cause, it seemed reasonable that the first step would be made right here. He wasn't the least bit surprised to find others there waiting on them, apparently of the same mind. 
 
    el'Yatza was dead. Long live el'Yatza. 
 
    Many of the Heads of Order and Guild were absent. Whatever was ultimately decided, they would be moving out soon, and some guilds took longer to prepare for a move than others. But Reit's inner circle was present, anyway. Delana was seated at the far side of the firepit as they approached. She was nearest the tent flap, and leaning heavily on Jaren. Retzu knelt on her other side in shol'zo rah -- legs forming a loose tripod, hands on thighs, back straight, at rest but at the ready. Senosh and Menkal sat opposite one another in their accustomed places, and a small cadre of runners stood close at hand, ready to dispense orders as they came. As active and crowded as Caravan was in the ruined fortress, people still cut the conclave of leaders a wide berth, easily opening a path for Sal and Marissa to fill the empty spots, completing the circle. 
 
    An awkward silence grew between them, offering a conspicuous counterpoint to the bustle that was going on all around them as the camp made their preparations. This is where Reit would usually speak up. 
 
    "So, we got dragons," Sal said lamely. "Didn't see that coming." 
 
    Jaren offered a halfhearted chuckle. "I suppose we should talk about that, but I think we have more urgent matters to tend to first, such as where we go from here... and who gives the word to head out." This last, he directed pointedly first at Delana, then at Retzu. The grieving amethyst said nothing, but joined Jaren in lifting her eyes to her brother-in-law 
 
    The assassin's face was perfectly neutral, giving up no grief, no anger, nothing. He could've been made of stone for all the emotion he betrayed. And when he spoke, his voice was just as cold. "You know better than to ask me, Fiol. I'm no leader." 
 
    "I know how you hate to be pinned down, but you're the logical choice," Jaren urged. "You've been with Reit from the beginning." 
 
    "So has Delana," Retzu retorted. "She speaks with his authority. She's his wife, the Lady of House Nograh." 
 
    "And you're now its heir." 
 
    "Sticks..." Delana started. 
 
    "No, Sister. This was always Reit's war, Reit's army. I was here because I loved him. I'm still here because I love you all. But I'll not have the deaths of thousands on my conscience. People die by my blade, Sister, not by my command." 
 
    "Guys, knock it off," Sal said, cutting off Delana's and Jaren's protests. "We're not going to settle this today. Reit's death is too new, too raw. Nobody's had time to process it -- not those who followed him, and certainly not those who were closest. Let's just get through today, and we'll worry about tomorrow... tomorrow." 
 
    Jaren warred with himself visibly for a moment, but finally sighed and nodded at Sal. "First things first, then," he said. 
 
    "Right," Sal said, relieved. "So, we got dragons." 
 
    Jaren rolled his gemstone eyes and smiled again, this time more genuinely. "Yes, they did arrive rather conveniently. It begs the question, how? How did they know we'd need them? How did they know to come to our aid at just the right time? And more importantly, why come to our aid?"  
 
    "I can talk to them," Senosh offered. "Their leader is a red dragon. I'm a ruby. Maybe there's a kinship there that I can exploit." 
 
    "'Exploit'?," scoffed Menkal. "No offense, Red, but if you go trying to 'exploit' a dragon, you'll find yourself on the wrong end of his gullet." 
 
    Jaren shrugged his reluctant affirmation. "I do think the situation calls for a bit more... tact. You'd be of better use to us here, I think, maintaining security for the Cause as you've always done." 
 
    "I'll go," Menkal said. "I'm old and grizzled and probably not very appetizing." 
 
    "Least likely to be eaten -- as good a qualification as any," said Sal. "Also, it helps that you're a sapphire. I've seen Aplos and the blue one together. I'm guessing she's his mate? Anyway, they'll look at each other without saying a word, but they're body language tells me that they're communicating somehow -- probably magic." 
 
    "Whispering to the wind," Menkal drawled, stroking his white beard slowly, considering the implications. "Both of them, you say?" 
 
    "Yeah, both of them," affirmed Sal. 
 
    "Well, that's definitely interesting." The mage's brows furrowed as he thought through this new revelation. "When a sapphire Whispers, the magic carries his thoughts out from him and seeks out the person he's Whispering to. So a link to Sapphire isn't necessary to hear the Whisper, but it is if the hearer wants to Whisper back." 
 
    "You guys can't read minds?" 
 
    "In legends, of course," Menkal said with a half shrug. "I suppose it's possible, but I've never met anybody who's done it, and I'm almost as long in the gem as I am in the tooth." 
 
    "Well, we'll chase that one down another day," Sal dismissed. "Okay, so we've got our Dragon Whisperer. What do you guys think we should do about Bastion?" 
 
    "Well, it's pretty much a conquered city at this point, isn't it?" asked Jaren. "I mean, we came for the Archives, but now we have a whole city." 
 
    Retzu wagged his head. "Not hardly, mate. We've defeated the Earthen Rank there, sure, but that was only a few hundred souls. Bastion's citizenry numbers in the tens of thousands -- all civilians, sure, but many with deadly skills of their own. Kinda like us, yeah?" 
 
    Sal's mind cast back to the wars in the Middle East -- Iraq, Afghanistan, varied situations in Libya and other countries. Not every liberated people appreciated freedoms that were bought and paid for by others. "Any occupation could spark an insurgency," he translated. 
 
    "We're not here to occupy territory," Jaren stated adamantly. "We're here to fight the tyranny of Highest. So how can we use a Rankless Bastion to further that end?" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The discussion went on for the better part of an hour, with everybody voicing different ideas to be picked apart like so much roast mutton. 
 
    They could conquer Bastion. Sal's Unmarked were still in positions of military advantage inside the city walls. But as Sal and Jaren had pointed out, they would be seen as invaders by the locals, and treated accordingly. If nothing else, the occupation would cast the Cause in a bad light, working against the very thing that Reit had wanted to win -- the hearts of the people. 
 
    They could abandon Bastion, splitting the newly united Cause between the departing Caravan and the remaining Unmarked. They could market the battle as a draw -- the Cause having too few forces to take the city, and the Unmarked having too few forces to hold the rebels captive. It was a gamble -- especially considering how difficult it was to lie to a magic user -- but if the Patriarchal Council bought it, Sal's Unmarked would have unfettered access to the Archives, at least for a while. They could scrape and study at their leisure, passing what they learn on to Caravan in secret, until the Earthen Rank arrived to retake the city. At that point, the Unmarked could then infiltrate the Rank, gain legitimacy, and work to bring down the Highest from within. Play the long game, as Sal put it. This was problematic because if Caravan were to make a convincing retreat, they would have to have already abandoned the fortress the day before. Way too late for that at this point. 
 
    The Unmarked could also leave with Caravan. Again, problematic. Sal was loathe to leave the city defenseless, reliant on a constabulary that he had personally come to view as incompetent. After all, he had helped wipe out the city's defenses. They were kinda his responsibility now. 
 
    They could simply say nothing, and quietly integrate themselves into Bastionite society. This idea was just thrown out there to cover every possibility -- not because anybody had any faith it would work. There were too many flaws in it, not the least of which was the fact that the Patriarchal Council was not stupid. If they didn't already suspect that the Ranks had lost out on the plains, they'd figure it out soon enough. 
 
    Eventually, they settled on an option that had seemed most obvious to them from the start -- they would openly seek peace with the Council. With the Earthen Rank in Bastion out of the way, there wasn't much the Council could do to them. Sure, they might toy with the idea of arresting the Cause, but it'd be foolish for civilians to try and ambush a guerrilla army, and the patriarchs would know that. Much more likely that they'd simply call upon the Highest to send the Rank to "rescue" them from the rebels, if they hadn't already. 
 
    Either way, the Cause's time in Bastion was going to be short, so time was of the essence. The Heads of Order and Guild dispersed, each to their respective duties. Sal called on Aten'rih to organize the Unmarked outside the southern breach, ready to move out. By the time Sal had readied a gelding borrowed from Master Seti, the sun was setting the distant mountain snowcap ablaze, shining like a beacon above the morning greyed Ysrean plain. Let's get this show on the road, he thought, swinging into the worn leather saddle and angling his horse for the breach. 
 
    He found Aten'rih at the head of the still-organizing column, astride a pale stallion as massive as the emerald himself. The assembly fell to silence as Sal approached, not yet coming to order but still keenly interested in whatever would transpire with their leadership. 
 
    On the far side of the wedge-shaped emerald, Retzu sat astride a prancing, midnight mare. 
 
    Sal bit his lip, itching to ask the question but reluctant to startle his mentor away from this unexpected demonstration of responsibility. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking, sodu," the assassin said. "Don't." 
 
    "I wouldn't dream of it, sen'sia." 
 
    The erstwhile twin lifted his chin arrogantly, affecting an air of disinterest that he played surprisingly well. "I'm the heir to House Nograh. Might add some legitimacy to your parlay." 
 
    "Of course, sen'sia," Sal said, bowing his head respectfully, though it was more to hide his smile than anything. Looking up, he eyed the big emerald, jerking his head questioningly at the Unmarked assembled in ranks behind them. 
 
    "Uh uh. Not me, milord Prism," Aten'rih scoffed. "I just run the Camp. The Unmarked themselves... they follow another." With that, he winked. 
 
    As if Sal needed any clarification who that "other" was. Chuckles rocked through the assembly as Sal groaned his frustration. Surely they could've picked a better hi-sign than that infernal wink! He bit his tongue to keep from telling them all that he was spoken for. Likely as not, a snide remark like that would only make matters worse. 
 
    "Arright, listen up," Sal called, sitting up a bit in his saddle to address the troops. The merriment was smothered in the sound of creaking leather armor as the company stood to attention -- mouth shut, backs straight, eyes front. In a split second, the company of Unmarked had gone from carefree to all business. "We expect this to take no more than a few hours, tops. Hang back and give us a little bit of a head start. Make for the main road east of here, and approach Bastion in the open. Take your time. When you get to the city walls, don't come in. Stay in formation, but at ease. If all goes well, we'll signal you to come in and relieve the men and women already on post. Do so quickly, and with as little fuss as possible. We still have a city full of drunks and rabble-rousers to deal with when this is all over." 
 
    "And if all doesn't go well?" asked someone from the crowd. 
 
    "If all doesn't go well," Sal replied with a shrug, "we'll leave. It's not like they can stop us. They don't have any soldiers left." 
 
    There was some quiet, morbid laughter at this, but it died quickly. "Tribean's in charge. He'll be managing the post assignments, and the day-to-day stuff. His orders are mine. Again, when you approach the city, do not show battle readiness. We're not here to conquer Bastion. We clear?" A chorus of yessirs was his answer. 
 
    With nothing else to keep them, the trio rounded their horses and headed east, Retzu in the lead flanked by Sal and Aten'rih. 
 
    They made good time crossing the plain, saddle high shrubbery and the occasional copse of trees impeding their view but not their progress across the otherwise flat land. They reached the main road in short order, then turned south, the city walls appearing at the far end of the unobstructed stretch. The sun was just peeking over the foothills when the trio reached the gate. 
 
    "It's about time," Frasyr said as they approached, his fatigue apparent on his face. His burning ruby eyes had faded to the dull color of embers -- still hot enough to bite, but not much else. "Hafi told me what you got planned, and I had him pass word to the troops. Couldn't happen fast enough." 
 
    "Yeah, the Unmarked are about an hour or so behind us. Hopefully we won't be too much longer. How's things?" 
 
    "Oh, you mean the Council demanding that you report to them at once?" 
 
    "Yeah, that." 
 
    "I wondered if the ruckus on the plains would get their attention," Aten'rih said blandly. 
 
    "Have they been calling for our arrest?" Sal asked sickly. 
 
    "Not yet," said Frasyr. "They just know that something's amiss and you two are at the center of it." 
 
    Sal rubbed the bridge of his nose, as if to block the headache that threatened to form behind it. "Okay, how are we doing on post?" 
 
    "Ah, not too bad. I've had the emeralds on a rotation Refreshing the rest of us -- no substitute for real sleep, of course, but it helps. We had quite a row down on the wharf last night, and the Honeyed Comb almost caught fire when two drunkards started a brawl over a tavern wench. It's been a Festival about like any other," the ruby said with a shrug. 
 
    "Any talk about us?" 
 
    "Some," Frasyr admitted, "but we brushed off the questions as if they weren't nothin'. We figured the less interested we were in what was going on in the plains, the less interested they would be. Seemed to work out." 
 
    "Good man," Sal praised, clapping the ruby on the shoulder. "Hopefully we can talk the Patriarchal Council into letting us stay for a little while." 
 
    "They'd be stupid not to," Frasyr said. "At least until Harvest is over and the constables sober up." 
 
    "True, but never underestimate the power of stupid," he said as he spurred his horse forward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal fidgeted nervously in his saddle as the trio made their way along the Mainway, the north-south thoroughfare that, with the Learned Concourse, divided the city into quarters. For all that Frasyr's news was expected, it didn't make Sal feel any less like they were riding into a trap. Sighing, he gave himself over to sightseeing, if only to take his mind off of where they were headed. 
 
    The sun was still relatively low in the sky -- Sal judged at least three hours until High Sun, if not a hair longer -- but already the Mainway was filled to capacity. The celebration of the past two days had done nothing to slake the typical festival goer's thirst for revelry. Vendors cried their wares and booked record sales. Inns served up anything that could be boiled, fried, or seared, cooked up without regard for waste. Taverns did much the same, tapping every keg and barrel, sending rivers of libation into the street as if to the Crafter's own chalice. The scene looked like something out of an old Christmas movie from the Fifties, with crowds packing the department stores, each hand laying claim to that one special gift... only long enough to be distracted by the next shiny thing to catch there eye. 
 
    Capitalism at its finest, Sal marveled. 
 
    Though they were on horseback, they made good time through the packed thoroughfare. The Stone of Ysra was just coming into view, marking the center of the city about a dozen or so blocks to the south, when Aten'rih hooked a hard left down a smaller, more pristine side street. Here, the roadway was divided, with each direction of traffic only large enough for two carts to share the roadway side by side, or one large coach. Not an alley by any means, but narrow enough to deter much of the Harvest traffic. 
 
    A row of palms, planted single file in the median, split the left side of the street from the right, though the effect was almost redundant. The houses themselves told the story of the divided avenue. Both stretches were equally majestic as compared to the rest of the city, but the two sides seemed like they couldn't be further apart. 
 
    To the north, the houses were singular mansions, with ornate scrollwork in the architecture and rich, manicured gardens behind wrought iron fences. Each house seemed a kingdom unto itself, only sharing the land with its neighbors as a favor. 
 
    The houses to the south were no less ornate, yet infinitely more practical. The residences were much closer together, not quite the rowhouses that made up the majority of Bastion's neighborhoods, but still packed in tightly. The yards here were much smaller, and yet much more open, lacking the fences that divided the far side of the street from the rest of the world. The southern stretch was trimmed by a sidewalk that cut across every yard, though not violently. It seemed that the homeowners genuinely wanted the footpath there. The architecture of the houses were also more inviting, with large picture windows and double doors, giving a greater sense of space, for all that actual space was more lacking. 
 
    "The patriarchs and the scholars," Aten'rih said, answering Sal's unspoken question. Even though Sal had been here a number of times over the past month, he'd had precious little time to actually take in the sights, to become familiar with the city he was protecting. It made sense that the Commander of the Camp of the Unmarked would know that. 
 
    "The two neighborhoods extend for blocks in either direction, but the Avenue of Book and Coin is where they face off. The teachers at the Academy are paid well, insanely well," the bulky emerald continued, indicating the almost-row houses on the right. "The Highest sees to that. While he allows them to teach and maintain the knowledge of the ages, including the Archives, he insists on their loyalty. They set the cost of schooling themselves, but are required to pay him a tribute. He doesn't involve himself in the pricing of education, but he does... suggest... that the scholars restrict more advanced avenues of learning to those who are loyal to him." 
 
    "Effective," Sal snarled. "The smartest person in the room is invested in remaining the smartest person in the room." 
 
    "Of course," Aten'rih nodded, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. It was unfair, sure, but life wasn't fair. He pointed to the houses on the left. "The patriarchs, on the other hand, aren't paid to oppress the people. They don't need the money. That's not to say that they are entirely against the common man," he hedged. "They just see the common man as beneath them." 
 
    "The more things change..." 
 
    "Indeed. Oh," the emerald started as a thought occurred to him. "You might better touch Emerald before we get there. We accept you as the Prism, but I doubt the Council will be as impressed with you as we are. Never a blessing appears that they don't seek to twist it to their advantage," he added with a wry smirk. 
 
    The street continued on for a time, with traffic increasing at intersections, only to die back down as they continued through the bisected neighborhood. Eventually the lane emptied into a courtyard, with the houses continuing in their present style in either direction around the quad, only to meet back up on the far side and resume their stately progression toward the Academy complex to the east. 
 
    In the center of the courtyard lay the Conclave, the building which hosted the Council. It was squat if not entirely compact, barely two stories tall, with a partial third level on top. The architecture was basic if not severe. Really, it was shocking to Sal that the patriarchs could live in such opulence but operate out of such spartan quarters. The entry was lined with columns, with a rather large balcony jutting over an open foyer that ran almost the entire front of the building. A handful of guards paced the foyer. Sal didn't recognize any of them. As they got closer, he realized why -- they were Marked. 
 
    "They're assigned by the Segmented Fist in Schel Veylin," Aten'rih said. "Regional councils receive some of the best warriors in the Ranks. It makes them feel important to the Highest. Keeps them happy." He sighed. "And keeps them a lot safer than they have a right to be. I suppose that's necessary, the way they tend to rule." 
 
    "Belly of the beast. Awesome." 
 
    Sal and Company dismounted as they came to the entry. Two pages rushed forward to take their horses, giving them claim chits in trade. Aten'rih led the way into the building. 
 
    The main hall was broad and tall, almost an extension of the foyer, and lined on either side with offices and hallways going in various directions. They approached a desk at the far end of the hall. "Commander Aten'rih, Master Instructor of the Camp of the Unmarked, here to address the Council," the big emerald said as they drew near. 
 
    "You are expected. Your companions?" asked an elderly registrar without looking up from his ledger. He was clearly not interested in the answer. 
 
    "Subsergeant Sal of the Earthen Ranks, and Retzu, gold-hilt of the Guild of the Silent Blade." 
 
    The scribe snickered under his breath. "An Unmarked and an assassin. This should be good," he muttered to himself. He turned rheumy eyes to the trio, for the first time since they approached, and stood, laying a hand upon an ancient tome. When he spoke, it was wooden, dispassionate, as if recited many times a day. "I, Finea Stonebarton, Chronicler of the Fourth Rank, do hereby receive you as attendants to the Chamber of the Patriarchal Council. I am charged by law to inform you that all communication will be monitored for truthfulness, and that any attempt at deception will result in the immediate termination of the address, and may be punishable by law. You will be relieved of whatever weapons you may possess, and rendered mundane for the duration of your address. Do you accept these terms?" 
 
    Sal balked at the mention of being disarmed, but before he could answer, both Aten'rih and Retzu accepted the terms. Sal waffled a moment longer, then nearly swallowing his tongue, he followed suit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor was still brooding on his balcony in the Tower when the air woke to the sweet tinkle of crystal, hung in various shapes from strings in a wind chime fashion. They stirred not by the wind, but by granite magic, reacting to sunlight breaking the horizon and falling down the diamond mountain until it touched the base. As the granite could not see the light without employing certain magics, the chimes served to announce for him the coming of morning. 
 
    They also served to break his dour mood, reminding him of the sheer wonder of his surroundings. 
 
    He and Jaeda had been one full day at the Tower of Aeden, and already the world seemed so much larger. Or smaller, depending on how one looked at it. There was so much to the real world that he'd never even imagined, but that realization seemed to make the world he once knew so much more narrow, naive. 
 
    Each hall in the Tower was lined with myriad rooms filled with an infinite array of baubles and artifacts, simple devices that nevertheless boggled the mind. They had taken their first day there to rest and explore, to get a feel for the land, as it were. Nestor, still shackled against his use of magic, was limited in his exploration, but what little he had access to fascinated him to no end. 
 
    How could the Highest ever leave this place? 
 
    He performed his morning ablutions with eagerness, then set out to find Jaeda. She was likely in the library. They'd stumbled upon it early in the afternoon, and he'd been unable to coax her into leaving except for dinner. She'd practically taken up residence among the bookshelves, looking over ancient tomes that, for the most part, weren't even written in script, or not in a script that he was familiar with, anyway. She just enjoyed the pictures. And remarkable pictures they were, featuring crawling machines, digging machines, sailing machines, flying machines... Cao Tzu even mentioned there being "man" machines, though he never went into great detail regarding how an an'droyd actually worked. 
 
    Cao Tzu. Now there was an enigmatic figure. Far more mysterious than any flying machine or whatnot, this granite seemed to know so much about them, and yet told them so little about himself. He had the look of an elderly man -- the bone structure, the scars, the wrinkles -- but moved like one much younger than Nestor himself. It was quite possible that he was not as old as he appeared, but if he wasn't, he'd certainly had a rough life. Jaeda seemed to know him, but whatever past they shared, she was reluctant to talk about it. 
 
    He understood. Until recently, Nestor had been Chief General of the Highest's armies. It had been his duty to know the people in his care, which generally meant knowing the people that his people knew. So for him to be unaware of Jaeda's relationship with Cao Tzu, let alone the extent of it, really spoke to the depth of Jaeda's subterfuge. She couldn't possibly be proud of that. 
 
    Nestor's stomach grumbled at him. The complaint reminded him of the time. He paused midstride, changing directions and heading for the gardens to pick something for breakfast. 
 
    He found Jaeda there, speaking with Cao Tzu as he knelt, trimming and pruning a tomato plant. Her speech was impassioned, emphatic, expressive, but Nestor couldn't make out a word of it from so far away. "Fine," Jaeda shouted, loud and clear. "But if anything happens..." She never finished her thought. She just stood with hands akimbo, staring at Cao Tzu expectantly. 
 
    The other granite nodded his assent. Satisfied, Jaeda straightened, then spied Nestor approaching. She turned to Cao Tzu and pointed a finger and him, again saying something too quietly for Nestor to hear before becoming one with the ground below her, neatly escaping him and his still-shackled magics. He sighed. 
 
    "Good morning, Cao Tzu," he said as he approached. "What was all that about?" 
 
    "Good morning to you, too," the other granite replied, deftly ignoring the question. His voice lilted slightly with a faint Northern Plainsman accent. "I trust your accommodations suit you?" 
 
    "Yes, they're fine quarters," he affirmed. He really hadn't expected the older granite to answer him, but it frustrated him nonetheless. Jaeda was being secretive enough. He didn't need their host to be so. 
 
    Spying an apple tree, he plucked one of the low-hanging fruit and took a bite. Sweet, juicy, perfect. It still amazed him that every plant here was in season. To hear his host tell it, they were always in season, no matter the time of year. Nestor could believe it, this deep into Goldenleaf and the world feeling as warm and vibrant as Greenfield. "If you don't mind my asking, how did you come to live here in Aeden?" 
 
    The other smiled a bit at the question. "Chance. The Crafter's Will. Either one is as likely as the other. I went looking for the man who had destroyed my life, and that quest led me here. As good a place as any, I suppose." 
 
    "Did you ever find him?" 
 
    "Several times." 
 
    "Did you kill him?" 
 
    Cao Tzu sighed and looked Nestor full in the face. "Not yet. But that's what this place is all about." 
 
    Nestor hesitated, worried what the answer might imply. "And what is this place?" he asked finally. 
 
    The other turned once more to his tomato plant, working the leaves diligently for a moment before answering. "The place where magic was born." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning sun was just breaking the horizon to the east, casting a long shadow before Mik's wagon, as he merged with the line already forming at the eastern gate into Schel Veylin. I'd have to arrive during Harvest, Mik thought, his lips curling slightly. He stood up on the toe board and his scowl deepened, as if the extra inches or furrows in his brow would hurry the line in the slightest. It'd probably be High Sun before he reached the gate, no matter what face he made. 
 
    The road close to the city was much more dense than normal. Added to the typical fare of farmers and vendors were late comers to the Festival, looking to get in at least a day or two of Harvest before returning to the drudgery of real life. The old man snickered in spite of himself, remembering a time when a good party meant everything in the world. But that was a long time ago. Nations had risen and fallen since those days of youth. 
 
    The wagon ambled onward, catching what few ruts the centuries had carved into the pavement of the highroad. More than once, the old man thought to just abandon the wagon, or sell it to one of his many fellow travelers. He was certain he could find a buyer. But every time the thought occurred to him, he dismissed it just as quickly. He was ancient, to look at him. Harmless. Entering the city on foot could only serve to undermine that image of harmlessness. What? An old man walking in when he could be riding? What's he got up his sleeve? Gritting his teeth, Mik rumbled on, holding to his seat as best he could. 
 
    Traffic slowed to a crawl as he approached the gate, separating into two rows, foot traffic in one and carts in the other. Low ranking guards stood to the front of either line, making a half-hearted attempt at searching for contraband. An Earthen Rank ruby -- a subcaptain, by his stripes -- stood between the lanes, scrutinizing the eager travelers with all the fervor of a bear den in the middle of Whitesong. "Where are you from," or "Where are you going," all asked with no real concern for the answers. 
 
    "State your business in the Capitol City," the soldier, a Plainsman, asked as the wagon drew near. 
 
    "The wind kisses the wheat," Mik greeted. 
 
    "The wind weaves through the stalks, and they sway," the soldier replied caustically. Immediately, he frowned, apparently thinking better of his rudeness. "Apologies, Elder, it ain't you." 
 
    "No apology necessary," the old man offered. "Mikel du'Ander, at yer service, sir." 
 
    "Subcaptain Lino Taberek, at yours," the ruby returned, more genial. 
 
    "Heard some nasty rumors passin' through Ten League yesterday. I figured ye might be knowin' some'n it." 
 
    "Aye. There's been a bit of a to-do in Bastion. They say it was a rebel attack, but you know how the news is these days. It could've been the Granite Spire descendin' on the town for all we know." The guard looked over his shoulder at the city proper, filled to the gills with celebrants, already well into their cups even this early on, oblivious to the world around them. "But a rumor's all it takes. You know how it is, Elder -- a little fuss somewheres in the Mainland, and we go marchin' off to war. Only thing what's stavin' it off is the Festival." 
 
    Mik nodded his sympathies. "So yer headed off to Bastion a'fore long?" 
 
    "Aye. Word is we'll be leavin' come Firstweek." 
 
    "Tomorrow?" 
 
    "Nah, next. I guess the higher ups wanna make sure Veylin's squared away before we head out." 
 
    "Aye, makes sense," Mik nodded his agreement. "Small troubles in Veylin today, or big'ns tomorrow, should ye not tend t' them. Bastion's troubles'll be no worse fer waitin' on ye. Crafter keep ye as ye head out, friend, and Prophets bring ye peace." 
 
    "Thanks kindly, Elder," he said, waving him through and turning his eyes to the wagon in line. 
 
    "May the sun illuminate your path," Mik said cheerfully as he snapped his reins. 
 
    "Sun illumine your path," the ruby replied briskly, his sour demeanor already reasserting itself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The streets beyond the eastern gate were packed solid with incoming traffic, and it didn't thin out much as Mik drove the cart inward. 
 
    Merchants hustled to restock their shelves. Delivery boys ran this way and that, hand carts laden down with fresh meat, vegetables, and various staples, in preparation for a day's worth of continuous feasting. The fact that these deliveries were still going on, so long after Watchbreak, was particularly ominous. Wherever Mik was planning to be when the festivities started in earnest, he'd better get there. 
 
    He came to a street that intersected with the main road, some two miles or so from the palace in the city's heart. The avenue was divided by an ancient colonnade, running down the center. Mik turned and followed the columns into a densely populated part of the city, where the architecture was as practical as its citizenry. Thatch roofs were common here, as were wooden slat roofs, but every so often, one might find a resident or shop owner, rich enough to afford clay shingles. At the next intersection, he found one such shop -- an inn, decked in expensive looking glazed tile which truly spoke well of the owner. 
 
    He smiled as he pulled up, and gave the stable boy a shrill whistle. "There's a silver in it fer ye if ye give me horse her own stall. And mind that ye give her oats, boy. I'll not have her gettin' corn. It sours her stomach somethin' fierce, and you try ridin' a'hind her when she's had a mess o' corn!" 
 
    "Duffer just got in a load of clean alfalfa," the boy responded shrewdly. "Throw in a copper, and I'll see she gets the middle of the pile." 
 
    "There's a good lad," Mik said with a wink as he handed the boy the reins. 
 
    The common room of the inn was just as inviting as he remembered. As crowded as it was, even this early in the day, the wenches were in good spirits and the guards were kicked back and comfortable. A rotund, elderly man stood behind the bar, wiping it down with a fervor born of a warrior bleeding for his homeland. 
 
    A nice, homey place, managed by a quiet, unassuming grandfatherly figure. No one would ever suspect it was a command post for those waging a war against the powers that be. 
 
    "Them ale circles don't stand a chance," he snickered as he sidled up to the bar. 
 
    Duffer looked up and smiled as Mik came to rest on one of the stools. "Don't laugh," he warned with a wide smile, falling into a familiarity that belied the many years since Mik had last come to call. "You'd be surprised at the damage an icy tankard can do to polished wood." 
 
    "Ha! 'Tis good to see ye, me boy," Mik said, clapping Duffer on the shoulder from across the bar. 
 
    "Good to see you too, Mik," Duffer returned jovially, though his eyes cut keenly across the room. "Join me for a tankard in the back?" 
 
    "Nothin' would do me finer." 
 
    With all the merriment they could muster, Duffer and Mik made their way behind the counter. They passed through the bustling kitchens, sparing only a moment to whisper orders to the head cook before ducking into an office on the far side of the hearths. 
 
    "What, are you crazy?" Duffer hissed as soon as the door was shut. "You could've been seen by somebody who didn't die the last time you were here. Then it would've been my ham on a spit right along side yours." 
 
    "I wouldna come if'n it weren't important," Mik assured the innkeeper. "I know well enough what ye risk, bein' a spy and a hidey hole fer the Cause and all. I know better'n most what kinda trouble I could bring ye, and believe me, it couldna be helped." 
 
    Duffer stood and looked at him for a hard minute, then took a deep breath and shook his head, scrubbing a hand through his sparse, silvered hair. "You'll be the death of me yet, du'Ander. The death." He walked heavily toward a cabinet recessed in the wall. The door swung away to reveal a series of shelves, each with a row of silver-backed sapphires and rubies adorning the front. The shelves held a stash of bottles with long, narrow necks, each stuffed shut with a cork. Duffer retrieved two of these, offering one to Mik. The old trapper unstoppered the cork and took a long pull of the contents. The dark, cold liquid was sweet, but it had a hint of a bite to it. 
 
    "Ye've improved on the sassafras beer recipe I gave ye," Mik noted appreciatively. "But ye took and let these turn on ye." 
 
    "Sorry. I know you're not one for spirits, but you're the only one that drinks this stuff besides me. When I make a batch, half of it ferments before I can drink it all." 
 
    Mik took another swig. "I'd say ye only got about a week or two left on this'n." 
 
    "Well, I guess you're going to have to help me take care of that, won't you?" Duffer asked with a smile, joining Mik for a pull. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    "Really, it's not that uncommon," Aten'rih said nonchalantly. "Nor uncalled for, to be quite honest." 
 
    "But a null field?" demanded Sal. 
 
    "They are the governing authorities in Ysre, an island that houses not only the Camp of the Unmarked but also the Academy and the Granite Spire. It would be almost impossible for a council largely made up of mundanes to rightly govern such a diverse and powerful region without certain protections." 
 
    Sal hissed, "But we'll be defenseless. If this thing goes sideways..." 
 
    "A shol'tuk is never defenseless, mate," Retzu interjected. "You're still a doeskin by hilt, but you're easily a linen with the occasional flash of silk. The only reason I haven't promoted you is because we've been... otherwise occupied." 
 
    "And there are other factors," Aten'rih cut back in. "Consider how a null field operates. If---" 
 
    A page poked his head through the huge double doors of the audience chamber, interrupting them with their summons to Council. 
 
    The Chamber was expansive, with vaulted ceilings almost as tall as the chamber was long and wide. It reminded Sal of a court room, with pews for petitioners and witnesses to various cases, should the need arise. The patriarchs -- nine of them, mundane and arcane -- sat at the far end of the chamber behind a long, arching desk, about where the judge's bench would be. 
 
    The page led them forward to the open space within the arch. The flooring here was patterned in tile, a large violet square where the defendant's box might be. As they entered the box, Sal felt... something. Or nothing. He'd grown so used to the tingle of magics, ever present in the background of his senses, that he'd come to ignore it. Stepping into the null field was like going numb. He cast his emerald eye about -- without looking like he was casting it about -- looking for weaknesses, but the address started before he could examine the floor in earnest. 
 
    "Third day of Harvest, 4135 Post Rending, audience two of seven," one of the patriarchs, a sapphire, droned. A scribe sat to one side of the chamber, furiously scribbling the dictation. "Audience called by Aten'rih, Commander in the Earthen Ranks and Master Instructor at the Camp of the Unmarked in Bastion. Saves us the trouble of summonsing you. I take it, Commander, that you mean to report to us just what in the Abyss has been happening outside our walls?" he asked, his tone coloring with menace. 
 
    "I do, milord Patriarch," the emerald affirmed. "Early yesterday morning, Earthen Rank forces clashed with rebel forces opposed to the Highest, in response to a rebel presence in Bastion the night before." 
 
    "We surmised as much. We also noticed that a force of some kind remains on the plains north of here -- a force apart from yourself and the Unmarked that are approaching the city. A mix of mages and mundanes, by the looks of them, along with a smallish flock of dragons." The elderly sapphire leaned forward a bit. "Ysre doesn't have dragons. And Earthen Rank emeralds typically do not travel in the company of Unmarked and assassins. I'm sure you can appreciate our confusion." 
 
    "Of course, milord," Aten'rih said. "As such, allow me to introduce my associate, Retzu of the Silent Blade." 
 
    The assassin nodded toward the emerald and addressed the patriarchs. "Allow me to clarify, milords and ladies. I am Retzu, heir to House Nograh, and sole surviving member of the Court of Aitaxen." 
 
    "du'Nograh..." the sapphire drawled, as if tasting a word that was vaguely familiar. "Are you...?" 
 
    "Yes," Retzu said, answering the sapphire's unfinished question. "Reit Windon du'Nograh was my brother, and the leader of the Cause." 
 
    The Council erupted, leaping to their feet in protest. One of the patriarchs shouted for them to be taken into custody, and the hulking Marked guards moved to comply. Sal dropped down into shol'zo masu, while Retzu stood at his ease. Aten'rih, on the other hand, did something... different. 
 
    The big wedge shaped emerald hunkered into a fighting stance and put his hands up... only they weren't hands. Before Sal's eyes, his right fist grew bony, with tooth-like protrusions sticking out at regular intervals, forming a sort of mace. His left arm also changed, with thick, wing-shaped frills extending to either side of his arm, covering the full length from elbow to wrist. 
 
    "Stop!" Retzu commanded, his voice thick with authority. 
 
    The guards, clearly not expecting this turn of events, did exactly that, stutter-stepping as they looked to each other for guidance. The patriarchs were stunned silent. All but one. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this," demanded the sapphire. 
 
    "We're not here to turn ourselves in," Retzu stated calmly, quietly. "This is a courtesy call." 
 
    "A 'courtesy call'? Are you mad?" 
 
    "Not so much," Sal interjected, straightening slowly, adopting as nonthreatening a presence as possible. "We actually have the advantage... if not in this chamber, then certainly throughout the city. Virtually all of the Unmarked are ours, and have been for weeks. And we've still kept faith with Bastion, regardless of where our allegiances lie. Our fight isn't with you. It never was." 
 
    "You see," said Retzu. "We didn't need to address the Council, and we can leave at any time. There's nothing you could do to stop us. 
 
    "We could kill you, cut off the head of the rebellion," the sapphire snapped. 
 
    "Not your best option, mate," the assassin pointed out, almost genially. "That's already happened once this week, and we're still here. All you'll do is make a lot of good people really mad." He casually scanned the Chamber. "And it don't look like you've got the manpower left to survive a lot of good, mad people." 
 
    "Then why bother to address the Council at all? Why not just claim Bastion as your prize and be done with it?" 
 
    "Because, as Sal said, our fight is not with you. It's with the Highest." Retzu's features clouded over, as if with shame or regret. "We're not an army, and we're not here to occupy the city. There was a lot of people what died yesterday that shouldn't have had to die." 
 
    "An assassin that regrets taking a life?" the sapphire scoffed incredulously. 
 
    "I regret nothing," the gold-hilt cooed with a chill that belied the clouds. "Their deaths were unavoidable, but that makes them no less unfortunate. Each one of us joined this Cause because we believe our lives to be ours, and ours alone -- not the property or province of another, be they magistrate or king or the bloody Highest himself. It's heartbreaking that somebody should die to tell us different, in service to a man who will never know their names." 
 
    A patriarch two spots to the sapphire's right, a youngish Mandiblean emerald, spoke up. "He's telling the truth, D'akris," he said. "Or what he believes to be the truth, anyway." 
 
    "I can see that," the sapphire replied, never taking his eyes off the trio before him. "You do realize that the Highest will respond in force, don't you, milord du'Nograh?" 
 
    "We do. We hope to be out of your hair before that happens." 
 
    "Then why come here at all?" D'akris asked, suddenly looking rather unsure. "Why not just leave, if that is your aim?" 
 
    "Because the Highest uses education as a means of control. He knows that as long as his people are the smartest people on the battlefield, any rebellion that forms against him is doomed to failure. We aim to change that." 
 
    The sapphire looked long and hard at the trio. Sal's skin crawled at the scrutiny. Finally, the patriarch waved his peers into their seats, and asked, "How?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The audience went on for well over an hour -- a good deal of it Retzu. Sal couldn't help but be impressed by his sen'sia's argument. Far from the carefree assassin that Sal had always known, Retzu du'Nograh was a most formidable negotiator. He wielded his logic very much like he wielded a blade, with decisive cuts delivered at precisely the right moment to achieve maximum effect. Retzu may not like diplomacy or leadership, Sal thought, but it suited him brilliantly. 
 
    "We would require that you share what you learn, of course," clarified another patriarch, a mundane female in her middle years, at one point. "Especially those of us mundanes who've never set foot inside the Archives. If we're going to allow you the freedom to delve the secrets locked away in there, we'd like a share in the spoils." 
 
    "Of course," Retzu said. "The whole reason we wanted the Archives is so that the Highest couldn't pick and choose who would benefit from the knowledge kept here. Wouldn't help our case any if we started picking and choosing ourselves, would it?" 
 
    "No, it wouldn't at that," she snickered. 
 
    The audience, shifting from interrogation to discussion, descended into informality. As the conversation centered more fully on Retzu, Sal drew Aten'rih to the side. The emerald instructor quirked an eyebrow in unspoken question. 
 
    "The null field. The mace and shield," he whispered, indicating the emerald's now-normal arms. "How did you...?" 
 
    "Well, think about it for a second," Aten'rih replied, in a tone that suggested that the answer should've been obvious. 
 
    That didn't help Sal's mood a bit. Nor did it help him find the answer. 
 
    "Subsergeant," the emerald addressed, firmly if quietly, easily slipping into instructor mode. "Explain for me the nature of a null field." 
 
    "It's an amethyst utility spell," Sal recited. "It's used to render mages powerless, reliant upon mundane means. It's used to aid in confinement, where the mage might otherwise escape physical restraints, and can be used defensively in combat, though at great cost to the wielder. It manifests as a field of energy, encompassing the target mage. It functions as a barrier between the mage and those things that his magic might---ahhh!" 
 
    "And the candle is lit," Aten'rih said with a grin. 
 
    "So because you wielded your spell was against your own body, it defeated the function of the null field?" 
 
    "Just so." 
 
    "Does it stop granites from melting?" 
 
    Aten'rih nodded. "They can still wield certain magics against their own bodies, but they need to wield against the ground below them in order to become one with it." 
 
    "So why didn't we ever learn that at Camp?" Sal asked shrewdly, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    "Rank training, year three, one of the last things you learn before your Marking Day. It's not a vulnerability that we want raw recruits to know about." 
 
    "Especially because Emerald can do so much with that loophole," Sal added. 
 
    "Right." 
 
    Sal shrugged. "On the other hand, it would make hazing a lot more interesting." 
 
    "Don't even think about it, Subsergeant," Aten'rih warned. 
 
    "Roger that." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Never mind." 
 
    "Commander," hailed one of the patriarchs, a Ysrean mundane. Sal didn't know the young man, but he carried himself as if he were well aware of his family's worth. Sal disliked him immediately. "I was wondering if I might discuss with you the use of the Camp as quarters for Caravan..." 
 
    With both Retzu and Aten'rih otherwise engaged, Sal thought it a good time to send word back to Caravan. He released Emerald and touched Sapphire, holding a picture of Menkal in his mind, and... 
 
    The Council gasped as a whole. The female patriarch was the only one who dared speak. "Blessed Crafter...!" 
 
    "What?" Sal demanded, his eyes cutting in every direction, scanning for danger. 
 
    "Your eye, milord mage," said D'akris. "You were an emerald before, but now..." 
 
    Then it dawned on him. For all their arguments to the patriarchs regarding the Highest, the validity of their Cause and all that, it had never occurred to them to reveal who Sal was. The patriarchs, being chief members of the Bastion elite, were educated enough to have at least a passing knowledge of the Prismatic Prophecies, if not be completely familiar with them. 
 
    "Oh, yeah. That. Ummm... I'm the Prism," Sal deadpanned. 
 
    He expected surprise, or even shock, from the patriarchs. Even an outburst like their earlier one would've made sense to him. What happened instead... 
 
    As one, the patriarchs froze in place, like a deer caught in a car's headlights. The color drained from their collective faces, and a couple of them collapsed heavily into their seats. Their expression wasn't anger or shock or even fear per se. It was dread, as one who sees the end of his life approaching and is utterly resigned to his impending doom. None spoke, save one of the mages -- an otherwise curmudgeonly sapphire -- who breathlessly whispered, "One of flesh and one of stone. Both together, both alone..." 
 
    Retzu's expression reflected Sal's own thoughts -- confusion, maybe a tad unnerved. Aten'rih, though, looked like he empathized with the patriarchs. 
 
    Sal would've preferred another outburst. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hey, Menkal... 
 
    Could you give me a moment, Sal? the old sapphire Whispered. I'm a little busy. He did his best to keep his mind empty of the green-scaled visage of the dragon, its tongue flickering serpent-like mere inches from Menkal's face 
 
    "You're a bold one, aren't you?" it rumbled softly, its voice unmistakably feminine. 
 
    "It's one of my more endearing traits..." he joked, more from hysteria than from humor. 
 
    "I would imagine. Not many humans -- mage or mundane -- would approach a dragon den of their own free will." It edged one catlike yellow-green eye near enough to illustrate how pitifully small Menkal was in comparison. "Fewer still would be able to hold their water with one at arm's reach." 
 
    "Eshira," called another dragon -- the blue one, from the night before. She had broken away from a small flock, circling high overhead. Her great wings cupped the air, slowing its fall as it lightly came to rest a few paces away. "What are you doing?" she demanded. 
 
    "Just telling him how I admire a bold man," the green dragon said petulantly. "It looks rather dashing on him." 
 
    "Eshira..." 
 
    "Yes, milady." Eshira lowered her head before Menkal in a draconian bow. "Milord mage. Pleased to make your acquaintance." 
 
    "Likewise, I'm sure," Menkal said uncertainly. 
 
    "You'll have to forgive Eshira," the blue dragon said. "She's recently begun her preening." 
 
    "Preening?" 
 
    The blue dragon chuckled deeply. "It's of no consequence. How may I help you?" 
 
    Menkal opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. He took another run at it, but failed again. The dragon was just so big, so imposing, that he had a hard time keeping his mind on his task. "I'm sorry, milady dragon," he stammered. "I'm having a little difficulty..." 
 
    "Of course," the dragon said graciously. "Perhaps this will help." 
 
    As Menkal watched, the massive form of the blue dragon remade itself. There was no aura of magic about the transformation, but she transformed all the same, reducing in size and grandeur until the shape coalesced in the form of a woman -- beautiful and of indeterminate age, with pain evident in her face but passing. Her skin held a slight bluish tint, and shimmered slightly in the sunlight. She wore no clothing, but her wings wrapped around her body, clinging to her like a robe, so Menkal could not rightly describe her as naked. But for all that she might appear human now, her slitted eyes dispelled the illusion. 
 
    If the mage's mouth was dry before, it was purest dust now. 
 
    "My name is Athnae," she said breathlessly, her strained voice now a rich alto. 
 
    "Menkal", he breathed. He smacked his lips dryly, trying to work up the spit to have a decent conversation. 
 
    "An honor," she said, drawing her leg back in a magnificent curtsy. "My mate, Aplos, felt that you would appreciate a liaison who was a bit more... genteel." 
 
    "It helps," he admitted, grinning sickly and silently wondering what ever possessed him to volunteer for this. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal got no explanation for the stunned silence of the patriarchs. Even Aten'rih said "we'll talk about it later", though his tone suggested nothing of the sort. Sal could do nothing but file it away with his frustration and return to the task at hand. As the Council turned to their next item of business, Sal excused himself from Aten'rih and Retzu to attend to their people north of the city. 
 
    Lacking someone in Caravan to Whisper with -- Menkal was still incommunicado -- Sal sent a messenger on horseback to bring them south to set up in the parade grounds west of the Camp of the Unmarked. They'd talked about Caravan simply staying within their hastily constructed fortress, but the patriarchs didn't want the rebels on both sides of the city. They didn't relish the idea of being surrounded by people they didn't entirely trust. He couldn't fault them for that. 
 
    Sal then turned his attention to the Unmarked. He touched Sapphire briefly to command the Unmarked into the city, and then switched to Amethyst to oversee the rotation of fresh troops. He reached the north gates in a fraction of the time it had taken him to reach the Council building, but by the time he got there, fresh troops were already in place, and their weary brothers in arms were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    He spied Tribean, standing dutifully outside the inner guard shack. "You just won me two silver standards," he said cheerfully as Sal touched down in front of him. 
 
    "How's that?" 
 
    "Jelleck bet that you'd head back to Caravan first, to see a certain artisan," the emerald explained. "But I knew you couldn't pass up the opportunity to micromanage things." 
 
    "You're ugly and your Mama dresses you funny," Sal retorted, then stood at attention, prompting the same from his lieutenant. "Footman Tribean, report." 
 
    "Forces reallocated as ordered, sir," the Onatae mage clipped sharply. "Posts on the north, west, and east perimeters are relieved, as are the central posts and roaming patrols. We expect word from the south wall any moment. Available amethysts are expediting the process of getting the on-shift to their assignments, and the off-shift to their racks." 
 
    "Excellent. Have Hafi or Patrys get word to me as soon as everybody's settled in," Sal said, wielding Amethyst and lifting back into the air. 
 
    "Where are you headed to now, sir?" 
 
    Sal smirked. "To live up to Jelleck's expectations." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The scroll crinkled softly under Nestor's touch. The ancient vellum was firm and velvety, belying the years that it survived, testament to the strength of the granite magic that preserved it. The library was full of many such volumes, though only a scant few of them were written in metallic ink, the only kind of writing that he could read with his eyes opaque as they were. Fresh ink he could easily make out, but unless the ink contained a metallic additive of some sort, it faded from his view as it dried. 
 
    Nestor's hand shook as he reached up and touched the crystal pendant at his throat. It was a simple thing -- a tear shaped quartz, polished to high clarity, set in a serviceable steel backing and hanging from a sturdy leather thong. It was certainly nothing extravagant. But it had been a gift from the Highest, a token of esteem, and of the secret that only a handful of granites knew. With it, he could see the world as he once did, long ago, before he received the blessing of Granite. How he longed to use it now, to see the scrolls in all their aged beauty, rather than as a orangish collection of near-imperceptible bits, adorned with yellow writing. 
 
    The scroll he held was one that chronicled the rise of Haitato, an Onatae kingdom that flourished shortly after the Rending. It ruled the Eastern Shores for almost two hundred years before falling to the fledgling Armies of the Shadow Mage, a fanatical forerunner to the Earthen Ranks that revered the Highest as a demigod, the physical embodiment of el Himself. If the tomes were to be believed, the Highest had all but conquered the world in the days following the Rending -- not just the Mainland and the Mandible, but Leviathan's Maw, the Expanse, the Outer Reaches, nearly the whole of Te'ra! Had it not been for the vi'zrith of the Scar, rallying the water tribes under a single banner, he would have succeeded. 
 
    It was so strange to him, now, to think of the Highest's failures as anything other than devastating. He'd loved him, once. The Highest brought sense to the world, order. He was all powerful and everliving. It was only logical to bow to his authority, and to bow eagerly. The Highest had been everything to him, the very Vicar of the Crafter... only, now, he realized just how close that title came to "the physical embodiment of el Himself". It was blasphemous, of course, idolatrous, and yet that's precisely how he'd seen the Highest, how everyone saw him. But to look at him now and consider him to be just a man, like any other...? 
 
    Nestor heard the whisk of footsteps and he looked up, hoping to see Jaeda finally joining him in the library... but it was Cao Tzu, elderly, yet spry in his orange and yellow robes. Wool, he decided as the older granite got closer, though the myriad fibers had an almost artificial appearance to them. 
 
    Jaeda remained absent, as she had all morning. 
 
    "Good afternoon, Chief General," Cao Tzu said pleasantly. "Ah! I see you've found the Haitato scroll. Excellent reading, one of my favorites. Remind me sometime to tell you the story of Soul Taker and the Covenant of the Waves. Fascinating stuff!" 
 
    "What was Jaeda angry about this morning?" Nestor's question was sharper than he'd planned it to be, but he was not about to let Cao Tzu dodge him like he had that morning. 
 
    If his host was perturbed, it didn't show. "There's a procedure that I'd like you to consent to -- the removal of your shackle. Jaeda was concerned that it was too dangerous, that it might kill you, but I've done it many times before." 
 
    "You have?" Nestor half-shouted, jumping to his feet. "And they lived?" 
 
    "Yes. Well, most of them." 
 
    "How many?" Nestor asked warily. 
 
    "I've removed forty seven shackles, forty one of them successfully." 
 
    "Six deaths." 
 
    Cao Tzu nodded solemnly. "Each artisan has their own special way of crafting a shackle, and no two shackles are identical. This made things very difficult for me in the early days, as I had no artisan to teach me the whys and wherefores of gemsmithing." 
 
    "I understand... but six deaths?" 
 
    The older mage waved off his concern as inconsequential. "Thirty three removals since the last one. I think I've finally developed a talent for it. I would've told you about this earlier, but I wanted to collect the necessary equipment before broaching the subject with you. 'Never invite trouble unless ye have a place for him to sit,' as my Da was wont to say." 
 
    Nestor considered Cao Tzu's offer in silence, all the while resisting the urge to fidget with the shackle where it sat low, gently grinding the leather thong into the nape of his neck. "What needs to be done?" he asked finally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor followed Cao Tzu from the library. His host had done little to quiet his fears over the procedure, but his trepidation was irrelevant. He did not know what the future had in store for him -- with the Highest in Schel Veylin, with Cao Tzu here in Aeden, with Jaeda -- but he did know that without his magic he was crippled, bereft of something that was so fundamentally him that without it, he was incomplete. 
 
    Cao Tzu led him down a long hall and ducked into a room to one side. Words were inscribed into the door facing, some of them in common script, some in letters decidedly more blocky. What he did recognize read, "Project Manager," though as with the numerous other inscriptions pocking the walls of Aeden, they meant nothing to Nestor. Still, he pondered them, turned them over in his mind. He knew the words "project" and "manager", but why they should be used together was unclear. He gave a mental shrug as he entered the room behind Cao Tzu, shelving the mystery as just one more to plumb while he was here. All would be revealed in due--- 
 
    He stutter-stepped as he came around the doorjamb and found Jaeda within. She was arranging a chair in the middle of the room, but she could've been dancing for all the grace she exhibited doing it. She straightened at their entrance, and stumbled a bit herself. "I..." 
 
    "Talk as we go," Cao Tzu interrupted. "This may be a long process, and I'd like to get it underway while I still have the light." 
 
    Jaeda nodded and stepped back, motioning Nestor to sit. The chair that she offered him was a comfortable one, with a low back and padded arm rests. She slid a footstool, cushioned as deeply as the chair was, under Nestor's feet. 
 
    "Wait. Light?" Nestor said, finally catching what his host had said. 
 
    "Yes. There are some parts of this procedure where I'll have to employ greater clarity of vision." 
 
    Nestor froze. How did he know about Clarity? That was one of the most closely guarded secrets of the Granite Order, reserved for only the most accomplished mages, and necessarily so. Why, if the common granite mage knew that he could regain his natural sight using magic... 
 
    Had Cao Tzu been a granite in the Highest's employ at one time? Surely Nestor would've remembered him from the Guard, either as his superior or as his subordinate. His eyes cut back to Jaeda, but she didn't seem the least bit surprised by the revelation. Again, he wondered about the past that he and Jaeda obviously shared. 
 
    "Now hold still," Jaeda urged, gently tilting his head forward. "I want you to focus on me, alright? Look into my eyes." 
 
    Nestor did, though it was with a confusing mixture of budding love and growing mistrust. Who was she? 
 
    "Alright, we're about to begin. Nestor, I want you to hold as still as you can. Jaeda," Cao Tzu said, his voice taking a keen edge of warning. "Whatever you do, do not touch him during the procedure. He is protected from the shackle by the shackle. Any mana surges I cause will dissipate into the mana field that surrounds him. If you are in contact with that field..." 
 
    "Right," she answered. 
 
    "Now then, hand me that... No, not that one, the one next to it." Jaeda's hand went to the tray table that stood beside the chair, just outside of Nestor's field of vision. 
 
    He sat in silence while Cao Tzu worked. He could only imagine what the mage was doing behind him, but every so often, Cao Tzu's hand slipped, poking him with some apparatus or another. 
 
    "See, the trick to these things is understanding the craftsman," he said as he worked, poking Nestor again. He began to wonder if Cao Tzu was doing it on purpose. "You can tell by the score marks in the bracket... Jaeda, look here. See that? You can tell by those marks that the artisan was under a certain amount of stress at the time of this crafting. That being the case, look here at the locking mechanism." He paused in his dissertation, presumably to show Jaeda what he was talking about. Nestor bit his lip in growing frustration. They were attempting to unlock a device that, if opened incorrectly, could kill him, and his supposed savior was using it as a teaching moment! 
 
    "Ah!" he heard Jaeda gasp. "So if her hands were even the slightest bit unstable, she wouldn't want the actual latch to go here..." Pause. "But here instead." Another pause. 
 
    "Yes, exactly," Cao Tzu affirmed. "See, each artisan---" 
 
    "Excuse me," Nestor interrupted. "But can we please focus on the task at hand? I'd just as soon not be your seventh failure." 
 
    "Quite right," the other agreed. "Though I wouldn't be too worried. I think I've accounted for all the lifestyle minutia that would affect the artisan's crafting, and I'm certain the temporal quanta is roughly similar..." 
 
    "Temporal quanta?" 
 
    "Little changes between this time and last time." 
 
    "Last time? What are you talking about?" 
 
    Cao Tzu sighed. "I'm about to release the lock. Hold still. This might sting a bit." 
 
    Nestor braced himself, hands gripping the cushioned armrests against whatever pain he might experience. He heard a very faint click, and he jumped... but he felt nothing as the shackle went slack on his neck. He sighed his relief as Cao Tzu touched the shackle to remove it. 
 
    And Nestor's whole body convulsed as if his very bones were filled with lightning. But it didn't last long. Blessedly, he slipped into oblivion before he could scream. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    When Caravan broke camp shortly after breakfast, its people scattered like leaves in an autumn breeze. Those few with wagons that could manage the crowded streets of Bastion headed south toward the city, while the rest made their way north along the highroad to Vulture Point, where the Cause's ships waited at anchor to carry them to the southern shores of Bastion's harbor, near the Camp of the Unmarked. 
 
    As afternoon bled into evening, the tent poles of Caravan started to rise on the Camp's western parade grounds. Though most of Caravan had yet to arrive from Vulture Point, the first streets of the new rebel village were already evident. The sun was touching the Sea of Ysre when Jaren left the campsite he'd claimed for his own and set out along those proto-streets with purpose, barking orders as he passed. 
 
    Well, "barking orders" was all in how one looked at it. He liked to think that he was barking orders, but if he were honest with himself, it was probably closer to polite requests of meager direction, softened further with "if you please". 
 
    Not that the village of rebels needed much direction. Even with most of the Cause still en route, Jaren was hard-pressed to find any delineation between Caravan of old, Wayfarer's Rest, Red Wagon, and the half-dozen or so other villages that Caravan had absorbed over the past few weeks. And now he was witnessing the same process start all over again with the Unmarked, the once-soldiers for the Highest throwing in with their rebel brethren to raise the tent city, with nothing to distinguish them but the armor that they wore. It really did the heart good to see just how close people could be, if given a common goal to strive for. 
 
    Few Caravanites had been able to bring their wheeled cabins with them when they first loaded the ships north of Scholar's Ford -- only the most necessary ones, like the smithies with their forges built into the very sides of their homes. Most had just packed their essentials and left the rest at the edge of Aeden's Garden. It made transport much easier, to be sure, but it gave the once-garish rebel camp a decidedly severe color. They looked more like refugees than rebels. 
 
    Marissa's site -- complete with a certain one-eyed mage -- was among the first that Jaren had found, along with Master Seti's forge. The emerald had committed their locations to memory, as they might be in the Bastion area for a little while yet. He made his way down a number of semi-straight paths, marking other canvas homes as he went, and noted how few cook fires had been lit. Apparently, a massive movement of one's life and belongings was hardly enough to keep the rebels of the Cause from tasting the varied offerings of the Festival of Harvest. And Jaren didn't blame them. He had a mind to head into town himself before long. 
 
    He rounded a plot claimed by the Brothers Fletcher and finally found the tent that he'd been looking for -- a largish one, bearing regal colors. A couple men were hammering in the final guy stakes as he approached. 
 
    Good, he thought, sighing his relief. Somebody helped her set up. One less thing for her to worry about. 
 
    "There you are, Green," Delana said cheerfully. Too cheerful by half, Jaren thought, but he simply smiled his reply. "Just finishing up," she remarked, nodding thankfully to the men who had helped her and now were departing. She commented casually, as if they'd done this a hundred times before. 
 
    Well, they had done this a hundred times before, but never without Reit. Jaren touched Emerald and looked into her. She was tired, worn, achy. Her heart beat much faster than usual, for all that she tried to appear calm. No, the differentness of this move wasn't lost on her, however she tried to hide it. 
 
    "Don't take that tone on my account," he told her. 
 
    Her beaming smile darkened slightly, and her lip trembled, but to her credit, she didn't break down. "You know, he always thought that he would be alone when he died." She barked a rough laugh, and cast a quick glance over her shoulder to the entrance of the tent. "Now he's dead and I still won't leave him alone." 
 
    He nodded, wishing vainly for words of comfort to impart. What could he say about something like this? He had no hope to offer. 
 
    Well, very little, anyway. 
 
    "Have you decided how you're going to... honor him?" he asked. 
 
    "We'll take him with us whenever we leave. There's nothing else for it." What remained of her smile turned decidedly cold, and her lip curled slightly in grim determination. "I won't bury him in this Crafter-forsaken soil. It's already soaked up enough of his life. I'll not give it his death as well." 
 
    "What do you have in mind?" 
 
    She was thoughtful for a moment, then said, "The Colonnade outside of Aitaxen." 
 
    "King Titus' tomb," Jaren said appreciatively. "Most fitting." 
 
    "I thought so, anyway." 
 
    Jaren smiled thinly, and cast vainly about for something else to say. The small talk was over far too quickly for his liking. He'd hoped to soften her up a bit before--- 
 
    "Look," she said, her violet eyes flashing brilliantly, if briefly. "I know you want to see him. Your head has been a thunderstorm since last night, so it's obvious that something is on your mind. Something to do with... him. But now is not the time. Sorry to make you chase the kharn around the millpond..." she paused to scrub away a disobedient tear. "Too soon." 
 
    "Too soon," he echoed with a sigh. Whether that sigh was for her pain or his frustration, he couldn't say. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The small talk was over far too quickly for Delana's liking. Jaren offered a few more empty platitudes, but eventually, he left, and took the blessing of his presence with him. When Delana turned around and reentered her tent, she did so alone. 
 
    "Jaren stopped by," Delana said, speaking to the empty space as if Reit would sit up in it and respond. 
 
    But he just lay there. Cold. Lifeless. Too lifeless, even for the dead. 
 
    "He wanted to see you," she continued, approaching the wagon where her husband lay in repose, his hands folded neatly over his chest, his face solemn, peaceful. "I told him to come back." 
 
    She dragged her fingers across his still body, her other hand toying with the ring she wore around her neck. She could feel every facet of the gem beneath her fingers, could see the dull emerald glint in her mind without laying eyes on it. The ring had been an obsession of hers ever since it had fallen into her hands, the source of many a sleepless night spent trying to unlock its secrets. She should have told Reit about the ring years ago. She should have told him everything. 
 
    "I know what Jaren wants," she continued, speaking right through the catch in her voice, the tears in her tone, the run of her nose. Her weakness wouldn't have bothered him in the slightest while he were alive. Why should it bother her now that he was... gone? 
 
    But weakness led to bitterness, and bitterness to shame. "He wants to examine you," said Delana, well and truly sobbing now. Her husband's body was almost completely obscured by hot tears, the residual violet and dirty brown auras obscured with it. "I'm sure he saw what I see, but even if he looks closer, he won't know what it means. Not like I do." 
 
    Her dragging fingertips came to rest in the center of his chest, over the hole that she knew gaped beneath the covering of his armor. Even through the black leather of his breastplate, the granite aura glowed sickeningly, separate but linked to the brown magics that encompassed the rest of his body. The aura was elliptical, irregular, just large enough for a man's heart to fit in... or to be pulled out of. 
 
    And it wasn't fading as it should. None of the auras were. Worse still, his body showed no evidence of death. All the usual signs, the tiny sparks of life that fed on death, were absent. It was as if Reit simply did not exist, except for the magic that was now an inseparable part of him. Ever since the moment he fell, she had memorized every feature, every bit of minutia about him. And the magics were as fresh upon his body now as they had been the day before, the moment they'd slain him. 
 
    As the thought came to her unbidden, her shame reached its full. He couldn't move on. His soul couldn't shake free of his body. It wasn't that it was too early for his spirit to manifest, to hover over his body like a cloud. It was as if everything was frozen in place. And she was certain she was the cause of it. 
 
    She, a mistress of Energy, had somehow trapped Reit's energies within a lifeless shell. She had no idea how, or why, but the fault was hers. There would be no peace in the Crafter's embrace. Not for him. Not for her. 
 
    The sound of wailing haunted her on into the night. It was a long time before she realized that the wailing was hers. And she didn't care. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu heard that wail again, and he looked over his shoulder toward where Caravan lay near the shoreline of the harbor. It had been following him ever since he left his campsite, rising and falling like a wave in his ears. It was very faint now, almost indistinguishable against the backdrop of the dissonant sounds of celebration, but Retzu could still hear it plainly. 
 
    Delana. She was mourning Reit, in the only way she knew how. Quite possibly, the only way that was appropriate. 
 
    Retzu paused in his step, halfway to Bastion's southern gate, and halfway to her. He could go back, to see after his brother's wife and let her see after her husband's twin. He could pass the night in grief, and in the company of those he cared for. That would be the right thing to do, anyway. He set one foot back toward the camp when... 
 
    "Retzu!" came a voice entirely too familiar -- and too old -- to be as festive as it was. 
 
    "Milord mage," the assassin replied, turning to nod at an obviously... festive... Menkal, calling from Bastion's gates with arms high and wide. "You just now getting here?" 
 
    "Yes. Well, no. I mean, I'm from here, so ye--err, no. I'm just now getting here, just not getting here. Not just," the sapphire said, throwing an arm around Retzu's shoulder and pulling him close. The smell of stale mead hit Retzu full in the face as the mage whispered none too quietly, "I've been with the dragons all day! Shhhhhhh!" 
 
    "I'm sure the people already know they're here," Retzu reminded him. "They're big. Kinda hard to miss." 
 
    "Yeah, but they don't know that I know them, ya know." The sapphire paused, staring wide-eyed through his spectacles at some image that only he could see. "They don't know that I know them! Why... that makes me the most uniquest person on this whole island. Imagine the possibilities! Men twice my size, quaking in fear, and ladies---" 
 
    "Yeah, that's amazing, mate," Retzu said, cutting him off in mid-slur, deftly turning the drunken sapphire toward Caravan. "You know who you need to tell all this to? Jaren. He's a country boy, ya see. I'm sure he'd love to hear all about it. Broaden his horizons a bit, yeah?" 
 
    Menkal grinned sloppily and adjusted his spectacles on his face, leaving them even more cockeyed than they were before. "Boy, I could spin him a yarn about this place and Festivals past. You know, I'm from here, lad..." 
 
    "So I've heard. Why don't you go tell him all about it. Off you go..." 
 
    Retzu gave the sapphire a gentle shove toward Caravan, and the old man staggered off without another word, as if Retzu had already slipped his mind. He wondered a moment longer if he ought not follow the old man back to camp, to make sure he didn't get into any trouble. He was a mage, sure enough, but he was old, and obviously not in his best mind. It was easy to feel a twinge responsible for him. And then there was Delana... 
 
    But the scent of roasted corn and stale beer and spent fireworks wafted past him, and the sounds of revelry and mirth and random violence wormed their way into his ears. Distraction. Wanton distraction. A little drink, a little sport -- just what a bloke like him needed to take his mind off things. 
 
    Retzu looked once more to the doddering old man, and to the camp beyond him. He sighed, then turned north toward the gate, and to the frivolities that Harvest had to offer. Delana -- the whole of Caravan -- needed a comfort that Retzu couldn't give. Best let his sister-in-law find her own comforts, and let Retzu find his. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal yawned into his fist, a light mist billowing out around it. Today might be Long Harvest, but the day before had been long enough on its own. 
 
    The morning dawned a bit cooler than it had the past couple days, but that didn't deter the Bastionites from their festivities in the least. The Long Harvest and its extra Festival day only came around once every four years, and the celebrants were bound and determined to make the most of it. 
 
    Sal was on patrol well before the sun started glinting off of Mount Ysre's snowcap. He wore his full Rank armor -- as did the rest of the Unmarked at his command -- with his doeskin-hilted katana strapped to his back. The rebels weren't really "undercover" anymore. There was no danger of being "discovered" per se, because those who posed the greatest threat to the rebels already knew. But the Rank armor was a look that the people were used to, and the armor remained practical, even if the advertising was a bit off. He saw no need to rock the boat until and unless it was necessary. 
 
    He also maintained a connection to the emerald soulgem, though that too was more for practical purposes than subterfuge. Those who mattered already knew who he was. Those who didn't likely wouldn't see the importance of him being the Prism. But even the most ignorant farmer could see that Diamond wasn't one of the usual Tiles, so it didn't serve his purposes to relax his guard too much. So he held onto Emerald, and stood ready for a fight that was always as close as the nearest drunk. 
 
    His patrols carried him through the food courts and grocers, the menageries and the troupes. The mouthwatering scent of roasted meats mixed with the gagging odor of meat that was unfortunately very much alive. The various musicians played their tunes to their individual audiences, the resulting din both beautiful and jarringly dissonant. The chaos of it all sent cheers and jeers out into the morning as Festival goers had their merriment. That in itself was almost worth the price of admission for Sal. There was a new wonder around every corner, each more entertaining than the last. If only... 
 
    "There you are," came a pleased exclamation from behind him. "I've been looking all over for you." 
 
    "Marissa, I was just thinking about you," he said with a wide smile, kissing her briefly but fully. "Whatcha hunting me down for? It's barely sun-up, and there's a whole lot of Festival to enjoy, even this early." 
 
    "Who am I going to enjoy it with? My declared is off looking for ruffians to rough up." 
 
    Sal laughed. "Hang on a minute. Let me check in." 
 
    Closing his eyes and shielding them against onlookers, he touched Sapphire, and spoke to the wind. Patrys? 
 
    Aye, Sal. 
 
    Are we busy this morning? 
 
    The teenage sapphire paused. A wee bit, sir. Drunkards, mostly, thinkin' this mornin' is still last night. I had me hands full o' some vandals mussing up the docks back around Watchbreak, but nothin' I'd call trouble. Why do y'ask? 
 
    See if you or Hafi can run Tribean down. Tell him that he'll be in charge for a while. I'm going to play hookie. 
 
    Hookie, sir? 
 
    Really? You're sixteen and you don't know what hookie is? Never mind. Just find Tribean and tell him. He'll understand. Gimme a holler if you need me. 
 
    Aye. We'll do, sir. 
 
    Sal was careful to touch Emerald again before he opened his eyes. "Arright, toots," he smirked. "I'm all yours. Let's go make memories." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Good on you, mate, Retzu thought, leg slung over the edge of the roof, watching the singular mage and his lady love wander off into the early morning festivities. Good on you. 
 
    The assassin took a pull from the amber bottle that he'd pinched from a rather large brewery near the wharf -- They'll never miss it. -- then set it down beside him, half empty. He stretched one arm long across his chest, then both over his head, his back popping loudly with the early hour. Or late, depending on how one looked at it. He'd yet to find his bed, and truth be known, he'd been rather avoiding it. Too many memories found you when you were asleep. Too many weaknesses to exploit. 
 
    Besides, there'd been too much Festival to enjoy in the small hours. Too much fun to be had. Thugs getting randy with unwilling wenches. Cutpurses seeking to have their way with sloshed and weary celebrants. The lowest of lives, abusing the joy of the season to take advantage of those who were worse off. 
 
    Retzu shook his head at the thought. Not sporting at all. The assassin had been forced a number of times throughout the night to play the hero. After all, what else could a decent man do but champion the cause of those in need? True, he'd left a number of broken and bleeding bodies in his wake, and his knuckles did tell the tale, but nobody had died thanks to his efforts -- not even the ones who sorely deserved it. All he'd needed was a bit of diversion, to relieve a bit of frustration, and nobody needed to die for that. Thankfully, the shady underbelly of Bastion was in grand supply of diversion for an assassin looking to be of service to his community. 
 
    He found his way back to camp just as the cooks were clearing up their breakfast dishes. Remarkably, his hand didn't waver in the slightest as he reached for a proffered morsel -- eggs and bacon on sweet, light bread -- with a smile he didn't mean and a gratitude he wasn't sure he felt. The cook, Crafter bless her, simply took the thanks at face value and nodded her own. He turned to leave when he heard... 
 
    "Blessed Crafter!" 
 
    Perfect. Retzu steeled himself for the tirade that was surely coming his way. 
 
    "What have you been up to?" demanded Jaren. 
 
    "A little drink, a little sport," Retzu shrugged, talking around a mouthful. "Nothing to get in a twist over." 
 
    The emerald's face drew up with whatever tirade he was biting back, contenting himself to lay hands on either side of the assassin's face. Retzu felt a chill rush from his cheeks throughout his body as bruises faded and cuts stitched themselves together. "What were you thinking?" the mage hissed. "It's not proper. People will talk." 
 
    "Let 'em talk. They know who I am, what I'm about. What do I care about 'proper'?" 
 
    "You ought to care," Jaren insisted. "We need you, now more than ever. Your brother's people need you now. If they see you falling apart like this..." 
 
    "I'm not falling apart," Retzu whispered -- kindly, he thought, though he couldn't reconcile that with the pointing finger he waggled mere inches from the mage's nose. He gave his most disarming grin. "I'm right as rain, I am. Besides, they don't need me. They have you and Delana. I'm just a guest in this house, mate." 
 
    "You're not just a guest, Sticks. You're Reit's br---" 
 
    "I know blasted well what I am! Don't presume to tell me my business, like you know it better than I do. I don't need you to remind me of my 'obligations' or my loss..." 
 
    The emerald's image wavered, and for a moment, Retzu saw the face of his childhood friend. Just a trick of the drink, he was certain. "It's not about Reit, Sticks," Jaren said, tears welling up visibly in his eyes. He laid a hand on Retzu's shoulder, drawing him closer. His verdant eyes blazed for a moment, and Retzu felt the chill of healing again -- this time not going to his body but to his mind. The cheery fog that Retzu had worked so hard to achieve evaporated, like mist before the sun. 
 
    Salt of the Abyss... 
 
    "You don't have to find your comforts in drink and... diversion," Jaren said softly. "And you don't have to do it alone." 
 
    The now-brotherless assassin stood quietly for a moment, his friend's words echoing through a mind that was unfortunately clear. There was no denying the man's logic. 
 
    But he'd be blasted if he'd give him the satisfaction of admitting it. Instead, he affected a smirk. "I'm headed to the latrine, then to my cot. I suppose you could tag along, if you don't want me to be alone..." 
 
    Jaren snorted in spite of himself and pushed the assassin away roughly, quite like when they were kids. 
 
    "You know your life would be boring without me in it," Retzu called over his shoulder as he beat a hasty retreat. For a moment, he thought he'd make good his escape. Not so much. 
 
    "Wait," the emerald accused, his voice now receding in the distance. "It was you who sent Menkal to me, slobbering drunk!" 
 
    "I'm sure I don't know what you mean," the assassin called, not slowing his pace in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal and Marissa strolled the streets and took in the sights, hand in hand as they walked. Their travel was impeded several times by jugglers and jesters and performers of all stripes, but they didn't mind. They weren't going anywhere, really, so they weren't in a big hurry to get there. Their travels led them to one of the city's many parks, which had remained remarkably pristine throughout the celebration. 
 
    "So what was Harvest like, growing up in Bayton?" Sal asked as they detoured along a stream that cut through the park. 
 
    "You remembered!" 
 
    "Of course, I did. I am your declared, after all," he replied, puffing out his chest in mock smugness. 
 
    She laughed. "It was roughly the same as this. Bayton's of a size with Bastion, and the culture is similarly diverse -- a mixture of Northern Plains, Southern Plains, and Valenese. All the country folk head into the city for the Festival, just like here, so you get a nice mix of common and extravagant. 
 
    "Much of my family were woodcutters. Even my mother swung an axe! We work the land just southeast of Bayton, about a day's walk from Pigeon Creek. It's fine land for lumber, but it's a hard land for living, so when time came to be frivolous, my family dove into it head first. I must admit that I enjoyed the rougher side of the Festival growing up -- I'm no stranger to ale -- but I thank the Crafter that I survived the stupidity of my youth. What about you?" 
 
    "Me? Oh yeah, I drank like a fish, too," he deadpanned. 
 
    "No," she laughed expansively, her mirth catching Sal up and carrying him along. "I mean, what was Harvest like where you grew up?" 
 
    Sal's laughter faded as he thought back to his youth, growing up in a world that was becoming less and less real to him as the days slipped by. How long had it been since he'd thought of home? How long had it been since he'd thought of it as home? 
 
    "Well, we don't have a 'Festival of Harvest' per se," he said, "though we do have our festivals. Back home, peanuts were a major crop. Peanuts," he said again, as Marissa gave him a blank look. "You don't know peanuts? Ground nuts? Goober peas? Aw, Jiminy Christmas. What kinda world is this if you don't have peanuts? Anyway, they're kinda like beans, but their pods grow in the root of the plant rather than off the stem." 
 
    "Dirt peas!" 
 
    "Thank God," he sighed. "I was actually starting to miss home. Anyway, 'dirt peas' are a real cash crop where I come from. You can boil them, roast them, use them for oil, any of a number of things. Anyway, we have a festival that celebrates the peanut industry." 
 
    "Industry?" 
 
    "Market. Stop sidetracking me. So we have this festival about the same time as Harvest, right when the world starts getting colder. It goes on for about a week or two, and we have vendors and rides and livestock showings and concerts..." 
 
    "Concerts?" 
 
    "Music. Some of the best you've ever heard, with big bands and loudspeakers and lights. My favorites were the country acts, but I enjoyed the R&B and rock concerts--- Forget it. I'm not explaining those. Just trust me. It was all good. 
 
    "But one of the most memorable to me was this Christian group that came. They were really popular, and sang a bunch of songs that had made them famous, but they sang one that I really needed to hear at that particular time. My family was going through some things, and I was angry at God, and the song they sang really spoke to me. 
 
    "It was written by a businessman, years and years ago, who had fallen on hard times -- lost his son, lost his wealth, that kind of thing. He'd planned to take a trip with his wife and daughters, but he had to take care of some business at the last minute, so he sent his family on ahead of him. The ship that they were on sank, killing the rest of his children. His wife sent him a letter to let him know that she was still alive... but the letter itself was almost as tragic. All it said was, 'Saved alone'." 
 
    Sal paused in his telling to clear his throat and wipe his eyes free of the tears that had just appeared there, as if from out of nowhere. No matter how many times he heard or told the story of Horatio Spafford, it got him. Taking a breath, he continued. "As he left for England to meet up with his wife, his ship crossed over the waters where his daughters' ship went down, and was inspired to write a song. The song was still popular when I heard it a hundred and fifty years later. It's a song about love and loss, and about continuing to have faith in God even after the worst has happened." 
 
    "Sort of like getting lost in an alien world?" Marissa said gently, trying to lighten his mood. It worked. 
 
    "This place ain't that bad." 
 
    "How does the song go?" 
 
    Sal smirked a bit to cover up his nervousness over singing to Marissa. It's not that he didn't have confidence in his voice -- he'd planned to go to Nashville as a kid, after all, and would have, had he not gone into the military first -- but he was singing to Marissa. That added a whole nuther level of terrifying to the prospect. 
 
    Still, she smiled at him expectantly, patiently awaiting his performance. 
 
    Can't disappoint a pretty girl, can we? 
 
    He took a deep breath, centered himself, and began. 
 
      
 
    When peace like a river attendeth my way 
 
    When sorrows like sea billows roll 
 
    Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say 
 
    It is well, it is well with my soul... 
 
      
 
    At first hesitant, he gradually gave himself over to the song. Words and melody swirled together until the lines blurred between the two. As he progressed through the verses, they worked his way through his mind, his heart, shining the song's light into every corner of his being. The world faded from view until even Marissa seemed dim to him. All that existed for him was the song. His voice rose and fell with the timbre of the notes, his throat constricting at various places in his performance when the emotion became too strong. There was so much that the song unpacked for him, so much that it said about his life, both in this world and in the previous one. He had never been a Horatio Spafford per se, but whenever he sang this song, he knew the man's heart, because it was his own. 
 
    The final measure closed and the sound of his voice hung in the air for a moment, then faded. When he'd finished, they walked in silence for a little while, Sal staring at the ground before him. It was a comfortable silence, one that didn't ache to be filled with words, as if the words were what drew hearts closer. 
 
    "This Christ of yours," Marissa said softly. "Who was he?" 
 
    Sal smiled at the question. It was one of the few questions about his world that he didn't have to struggle to answer. "He is to God as messac'el is to the Crafter. You'd like Him." 
 
    "I'm sure I might," she said. "Tell me more." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The morning passed slowly for Sal and Marissa, peacefully, standing in stark contrast to the gala taking place around them. They strolled the park without a care in the world, talking, laughing, catching up on lost time. It was a time of intimacy that was long overdue. 
 
    But they couldn't keep themselves sequestered forever, as their growling stomachs evidenced. So, regretfully, they left the park and headed back into the hustle and bustle of real life, as colored by the Festival of Harvest. 
 
    The smell of smoked meats tempted them, and they followed the heavenly scent to a hawker's wagon that was laden with meat pies. The paunchy vendor had a long line of patrons awaiting his wares, but he was efficient in serving them, nabbing pies with one greasy fist while collecting his due with the other. Sal and Marissa had their food almost as soon as they stepped in line. 
 
    "Pee'tsa pockets?" Marissa laughed at Sal as they meandered away. "What a strange name for a meat pie." 
 
    "Well, it's not that strange," Sal defended. "See, in my world, there's a country called Italy, and they---" 
 
    Marissa laughed suddenly and drew in close, making to lay her head on Sal's chest. "Someone's following us," she said with an urgency that belied her mirth. Sal started, and made to turn his head when Marissa laughed again and said, "Don't look," the wide smile on her face coming nowhere near her eyes. 
 
    Sal forced a laugh and played along. "How many? Mages or mundane?" 
 
    "Three, I think. Mundanes. One has a sword." 
 
    "Follow my lead. Let's see what happens." 
 
    They ducked into an alley on the left side of the street, and chaos immediately gave way to solitude. Sal released Emerald and touched Sapphire, wielding as they walked. Patrys. 
 
    Y'alright, Sal? she answered, apparently catching the concern that he felt. 
 
    For the moment. We're being followed by a couple mundanes, one with a sword. Does Tribean have anybody on guard duty to spare? 
 
    A few novices, aye, but nobody with any real combat experience. 
 
    Sal thought quickly. Any amethysts? I need someone who can travel fast. 
 
    Aye, sir. There's Cedric. He just come off'a lunch. Where're ye at? I'll send him to ye. 
 
    No, send him to get Retzu. Menkal or one of the other Caravan sapphires should know where he is. Tell him we'll be near the grain warehouses east of the wharf in about half an hour. The sooner the two of them can get to us, the better. 
 
    Aye, sir. I'm on it. 
 
    Sal switched back to Emerald, forcing a laugh as they reentered the public eye. "Help's on the way. We just have to stall these goons." 
 
    They meandered the streets of Bastion in the general direction of the port. Occasionally, Marissa would shoot a glance behind them, to make sure that their groupies were still in pursuit. They were still a few blocks from the warehouse district when Marissa whispered, "The one with the sword is gone." 
 
    Sal's bowels liquefied at the thought of Marissa being in danger. He edged her into an alley to the right of the street, and hissed, "Run!" 
 
    They sprinted north, the passageway barely wide enough for the two of them to run abreast. Sal urged Marissa onward while he trotted sideways, looked back over his shoulder for his pursuers. 
 
    The man with the sword appeared before them, as if from nowhere. He backhanded Marissa as she came in range, the crack of his hand against her jaw echoing down the alley. She fell in a dazed heap. 
 
    "No!" Sal shouted, drawing his doeskin-hilted katana. In a flash, the other man's sword was in his hand, neatly blocking Sal's chop. Sal saw with sickening clarity that the man's hilt bore a copper winding. 
 
    He was shol'tuk. 
 
    Sal didn't have time to ponder this before the man countered his attack, showering Sal with cuts and chops and slices of his own. It was all that Sal could do to keep from being butchered. 
 
    The doeskin-hilted adherent blocked everything out -- the ringing of the katanas, the two men yet to join the party, the groggy redhead still kneeling to one side of the alley. The world shrank in focus, until the alley was all that was left. The alley, and the copper-hilt that controlled it. 
 
    Death is raw, like the hide of the newly skinned bull. 
 
    Death is soft, like the doe in her winter coat. 
 
    The alley was narrow, limiting the full range of attacks that the copper might employ. Sal used this to his advantage. He pressed the attack, using fist and foot as much as he did his sword. He reached out to Marissa through Emerald and wielded. He could spare no concentration to build a proper spell for Marissa -- not as Aten'rih had taught him -- so he simply willed that the magic heal her however she required, all the while desperately lashing out at his attacker. 
 
    The fury of his assault set the other man on his heels. He tilted off balance, scrabbling with his feet for purchase. Seeing an opening in the copper's defense, Sal jabbed, then spun and cut diagonally, slicing the shol'tuk's chest open and knocking his katana away. The assassin fell heavily, his breath leaving him in a gurgling whoosh. 
 
    Sal spun to meet the other two men... only to find them already dealt with. Retzu stood over one at the far end of the alley, and Marissa was just finishing the other one up. 
 
    Marissa?!? 
 
    For all that she looked dainty, there was nothing fragile about her at that moment. Blood streamed from her nose and from the corner of her mouth, but the look in her eye wasn't hurt. It was rage. She grit her teeth as she lashed out, her doubled fists catching her attacker squarely under the jaw. Before he had time to fall backward, she grabbed his shoulders and yanked him down into her knee, driving it deep into his face. Blood squirted to both sides as his nose shattered. She released him, and he dropped in a near-lifeless pile at her feet, eyes glazed and struggling for breath. Sal stood there looking at her, agape. 
 
    "What?" she said, self-consciously. "I have brothers." 
 
    Sal let that one lie, and turned back to the copper-hilted shol'tuk. The assassin still lay on his back, chest splayed open. He shook violently as he coughed, blood frothing at his lips. 
 
    Sal dropped to the assassin's side and grabbed the lapels of his black tunic. "Who sent you!" he demanded. "Who! Why!" 
 
    The shol'tuk turned quickly dimming eyes upon Sal, and he grinned, the effect ghastly amidst the choking blood. "You're... d-d-dead... y-you're..." He seized brutally, face going purple with the effort, and then he stilled.
Sal held him a moment longer, shouting again into his attacker's face before thinking to wield Emerald. He sent healing magics into the copper's body, practically willing the corpse back to life. Too late, though. The corpse stubbornly refused to obey. Finally, reluctantly, Sal lowered him back to the ground, his hands shaking with exertion and anger. 
 
    "You coulda waited until after my nap, mate," Retzu growled. "I was just drifting off when Cedric come got me. So, did you get anything out of him?" 
 
    "No, nothing. All he said was 'You're dead'." 
 
    "Right news, wrong recipient," Retzu commented. 
 
    Sighing, Sal straightened, and his muscles suddenly felt every bit of the fight, all at once. His mind fogged over, and he lost his grip on Emerald. He started to sway, the world tilting rudely under his feet, and Retzu threw out an arm to stabilize him. 
 
    "Mark me in this, Sal," Retzu said, digging in his pocket and withdrawing two strips of cloth, one of yellowed linen, the other of blue silk. These he pressed into Sal's palm, locking eyes with him. "Death is efficient, like the linen that covers the slave's back," he intoned. "Death is smooth and easy, like the caress of the harlot's silken sheet." 
 
    Sal repeated the mantras groggily, then again as he weaved them in with the words of his rawhide and doeskin hilts. His focus sharpened with the recitation -- not enough to completely overcome the extreme lethargy bearing down on him, but enough to keep him from passing out. "Two hilts?" 
 
    "You were already ready for them, mate. Killing this copper just sealed the deal." 
 
    "So why not advance me to copper?" 
 
    Retzu chuckled. "Because ya got lucky." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    After making triple sure that Marissa was alright, Sal had Cedric take her safely back to Caravan while he and Retzu escorted their prisoners on foot. They expected trouble the whole way back, but amazingly, trouble was nowhere to be found. Granted, it could've been the handcuffs of magic-born ice, or maybe even the katanas laid quite conspicuously against their prisoners' necks, but whatever it was, they went along peacefully. Even the crowded streets of Bastion parted wide for the two shol'tuk and their charges. How courteous. 
 
    Pressing bodies soon gave way to the relative emptiness of the highroad leading south from the city and away from the festivities. Sal directed them to the Main Hall, the Camp's primary structure aside from the varied barracks and outbuildings. The Main Hall was where the Camp's administrative offices were, where classes were held, and where the infirmary and the camp mess could be found. 
 
    It also held the stockade, complete with its share of solitary cells, freshly cleaned and awaiting their occupants. 
 
    Jaren and Menkal met them in the foyer of the Main Hall. Truth be told, neither of them looked like they needed to be there -- Jaren looked haggardly, and Menkal hungover, very hungover -- but Sal felt better having them there to keep him and Retzu in check. Besides it being a policy of the Unmarked that prisoners are to be treated fairly, yada yada, blah blah, it certainly wouldn't help the Cause's image if they were to take to tortures that even the Highest didn't endorse. Well, "officially" endorse, anyway. 
 
    Sal led his prisoner to one cell, and pushed him heavily onto the bench seat that lined the far wall. Likely, his partner was assuming a similar position in the next room, courtesy of one gold-hilted shol'tuk. Jaren observed quietly from the shadows behind Sal, leaving the one-eyed mage front and center. 
 
     With everything in place and the prisoner delivered soundly, Sal released his hold on Sapphire, and with it, the prisoner's bonds. With no magic feeding them strength, the ice cuffs popped and crackled, melting with the prisoner's body heat. The blue tint in Sal's left eye -- his singular gemstone eye -- bled away, and the world returned to its normal crystal clarity. He made no effort to hide this transformation from his assailant. 
 
    It had the desired effect. The thug almost swallowed his tongue in fear. 
 
    "What are you?!?" 
 
    "Well, what I was was just another guy, out walking with his girlfriend, enjoying Long Harvest and the weather," Sal said casually, his tone taking on a hint of menace as he spoke. "That is, of course, until you and your boys went and messed it up. I mean, really. Can't a guy just have one day, one day, without some bozo... Never mind. You wouldn't understand the reference. Point is, why?" 
 
    The thug, still reeling from the revelation of Sal being... whatever Sal was, made a valiant showing of his defiance. He screwed his face up at the question, his lips curling in a contemptuous, if slightly trembling, sneer. He straightened his back against the wall, puffing his chest out as far as a sitting man could, giving every indication that he would not talk. 
 
    Unacceptable. 
 
    Sal's blade was in his hand and laid across the thug's neck so fast that even Sal was impressed. "I mean, I've never met you before today, so I can't imagine what I've done to piss you off," he went on, maintaining his conversational tone, for all that he was seething on the inside. "To piss someone off means 'to stir one's ire', by the way. To make someone mad. To give offense. Ya know, kinda like what you did when you jumped a guy and his girlfriend who were just minding their own business. 
 
    "Oh, hey, check this out," he changed tracks, twisting his katana against the thug's neck to show him his hilt. "I got this today. Pretty cool, huh? I started the day as a doeskin hilt, and you guys helped me jump over linen and earn my silk. Well, not you and your friend so much as the copper that you were working with. See, he was five hilts above me. Five hilts. And I kicked his butt." He paused for effect, locked eyes with his assailant, and drew in close. The smell of fear -- and onions -- grew thick in Sal's nose. "What do you think I'm gonna do to you?" 
 
    "I can't tell you anyfing," the thug blubbered, finally breaking. "I gots me family to worry bout. If I breaks me vows, dey'll eat 'em alive, dey will -- me kids, me wife, me girlie, the 'ole lot of 'em." 
 
    "Who will?" 
 
    "The Fellowship." 
 
    "You're shol'tuk?" 
 
    "I was gonna be," he said sourly. "Me and Leb was 'posed to hem in da artisan while Maxus took care of you. It woulda earned us the rawhide." 
 
    "But why," Sal repeated. "Why me? Who put you up to it?" 
 
    "I dunno why," the thug said. "And I can't say who. You can kill me if you like, but I gotta honor me vows and keep confidence wif me contract." 
 
    Sal grit his teeth and sighed. He didn't know yet how to do that magical lie detector thing, but he didn't need to. He was sure this guy was telling the truth -- about the hit, and about his resolve in maintaining the secrecy of his contract. 
 
    He made eye contact with Jaren, and jerked his head. The emerald appeared at Sal's side, arms crossed, face expressionless. "This is Jaren," Sal told the prisoner. "He'll be keeping an eye on you. Try not to do anything stupid. He can turn you into a puddle of goo before you can blink." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal stepped to the next cell, leaning against the door jamb and listening through the thick wooden portal as best he could. For the most part, the muffled discussion was unintelligible, but he would catch the occasional word spoken louder than the rest. Shol'tuk. Contract. Murder. Please. Sal remembered how Jaren had enhanced his hearing during their escape from Schel Veylin. He was pondering how he might replicate the spell when Retzu opened the door. 
 
    "Get anything?" Sal asked. 
 
    "Not much," the assassin replied, scrubbing his hands clean with a white handkerchief that was growing suspiciously red. He nodded to Menkal as the old man hobbled by, muttering something about needing a cup of blackbrew. "He says that he and his partner Prau are unhilted shol'tuk," Retzu continued. "They were trying to get their rawhide hilt by standing guard for that copper, Maxus. He couldn't tell me who Maxus was apprenticed to, and he pulled tight as a bow string when I asked about his contract." He considered his bruised knuckled for a moment. "He was pretty insistent on keeping his silence." 
 
    "Yeah, my guy too. He said that if he said anything, that the Fellowship would kill his family." 
 
    Retzu shook his head. "Not hardly, mate. We may be assassins, but our order is founded on honor. Our contracts must be vetted, verified, and proven deserving of completion before they are accepted. Screw a contract up or snitch someone out... yeah, we'll make you regret it, but family is off limits. We don't spill innocent blood." 
 
    "So you don't think they were shol'tuk?" 
 
    "Nah, not these two minta'hks, anyway. All these threats upon pain of death... kinda counterproductive." The assassin snickered grimly. "The Fellowship is an honorable brotherhood, but an inherently violent one. How long would we survive -- to say nothing of growing our membership -- if every sodu was terrified of his sen'sia?" The assassin shook his head again, then changed direction. "That copper, on the other hand... He was shol'tuk, or at least, he used to be. His hilt was wrapped in proper fashion, with every detail observed. My guess is that he was a Freeblade, an apprentice who's been dishonorably released from his vows to the Fellowship. Either his master had died or he had done something unbecoming a shol'tuk -- probably the latter, moving the Fellowship to sever communion with him. He was lucky to still be alive," Retzu said, as an aside. "Well, until you got hold of him. When someone leaves the Fellowship, they're charged to never wear the katana again. To do so labels them a Freeblade, and subject to assassination. In my estimation, you honored the Fellowship today, whether you meant to or not." 
 
    "Glad to be of service," Sal quipped wryly. "So where do we go from here?" 
 
    "Well, we keep them for a few days, see what else we can squeeze out of them. They think they don't know anything, and I believe them in that. But they may not know what they know. They may prove useful yet. Also, I think I might have an idea on where to go with Maxus." 
 
    "We're gonna check out the local guildhouse of the Fellowship of the Silent Blade, see if anyone knows him?" 
 
    "Not 'we'. Me. You've had enough for one day, and I've got... history with the local guildhouse. I don't know how they'll take to me apprenticing a mage. Many see it as a conflict of interest, so I don't want you anywhere near the guildhouse until I'm satisfied they ain't gonna try and kill you. I think you've use up all your luck on that copper, mate." He paused, as if suddenly struck with inspiration. Sal felt dread settling in his stomach before the other spoke. "And speaking of luck, we need to make sure today doesn't happen again." 
 
    Sal peaked his eyebrows. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You were seriously overmatched today," Retzu clarified. "Whatever reason that copper had for killing you, he was in earnest. You are marked. And until we eliminate the contract holder, your life -- and Marissa's, apparently -- is in danger." 
 
    "Aw c'mon, Retzu," Sal protested. "I just got the silk..." 
 
    "And if you want to stay alive long enough to enjoy the promotion, we need to get you to iron as soon as possible." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal blustered at the suggestion of renewed training. Retzu couldn't blame him. He'd had precious little down time since the Earthen Ranks attacked Caravan all those many weeks previous, and now, having just been reunited with his fellows in the Cause, his master wasn't giving him an opportunity to enjoy it. Sal brought up the Archives and all that he'd hoped to find in there. He'd even fallen back on his diamond eye, and his desire to unlock the secret magics therein. But Retzu argued that unless the young mage honed his shol'tuk skills, he might not live long enough to see either desire a reality. To Sal's credit, he swallowed his frustration with very little prompting, though Retzu could almost feel waves of heat rolling off him as he turned and stalked away. He smiled grimly as he wiped blood from his bruised knuckles. 
 
    ...and froze, considering. It wasn't the pain in his joints from the interrogation that gave him pause. Nor was it the blood that Leb had so rudely splattered him with. It was the darkness he spied between his knuckles, his fingers, the shadows that the purplish bruises could only hint at, the shadows that had been growing on the inside ever since... 
 
    "Enough of that," Retzu said, scrubbing his eyes. He'd never tolerated such weakness in himself before. He wouldn't succumb to it now. Too many people needed... well, Reit, but Reit wasn't here. Caravan -- Reit's people -- weren't safe as long as the Freeblade's master remained hidden. Retzu wanted nothing to do with leadership, but this... this, he was good at. Who better to track down a would-be killer than the best killer his guild had to offer? 
 
    He stuck his head into the other occupied cell and bid Jaren to lock up after he and Menkal were through with the prisoners, and set off for Bastion. He had people to see, people to whom he owed a long overdue visit. He felt his blood rising in anticipation as he went -- his mind on his 'tana and his 'tana on his mind, as Sal had oddly put it -- and wondered if Sal's training and advancement toward iron wasn't the best thing for the both of them, right now. Sal did need to improve his skills, it was true, but Retzu also needed an outlet, and these prisoners just weren't enough. He needed something to do, something to give him a moment's peace, in this time when peace was so hard for him to find. He looked forward to losing himself behind the business end of his blade, paring off against his sodu. The mindless oblivion of battle soothed him, drained away every pain, every thought beyond what was necessary to survive the next moment. No need to think, no need to exist beyond the blade, the hilt, the fist. 
 
    No need to feel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's not fair!" Sal ranted, the childishness of his complaint humiliating him all the more for his agreement with it. "I mean, there's too much to do. The Cause needs whatever information I can squeeze out of the Archives, for one. And if I'm ever gonna become this prophesied Prism, I gotta learn how to wield Diamond, which means I gotta learn how to wield Granite, which I can't do if I'm working on my dang hilts!" 
 
    "So just don't do it," Marissa suggested. 
 
    "I can't just not do it. He's my master. I'm his apprentice. It's a thing." 
 
    "What's the worst that could happen?" 
 
    Her question was innocuous, and he knew that she was just acting as his sounding board, as was her way, but the question hit him wrong. He knew it wasn't her fault, wasn't the source of his frustrations, but he couldn't help but be infuriated. 
 
    He stopped, hands akimbo, and looked at her incredulously. "I could get dismissed from the Fellowship of the Silent Blade. It may not seem like a big deal, since he's the only assassin I know, but he's so driven by honor that I might as well know every last one of them. I'd be labeled a Freeblade before the day is out. Yeah, I just learned what that was this morning. What an awesome concept. It means I can be put to death if I ever touch a katana again. A soldier. In this world. Unable to pick up a sword. Nice, huh? Or I guess I could be punished in some way that only shol'tuk that are out of their mind with grief can come up with. Or I could... undermine him." 
 
    His voice tapered off as the words left his tongue. There it was, right there in front of him. He wasn't afraid of being made a mark. He was already a marked man in someone's book. Today's events made that clear. And he wasn't afraid of being excommunicated from the Fellowship, an order that he only knew through Retzu. He was perfectly fine with putting down his katana and never picking it back up again. He was a diamond mage -- or, at least, he would be one day. He could do that sorta thing. 
 
    But for all that defying his sen'sia didn't faze him, undermining his friend -- undermining the person who everybody looked to to fill Reit's shoes -- that bothered him. The man was already fighting leadership of the Cause, tooth and nail. He was going out of his way to deny that it was his place, his duty, to take over where his brother had left off. He was so twisted with grief that he couldn't see straight, and Sal undermining him could be just the excuse he needed to walk away from it all, to abandon his twin's work and everybody that depended upon him, and go back to life as an uber ninja with no name. 
 
    It wasn't fair. 
 
    "Well, then, what can we do about it?" Marissa asked calmly, relentless as ever. Every time Sal wanted to collapse in a heap of his own misery, she doggedly dragged him back into the fight and pushed him on. 
 
    God love her. 
 
    Sal chewed on his lip in thought. "Maybe I can delegate some responsibility -- find somebody to do my homework for me." 
 
    "Home work?" 
 
    "Be glad you don't know that one," Sal said wryly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delana saw the pair coming long before they entered the tent, Sal's distinctive skeletal structure and singular gemstone eye giving him away, which in turn gave Marissa away. The amethyst scrubbed her eyes free of tears, and smooth her skirts out. She refrained from casting a glance over her shoulder at Reit's wagon, arranged near the back side of the tent for safe keeping, and instead awaited her attendants. 
 
    "Heya," Sal said quietly as he came in, holding the curtain back for Marissa. A smile crept across her face that she wasn't quite sure she felt, but she didn't mind. If anyone deserved one of her increasingly rare smiles, it was these two. 
 
    They made an obvious effort to not look toward the back of the tent, their intentional disinterest drawing Delana's attention anyway. Her smile faltered. 
 
    "To what do I owe the pleasure?" 
 
    "We understand that amethysts are apt pupils," Marissa said. 
 
    "Indeed we are," she said, perking up. "It's said that Amethyst, being the soulgem of Energy, makes our minds sharper, more capable of seeing and learning things that might escape other people. We tend to be very observant, and have keen memories. Sometimes to a fault," she added, in spite of herself. 
 
    "Uh, right," Sal said, looking even more uncomfortable than he did when he'd first come in. "Here's the thing. My training with Retzu's about to get more intense, but I also need to go through the Archives and see what there is to find there. But I can't be in two places at once, so..." 
 
    "So you want me to find a stand-in for you," she finished for him. "Somebody who can search the Archives in your place, and teach you what he learns." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I'm sure any one of my amethysts would be more than happy to help." 
 
    "I'm looking for a specific kind of amethyst," Sal clarified. "Somebody like Keth and me, who's not bound up with what he already knows. If I've learned anything about this world, it's that what you guys know really gets in the way of what you can learn. Does that sound like anybody to you?" 
 
    Delana pursed her lips in thought. "Not immediately, no," she admitted. "All of my amethysts have been to the Academy. Most of the ones that haven't number among your Unmarked, and I don't know any of them. I wish I could be more help." 
 
    "No, that's fine," Sal assured her. "If you would, though, chew on it for a little while and see if you can come up with anything." 
 
    Chew on... It had to have been one of Sal's idioms. He could come up with the strangest sayings. "I will," she promised. 
 
    She watched them as they left, stepping back out into the midafternoon sun. Likely as not, they would head back into the city to enjoy what was left of Long Harvest. 
 
    She turned back to Reit, to gaze once more upon his face, still peaceful in death, still pink now days since his passing. She allowed her vision to slip back into its magical spectrum, and Reit's body came alive with auric residue, just as powerful and as present as it had been when the magics that created it had been wielded. 
 
    "Well, love, it appears that I'm still needed, for a few more days at least," she said to the spectre of her dead husband, as if he heard. As if he could respond. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun hit Sal's face hard as he left the tent, shining cheerfully, relentlessly. Such a beautiful day, even ignoring the fact that it was Long Harvest, and it was going to waste. Bastion's gates loomed large at the end of the dirt path to the north. Sal sighed. It would be so easy to take that walk, so easy to just abandon all of his worries and gather Marissa up and go party what was left of the day away. 
 
    "You're not going to do it," Marissa said with certainty, reading his thoughts. "I won't let you. There's too much to do." 
 
    "But Long Harvest only comes once every four years." 
 
    "And this is your first one. It's not like you know what you're missing. That's not what this is about, is it." 
 
    It wasn't a question. Sal deflated. "All I wanted was to show you a good time." 
 
    Marissa's smile positively glowed. "And you did. You do. Constantly. But you're a man with responsibilities. You've got a small army to run. You've got a soulgem to become acquainted with. You've got a sword to become better acquainted with. And you've got a contract on your head, with no idea who wants you dead. Well, not specifically. How much time for frivolity does that leave you?" 
 
    Sal shrugged. "At least I can do something about that contract." 
 
    "How? Retzu's already left to speak to the Fellowship. He made it fairly clear that he didn't want you following him." 
 
    "Oh, I won't be following him, don't you worry about that," he smirked. 
 
    "Then what are you planning to do?" she asked, his smile infecting her. 
 
    His eyes took on a mischievous cast. "Off the top of your head, what can you tell me about Sapphire's ability to put people at ease?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Menkal walked slowly back to the Main Hall, sipping his blackbrew gingerly. He moaned in bliss as the bitter draught washed over his tongue, refreshing his bones and driving back that infernal headache. He had never quite figured out whether it was the taste or the heat of blackbrew that made it such a cure for ails. Sal had said it was a substance called ka'feen. But whatever it was, the old sapphire counted it an elixir, poured from the cup of the Crafter Himself. He knew better than to swear never to touch a drop of ale again -- he was too foolish to discipline himself to something so wise -- but as long as he had a pot of blackbrew to stave off the headaches--- 
 
    Good day, milord Sapphire, a voice boomed in his head. 
 
    Not so loud! the old mage groaned, and his eyes crossed as his skull beat out a rhythm in protest at the intrusion. When the thunderous headache finally faded to a low rumble, he drew together the tattered rags of his civility. And good day to you, too, mistress...  
 
    Eshira. 
 
    Menkal paused. The name wasn't totally unfamiliar, and it seems he had heard that voice before. The green dragon from yesterday? 
 
    Caducean, she clarified. "Green dragon" sounds so juvenile. But yes, the same. Athnae asked me to serve as your liaison, to instruct you in all things draconian, and to be a dedicated point of contact between the Flight and the Cause. 
 
    The Flight? Menkal felt the sense of pride, of belonging that Eshira had for the word. 
 
    The dragon collective. The term itself can mean many things -- our people as a whole, a specific group of dragons, or what have you. In this case, it means our governing council. We are among the few races not enthralled to the Shadow Mage, so we enjoy true self-government -- not the farce that humans must suffer. You've met our Sire -- Aplos, Heir of Lycahtris. He and our First Wings govern much our race. 
 
    Much of your race? There are those that the Flight does not govern? 
 
    There are, she said simply. 
 
    Menkal toyed with the idea of trying to tease more out of her, but he had more pressing matters. He mounted the steps to the Main Hall gingerly, so as to not spill his blackbrew, then turned down the hall leading to the stockade. You actually caught me in the middle of something. Perhaps you could help me? 
 
    Of course, Eshira piped up eagerly. 
 
    Excellent. One of our friends was attacked this morning, and we were able to capture two of the attackers alive. Now, we've questioned them, but they gave us precious little. I was going to try and use Sapphire to see if I can get anything else out of him, but I was wondering, since dragons seem to all be able to speak to the wind, even without Sapphire, you might be able to... 
 
    The mage stopped dead in his tracks as he rounded the corner to the stockade, and found the door to the first cell thrown wide open. 
 
    ...help us track the prisoner down? he finished lamely. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bustle of the streets soothed Retzu, coating his frayed nerves like a balm. Stepping from the Mainway into the decidedly darker backstreets of the Commons didn't hold the trepidation for him that it might others. For many, the hard and fast world of the Commons was something to be feared, where death was often a bladestroke away, and for something so trivial as a few gold. But for Retzu, that hard shell covered a soft underbelly, a world far more honest than what "civilization" had to offer. Out in the "civilized" world, men wore masks, as surely as they did here, only their masks covered their hearts, not merely their faces. Here, men stole your money, true, and perhaps even your life. But there, men stole your worth, so that you died long before your body did. None of that made Retzu hate the injustices of the Commons any less, but there was an authenticity to be found here, among the harlot's catcalls and the cutpurse's sleight of hand. People were certainly no more trustworthy in the Commons than they were the Academy and among the patriarchs -- many of which he himself had serviced -- but at least here, a man knew who his enemy was. 
 
    Which was everyone but himself. 
 
    The conspicuous lack of clutter in the winding lane was testimony to the civilization that nevertheless found its way into the seedy corners of Bastion. Ceramic pipes attached firmly to the outside of the buildings spoke of the myriad Commons Revitalization projects, where every twenty years or so, the patriarchs chose to express their magnanimity by graciously offering indoor sanitation to their lessers. The cracks in the piping, bleeding brownish liquid, suggested how close they might be to the next round of twenty years. 
 
    Retzu continued down the lane, blithely ignoring the calls of harlots and hustlers alike, each peddling their respective wares. He finally came to a building where the ceramic piping was in much better repair. The curtains on the ground level were pulled tightly closed, revealing nothing inside. A street tough sat at his ease in a chair on the front stoop, seemingly ignoring the passage of the world beyond his pulled hood. Retzu knew better. 
 
    "Death approaches, my friend," the thug said ominously, raising his hood just enough to take in the newcomer as he walked up. 
 
    "Here am I," Retzu replied. 
 
    The ruffian looked him over a moment longer, then rapped on the door twice, then twice more. The door swung open to reveal an unlighted foyer. Retzu entered without a word, leaving the guard to his duties. 
 
    Beyond the foyer, the house betrayed an opulence that was at stark odds with the side of town it occupied. Shelves of books lined the walls of the sitting room, speaking to eons of stored knowledge and successful business practices. Expensive looking drapes hung behind the meager curtains, casting the library in utter darkness, save for the torches in their sconces and a cheery fire on the hearth. A wispy copper, her hair braided tightly in the fashion of shol'tuk females, approached him, casually but cautiously. Shol'tuk had a way of hiding lethal skills within carefree mannerisms, and the young lady was no exception. To the untrained eye, there was nothing to separate her from any other dainty lass, but to Retzu, she appeared a blade with an edge keen enough to cut a moonbeam longways.  
 
    "Good afternoon, Retzu-tau," she said. 
 
    He paused, the girl's voice striking him as strangely familiar. "You wouldn't be... Fila, would you?" 
 
    "You remembered," she beamed, her smile dulling the steel in her eyes only slightly, but noticeably. 
 
    "How could I forget. You were your father's daughter in every way. And now, even more," he added appreciatively, eyeing the copper hilt. "I guess Fila-mau would be your proper address now?" 
 
    "Please," she snickered. "Just Fila." 
 
    "Is the old man around?" 
 
    "Yes," she said, then hesitated. "He's a little upset that it's taken you this long to stop by." 
 
    Retzu adopted a look of utter innocence. She returned a look that told him that she was not convinced. 
 
    "I guess I'd better go explain myself," he sighed. 
 
    She led him up the stairs in the foyer to the second floor landing. Rather than continue to the third floor, she veered off, choosing one of the doors opposite the staircase. It opened to a study of sorts, complete with book shelves on either side and a desk in the center, stacked nearly to the ceiling in papers and bric-a-brac. A fireplace occupied the far wall, with two shol'tuk, a man and a woman, seated on either side of it, sipping tankards and laughing heartily. Both adherents looked up at the sound of the door. They never missed a beat in their revelry, but Retzu knew it was a ploy. Even at their worst, both assassins could kill, quickly and quietly, at less than a moment's notice. 
 
    "It's about time," the man boomed. He shook his bald head in mock disappointment, his beard and braided mustaches making wispy noises as they brushed his leather cuirass, bulging outward from his barrel chest. 
 
    "Sen'sia D'prox," Retzu nodded to the man, then turned to his companion. "And Trista-mau. The years are certainly being gracious." 
 
    "Silver-tongued minta'hk," the middle-aged assassin replied, though not unkindly. "I'd ask what you were buttering me up for, but I really don't care. I'll take the compliments where I can get them." 
 
    "He's right, you know," D'prox commented, drawing a chortle and a backhanded slap. 
 
    "Don't you dare ride his coat tails, Brightblade," she warned. "You've got to come up with your own pleasantries." 
 
    "Yes, dear," D'prox placated, kissing her gently. "Now if I may have a moment with our recalcitrant brother?" 
 
    "I suppose," she purred. She stood and whisked toward the door, the silver of her hilt catching the firelight as she came up. "Don't kill him before we have a chance to catch up." 
 
    He chuckled darkly as the door closed behind Trista and Fila. "I'll try," he muttered, "but no promises." 
 
    "Silver?" Retzu asked under his breath, confused. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure we'll get around to it," D'prox said. "Well, come on in, boy, lemme get a look at you." 
 
    Retzu smiled and embraced his former master... though not so carelessly that he didn't scrutinize the twitch of every muscle, the pop of every joint, as he did so. 
 
    "You're still on your toes," D'prox said with approval. 
 
    "I have to be, sen'sia," Retzu replied. 
 
    "Fah! I'm not your master anymore." 
 
    "As long as you wear that contemptible gold hilt you are, tau," he countered. 
 
    "Contemptible? You wear one yourself!" 
 
    "But I'm rightly a gold hilt, tau. Big difference." 
 
    The big man rumbled with laughter. "Ah, my kingdom for the days when I could just roam the countryside, free of care, with Trista and Fila by my side... and whatever man I found suitable to court her. You know, she is of age..." 
 
    "Not a chance. I got enough enemies without adding you to the list." 
 
    D'prox's smile faded a bit at that. "Yeah, I heard. I'm so sorry about Reit, my boy. He was a fine lad -- and even finer, for him to keep your feet on the straight and narrow." 
 
    "Thanks," Retzu said softly, trying to maintain composure at the mention of his brother. "Seems like your eyes and ears are as sharp as they've ever been...?" 
 
    "Yes. Sharp enough to hear about you breaking into the Archives. A fine piece of work, that. Also, I know that you've taken a mage as an apprentice," he said with disapproval. "Reit's Cause was -- is -- an honorable one, so I give you as much leeway as I can, but that..." 
 
    "Well, to be fair, he wasn't a mage when he became my sodu. He ascended after." 
 
    That took D'prox aback. "How? Surely he is of age. How did he manage to avoid the Tiled Hand for so long?" 
 
    "That's a long story for another day, tau. Suffice it to say, it is an honorable apprenticeship, and it's my privilege to have him as my sodu." He took a breath, giving his sen'sia the opportunity to rebut and rebuke. When the elder assassin stayed silent, Retzu continued. "But right now, I'm here on other matters." 
 
    D'prox nodded grimly. "The attack in the warehouse district." 
 
    "Do you know anything about it?" 
 
    "Only that Maxus was involved. I don't know how or why he got mixed up in that minta'hk filth," the older assassin lamented. "He was such a promising shol'tuk. He was long in his copper hilt -- I'd say only a year or so away from the gold. And he and Fila..." He shook his head sorrowfully. 
 
    "Did she take it hard?" 
 
    D'prox eyed him askance, and scoffed. "Only that she didn't get the chance to run him through herself. She was well past being infatuated with him. She liked him, but this life doesn't lend itself well to attachment." 
 
    Retzu nodded knowingly. "How long had be been Freeblade?" 
 
    "Hard to say," D'prox shrugged. "He never officially severed ties, and we certainly didn't release him. He'd been gone for months, and we hadn't heard news of him from any other guildhouse. And then a package arrived for Trista back around Courting, containing some old hilt windings, up through brass. Of course, all of the adherents out of our guildhouse were accounted for but Maxus, so we had little doubt what the windings meant." The elder assassin took a long pull from is tankard, and rubbed the foam from his mustaches. "He was Trista's sodu. He's why she traded her gold hilt in for silver. That any shol'tuk should go Freeblade is unthinkable, but for it to be her own sodu... it got her thinking that she's good for nothing but book keeping. And after all she'd done for him and his family, too..." 
 
    "Family?" 
 
    "House Cyphem, here in Bastion. The family was once powerful, influential among the patriarchs, but they'd fallen on hard times. A few of them left for the Southern Plains about a hundred years back, and then moved on to Schel Veylin. One of them, Maxus' great aunt, actually made a name for herself there. Got a ladyship and everything." 
 
    "A ladyship in Veylin? Who was she?" 
 
    "Bralla du'Cyphem. She married a fellow in the Highest's employ -- a granite named Nestor Veis." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal followed Prau at a distance, his former assailant completely oblivious to his presence. He hadn't quite been able to figure out how to use Sapphire to hypnotize the thug, but he had been able to encourage the thug toward forgetfulness. It worked so well, in fact, that near the end of their "discussion", Sal had difficulty maintaining Prau's focus. It really was a wonder that Prau had gathered enough wits about himself to escape at all. For a while there, Sal thought he might have to release the thug himself. But thankfully, a conveniently inattentive prisoner detail and a huge hole in the perimeter patrol was all it took for the dastardly villain to make good his dastardly escape. 
 
    Once Prau was out of the Main Hall, Sal thought he'd turn north toward the city. Instead, he hooked to the south, following the traderoad that ran parallel to the shoreline of the island. They passed field after field, farm after farm, for the better part of an hour, with Ysre dwindling behind them until, finally, only the tallest buildings remained visible in the distance, poking above the trees sporadically. 
 
    Eventually the road split, with one branch continuing southwest and the other winding through the trees to the east. Prau took this eastern path, and Sal followed, hanging back in case the thug's benefactor was nearby. 
 
    Just as well that he had, as the path led straight to the base of the Granite Spire. 
 
    He'd heard stories of the tower back at Camp, tales of mystery and woe for those mages foolish enough to venture upon the outpost. The Spire was at least three hundred feet tall, probably taller, and about a third of that wide at ground level and tapering slightly, though never coming to point. It's surface was pocked with arrowslit windows spaced throughout the length of the tower, narrower near the base, slightly wider the further up you got. Oddly, it had no visible doorway at its base. It seemed an impenetrable fortress, and yet Prau walked straight on as if the wall itself would open up. 
 
    Still a good hundred yards out, Sal was suddenly very conscious of how little he knew about the granite Tile. He didn't know if there were any Spire granites left after the battle. But if there were, how close could be get before they sensed him through the ground? Would they be able to pick his "bits" out from the surrounding forest, the way Ruby sees heat or Emerald sees vitality? Feeling very exposed, he ducked behind the trees beside the road and touched Amethyst. Slipping into the gemstone's magical spectrum, the world around him took on a decidedly lavender hue, a surreal overlay to the natural sight provided by his right eye. He saw Prau easily through the woods between them -- a brilliant white skeleton, shaded in violet against the whitish backdrop of the tower before him. 
 
    White? 
 
    If the Granite Spire should have any aura at all, he thought it should be muddy brown like what he'd seen around Keth and other granites, but the Spire glowed white flecked with shifting colors, weak, throbbing, almost as if it could fail at any moment, but white nonetheless. 
 
    And Prau walked right up to that anomaly and raised a hand to knock. 
 
    But he never got the chance to. Before he could make contact, the wall itself rippled, and a man-shaped form emerged, exuding the brownish aura that Sal had expected from the Spire. 
 
    A granite mage. So there was still one -- at least one -- on Ysre. 
 
    Sal wiggled his toes in his boots, wondering if the leather soles were thick enough to block his current aura from being felt through the ground. He backed away from the tree, just in case the foliage could serve as a conductor. 
 
    Prau conversed wildly with the granite, emphatically, his pointed finger jabbing more than once at Bastion. He was too far away to make out what he was saying, but whatever it was, he wasn't pleased. Sal couldn't help but smirk a bit at that. 
 
    The granite stood there, unperturbed throughout the tirade. When the thug stopped to catch a breath, the granite spoke. Sal could barely see his mouth moving, but it was enough to rein in the ranting ruffian. He turned to direct Prau into the portalless tower when his granite aura sharpened, presumably to meld himself and his visitor with the tower wall. 
 
    ...and his head whipped around in Sal's direction. 
 
    Crap! He feels something. 
 
    Sal launched himself into the air, hoping he understood Amethyst enough to allow for levitation. It was rough going for a moment, but he caught himself, and lifted himself higher into the treetops until only his gemstone eye provided any sight worth using. In the distance, he saw the granite form drop into the earth, and a muted violet-brown skeleton raced through the ground toward Sal's last position. 
 
    He was about to be found out. 
 
    Frantically, Sal sifted through everything he knew about Amethyst, the spells that the soulgem could cast, the theory behind the magic, anything that might be able to hide him from prying granite eyes. He locked on to the null field... only to dismiss it. How could that possibly hide him? Sure, the field forms a magical barrier, but it also cut the subject off from magic, which would in turn cut Sal off from his Amethyst-borne ability to levitate. 
 
    Unless... 
 
    Sal knew that he was winging it, but with no better options, and the violet-brown aura growing ever closer, he had nothing to lose. He set his mind to wield the null field, but altered it in his perception. He visualized the normal field, as a barrier directing itself inward, toward the mage. In his mind, he flipped the field inside out, with its area of effect radiating outward from himself instead of inward. With this image firmly in mind, and with a silent prayer to God or the Crafter or whoever was running the show here, he wielded. 
 
    The field popped into place, about a foot around him in all directions. Sal's brow beaded with sweat as he waited for gravity to reassert itself, but it never did. He hung there has he had before, suspended on wings of lavender magic. So that part of his spell worked. He was inside a null field, but still able to wield and affect the world around him. He hoped fervently that it meant what he thought it meant. 
 
    The ground far below him rippled as the granite broke the surface, and sweat beaded anew on Sal's forehead. Would he see him up there, on the far side of the leaves? His amethyst aura should be strong enough for a granite to see even through the trees. 
 
    The granite stood there, dirty brown eyes glowing darkly as he scanned the area. Finally, he turned those brown-grey orbs upward, studiously taking in the treetops. His eyes turned toward Sal, lingering there for a long, stomach-clenching minute, before moving on to inspect another bough. Sal barely breathed as the granite continued his examination of the area. After what seemed an eternity, the granite rippled into the earth, then sped back toward the tower and his waiting accomplice, Prau. 
 
    Sal watched them both melt into the tower, and watched a moment more to be sure that they were gone before retreating, maintaining both his levitation spell and his null field as he left. 
 
    Crisis averted, he breathed a sigh of relief, and gave himself a moment to process what he'd just done. A reverse null field. Delana's gonna keel over when she hears this. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you out of your goat-kissing mind?!?" 
 
    Sal saw Retzu's disbelief echoed in faces across the room -- Delana's mothering worry, Senosh's bewilderment at Sal's passion for answers, Menkal's bemusement at the foolishness of youth, Jaren's nausea at the thought of him testing the implied protections of prophecy. They'd all had their peace with him, and all of them, on some level, thought he was insane. He threw up a placating hand. "I know, Retzu, I know, but listen. I---" 
 
    "You could've been killed," the assassin pointed out, rolling right through Sal's attempts to calm him down. "The only diamond mage in the world, and you could've been killed. Worse, you could've been captured. You -- with all your unique insights on magic and knowledge of the Cause, of our plans, our weaknesses -- you are the perfect prize for the Highest, the perfect blade to put to our throats. Do you have any idea how stupid it was for you to run off like you did? Haven't we lost enough over the past few days?" 
 
    "I know, I know!" 
 
    "And you," the assassin said, jabbing a finger at Marissa. "You let him do it!" 
 
    "Do you really think I could've stopped him from---" 
 
    "It's Long Harvest, that's gotta be it! Too much merriment left you sizzled in the kippa, eh?" 
 
    Sal cast a sideways look at Marissa and muttered, "Translation?" 
 
    "I think it means that your brain is cooked, or something." 
 
    Sal nodded. "Got it." 
 
    "What am I going to do with you?" Retzu demanded, missing their exchange entirely. 
 
    "Well, you can start by sitting back down so I can tell you what I saw." 
 
    The assassin paused in midstride, and danced from one foot to another, as if the sheer effort of not pacing was too much for him. 
 
    "Sit down, Sticks," Delana urged. "He's already gone and come back, the prisoner is already free, and whatever danger he was in has already passed---" 
 
    "For now," the irate assassin clarified. 
 
    "Yes, for now. In any case, ranting isn't going to do us any good at this point. Just sit down and let's hear him out." 
 
    Retzu fidgeted a moment longer, then threw himself into his seat. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with both hands, and muttered, "This better impress the bleedin' salts outta me." 
 
    "Okay," Sal started. "Before I turned Prau loose, I used some sapphire magic on him. I tried to hypnotize... ummm... use Sapphire to convince him to work for me instead of the bad guys. That didn't go so well." 
 
    "I coulda told you how to do it," Menkal suggested, amidst the ever-present flick of wood chips falling from his latest whittling project. 
 
    "Yeah, well, I kinda made it up on the fly. I didn't think to ask. Anyway, I couldn't hypnotize him, but I found that I could encourage him to ignore my presence, to not be able to see or hear me. So I whammied him---" 
 
    "Uh, 'glamoured' him?" Marissa suggested. 
 
    "Yeah, 'glamoured' works too. Made him forget everything about him being held captive and then I turned him loose. We expected him to turn north, toward the city, but instead he went south, and led me right to the Granite Spire. A granite came out of the tower to let him in -- it's really cool how they do that, without a door or anything -- but he noticed me somehow, and took off to find me." 
 
    "See?!?" Retzu demanded of Delana, pointing to Sal in outraged victory. 
 
    "Hush now, and let him finish his story," she replied softly, belying the warning crackle of electricity at her fingertips. The assassin sighed his frustrations and contented himself to chew on the ends of his mustaches while he fumed. 
 
    "Anyway, I levitated myself---" 
 
    "That's quite a feat," Delana breathed, marveling. "The fact that you even figured out how is amazing on its own, but coupled with the fact that you have no formal training in Amethyst... Many of my Tile have to study for years to learn the proper concepts to allow for levitation. It comes across as so unnatural that some are never able to reconcile the theory with reality." 
 
    "It wasn't that hard," Sal demurred. "Not half as hard as figuring out how to flip a null field inside out." 
 
    "What? I mean... what?" 
 
    "Well, yeah. That's how I hid from the granite -- inside an inside-out null field." 
 
    "That's nonsense, Sal," Delana argued. "You can't flip a null field inside out, especially not around yourself. Just attempting to cast it would block you from casting it!" 
 
    "See, that's what I thought too, but I didn't have time to talk myself outta trying it. Anyway, it worked. Here, I'll show you." 
 
    Sal stood and moved to the middle of the room, reaching out to Amethyst as he went. He instructed the mages present to engage their magical sight. When he was satisfied that everybody could see his violet aura, he wielded. The null field snapped into being around him, at a distance of about a foot from his body, just as it had earlier in the day. 
 
    Delana barely stifled a scream as she scrambled back even further. 
 
    "See?" Sal said. 
 
    "That's impossible!" Delana exclaimed. "How...? How?!?" 
 
    Menkal sat dumbfounded, silent for a moment. Finally, he erupted in insane laughter, his whittling completely forgotten. 
 
    "Remarkable!" Jaren marveled aloud. "One minute, I could see your vitality, and the amethyst aura surrounding your eye, and the next... Sal! You're invisible!" 
 
    "Magically, he might be," Marissa rebutted. "I can see him, plain as day." 
 
    "Me too," Retzu added, no longer raving. 
 
    "Is it safe?" Senosh demanded, his eyes blazing a warning. "Can it harm us?" 
 
    Sal hadn't thought of that. "Well, I dunno. I wouldn't think so. I mean, an ordinary null field can't hurt you, so why should this?" 
 
    "Stand still and hold the field for a second, Sal," Menkal said. "I want to try something." 
 
    The sapphire's glowing blue eyes dimmed, then glowed, then dimmed again. "It's like Marissa says. You appear and disappear when I switch between natural sight and magical. Now hold still," he repeated. "Oh, and I apologize in advance..." 
 
    "Apologize for what?" 
 
    But Menkal was already doing whatever he was doing, the sapphire's eyes blazing as he wielded his magics. A snowball appeared in the air before the mage, then shot toward Sal. As soon as it touched the null field, it flew apart, the magics that held it together dissipating. The physical remnant of the spell showered Sal with dusted snow, only for it to vanish moments later. 
 
    "Cool!" Sal breathed in awe. 
 
    "Very cool indeed," Menkal agreed. 
 
    "Let me try," Sal said, lightning already crackling at his finger tips. He sent a thin spark Menkal's way, but just as the snowball had, the spark vanished as soon as it touched the field. Caught up in inspiration, he pushed the boundaries of the field outward until it encompassed Menkal as well. 
 
    "Whoa, where'd he go?" Jaren shouted. Sal could almost feel the emerald's panic as he switched back to his primary sight, and then his relief as he sighed and collapsed into his chair. 
 
    Sal continued his experiment, casting again the spark that had failed once before, only this one hit Menkal, eliciting a surprised yelp. 
 
    "Blessed Crafter!" 
 
    "Yeah, can you imagine what we could do if I was able to teach this stuff to our amethysts? If Marissa were able to figure out the runes for it?" 
 
    "An army, protected from magic by magic..." Retzu mumbled, stunned, as he considered the possibilities. 
 
    Sal swelled with pride. He'd just handed them an awesome weapon, if he could figure out how to use it properly. Yeah, his chest was sticking out a bit further than usual, but he did nothing to suck it back in. He'd earned it. "Guess this gets me out of those training exercises for a while, huh? 
 
    "Not hardly," Retzu said, smoothing his beard and mustaches absently. "Watchbreak, bright and early." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu wasn't sure how long the discussion stretched on after Sal's revelation. He was lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    What an amazing gift this would be to the Cause! 
 
    And how completely unjust, that it should come barely two days after the Cause had lost its father. How different would things have turned out, if those granites had not been able to pierce Reit's chest and steal his life from him! He would be the one here, reveling in his friends' discoveries, parsing the intelligence, formulating plans, cheering victories. 
 
    Mourning losses. This was his life. Not Retzu's. For the assassin, it was all one sick joke, and he fumed at the Crafter for setting him up as its butt. 
 
    Movement before him caught his eye, and he saw Delana breaking away from the rest, headed his way with a peculiar look in her eye. He knew that look. Salt of the Abyss... 
 
    Before the amethyst could close the distance with him, the assassin came to his feet and made for the exit. He could hear her over his shoulder, calling distantly after him as he ducked through the opening in the pavilion, but he paid her no mind. He was not having this conversation with her. Frantically, he recited his hilts, searching them as he often did -- for focus, for answers, for peace. 
 
    Death is cold and hard, like the iron chains that restrain the murderer. 
 
    He wanted to be cold right now, hard enough that the merest thought of his brother didn't bring him to his knees. 
 
    Death reflects our inner being, like the brass plate reflects the sunlight. 
 
    And it did reflect his inner being -- dreadfully so. He felt empty. He was shol'tuk, Crafter take it! Death was his trade, his art. It came to all men -- most often, before the dead man or his loved ones expected it to. Retzu knew this better than most. Retzu lived this reality! 
 
    But Reit wasn't just any man. 
 
    Death is a conduit... 
 
    Copper. Like the assassin that had betrayed his Fellowship and his mentor, driving her to give up the gold. And like Fila. Dear Fila... 
 
    He couldn't talk to Delana or Jaren. Not right now. They expected too much of him. But he had to talk to somebody. 
 
    Retzu pointed his toes toward Bastion's southern gates and set off into the late afternoon with purpose, oblivious to the bustle of the camp and the merriment before him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Retzu!" Delana called, following him out of the open tent flap. But it was to no avail. The black-clad assassin didn't hear her. Or wouldn't. Whatever the case, he marched off toward Bastion and Crafter knew what, his pace showing not the slightest hint of hesitation. 
 
    This just would not do. Something had to give. 
 
    She sighed and headed back into the pavilion, and to the awkwardness that hung palpable in the air. There really wasn't anything pressing that still needed to be covered, but Retzu's abrupt departure left a sense of business being left undone. Nobody knew quite how to react, so they just started to... meander off. 
 
    "Menkal," she called, approaching the sapphire mage. 
 
    The old man turned to greet her with a sympathetic smile, holding up a placating hand. "Nothing needs to be said. We understand. To be honest, I'm surprised how well you're holding up, considering." 
 
    "Thank you, Blue. But tell me... How did your meeting with the dragons go?" 
 
    "Very well, actually," he said, his face lighting up at the mention. "They're really rather hospitable. Once you get past the teeth and all." 
 
    "Wonderful. I don't suppose..." She paused for a moment, her fingers toying absently with the ring that hung about her neck. She glanced up the road again, toward a man who had long disappeared into the crowd, and her thoughts turned reckless. Did she dare? "Do you think... that you could introduce me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Delana marched steadily forward, barely watching the path before her as Menkal prattled on in the background. She knew she should probably be paying closer attention -- they were about to meet a dragon, after all -- but her mind was unavoidably occupied with trying to suss out the secret of Sal's impossible spell. 
 
    She formed the concepts in her mind, carefully arranging each one, examining them for consistency. Mana is energy. All energies have both active and passive properties. All energies have an opposing force. Mana has an opposing force. Energy can be directed. What can be directed can be shaped. On and on, she sifted through the various truths that she used to construct her spells, looking for any flaw in her logic. Finally, confident she had every concept accounted for, she wielded... 
 
    ...and the spell died. Frustrated, she continued to pour mana into the spell. The field flickered in and out of existence around her, snapping into place for the barest instant, falling apart as Delana was cut off from the magics that formed it, then springing to life again as she regained her magic, over and over. 
 
    "Salt of the Abyss!" she cursed, releasing her hold on Amethyst. 
 
    "Language," Menkal chided gently. Delana's reply was decidedly more salty. The sapphire chuckled. "I mean, you're letting things frustrate you more than you ought." 
 
    "You think I don't know that?" she snapped, and immediately felt the worse for it. It wasn't Menkal's fault. "It's just this new null field that Sal came up with..." 
 
    "Well, you're trying to learn something that, as far as you know, should be impossible. After all, if it weren't impossible, somebody at the Academy would've dreamed it up years ago!" Menkal signed contemplatively. "The Academy does so much to better us as mages that we often forget how much it holds us back." 
 
    "I don't follow." 
 
    The old mage smiled and cast a sidelong glance at her. "Let me try another approach. Think back to your days in the Academy. What is the one thing that hindered your exploration of magic more than anything else?" 
 
    "Boys." 
 
    "Distraction." 
 
    "Same thing." 
 
    "Not really. After all, frustration is just as distracting as tanned and muscled flesh, if not more so." 
 
    Delana harrumphed. "It's a little hard not to be frustrated. I mean, with all due respect and humility, I'm the Head of the Amethyst Order in Caravan. I've spent years mastering my soulgem, and I've rarely found my peer. If anybody can figure out this new null field, it should be me." 
 
    "...and not an unschooled mage who isn't even truly an amethyst?" added the sapphire suggestively. 
 
    "Yes. I mean, no! I mean..." Her argument crumbled to frustrated silence. 
 
    She just could not understand Sal. He was so disciplined, and yet so chaotic, so educated in the things of his own world, and yet so easily mastering the things of hers. His warrior spirit showed through in every task he performed. He defeated every obstacle with the same efficiency, the same confidence. 
 
    The same impunity. 
 
    It really was infuriating, to see him turn the millennia-tested rules of magic on its ear, only to find magic so eager to comply with his desires! 
 
    He reminded her of a horse trainer she knew from her childhood in Eastwind Delta, a Southern Plains boy who defied the conventions of his profession time and again, only to achieve near magical results. She remembered one horse in particular, a large, spirited beast that the best trainers in the Delta couldn't tame. Their approach was perfectly ordered, their techniques time-worn, their skill unmatched, and yet the horse just would not break. She could still see that boy walking up to the beast, without the slightest flicker of fear or doubt in his eyes. In disbelief, she watched him put hand to the horse's muzzle, then neck, then shoulder. In a single fluid motion, the boy was on the horse's back, the beast parading him around the paddock proudly, as if the boy -- not the horse -- were broken. 
 
    Sal had that same fearlessness, that same simplicity in the face of mind-boggling complexity. 
 
    "He does seem to do the impossible with irritating regularity," Menkal commiserated. 
 
    "Well... yes," Delana conceded. "I know he has a knack for improvising, but when I try to improvise..." 
 
    The old mage cut her off, pointing at her excitedly. "Ah! And that's just it, isn't it? You 'try' to improvise. It's quite like planning to be spontaneous, or learning to have faith -- the one precludes the other." 
 
    Delana pinched the bridge of her nose to stave off the headache she felt forming there. "You're not making any sense. I'm supposed to improvise without trying to improvise?" 
 
    "Absolutely. It's the only way you truly can improvise." 
 
    He paused for a moment, considering his words. He held his cupped hands before him, as if grasping the emptiness between them. "You're a Deltan, so think of magic like a fish. When you go to pick a fish up, it fusses and twists, trying to get free. You can tighten your grip, maybe shift your fingers around on its slimy body, and maybe you'll get a better grip on it, but if you don't do it exactly right---" He clapped his hands together, squirting the imaginary fish from his grasp. 
 
    "This is how we learn magic at the Academy -- by trying to control something that doesn't want to be controlled. We start with simple, immutable concepts that the magic can easily fit into. Then we build on those concepts, hemming the magic in with greater and greater complexity until, finally, we have a strong spell that requires us to be incredibly specific. Vary that complexity in the slightest..." Again, Menkal squirted his hands together. 
 
    Delana found herself nodding in spite of herself. She'd long recognized that Menkal's true talent wasn't his mastery of Sapphire -- although that was considerable -- but rather, his mastery of logic. He had a knack for illustration, for creating parables that perfectly put abstracts into perspective. His description of magic as a fish was brilliant, and it resonated perfectly with how Delana viewed magic. 
 
    The old man continued. "Sal sees magic differently than we do. Rather than trying to grab a fish by the body..." 
 
    "...he grabs it by the lip," she finished, catching on. "The fish can flop and twist however it wants to, but it can't get away. And when he wants to toss the fish in the basket, he uses the fish's own momentum to do it." 
 
    "Exactly. So rather than asking how you ought to build your concepts to form the null field, you might be better off considering how Sal did it. You know -- you know -- that what he did is impossible. And yet, he did it. So why is it impossible for you and not for him?" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    After his debrief -- and his obligatory chewing out -- Sal had stopped by the Unmarked Armoury. With tonight being Long Harvest, and the added danger of granite-driven bozos looking for a piece of him, he didn't want to take any chances with Bastion's security. He might be a member of the Cause, but he still had a job to do, and the innocents of Bastion were depending upon him to do it. 
 
    As it happened, the Armoury was a wealth of misappropriated and long-forgotten items, things that the deep pockets in Schel Veylin would never miss. He hefted his booty, a coarsely woven burlap sack, and felt the weight shift as the contents pushed against the linen sides. 
 
    Yeah, his Unmarked were gonna love him. 
 
    Hey, Patrys, how we doin'? he asked as he strode through the south gate. 
 
    What? Since ye went galavantin' off with yer lady fair, and near 'bout got slit from tip to toe? 
 
    Yeah, thanks for the assist there. 
 
    Aye. May as well've. I certainly can't command this lot, and Frasyr's barely a wheat shaft better. 
 
    As Patrys reported off to Sal, he used the strength of her Whisper to guide him through the crowded streets, which was only growing more congested as afternoon rolled into evening. Patrys' voice led him past shops and hawkers and craftsmen, gangs of kids and cuddling couples, finally reaching the courtyard where the Mainway crossed the Learned Concourse. Frasyr and Patrys stood in the center of the Quad, backed by the Stone of Ysra, a massive marble obelisk that stood as tribute to some past leader or another. The pair had a small crowd of Unmarked around them -- three fists, by the look of them, maybe a full squadron, in constant flux, coming and going as assignments were handed out. 
 
    "Superior on the field," Frasyr announced as he caught Sal's approach. As one, the Unmarked fell in line and saluted him, fist over heart, then sweeping to the hip. 
 
    Every one of them, to a man, winked. Sal groaned under his breath. 
 
    "At ease," he said, and the squad relaxed. "Now, as you know, tonight isn't going to be your typical Harvest night. A lot of ordinarily smart people are gonna drink stuff that they wouldn't ordinarily drink, and it's gonna make them extraordinarily stupid." 
 
    This brought some knowing chuckles from the crowd. Apparently, there were a few amongst them that knew well the kind of stupidity he spoke of. Sal didn't bother to hide a sideways grin. It wasn't so long ago that a sixteen year old Jimmy Salvatori had stolen his Dad's pickup for a trip to the river with a six-pack of wine coolers and a one-pack of Rebecca Lynn Collier. Ahhh youth... 
 
    "Now, I know how hard y'all have worked over the past few days. Me being absent didn't help matters any. I'm sure you've already heard stories about how I spent my day, walking around with my girlfriend..." This drew a low rumble of muted conversation. "...getting jumped by a shol'tuk and a couple thugs..." The buzz grew a little louder, and took on a note of awe. "...taking a walk down to the Granite Spire, that kind of thing. I don't want you to think that I've been ducking my responsibility to y'all" 
 
    If any of the assembled did feel that way, the crowd didn't show it. They bore the same eager faces they always had -- perhaps a bit irreverent of their commanding officer, a bit more familiar than protocol allowed, but more than forgiving for any wrongs they might've suffered. 
 
    "I also don't want you to think that your sacrifices have gone unappreciated. Believe me, I've seen your devotion to duty, and to the people of Bastion. I couldn't be prouder to call you mine. So, as a reward..." 
 
    He held the linen bag out in front of him and undid the straps, revealing the sparkly blue contents within. He withdrew one, and scanned the crowd for a worthy candidate. He found two. Perfect. 
 
    "Jelleck! Hon'as! Step forward," he said, channeling all the command that Aten'rih had on the training grounds with the three of them, so many weeks ago. The two emeralds appeared before him and saluted smartly, though not without a note of trepidation. They remembered, as well as he did, the butt whooping they tried to give him. They also remembered that it didn't go all that well for them. With as severe a face as he could muster, he handed the gem to Jelleck, and dug out another one for Hon'as. 
 
    "As you should remember from your studies in Mana Theory, sapphire mages can use their magic to communicate over great distances -- they call it Whispering, or 'speaking to the wind'. Using this ability, they need only think of the person they want to talk to, then think what they want to say, and the other person 'hears' it through the magic. 
 
    "These earrings mimic that ability for everybody else." He held his aloft. It was little more than a silver circlet, an open hoop the size of a thumbnail, with a minuscule sapphire chip attached. "Emerald, ruby, amethyst, mundane, everybody can use these. Obviously, they don't work precisely the same way -- you actually have to talk with these -- but it's pretty close. They go on like so." He slipped the open end of the hoop around the helix of his ear and pinched it closed. He felt the magic take effect, locking the hoop so that it wouldn't come undone until the wearer intended to take it off. He motioned Jelleck and Hon'as to do the same, then handed them the bag to pass out. 
 
    "I'm sure we all appreciate the gesture, Sal," said a pretty Onatae ruby -- Lyta, Sal thought her name was. "I mean, any gear is good gear, and I'm sure we'll put them to good use. But why give these to us now?" 
 
    "What? Didn't I tell you already?" Sal affected a confused look. "My bad. You guys are gonna pair up, at least one sapphire mage or earring amongst you..." He paused for effect. "...and then you're gonna go participate in the holiday that you've been policing." 
 
    The cheer was deafening. 
 
    "Arright, arright!" he shouted finally, vainly calling the crowd to order. "You guys still have to do your job. I'm just letting you have fun doing it. Now quiet down so I can show you how they work..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dispersal of the earrings went about as well as Sal could've expected. His Unmarked were soldiers, but they were still, by and large, kids. And like generations of kid-soldiers before them, both on this world and Sal's own, they couldn't help but play with the newest and shiniest toy in the box. The Unmarked spent more time goofing off with the sapphire earrings than they did listening to Sal discuss their applications and limitations. 
 
    So much the better. Familiarity bred affinity. 
 
    But they could become familiar with their new toys on their own time. 
 
    "Assembly! To order!" Sal barked, and the frivolity came to a screeching halt as scores of Unmarked leapt to attention. Even the Harvest celebrants and random passersby dropped what they were doing. In an instant, the Quad around the Stone of Ysra was absolutely silent, save for the sounds of merrymaking coming from the city around them. 
 
    "Amethysts and your partners, stand fast for a moment. Everybody else, get to work." 
 
    The Quad bustled once more with activity as Unmarked headed to their assignments and onlookers returned to their onlooking. As the area cleared, Sal waved the amethysts in. There were about fifty or so by Sal's reckoning, minus the amethysts that were already on post or headed to their beds. That'd do nicely. 
 
    "Okay. I'm about to show you something -- something that I want you to practice, and then pass along to every amethyst Unmarked that isn't here to see it for themselves." His lips quirked in a wry grin. "And before you tell me it's impossible, I need to explain why it's not. Cedric, can I have your water skin?" 
 
    The older mage gave Sal a confused look, but handed over the leather bottle. "Am I going to get it back?" 
 
    "Yeah, sure. You betcha," Sal said awkwardly, then raised his voice to address the gathered Unmarked. "Okay, can somebody tell me why this is able to hold water?" 
 
    "The inner lining has been waterproofed," said a mage that Sal wasn't familiar with. 
 
    "Right. But why the inner lining? Why not the outer?" 
 
    "Because the inside is what touches the water. Treating the outside would waterproof it too, but then everything would taste like leather." 
 
    "And how do you tell that the inside has been treated?" 
 
    "The outside is dry. What's the p---?" the mage started. 
 
    "Exactly," Sal said, cutting him off. "The outside would stay dry. So if I did this..." He shot Cedric an apologetic look, and then popped the seams of the bottle, spilling its contents on the ground as Sal flipped the leather inside out. "Would you say that the outside is now waterproofed, and the inside would remain dry?" 
 
    As one, the assembly nodded. Sal had their full attention, but they still didn't see the relevance of his illustration. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    "Null fields work in the exact same way. When you generate the field, magic within is disrupted, but magic outside the field operates like it should -- that is, until it crosses over into the field, at which point it fails as well. This is why any amethyst casting the spell must do so from outside the field. Follow? 
 
    "Now, this isn't always the case. You can have one-sided fields, such as the witness box in the chambers of the Patriarchal Council. If you've never had the privilege, the witness box is basically a square of flooring, bordered by amethysts, generating the field upward." 
 
    "But it's still a bubble," Cedric argued. "The amethyst gemstones are still casting their spell from outside the area of effect." 
 
    "So it would seem," Sal said, his excitement picking up speed as he barreled on toward revelation. They were hooked now. This was going to work. 
 
    He held the ruined waterskin flat out in front of him, treated side up. "The amethysts do generate the field as a bubble, radiating outward from them. But what were to happen if, like the waterskin..." 
 
    Again, Sal flipped the leather inside out. But this time, he touched Amethyst and wielded as he did so. One by one, the assembled mages engaged their secondary sight... and shouted in stunned amazement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was just beginning to sink into the water when Delana and Menkal reached the isolated stretch of beach south of Caravan. They could see Bastion's harbor in the distance to the north, but they were too far to pick out any watchers on the walls. Delana hoped that they were too far for any watchers to spy them out as well. "So, how do we---?" 
 
    A savage shriek ripped through the air to the west, interrupting her question. Delana whipped her head around, but could see nothing save for the blinding sunlight. It was as if the shrill cry came from the sun itself, and it was getting louder with every passing second. Delana shielded her eyes as best she could, but the source of the scream was upon them before her sight adjusted. 
 
    A dragon! 
 
    She and Menkal both ducked as the beast swooped low over their heads. Delana caught a gamey scent as it passed -- not unpleasant, but wild nonetheless. The dragon hooked a steep climb, its green scales glittering brilliantly in the dying daylight. Completing the loop, it angled back toward the beach, pulling up at the last possible moment and coming to a hover, its huge wings beating a torrent of wind, spray, and sand as it came to rest on the shoreline. Its yellow-green slitted eyes finally locking onto the pair of humans, a soft growl rumbled from deep within its chest. Its fangs dripped with--- 
 
    "Oh, come now! Was that necessary?" Menkal chided. 
 
    Delana's breath caught in her throat. Was he insane?!? Is this what old age had done to him? 
 
    "What?" came the dragon's strangely feminine voice, defensively. "What's the point of even being a dragon if you can't make a grand entrance?" 
 
    "There's grand and there's gaudy. Strive for the former, if you please." 
 
    The beast's features took a slight twist, almost appearing petulant. Petulant! Finally, she tipped a curt nod. "As you wish." Turning to Delana, she said, "The wind kisses the wheat, milady mage." 
 
    The dragon's familiarity with Plainsfolk customs startled the fear right out of her. "The wind bears the seed to new fields," she responded with a nervous, curious smile. "Delana du'Nograh of Eastwind Delta, at your service." 
 
    "Eshira of the Verdant Aerie. Seven removed from the line of Lycahtris. At yours." The massive lizard shifted as she squatted down on her hunkers, coming about as eye level to Delana as she could without looking ridiculous. Looking over Delana, Eshira addressed the sapphire mage. "We're well met, darling. You may leave now." 
 
    "But I---" 
 
    "Go already!" Eshira demanded. "Time for some girl talk. No boys allowed." Her mirth rolled softly like a drum in her massive chest as the sapphire stalked away, muttering something about being underappreciated. "Such a lovely specimen, that one, but he needs to learn his place. Now then... I presume you had a reason for calling on me?" 
 
    "Yes, of course," Delana said, gently pulling the delicate chain from around her neck and holding the ring that hung there aloft. 
 
    "Oh my..." the dragon purred, craning her neck for a closer look. "Mind telling me where you found that lovely piece?" 
 
    "Stormhold, about half a month west of here on foot." 
 
    "Of course... of course... And how did you come by it?" 
 
    Delana hesitated, not sure where the line was between pertinent information and disrespecting her husband's privacy, and not willing to cross it. "I was... looking for somebody. I never found them, but this was with their personal effects." 
 
    "Hmm..." she purred as she inspected the ring, sniffed it, flicked it with her tongue. "Vi'zrithi design, I'm certain of it. Or the Maw Lands or the Outer Reaches, but they're largely vi'zrithi as well. I've something of an eye for jewelry, artifacts, and the like, and this piece doesn't adhere to any of the styles of the Mainland or the Mandible." 
 
    "The vi'zrith?" Delana repeated, her heart sinking. 
 
    "I'm afraid so, dear. You could try and find a vi'zrith in Bastion, but this far inland, it'd be easier to find a dragon scale in a rock quarry. Your best bet is to go back to Stormhold." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Sal held his breath as he twisted the drunk's arm behind his back. Even so, the pungent mixture of unwashed body and stale grog stung his eyes. If Sal's prisoner received any blessing at all from the Crafter that night, it would be the complimentary bathing that he'd be treated to. 
 
    Sal shook his head in amazement. If the previous three days of Harvest had been chaotic for Bastion, Long Harvest was virtual anarchy. Fights broke out on a whim. Thefts were boldly perpetrated, without care for who might be watching. As were bawdy acts of affection. Screams cut sharply above the raucous laughter, and it was hard sometimes to determine whether they were screams of pain or pleasure. Or both. Harvest may well have been the combined equivalent of Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas in his old world, but Long Harvest was more like Mardi Gras in the French Quarter. 
 
    "One more for ya," he called to no one in particular, binding the current miscreant's wrists in cuffs of ice. 
 
    Hafi stepped over to receive the prisoner. The sapphire extended an ebony hand, grabbing the meaty portion of his arm roughly. "Try me," he whispered dangerously, his lips forming a grin that never touched his icy blue eyes. "I dare you." 
 
    The whimper that escaped the drunk's quivering lips told Sal that the dare would go unmet. He did his best not to belly-laugh as the menacing Mandiblean led the man away. I bet that's the last time he grabs a wench's--- 
 
    "There you are," came a familiar Onatae accent. 
 
    Sal turned to meet his emerald friend, groaning in spite of himself. "Tribean. I've been trying for an hour to get down to the Cooper's Horde for a meat pie. Please don't tell me you need something." 
 
    "Yeah, I hear Jor'ash is selling them two for one tonight," the mage said. "Well then, this will be... in the alley?" 
 
    "Up your alley," Sal corrected. 
 
    "Right. I just spoke to Ged. He and Netahl are in the smith district just west of the Horde, and they just saw a fist of ruffians roaming the area, looking like so much bad news. Not doing anything, mind you, just... waiting." Tribean paused, then added, "One of the wenches overheard them talking. They claimed to be shol'tuk hopefuls." 
 
    That got Sal's attention. Thugs, claiming to be shol'tuk? That sounded awfully familiar. 
 
    He clapped Tribean on the shoulder and said, "Join me for a meat pie afterward?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal led the way through the back streets north of the Concourse, with Tribean and Kiri'tsa taking rear guard. The flow of traffic parted easily for them as they moved with purpose toward the Cooper's Horde. One Rank Unmarked might go unnoticed among the celebrants of Long Harvest. Two Unmarked together might draw a curious eye. But three Unmarked, clearly on a mission? Few Bastionites wanted any part of that, drunk or not. 
 
    "Ged, where are the thugs now?" Sal asked, his sapphire earring freeing his green-tinted diamond eye of the responsibility. 
 
    Three blocks north, one block west of the Cooper's Horde. 
 
    "Have they done anything yet?" 
 
    No sir, came the reply. It was hard to tell through the earring, but Sal thought he caught a sense of the mage's uncertainty, his unease, through the connection. They're just standing there, arms crossed, backs propped against the wall, staring down everybody that passes. 
 
    "Okay, we'll be there... 
 
    "...in just a second," Sal finished as they rounded the corner to Ged's rear. 
 
    The young sapphire snapped around, a startled grin spreading across his unkempt chin. "You're lucky I was expecting you," he bluffed. "I'd have frozen you solid otherwise." 
 
    "Sure you would, farm boy," Kiri joked. "You're a regular coiled spring, you are." 
 
    "Where's Netahl?" Sal asked. 
 
    "Off helping a pair of drunkards. They had a friend that they couldn't rouse, so he went to offer his emerald services." 
 
    "That our group?" Tribean asked, pointing across the street. Sal followed the emerald's finger to five rough looking men, congregating near a neatly designed home, though by the look of the overgrown lawn, Sal guessed that the owner had fallen onto hard times. 
 
    "Yeah," Ged answered. "It's almost Second Watch, and they've been there since about Watchset." 
 
    Sal stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Got something seedy going on inside, maybe?" 
 
    "A good bet," Tribean said. "How do you want to---" 
 
    Kiri didn't wait for the emerald to finish the thought. She rounded the deliberating mages and headed straight for the house, her purposeful stride morphing into a saunter somewhere along the way. Sal bit back an oath. "I could throttle her," he hissed. "Get down, guys. Let's see what happens." 
 
    "Heya, boys," she said smokily, gliding close to the fist of thugs. To a man, they stood straighter as she approached. Sal heard a dry cough over his shoulder, an uncomfortable clearing of the throat, but he didn't turn around. He simply stared, unblinking, himself enchanted by the transformation. Clearly, the young lady had no need of her ruby magic to bewitch a man. 
 
    "Th-the wind k-k-kisses the wh-wheat," one of the thugs stammered. 
 
    "And the stalks... sway," Kiri replied coyly, sliding closer. 
 
    "What can we do to help the wind bring seed to new fields?" said another street tough, chortling through his gap-toothed leer. The others added their crude laughter to his, and closed in a circle around the ruby. 
 
    "She's touching her soulgem," Ged spat under his breath. 
 
    Sal switched to his emerald second sight, and Kiri's form, shadowed by dark and distance, ignited with vitality. The ruby aura of her eyes showed brilliantly, even with her back turned to Sal, offering a cheery crimson counterpoint to her green-glowing vitals. That crimson pulsed dangerously, eagerly, like the heartbeat of a tiger preparing to pounce. Sal groaned. Those meat pies at the Horde were getting further away with every passing second. Dangit. 
 
    "No swords," he instructed. "Not unless they pull first. Magic and unarmed combat only. I want them alive." The other Unmarked answered their assent. 
 
    "Well, a friend of mine was attacked earlier today by a couple of unsavory men claiming to be shol'tuk," Kiri continued, subtly teasing the the thugs. "Now, an apprentice never acts without a master, so I was wondering if a couple of street wise, obviously resourceful men like yourselves could point me in the right direction? I would be... very grateful..." 
 
    The thugs guffawed roughly. 
 
    Hungrily, Sal thought. "Get ready..." 
 
    Without warning, the sapphire earring barked painfully in Sal's ear. 
 
    Don't! It's a--- 
 
    "Patrys?" Sal hissed urgently. 
 
    The ringing in his ear dissipated grudgingly. Sal wielded Emerald, speeding up the process. Next to him, he saw Ged on his knees, his eyes glazed with pain, no doubt from feeling the full brunt of Patrys' outburst. Looking up, Sal found Kiri already engaging the ruffians, with Tribean rushing to her aid. 
 
    "Ambush!" Sal shouted, pulling his katana as he half-ran, half-stumbled to join the fray. Two more fists of hooligans closed in from either side a moment later. The jig is up, Sal thought sardonically. 
 
    His vision blazed verdant as he wielded Emerald and loosed himself upon the thugs. The green aura of emerald magic spread throughout Sal's body and down into his blade, as it had in defense of Caravan so many weeks ago. As before, the magic both healed him and sped up the decomposition of his targets. He didn't take time to form any specific spells, didn't direct the magic to take any specific action. He simply filled himself to the brim, and allowed Emerald to do what it would. 
 
    Blade met flesh, again and again, and men became corpses, rotting as they fell in upon themselves. Sal was distantly aware of magic being wielded -- acid, ice, fire -- as he hacked and slashed his way to the center of the melee, but he could see nothing beyond his bloodlust. His entire existence narrowed to just two elements, allies and enemies, and he dispatched his enemies with horrifying efficiency. 
 
    Fifteen attackers quickly became ten, then seven, then three. Sal ran the first through, the decomposing body hitting the cobbles with more of a squish than a thud. He pulled his sword easily from the liquefied chest and jabbed the silken hilt of his katana straight back into the sternum of the second goon, who landed on his back heavily. Whatever became of their one remaining assailant, Sal neither knew nor cared. His prize lay before him, and it was time to collect. He fell knee first upon the thug's chest, and the big man deflated with a whoosh. Sal's blade was at his throat before he could even wrestle another breath. 
 
    With extreme effort, Sal shook the cobwebs of battle from his mind. He saw the other remaining attacker, similarly pinned to the ground, courtesy of a certain ruby Plainswoman. Tribean and Ged looked on, ready to give aid wherever needed. 
 
    Sal turned his attention back to his opponent for a moment. "Give me a reason," he dared. Satisfied that the thug wouldn't be taking him up on his offer, Sal raised a hand to his sapphire earring. 
 
    "Patrys, report." 
 
    Sal waited for the young sapphire to reply, reciting his hilts once more in the interim. 
 
    She didn't answer. 
 
    "Patrys?" he called again, and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal and Ged spared no time in binding the remaining pair in shackles of sapphire-wrought ice, with matching chin straps holding their jaws shut and their cries for rescue relatively silent. That done, Sal stepped back and let Tribean and Kiri approach. They set about interrogating the pair at once, trying their hand at some magical version of good cop, bad cop. 
 
    Sal turned away and cleared his mind as best he could. Patrys had tried to warn him about the ambush, but she was cut off in mid Whisper. Now she wasn't answering his call. That couldn't be good news. 
 
    "Hafi?" 
 
    Yes sir. 
 
    "Patrys tried to warn us of an ambush a moment ago." 
 
    I know, I felt it. The message was so full of anger and... fear, I guess. Felt like somebody was peeling my brain for eel fin salad. He paused, then Whispered, How was she able to reach us all like that? I've never heard of--- 
 
    "Not important right now, Hafi. Right now, we need to find her. Where was she at, last time she checked in?" 
 
    Sal waited impatiently as the sapphire sorting through the varied details that he'd received, catalogued, and amended as the night had progressed. Uhhh... Her last check in was about two hours ago, not long after Watchset. She and Cedric spotted a pair of seedy looking fellows over by the Galley Rat. 
 
    "Two hours. Good gravy, she could be anywhere by now." He sighed. What was the point of having comms -- magical or otherwise -- if they didn't check in more often than that? "Did she say anything else?" 
 
    I'm afraid not, sir. 
 
    "Understood. If you have somebody in the area, send them toward the Galley Rat. And send me everyone in the vicinity of the Cooper's Horde." 
 
    At once. 
 
    "And Hafi? There's something going on here. Festival goers don't just organize twenty some-odd strong ambushes. Pass the word for everyone to check in with their superiors every fifteen minutes. I don't care if they're on the active patrol, minding the brig, or standing watch at the barracks. Fun's over." 
 
    So your attack by the warehouses wasn't an isolated incident. The magic-borne thought was more a statement than a question. 
 
    "Nope. I don't know what's going on yet, but it's safe to assume that we're under attack." 
 
    Pretty small attack, if that's the case, Hafi remarked. 
 
    "Not for Patrys and Cedric. It's obvious that they were targeted, just like I was at the warehouse." He paused and took in the two still-living assailants, shivering in their frozen bonds. "And just like we were near the Horde. This was planned, and I'll bet my stipend that there's more coming." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu sat lightly upon the shingles, cloaked in shadow, as he watched the ebb and flow of life in the streets below. He'd hoped to steal a moment with Fila -- perhaps more than a moment -- but she, like everybody else in this city, had run off into the night, chasing after whatever diversions struck their fancy. He'd caught the barest glimpse of her leaving the guildhouse before she disappeared, vanishing like the vapor of a dream. She was a copper-hilt, and the daughter of one of the greatest shol'tuk that Retzu had ever known. He should've expected nothing less. But he had hoped. 
 
    He took a pull from the bottle in his hand and turned his eyes back to the Unmarked. There had to be a score of them at least -- pardon, a squad, to use the lingo -- headquartered around the massive marble pillar that stood in the middle of the Quad. The Stone of Ysra. It stood as a monument to that day in the future when the Ysreans, the Lost Ones, would supposedly be found. "By what?" he whispered around the mouth of his spirits bottle. "None o' my business." 
 
    Come and go the Unmarked did, come and go, come and go, as if Long Harvest were a military operation and not a rare extension of the most cherished of all Festivals. Sal was bound and determined to see that his followers not have any fun. 
 
    His cheeks flushed warm under the influence of the drink, and his eyes wavered slightly. Three bottles in -- four, as soon as he drained this one -- and the effect was barely noticeable. He cursed. He wasn't sure whether to curse that pitiful excuse for swill or his abominable, indomitable, shol'tuk resolve, but something was keeping him from getting drunk, and it was in bad need of cursing. 
 
    The buzz around the Stone increased dramatically. A number of mages had fallen to their knees, screaming and clawing at their heads. After a few minutes of chaos, one of the Unmarked -- a sapphire, if Retzu wasn't mistaken -- started barking orders. He was too far away, and Long Harvest too festive, for the assassin to hear clearly, but the impression he gave was clear. Something serious had happened, and the Unmarked needed to move in force. Even as the leader issued his commands, a large body of Unmarked broke off and hurried toward the warehouse district. At over a mile away, Retzu could cover that distance in ten minutes flat -- eight, if he stuck to the rooftops. A group of Unmarked that size, cutting through Festival-clogged streets? Twenty minutes, and hard-earned at that. 
 
    He had plenty of time. 
 
    He looked long at his flask, over half full, before thumbing the stopper and cramming the bottle into one of his ever-present pouches. He didn't regret not finishing off the contents. It wasn't doing any good anyhow. 
 
    He gently brushed the gems lining the turned down cuff of his boot, activating the varied spells with a brief flash of color. He stood and torqued his boots briefly, testing the spells, then launched himself to the next available rooftop. 
 
    The boots made traveling the darkened skyward paths of the city almost too easy, magically boosting the power of his legs and decreasing his effective weight. He skipped lightly from shingle to wood slat to thatch, then back to shingle as he made his way west. He leapt alleyways and smaller streets with ease, and even tackled a divided lane or two without difficulty. 
 
    The detachment of Unmarked turned north into the general residential areas of Bastion -- an area too "clean" to belong to the Commons but too common to belong to the patriarchs. He felt as light as a feather and as swift as a pegasus, but even his amazing boots had their limits. Even the great Retzu and his magical boots couldn't jump the Learned Concourse. Skipping over another street, he briefly dropped down into an adjoining alley and made his way to the north side of the thoroughfare, then returned to the rooftops. 
 
    He scrambled up a short wall adjacent to a brief perch to the acme of the next building and continued north. The section was expansive, and ringed with a parapet. It was almost certainly an inn for the well to do. He was scouting his next roof when he spied a shadow out of the corner of his eye, heading west along the rooftops. It was gone as soon as he'd seen it, but he knew exactly what it was -- a shol'tuk. 
 
    To his north, he saw the Unmarked detachment turn west, almost as if it were following the roof-tripping shadow. 
 
    But... they weren't following the shadow. They couldn't even see the assassin, prancing across the rooftops as he was. The shol'tuk was racing them to their destination. 
 
    A cold lump settled in his stomach as the truth dawned on him. The thugs that attacked Sal had been shol'tuk -- or, at least, led by one. The fact that Maxus was a Freeblade mattered not a bit. The shol'tuk artform was just as deadly in the hands of a traitor as it was in the hands of the Hidden Triad. If this assassin had Sal marked as Maxus had... 
 
    Retzu changed direction in midstep, giving chase to the now vanished shadow. 
 
    He cleared the parapet and the alley beyond, landing easily on the lower roof of the adjacent shop. The shadow continued his dance, skirting the varied smithy stacks and bakery chimneys with skill and silence. Retzu made quick work of the elevated obstacle course himself, gaining meager but hard-fought ground as he went. 
 
    The assassin's course took him over a narrow street. He cleared the avenue, but just barely, landing unevenly on the residence across the way. Retzu again blessed D'prox for gifting him with magical boots, thrilling at the cool night wind, blowing his hair back as he effortlessly vaulted the street. 
 
    He caught sight of the assassin again, some three houses west of him. The shadow dropped to a crouch as he ran across the roof, finally hunkering down along the north side of a gable. He unslung his bow and nocked an arrow, drawing it across his flattened body to launch into the street below. 
 
    Retzu quickened his step at the sight. Just a few more seconds... 
 
    He flicked a shuriken from the inside of his wrist and let fly. The star shaped blade whistled through the air, as straight as any arrow. The blade tip neatly cut the bowstring just as the assassin released. The arrow flittered chaotically, the cut string still caressing the inner groove of the nock, before taking a downward turn. 
 
    The shol'tuk took no time to see who had thrown the star. He lifted his feet and raised his hands, sliding down the gable to the alley below. Retzu scampered across the now vacant roof and rode the gable in pursuit. He hung in midair a moment as he cleared the eaves. The assassin below him turned east, fleeing again into the shadows of the alley. Retzu's boots had barely brushed the cobbled alley before he turned to give chase. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Where are our people!" Tribean demanded again, slapping the brick wall behind the bound thugs for emphasis. Kiri stood apart from him a bit and smoldered. Their once-assailants, now bound and muzzled, cowered before the emerald and ruby mages, their eyes rolling in mounting terror as they flicked back and forth. Sal was duly impressed with the performance, if equally impatient. Tribean and Kiri were doing their jobs, in spades. If the thugs had known anything, they likely would've spilled by now. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the dull clank of steel striking brick. He turned toward the sound, and found an arrow, lying alone at the base of a nearby house. He sensed rather than saw a shadow drop from the rooftop above the arrow, then dart deeper into the alley. Barely a second later, another shadow dropped to the ground and pursued. Retzu? 
 
    He took a step toward the alley, but put all thoughts of deadly shadows from his mind as a band of Unmarked came around the block to the north. Finally. 
 
    "Fan out! Defensive posture!" he shouted as they approached. "We're looking for Patrys Goatherd and Cedric of Bayton. They warned us of the ambush, so they've got to be close enough to know about it. And they're hurt, so hurry!" 
 
    A rainbow of magic lit the otherwise darkened street as mage upon mage employed their second sight. Vitality, stress, heat, energy -- all were attributes that might help the search party find their missing fellows. The Unmarked scattered in all directions, putting those attributes to use. 
 
    Sal looked askance at Tribean, who shook his head. No. The thugs were useless. 
 
    "Ged, you're jailer. Tribean, Kiri, you join the search," he instructed. The Unmarked nodded their compliance. 
 
    Eager to join the search, but unsure how best to do so, Sal touched Amethyst and wielded. He lost all sense of gravity as he lifted himself into the sky, the flagstone falling away as he ascended. From his elevated vantage point, he could see the skeletons of his Unmarked, ringed in auras of various shades. They were easy to distinguish from the residents of Bastion's middle class neighborhoods -- they were the only ones hurrying around to do anything. 
 
    The search slowed more and more as the party expanded ever outward from Sal's position, their violet skeletons growing ever fainter as distance grew greater and obstacles more numerous. Then, at the very edge of his amethyst sight, he saw a number of skeletons change directions, coming together in a single spot. 
 
    He was already in motion when one of his lieutenants Whispered, We found them. 
 
    A pair of emeralds were already tending them when he arrived. Patrys' breathing was ragged and wet, countered with a strange railing whistle. Two rubies and a sapphire stood watch as more of their brothers in arms rushed to their aid. Sal released Amethyst and seized Emerald as he approached. 
 
    The emeralds that were tending Patrys and Cedric were actually only tending Patrys. Her amethyst partner was dead. He lay on his stomach with arms outstretched, his left hand resting on Patrys' throat. Oddly, his head was not turned toward the young sapphire, but was actually facing to his right. Sal followed the corpse's gaze and outstretched hand, and immediately saw why. 
 
    There, amongst the usual street debris, he found the body of a granite, some twenty feet away and half melted into the flagstone. Cedric must've snapped a null field around him while he tried to escape into the ground. Good man. 
 
    "Hold her down!" shouted one of the emeralds, drawing Sal's attention back to Patrys. The teenage sapphire was seizing under the verdant glow of healing magics. 
 
    Sal pushed his way through the growing crowd of would-be helpers, who were getting in the way more than anything else. He had to clear them out. "Give me four guards at the compass points, and two to carry Cedric back to the Camp. Everybody else..." He paused. They weren't going to like this, but they needed something to do, something to keep them occupied, to keep them from dwelling on their fallen friends. "Everybody else, return to your duties. Check in with your squad leaders every fifteen minutes, and remind them to check in with their platoon leaders, and so on. Locations, suspicious incidents, the whole thing. No more surprises. Move!" The crowd set about their orders, with the four guards relaying them to the rest of the search party by way of Sapphire. 
 
    "Let me in," Sal commanded the emeralds. They made room for him without breaking contact with Patrys. 
 
    A pair of Unmarked hefted Cedric's body to bear him back to the Camp. As his hand came away from Patrys' throat... 
 
    Sal's stomach roiled. Patrys' throat was ruined -- not merely wounded but practically gone! The ragged edges of the ghastly wound were cauterized, presumably by Cedric's amethyst magics. 
 
    Good, good man. In his dying moments, he almost certainly saved the young sapphire's life. 
 
    Patrys started seizing again. She was choking on her own blood. "Roll her onto her side," Sal directed. "Hold her there." 
 
    He touched a hand to the side of her exposed throat and probed her with emerald magics. He visualized her wounds through Emerald, and allowed a trickle of healing magics. As he did, he sensed her blood pressure strengthen, sending crimson gouts spurting past the partially seared flesh and into her throat, choking her. Concentrating first on these blood vessels, he wielded, reconnecting them as well as the damaged tissue would allow. It was slow going. The cauterized edges of the wound turned flesh inward upon itself, making reconnecting the blood vessels much more difficult. They kept wanting to grow closed, following the cauterization. Gradually, the leakage lessened, then ceased altogether. Together, the emeralds coaxed the blood out of Patrys' lungs, and she started to breathe easier. 
 
    Sal turned his attention to her ruined throat, only to realize that it was well and truly ruined. Though the cauterization had saved her life, it had also fused the tissues together improperly. The more emerald magic Sal poured into her, the more the scarring solidified its place. 
 
    That's when Sal remembered his own healing at Jaren's hands so long ago, and the ruined natural eye that would become diamond. "Even I couldn’t do it, and I must say my command of the emerald soulgem is quite extensive," the emerald had said. "Your injury’s practically set now. You’d have to gouge it back out and start all over at the nerve.” 
 
    Sal sighed bitterly. Even Jaren hadn't been able to heal his eye after it had healed errantly. How could Sal hope to rebuild Patrys' throat? Swallowing hard, he lifted mournful eyes to the other two emeralds, who returned the look, sorrow for sorrow. They had no better solutions. If he had to guess, he'd say they considered his lifesaving efforts to be miraculous as it was. Their faces betrayed no condemnation, no disappointment. They just sat there silently, in expectation of whatever Crafter-wrought work Sal would perform next. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Patrys," Sal whispered. Then, sighing once more, he wielded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadow ducked left into a side alley, as if the darkness would hide the change of direction, but Retzu gave chase. Even when he couldn't see the assassin, he was skilled enough to sense him -- to hear the almost imperceptible slap of slippered feet, the stir of breeze broken by the passing of a body in motion. For all that the assassin ahead was deft at hiding himself, Retzu was more deft at seeking him out. 
 
    He knew this alley. He'd traveled its length many times in his shadowy career. The left wall was tall, and belonged to a long, snaking row house that offered no egress until the alley dumped back out into one of the common streets. 
 
    The right wall belonged to a much shorter residence. 
 
    Springing upward, he caught the right wall, and danced back and forth between the opposing alley faces, coming out on top of the residential roof. He sprinted across the gentle, tiled slope toward the alley bend nearest the street. He dropped into the open space just as the other assassin entered the bend. Retzu kicked sideways as he fell, catching the other in the forehead. The shol'tuk staggered back as Retzu landed lightly before him. He unsheathed and presented his gold-hilted katana in a single motion, and just as well, as the other assassin shook off the kick almost at once. 
 
    Copper hilt, Retzu thought, noting the orange sparkle from the tanto at the assassin's waist. A grim smile tugged at one side of his mouth as he dropped into shol'zo mitsu. The other answered with a fighting stance of his own, unstrung bow held before him as a staff. 
 
    Steel met hardwood as the pair of assassins went at each other. Narrow though the space was, it hindered their attacks only in the slightest. The copper-hilt deflected Retzu's attacks with speed and grace, but found it just as difficult to land strikes of his own. Knees and elbows found their way into the melee, though with just as little effect. 
 
    To Retzu's amazement, he found himself driven back, being deftly maneuvered by his opponent beyond the camouflage of the back alley and onto the lighted flagstones of the broader avenue behind him. As they emerged into the torchlight, the going got a little easier. Retzu was able to use the greater range of his spindly arms and lithe form, and he found his strikes driving ever closer to flesh. 
 
    He also got a better look at his shadow cloaked opponent. The copper-hilt was shorter than himself -- which had already been apparent -- but he was also just as slender, and slightly more fluid in his motion. He was covered from head to toe in the black linen garb of their profession, with the shroud pulled tight across his face, leaving no skin exposed save for the narrow strip that surrounded his eyes. Strangely familiar eyes at that, but Retzu couldn't afford time to dwell on the detail. The other's strikes had a grace to them that he found surprisingly difficult to match. Just as Retzu's cuts and jabs were driving closer, so were those of the shrouded assassin. In fact, the copper had skill that much closer resembled that of a gold hilt. 
 
    Distantly, Retzu heard the buzz of spectators, occasionally punctuated with the cry of surprise and warning from those observant few who recognized the fight as more than mere theatre. 
 
    The shadowed assassin drew first blood. Retzu found his blade parried to the side, and his opponent swept his bow upward, catching Retzu under the nose. Stars twinkled and blood flowed, but Retzu didn't slow the fury of his attack. He added to the blade's momentum, spinning in the direction of the parry and catching his opponent with a driving elbow to the throat. The assassin staggered back, and Retzu swept his katana upward, neatly slicing the other's shroud. The black veil slipped from the copper's face, trailing a blood smear as it fell... 
 
    ...revealing the creamy skin of Fila's cheek, parted like a young stalk of wheat before the scythe. 
 
    Fila?!? Now Retzu well and truly staggered, his sword almost dropping from nerveless fingers. "Wha---" 
 
    The question went unasked, as Fila drove forward with her unstrung bow. Rage and desperation replaced skill, and she buffeted Retzu with abandon. Most of the blows were easily deflected, and what blows she landed fell awkwardly, more to her humiliation than to his injury. 
 
    Death is redemptive, like the gold that frees the slave from bondage. 
 
    Retzu felt the effect of his mantra settle upon him, sharpening is focus, pushing aside his confusion and hurt, until all that remained was the task at hand. With Fila off balance, it was a small thing to strike the bow from her hand. In her surprise, she left her midsection open, which he obligingly filled with the ball of his foot. The breath fled her, and she doubled over, leaving her neck exposed to Retzu's elbow, already coming down. He followed her to the ground, making sure to drive her forehead into the cobblestone for her trouble. 
 
    With Fila face down in the pavement, the fight left Retzu. He lay across her shoulders, panting, his rage building with each breath. Who was she trying to kill among the Unmarked? How could she betray the people of Bastion like this, attacking the very defenders of her own city while they were in the act of keeping its peace? What did she hope to--- 
 
    A stinging pain pierced his side as he felt Fila's tanto blade slip between his ribs. He rolled frantically to his feet, his tunic slick with blood from the copper-hilted dagger still half-buried in his side. He raised his katana and punched forward, driving the point of his sword into her sternum and pressing her against the wall of one of the houses. Blood welled around the puncture in her chest as he held her there, a scant hair's breadth from death. 
 
    "Why?" he demanded, tears of betrayal filling his vision. "Bastion? Me? Why?" 
 
    Fila's face broke with myriad emotions. Anger, shame, regret, love, hatred, a whole spectrum of passions played across her features, fiercely battling one another for dominance. She even mirrored his own look of betrayal, briefly, before it melted into some other emotion. 
 
    It was as if a cloud passed over her face, and as it departed, only one expression was left -- contempt. 
 
    Her trembling lip curled, baring her teeth in a cruel parody of a smile. "Divine is the man whose light is darkness," she said shakily, and pushed herself forward onto his sword. The keen blade parted her breastbone as easily as it had her skin. Her heart, lungs, and back proved no greater barriers. 
 
    Retzu choked on a sudden upsurge of bile, and burning tears poured freely. Why? Even mortally pierced, she continued to step forward until the guard of Retzu's sword fell flush upon her black tunic. Crimson foam bubbled at her lips as she drew a wet breath and spat it at him. He flinched as the froth sprayed his face, but still he stood there, transfixed by the display of hatred from one he'd once considered a sister. Fila's eyes, riveted on his own, gently dilated as the light within them fled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The streets grew more crowded as the night wore on. If they were clogged before, they were packed to the gills now. Drunken revelers made their way from lowest pub to keenest tavern, to swanky inn, and back again, rarely staying in one place for too long unless alcohol compelled them to do so. Likely as not, they simply followed whichever way the world was tilting at the time. Music spilled forth from open doors, blending into a discordant mess punctuated by barking laughter and crude commentary. Thankfully, the latter was largely unintelligible amidst the buzz of the Long Harvest nightlife. 
 
    Retzu trudged relentlessly forward, all but oblivious to the world around him. He had no use for the festivities, the merriment. They held no interest for him tonight, no draw. He simply plodded on. Cramped as the streets were, they still parted easily before him, as flesh parted before the blade. He grimly chuckled at the irony of the thought. 
 
    Well... he chuckled inwardly, anyway. He didn't imagine he had much of an outward smile at the moment. 
 
    He was lightheaded from the warmth oozing from his side, a sticky reminder of the punch to the ribs that Fila had given him, leaving him her tanto for his troubles. The seeping flow had almost stopped, actually. It would have a lot sooner, if not for his death march through the streets. 
 
    The dripping from his knuckles, however -- that was another matter entirely. 
 
    If he considered it long enough, he could feel the blood, welling up around the tanto blade, where it bit into the palm of his hand as he squeezed. The drip would disappear momentarily as it slid down the steel, only to reappear again, collecting on whatever finger was lowest to the ground. Then it would begin it's slow track around the breadth of the digit, joining other drips as they collectively reached toward the cobblestones. Then... they were gone, to be replaced a moment later by another drop, fleeing the confines of his broken body. 
 
    If he cared to look over his shoulder, he was sure he could trace the rebellious crimson beads back west through town, back into the neighborhoods to the north, back to the broken body clothed in black, tucked into an alleyway for the constabulary to collect later -- or, more likely, the Unmarked in the constabulary's place. There would be no fuss kicked up over it. There never was. They had an understanding, the constables and the Fellowship of the Silent Blade. Shol'tuk were assassins, true, but they conducted their profession with honor, killing only when death was duly warranted. If the death was not warranted, the shol'tuk themselves tended to the matter. Definitively. The constabulary enforced the law in terms of prevention and correction. Shol'tuk had their place in the law as well, though they preferred elimination. 
 
    Come daybreak, Fila's body would be discovered, if the screaming Festival goers hadn't already alerted the city watch. They would arrange for her collection and relocation, most likely to the pauper's field. She was shol'tuk. She had no name, no identity beyond the shroud, blade and hilt, as far as the rest of the world was concerned. But he knew her, too well. 
 
    Or thought he did. 
 
    His hypocrisy wasn't lost on him. What he was doing, where he was going, the ceremony of it all... He was granting Fila an honor that she did not deserve, largely for her father's benefit. He certainly wouldn't have done it for Maxus. 
 
    Too soon, it seemed, the lane turned gently left, and there before him was the guildhouse, standing unadvertised among its more legitimate fellows. A lone adherent stood guard by the front door, leaning on the jamb as lazily as his counterpart had earlier in the day. In the daylight, the display was forbidding. Amidst the drunken rabble that now filled Bastion's walls and ways, the shol'tuk guard was infinitely more threatening, however casual his appearance. 
 
    The guard straightened as he walked up. "Death approaches, my..." His voice trailed off as he caught sight of the copper-hilted tanto in Retzu's right hand, carried openly, without sheath, and dripping in his blood. 
 
    Dropping all semblance of formality, he threw open the door and whistled shrilly, then stood aside as Retzu entered. 
 
    The shol'tuk in the guildhouse came out of the woodwork to see what warranted the breach of protocol, only to fall into formality of a different sort. They parted before him, as the revelers on the street had, standing at attention and forming a hall within the hall. They drew their swords as he passed between them, two by two, through the foyer, then up the stairs, around the landing, and finally into the guildmaster's chambers. There he found D'prox and Trista, with their hands on their swords, gold hilt and silver respectively. 
 
    Retzu extended the copper-hilted dagger to them. He would've taken her sword as well, had he found it on her person. Most likely, it was in her personal armory, where she'd laid it when she'd taken up the bow. "The shroud is parted, and their eyes see what is beyond," he intoned. 
 
    Trista drew her katana and raised it high, saluting the fallen shol'tuk. D'prox stepped forward to receive Retzu. His hand moved from gold hilt to copper, taking the blade just below Retzu's hand and squeezing slightly, his blood mingling with that of his sodu. "Death approaches. For this one, he has come and gone. Crafter's bosom or the Abyss, their contract has come due..." 
 
    Retzu's master stumbled as his eyes fell to the hilt. His mouth worked silently as he took in the generic curves, the nondescript windings of the nameless assassin's hilt. 
 
    He knew. Crafter be blinded, he knew. Of course he would. She was of his guildhouse, but more than that, she was his daughter. If there were any blade he knew as keenly as he knew his own, generic or no, it would be hers. 
 
    His moistening eyes met Retzu's once more. The guildmaster looked hollow, haggardly. Death was a part of life, and so much more the life of a shol'tuk adherent. It was their business to send people to the Crafter's judgment, and it was expected -- even axiomatic -- that they who lived by the sword would one day die by the sword. 
 
    But this wasn't just any death. 
 
    "Speak their name," D'prox said finally, his voice ceremonially neutral and yet, in its way, pleading. "Once more in the light, if they met it with honor." 
 
    Fila du'Achi, daughter of Brightblade. The words were there on Retzu's tongue, ready to pour forth, but he hesitated. 
 
    Divine is the man whose light is darkness. 
 
    That was the creed of the Armies of the Shadow Mage, a band of mages, mundanes, smiths, artisans, and even shol'tuk that recognized the Highest as the Crafter incarnate -- not merely His vicar but the very deity Himself. It declared the very foundation of shol'tuk, the honor of the appointment and the fell justice of its execution, to be void. Death was dealt for death's sake, not to balance the scales and satisfy honor but to fill the appetite of the Shadow Mage. How could he tell his sen'sia that Fila had herself entered that darkness? 
 
    How could he not? 
 
    Fila du'Achi, daughter of Brightblade. Just say it. Give him peace. 
 
    He is your sen'sia. He taught you better than to abandon honor to save the honor of one who had forsaken it. 
 
    He battled with himself for long moments. Neither choice seemed right, but both were undeniable. He didn't know Fila the woman, but he'd known Fila the girl, and as a scrapper, she exuded an honor that rivaled even her father's. He could not dishonor the girl he knew, but he could not honor the woman he'd fought. 
 
    A woman that he didn't know. 
 
    "They were the shroud, blade, and hilt," he said finally, as he would of a stranger, honoring the guild he knew in place of the member he didn't. Still better than a Shadow Mager deserved, but he could afford her the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    The older man, already hollow, deflated even further. His eyes were unbelieving, questioning, demanding. His cheeks flushed red and glistened with tears now falling freely. Love and fury battled openly across his features, however briefly. When he spoke, he did so with a note of peace. 
 
    "Death is a conduit, conducting the soul to the next world as current through copper wire. May it be that the Crafter, who sees every facet of our lives, saw in this one something that we did not." 
 
    "May it be." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Can we do anything for her?" Sal asked quietly, trying not to wake Patrys. She lay on a feathered mattress in the infirmary, minus her leather armor and boots. They'd cleaned her up and made her as comfortable as possible. If not for the makeshift stoma cover tied around her throat, covering the gaping, scarred hole, she'd look perfectly normal. 
 
    "Not without ripping her throat out and starting over," Jaren replied apologetically, though his tone said that it wasn't impossible. Sal fought to control a wave of shock, though it surprised him how little Jaren's suggestion shocked him. After spending half a year in this world and seeing only some of the wonders it held, Sal couldn't really say what was impossible anymore. 
 
    Aten'rih nodded his agreement. "You did good, Sal," said the bulky emerald, laying a meaty hand on Sal's shoulder. "Better than most others would in your place. She's Crafter-touched just to be alive, let alone in as fine of shape as she is. Between you and Cedric---" 
 
    Patrys stirred at the amethyst's name. Aten'rih cursed under his breath. The young mage turned bleary sapphire eyes to the Master Instructor, then to Sal. She opened her mouth to talk... and panicked! 
 
    "Patrys, calm down," Sal said in as soothing tones as he could muster amidst her flailing arms. "It's gonna be okay." 
 
    She tried to sit up. Her shoulders heaved and the stoma cover dimpled inward as she fought for breath. Her hand rose to her throat, but Sal caught it. 
 
    "No, don't. You'll get stuff in your lungs if you mess with it. Whisper to me, Patrys," he said firmly, locking eyes with her. "Speak to the wind." 
 
    What's happening to me? I canna breathe right. Me breath feels weird in me lungs, and it dinna reach me nose. Her panicked eyes darted around the room as the thoughts spilled magically from her head. 
 
    "What's she saying?" Aten'rih demanded. "Is she saying anything?" 
 
    "Hang on, hang on," Sal said, raising a halting hand to the emerald. He turned back to Patrys. "See if you can extend your Whisper. Include everyone in the room, like you did when you warned us of the ambush." 
 
    She calmed somewhat as she worked through how to "speak" to the room rather than to individual minds. The anxiety was still plain on her face, but she was wrestling it into submission. 
 
    Can ye hear me now? she asked, her Northern Plains accent abnormally thick in her thoughts. 
 
    "Yes, we can hear you," Jaren said, nodding. Aten'rih affirmed as well. 
 
    "Listen," Sal said, regaining her attention. "Listen close. You were hurt. Badly hurt. I did what I could to patch you up, but..." He let his voice trail off, lost for words. 
 
    Patrys raised a halting hand to her throat, careful not to press, but just brushing the linen flap that hung there. Me throat... 
 
    "Patrys, if I may," Jaren interjected. "I'm a friend of Sal's -- Jaren Fiol, at your service, miss." 
 
    Patrys Goatherd, at yours. 
 
    "Your throat was severely injured during your fight with the granite. Your amethyst partner, Cedric, cauterized the wound, slowing the flow of blood long enough for Sal to reach you and employ emerald magics to heal you." Jaren paused to lick his lips nervously before continuing. "The cauterization did slow the flow of blood, but it also started a healing process all its own, so when Sal tried to heal you, the tissue didn't heal together, but rather scarred around the wound. Even I couldn't have healed it properly, had I been there."  
 
    Patrys considered for a long, silent moment. So I'll have this hole in me throat for the rest o' me life? To her credit, the question was not condemning. Simply a request for clarification. 
 
    "I'm afraid so, girl," Aten'rih chimed in. "Short of ripping your throat open and starting from scratch." 
 
    "Which we can do, when you are properly recovered," Jaren quickly added. "Right now, you're just too weak to attempt something so risky." 
 
    Patrys' attention wandered from mage to mage as she considered. Sal schooled his face to not betray how alien the emerald's suggestion was to him. The sapphire's expression was cold and hard -- ironic, given the nature of her magic. 
 
    Cedric...? 
 
    Nobody spoke. Nobody needed to. Patrys nodded slowly, the chill in her eyes moistening a bit with her acceptance, only to refreeze a moment later. I want to see him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    She asked Sal and his emerald friend to remain behind, allowing only Master Aten'rih to lead her to her fallen comrade. Her head was atwirl with emotions and implications, vapors of the past and storms on the horizon, such that she could barely keep a single thought in her head without it being assaulted by myriad others, all vying for place. Many of them having to do with Sal. 
 
    She needed many things at the moment, but Sal wasn't one of them. She revered him for leading her from the compromise of Earthen Rank life to the freedom that the Cause hoped for. She loved him for saving her -- weeks ago, by drawing her away from life devoted to the Highest, and again tonight, by drawing her back from death. If it could be said that she had any friends, Sal certainly numbered among them. To her chagrin, she would probably find herself crying on his shoulder tomorrow, but tonight, it was all too much. She didn't need a friend. She needed a soldier. 
 
    Master Aten'rih cast a hesitant glance back at her as they walked. "You doing okay, girl?" 
 
    Aye, Commander. About as okay as I can be, though I gotta say me new mouth is a mite bigger than me old'n. 
 
    He laughed roughly at this. "You probably shouldn't do this, you know. Not yet. Give yourself time to---" 
 
    To what? To get used to the idea that me partner -- me friend -- died and I nearly followed? To get used to not singing or talking... or coughing?!? I'm sure ye'll get a kick outta watching me battle hay fever, but I'll not relish it. She sighed -- a very strange experience, considering her new normal -- and the stoma cover billowed out from her scarred flesh. Whatever me future holds, easin' into it ain't gonna make it no easier. And ain't none of it got a bit to do with me friend, lyin' cold on a hard slab. 
 
    She grabbed the much larger man by the arm, drawing his eyes to her own. Mark me well, Commander. I will bid me friend farewell, and I'll not have ye talkin' me out of it. Whatever difficulties lay a'fore me tomorrow, they'll not stay me from Cedric tonight. 
 
    The emerald's eyes narrowed, and Patrys wondered faintly if she'd stepped over the line, speaking to him in the manner she did. But what if she had? What did she have to lose that she hadn't already lost? What, would he eject her from the Earthen Rank? Her, a rebel like him? Her, one of Sal's lieutenants, dismissed by Sal's former master? Indeed, Aten'rih was her own "commander" now in name only. 
 
    ...only, she couldn't bring herself to call him anything less. Whatever her new reality was -- with the Cause, with Aten'rih -- she still saw him as her superior. However bold her brush with death might have made her, he was still a commander, and she was still Unmarked. 
 
    She opened her mouth -- vainly -- to apologize, but he shooed the apology away before she could Whisper it. "Don't. You deserve the right to vent. You need to, else you'll bottle it all away until it explodes out of you." He smiled sympathetically. "A leader must know the needs of his people, and supply them as best he can. I expect you to mind your tongue around the others, sure, show respect for the chain of command and all. But when we're alone? Speak freely. Hold nothing back, not the slightest frustration, and know that I will always listen." 
 
    Her vision clouded at that, and she very nearly poured out her heart. But she knew that once she started, she'd be unable to stop. Instead, she drew a shuddering breath and nodded them forward. 
 
    The morgue was on the far side of the Main Hall, closer to the stockade than the infirmary. It was near enough to offer ready access, but far enough to be out of sight for those unfortunate enough to need the infirmary's attention. The thought was that the less the sick or injured saw of death, the less likely they would be to join them. That may well have been so, but for Patrys, it made an already long walk seem longer. 
 
    Time slowed as they neared the door, grinding to a near halt as they passed through and her eyes fell upon the gurney beyond. 
 
    It was occupied. 
 
    Her eyes filled to the brim as she approached the body. Cedric's chest was peppered with gaping holes and lacerations. The dust that remained of the granite's magic stuck to him, suspended in the congealing blood like a grim pudding. And his face... oh, his face... 
 
    His smile blazed forth in her memory, brilliant even through the ripple of amethyst magics. He'd been practicing that reversed null field ever since Sal had demonstrated it around Watchset, even going so far as to show off for a couple Unmarked of his Tile who had yet to master the spell. 
 
    Look how small I can make it, Cedric had said, shrinking the inverted field to the size of a bitterbark melon, and holding it aloft as they walked their patrol route. I bet I can make it even sma--- 
 
    She had looked Cedric's way just in time to see the granite, interrupting the amethyst's experiments with magics of his own. A dozen of them of various sizes made wet thump-thump-thump sounds as they pincushioned Cedric's body, shielding her from the brunt of the attack. One of the projectiles, a sphere made of finger-length blades, passed between Cedric and his null field. The ball grazed the field, disintegrating as it passed. The blades, like spear points, scattered and spun as the field threw the magic off course. She tried to scream out her warning through Sapphire, but was struck herself. 
 
    She could still feel the biting fangs of rock as they tore at her throat -- tore out her throat. 
 
    She fell to her knees, sobbing silently, collapsing on the morgue floor in much the same way that she collapsed on the cobblestones. The granite, lying on his back and writhing in violet lightning -- Cedric's lightning, she was sure -- had tried to get away, to melt into the street. Cedric cast another null field, a proper one this time, just as the granite was halfway in the ground. Even choking on her own lifeblood, it gave her grim pleasure to watch the granite's eyes freeze in surprise, his escape spell suspended and his skull truly becoming one with the flagstone. Then Cedric's hand fell upon her throat, and the world went violet-white... then dark. 
 
    Patrys looked up at Cedric's prone form, his lifeless hand hanging over the side of the gurney toward her, almost beckoning her to take it. She did, and poured desperate kisses over the cold flesh. 
 
    With Aten'rih's help, she stood, swaying briefly on her feet before steadying herself on the gurney. Her eyes fell to Cedric's face, and marveled at the peace she found there. No pain of injury nor fear of the unending season -- just peace. He likely knew that he was dead as soon as the granite's attack pierced his body. But he hadn't held anything back. He not only killed a granite in single combat -- an amazing feat in itself -- but he gave his last breath ensuring that Patrys might draw a few more. 
 
    She caressed his face, a face that was twenty years older than her own, a face that she'd seen her own father in on more than one occasion. Cedric's parents had been Plainsfolk who'd found a home in the city -- in the theater, of all places. When Cedric ascended, he learned how to use his newfound magic to help his fellow man. When tragedy drove him from the theater, he joined the Rank to provide for his family. He'd lived his whole life for the benefit of others, and had died that very same way. If there was ever a man who the Crafter might embrace as one of His own, she prayed it was Cedric. 
 
    May the sun illuminate your path, she Whispered to the silent room, her tears wetting his cheeks as she kissed them. And may you shelter in the Crafter's arms. 
 
    Aten'rih lay a gentle hand on her shoulder, startling her. She'd almost forgotten that he was in the room. "Is there anything I can do, girl?" 
 
    She turned to look into his verdant eyes, thankful for the sympathy that she found there. At first. But as she took in his gaze, something kindled within her. It puzzled her, then concerned her, as she gradually realized how... weak the emerald commander appeared, compared to Cedric. Aten'rih, a seasoned warrior, a veteran and survivor of the Battle of Tarkesien Flats, and he still had the presence of heart to care about somebody as broken as her. 
 
    And Patrys was broken. She, a soldier, an Unmarked and a rebel against the Highest -- broken. If she was to ever have value to the Cause, to Sal, she would have to be stronger. Stronger than Aten'rih could ever make her. 
 
    When she Whispered her response, her thoughts were so frigid that they repulsed even her. He fought until there was no life left in him. The granite... he feared Cedric in the end. I want those like him to fear me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Senosh covered a yawn with his fist as he scanned the night-darkened dual community of Caravan and the Camp of the Unmarked, absently thinking that his relief couldn't get there fast enough. Yellow-orange heat blooms flickered in and out of his magical sight as the once-celebrants bobbed and wove through the streets, making their way to their beds in various stages of intoxication. The excitement of the night finally seemed to be winding down. 
 
    And that was just as well, in his opinion. He admitted -- to himself, if nobody else -- that he envied the celebrants their ignorance, their blindness regarding the world around them. They knew nothing of the slavery that the Highest held them to, the tyranny that he wielded over them. They knew nothing of the struggle that the Cause fought in their stead, the men and women that died so that they might one day have a better life. They knew none of this, and cared even less. 
 
    He envied the peace under which they slept their drunken sleep, but he knew it was a false peace, and it carried too high a price. Tempting as the prospect of such blissful ignorance was, he'd never return to it, even if he could have. 
 
    His body was stiff from sitting in the guard tower. He stood and stretched backward, and was rewarded with a chorus of pops and creaks as his body righted itself. He remained there, hands akimbo, letting his lower back rest as he continued to scan the Camp. 
 
    He spied two blooms leaving the Main Hall, mages, both with eyes of green, though one of the auras had a slight multicolored opalescence to it. Sal, of course, likely accompanied by Jaren. 
 
    When he relieved Japheth at Third Watch, the amethyst had remarked that the motley-eyed mage had brought someone into the infirmary, a sapphire on death's very doorstep. Rumor had it that Sal had been attacked again, and that the sapphire and one other Unmarked had paid for it with their lives. Other rumors had the sapphire surviving her partner. Still others suggested that the sapphire had slain her partner in Sal's defense. 
 
    Senosh shied away from the rumors, all of them. He was a passionate man as it was, and had learned a long time ago the dangers of jumping to conclusion. The fact that he still retained the name of Tribe Bastuen was more a testament to the Crafter's Hand than it was Senosh's capacity for forethought. There were many in Deitrich even today that wouldn't mind seeing the ruby staked out in the sands, baking under a summer sun. 
 
    He was just about to sit back down when he caught a heat bloom rising to the west, near the shoreline of the bay. A dragon, by the looks of it. He'd seen many of the flying lizards in the skies over Ysre, but they'd all been to the north, on the far side of Bastion. None had flown near the city on his watch, much less to this side of it. Whatever the dragon had been doing on the shoreline, it had been doing it there for a while. 
 
    He gave a mental shrug and turned his eyes back toward the Camp, only to jerk them back to the dragon. Had he seen a splash of violet? Magical though dragons seemed to be, they didn't cast spells or leave auras like humans did. He squinted his eyes for a better look, but saw nothing save the indistinct yellow-orange of the dragon's body, turning west and climbing high into the clouds. He watched as the dragon's heat bloom faded swiftly in the distance, but he never saw what had caught his eye. 
 
    He scoffed under his breath. Standing watch did funny things to your head, made you see things that were never really there. He knew this, but there he was all the same, jumping at midwatch mirages like some tenderfooted city boy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    "Sal," chirped the annoying voice with an insistence that was almost certainly malicious. "Sal!" 
 
    "Don't you know when you're being ignored, Tribean?" Sal said, sullenly refusing to open his eyes to the new day. 
 
    "Of course I do. I just don't care." 
 
    "Well, since you put it that way..." With extreme effort, Sal pried his eyes open, then blinked. Then blinked again. Gradually, the dimly lit innards of the barracks came into focus. It occurred to Sal that his woven grass bed was far too comfortable for its meager construction. He found the Onatae emerald next to the bunk, sitting on his hunkers. "What time is it?" 
 
    "About an hour until Watchbreak. You said to wake you up for training?" 
 
    "Yeah," he croaked. "Geez, it feels like I just laid down. Have we had any more... incidents?" The question came out more halting that he'd hoped. After losing Cedric last night and almost losing Patrys, it was a question he really didn't want to ask, and he found himself bracing for the answer. 
 
    "No, nothing. In fact, it's been rather quiet. Beyond an overlarge population of drunks in the stockade, that is. I would've given you another half hour, but you got company." 
 
    Sal sighed, silently cursing his "company" for their poor manners. "Who?" he asked, casting Tribean a sideways glance. In the flickering torchlight, his olive colored face was inscrutable. Not that Sal had ever been able to read the man that easily even in full sun. 
 
    "I dunno," the emerald said with a shrug, standing to leave. "Just get up. I have to get back to my watch." 
 
    Sal slowly rolled out of bed, his body screaming in protest. The pain he felt wasn't an injury that he could readily heal. He'd exercised his emerald talents before lying down, anyway. No, this was a pain of a less physical, more relentless nature. It would only be healed with time and the oblivion of sleep -- dreams optional. He stumbled through the mostly empty bunks in the bullpen to the wash barrel at the far end of the room. He considered washing for a moment, but realized that anything quicker than a full bath would only be rearranging the filth, so he opted to simply dunk his head. Adrenaline jolted his system as the chill water flooded his senses and traced rivulets down his back as he came back up. He shook the water from his hair, and his eyes fell on the mirror hanging in front of him, on the image staring back. 
 
    An image conspicuously missing an eyepatch. 
 
    So much had changed in the past few days that it was a bit overwhelming. He almost felt nostalgic for the now-obsolete disguise. Almost. Not even a week ago, he stood at this very mirror, his "Subsergeant Sal of the Southern Plains" persona firmly in place, and looked forward to Harvest. He was still missing his friends, his adopted family in this world he found himself in. He was still organizing a rebellion among the Unmarked, gathering what strength he could to be ready to lend aid to the Cause. 
 
    Reit was still alive, then. And Cedric. Patrys was still an untried, unsure teenage girl, and Aten'rih was still commander of a Camp that Sal was secretly stealing from him. And the real James Salvatori was a virtual unknown. 
 
    But all that had changed. No longer was he hiding his singular natural eye, or the singular nature of his gemstone eye. Nor was he hiding his rebel allegiances from a company of soldiers loyal to the Highest. He'd grown so used to being an enemy insurgent, so used to wearing his carefully constructed mask that his newfound liberty left him feeling naked, exposed, vulnerable. Now, everybody that he knew also knew him -- perhaps not entirely, but they certainly saw past the persona. 
 
    Some were even coming to recognize him as the Prism, whatever that really meant. Jaren and Menkal could talk about prophecy all they wanted, but the whole prophecy thing was just too surreal for him -- and that was saying something, him being from another world and all. Sure, his brand and versatility of magic was unique, but he just couldn't see himself as the "savior of the world". He was just a guy -- a badass Navy SEAL and a passable shol'tuk, but a regular guy for all that -- who got sucked down a rabbit hole and deposited on the flip-side of reality. 
 
    He loosed a rough chortle, a little punch drunk from disbelief and lack of sleep. The fact that he could even think all this stuff without presuming his own insanity, that might've been the biggest change of them all. As long as he had the eyepatch on, he could afford to reserve part of himself, withhold that portion from the rest of the world. He could still look out from behind his disguise and see his crazy life with some detachment. But that reserved Sal was gone now. All that was left was... Sal. 
 
    He tugged on his linen tunic, and his leather armor over that, then turned toward the foyer of the barracks to greet whatever company he had. 
 
    ...only to find her there, standing in the doorway. And it came crashing home for him just how much things had changed. 
 
    "I thought you might like some blackbrew," Marissa said tentatively, bearing a clay urn and two mugs. "I heard you had a rough night..." 
 
    Sal moved toward her, slowly at first, then quickening his pace to the point that he was running by the time he reached her. He enveloped her in his arms and pressed his lips desperately to hers, his fingers digging through her auburn curls, scrambling for purchase. Distantly, he heard the crash of shattered crockery, and felt the splash of hot liquid through his breeches, but none of that mattered. That happened in a whole other world to a whole other man. Right now, all that existed for him was this world, this Sal, and the one woman who truly saw him for who he was, beyond the SEAL, beyond the katana, beyond the diamond eye. 
 
    In his arms, he held his entire reason for fighting, his entire reason for being in Bastion and leading a rebellion within the Earthen Rank itself. He held his entire reason for keeping it all together as his world was upended and rearranged. He held his entire reason to hope for something better. Turning, he lay his head on her shoulder and wept, bitterly, shaking from the effort. He let the raw emotion of the last few days pour unashamedly from his eyes while she held him gently, whispering soft words and weeping with him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Death is a conduit, conducting the soul to the next world as current through copper wire. 
 
    Retzu knelt in shol'zo rah, reciting his hilts with eyes closed, his breathing slow and deep.  
 
    Death is redemptive, like the gold that frees the slave from bondage. 
 
    The words of the mantra echoed in his mind as he willed his world into focus. So much had happened over the past few days, so much had been lost, that it was hard to keep everything in perspective. 
 
    He had given so much to Reit's Cause, given so much to see his brother's dream of a freed Mainland a reality. The riches of the shol'tuk life. The thrill. The freedom. The prestige of holding a position in the Fellowship. A love or two that would've most certainly led to his own demise... and so sweetly, at that. 
 
    His own brother. And Anika, lost to the Cause when it still belonged to Father, and King Titus before him. 
 
    And now this. His sword sister, Fila, the daughter of his sen'sia. Lost not just to his blade, but to the insane, heretical worship of the Highest. 
 
    Death is raw, like the hide of the newly skinned bull. 
 
    It was all too much. Too much. 
 
    What if... fighting the Highest wasn't worth it? What if he really was the Vicar of the Crafter, the messac'el that many thought him to be? Or the Crafter Himself, as the Shadow Magers believed? What if the Crafter simply won't let the Cause prevail? 
 
    What if all those lives had been lost in vain? 
 
    Death is soft, like the doe in her winter coat. 
 
    Death is--- 
 
    "Retzu?" 
 
    "Good morning, Sal." He replied without looking. He was pleased with how evenly he spoke. 
 
    Efficient, like the linen that covers the slave's back. 
 
    "I waited for you out in the quad," Sal said, sounding unsure. "You did say that you wanted to get together for some sparring, right?" 
 
    Death is smooth and easy, like the caress of the harlot's silken sheet. 
 
    "I did. But not today, mate. I understand the Festival was a bit rough for you, and I think---" 
 
    "Oh, don't worry about me. I'll make it. Just another day at the office, ya know?" 
 
    "I didn't ask if you'd make it," Retzu snapped, then clapped his mouth shut. Fool. He was such a fool, letting his emotions rule him like some unhilted initiate. 
 
    Death is cold and hard, like the iron chains that restrain the murderer. 
 
    Slow. Easy. He breathed in through his nose, and out through his mouth. He just had to tough it out a little longer, just until Delana saw the sense in her taking up the leadership of Reit's Cause. Just a few more days. "I appreciate your dedication, Sal, but today's not a good day. I... need to reflect on the passing of Long Harvest." Well... Fila, anyway. Still, not bad, as far as excuses go. "And I'm sure you have responsibilities aplenty to tend to, whether you'll 'make it' or not." 
 
    "We do have two new prisoners to interrogate, aside from all the drunks," Sal admitted. "We might get lucky and get a line on who that granite was and who he was working for -- maybe find out what other surprises we have coming. Of course, if that one in the street was the boss, it may mean that the Granite Spire is empty, and that would be one heck of an opportunity. And then there's the Archives. I've been itching to get in there and---" 
 
    "Sounds like a busy day, mate," Retzu said, as tersely as he dared allow himself. 
 
    Death reflects our inner being, like the brass plate reflects the sunlight. 
 
    Please, Sal, take the hint. 
 
    "Right," the mage drawled, still sounding unsure but unwilling to press the issue. "If you need me for anything..." 
 
    He never finished the offer, instead leaving Retzu alone with his thoughts. The assassin sighed his relief. He was fond of Sal. More than just his friend, Sal was also proving himself an adept student. The otherworldly soldier had remarkable leadership skills, and had an incredible capacity for improvisation. That last added tremendously to the ease with which he took to the strictures of shol'tuk. He was already through his fabric hilts, almost a half-year faster than Retzu himself had reached them. At this rate, he'd reach iron by Courting, brass by the following Courting, or the start of Greenfield at the outside. He had all the makings of a legendary gold. Retzu could even see him possibly being invited to join the Hidden Triad one day. 
 
    He was fond of his sodu, and was proud to be the man's sen'sia. But that was the problem. He cared for him. Just as he had cared for Fila. 
 
    Once. 
 
    Death is a conduit... Death is redemptive... Death is raw... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So... he doesn't want to spar with you today," Marissa said, as if waiting for the punchline. 
 
    "I know. Weird, right? It's like he's totally disconnected himself from the rest of the world." 
 
    Sal sidestepped one of his Unmarked as he wended his way through the still brightening streets of Bastion, all heading blearily toward their early morning routines. He sympathized. His own coffee -- correction, his blackbrew -- probably still lay in a puddle on the floor in the barracks, if the maid hadn't cleaned up after him. 
 
    "Do you think it has anything to do with yesterday's attacks?" 
 
    "I'm sure it does, but I can't imagine what. I mean, he's shol'tuk and---" He cast his eyes about him, but nobody was close enough to pay any attention to their conversation. Still, he lowered his voice when he continued. "---and he's Cause. He's been killing folks for years, for Pete's sake." 
 
    "For whose sake?" 
 
    "Never mind. Point is, yesterday shouldn't have fazed him. Something's up." 
 
    Marissa's brow furrowed for a moment in consideration, but then she brightened. "Well, if you're still looking for a fight, I suppose you could turn your attention back to investigating the attacks. I hear you captured two more prisoners." 
 
    Sal felt a grin tugging at his lips as he heard the steel in her comment. She had handled herself well -- remarkably so, both during the attack and after -- but he'd worried that it had all been an act, a brave face she put on for her boyfriend. Or whatever "declaring intentions" made Sal. But even the next day, her eyes were rock hard, and her tone had a keen edge. He wondered briefly if he'd been more shaken by the attacks than she had. 
 
    "Nope, no luck there. I left Retzu's tent maybe a minute or two after you did, so rather than run you back down, I headed over to the stockade. Menkal was already there, working on the two new prisoners. He had them broken in record time," he said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Indeed?" Marissa asked. 
 
    "Yep. They spilled everything... which wasn't much. Just that they were working for that granite we found in the alley. In the alley," he repeated, amused at the unintended pun. "Menkal thinks that they were feeling us out for the Highest." 
 
    "Feeling us out?" 
 
    "Testing our defenses, our resolve. They wanted to know what makes us tick." 
 
    "Makes us---?" 
 
    "Never mind. You know, you really need to work on your Earth slang." 
 
    She offered him a playful smirk. "And the granite?" 
 
    "The last one on the island. All the rest are in Schel Veylin for Harvest." 
 
    Marissa frowned. "So that's it, then? Seems rather anticlimactic," she remarked, her uncertainty evident in her voice. 
 
    "It does," he admitted. "And to be honest, a little too easy, too neat. Makes me think we're missing something." 
 
    "Well, if there are any other answers to be had regarding our granite..." 
 
    "Way ahead of you, boss," Sal replied, his mood brightening tremendously. "I'm thinking I'll head to the Granite Spire this afternoon, maybe, or first thing tomorrow." 
 
    "By yourself?" she asked with a note of concern. 
 
    Sal shrugged. "I don't see why not. I mean, I might bring one or two others, but everybody's busy doing something right now. I don't want to pull anybody off a project until I'm sure that I need them, or at least until I figure out how to get into the thing." 
 
    She nodded her acceptance, but then scrunched her brow in confusion. "So then, where are you taking..." 
 
    She never finished her question. Sal edged her to the right, around a seemingly random corner, bringing them face to face with a seemingly random marble building. Sal barely held in his mirth as he watched Marissa's jaw drop. 
 
    "Marissa Daune Loh'tein, I present to you... the Archives." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dusty odor was the first thing that Sal noticed, as one of his Unmarked pulled open the oaken double doors. It was a faint scent, reminiscent of every library he'd ever been in. It was the smell of yellowed paper, cracking leather, and old glue. It was the smell of time, slowed to a crawl by the accumulation -- the sequestration -- of knowledge. 
 
    "Oh my," Marissa breathed reverently, tiptoeing forward like a disciple setting foot within a temple for the first time. Sal had to admit that he was rather swept away himself. 
 
    He'd been in this world for the better part of twenty weeks -- barely two months, as they reckoned time here -- and he'd learned next to nothing about how his two worlds were connected, save the fact that they were connected, somehow. They both knew English. They both had a solar calendar that was three hundred and sixty five days long, and included a leap year. They shared some basic stories, though the names were changed. To protect the innocent, Sal quipped to himself. But as to how the two realms were actually linked, Sal still didn't have a clue. 
 
    Well, other than the granite that brought him here. 
 
    He still saw the mage in his dreams -- the greying hair, the scruffy face, the solid brownish-grey eyes, flecked with black specks. The hatred. The image was faded now, not in detail but in intensity, and growing ever more so as he grew more familiar with magic, and less fearful of those who wielded it. 
 
    His eyes fell upon the interior of the Archives, so long his goal, and now finally In the palm of his hand. He sighed deep and nodded his satisfaction. This world, his new world, had been too long a stranger to him. It was high time they got acquainted. 
 
    "About time you got here," came a cheerful tenor from within the stacks. Sal turned to see a tall, bulky man step into the open. Violet gemstone eyes glowed brilliantly from within a youthful, chocolate colored face. "We cleared the wards from the entrance yesterday afternoon. I was sure you'd be here before dinner." 
 
    "Hey..." Sal greeted, smiling broadly, hoping his confusion didn't show. 
 
    "Gaelen," Marissa prompted. 
 
    "...Gaelen," Sal finished lamely. "I knew that." 
 
    "Good morning, milord mage," Marissa greeted, enveloping the amethyst warmly. 
 
    "Mistress artisan. Milord Prism." 
 
    "You're gonna call me that too? I wish I had your confidence." 
 
    Gaelen's eyes took on a faraway look as he recited... 
 
      
 
    One of flesh and one of stone 
 
    Both together, both alone 
 
    One to watch and one to wield 
 
    Light rejoice and Shadows yield 
 
      
 
    One to rise and one to fall 
 
    One to past and future mend 
 
    One to gain or lose it all 
 
    One two separate worlds to end 
 
      
 
    "Separate worlds to end? Don't like the sound of that at all. It's that kinda thing that makes me hate prophecy." 
 
    "That's why it's a prophecy," Gaelen said, pleasantly condescending. "It's supposed to sound apocalyptic." 
 
    The amethyst waved them to follow as he moved deeper into the Archives. "That verse, Sonnet Three of Tile Three, is actually one of the most divisive prophecies there are about you. Some think what you thought, that it foretells you destroying our world and your own." Gaelen cast a smirk backward to Sal, demonstrating exactly what he thought of that. 
 
    "Well, what else could it mean?" 
 
    "I haven't a clue," Gaelen said glibly. "What I do know is the kind of man the Prism appears to be, both in the whole of prophecy and before my own eyes. That's enough for me." 
 
    Beyond the foyer area, he turned left, and led them into the Archive's northern division. A small but serviceable kitchen And dining hall stood about fifty yards off, at the westernmost tip of the wing -- the same kitchen that Keth and Reit had used just a few nights ago. 
 
    All of a sudden, a sickening sense of foreboding fell upon him. They stood here, probably in this very spot, just two days ago. Now they were both dead. And here he was, about to follow in their footsteps. Would they lead to the same end? 
 
    "C'mon, Sal," Marissa whispered, jogging him back to reality. 
 
    "This section over here..." Gaelen pointed to a small alcove in the northeastern corner of the wing, near a stairwell. "This is where the Prismatic Prophecies are. Everything you ever wanted to know about... well... you, you'll find here. Everything from the actual compilation, organized by Tile and Sonnet, to the varied references to you throughout history." The amethyst's eyes took on an excited light. "One of the Archivists told me that the Soul Taker himself spoke of you!" 
 
    "The Soul Taker...?" 
 
    "All in good time. Anyway, the main body of the library is down here on the first level -- histories and magics to the north, practical applications to the south. There are a number of side rooms in the cellar, as well as on the second floor, but that stuff tends to be rather disorganized. If you'd like---" 
 
    "Whoa, whoa, waitaminute!" Sal said, cutting the Mandiblean off in mid-ramble. "How much time have you spent here?" 
 
    Gaelen considered for a moment. "Well, we dropped the wards about two hours before Watchset, and the Learned here were gracious enough to lend me a bed for the evening, so---" 
 
    "I mean, total. You're whole life." 
 
    "No, I understood you," the mage assured. "I've spent about half a day here, total." 
 
    Marissa covered a chuckle with her hand, though not very effectively. Sal could only stand there, speechless. 
 
    "I'm a fast learner," Gaelen said, sounding a bit self-conscious. "All amethysts are. Also, it's a pretty necessary skill for a priest. We teach others as we ourselves learn." 
 
    Sal felt a wide grin crack his face open. Delana chose well. He was definitely going to have to thank her when he saw her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mik hunkered against the parapet atop the rampart, peering into the rapidly filling courtyard below. An impressive sounding granite walked the lines at the near end of the yard, his commands booming through the still darkened bailey as he called the assembly to order. The stomp of a thousand boots resounded in unison as the battle fist of Rank mages came to attention, all eyes -- an uncomfortable number of them amethyst -- pointed in Mik's direction. The old man whistled low under his breath, and huddled a little deeper into the hood of his lead-dusted cloak. He had every confidence in the mantle's ability to hide him from all but the most piercing arcane scrutiny. Still, with five hundred mages standing less than a hundred yards away, he didn't want to leave anything to chance. 
 
    As he watched, another battle fist poured into the courtyard, falling in with the already formed ranks and swelling their number to a thousand. He ran the numbers in his head. Between this regiment, and the four others that were already assembled in the open fields outside of Schel Veylin, that was an entire company. 
 
    Once upon a time, five thousand men wouldn't have sounded like much of an army to Mik. But these weren't mere men -- the mundane Ranks rarely rose above the level of soldier or centurion, and almost never served any other purpose than to draw fire. No, these were mages all, most of them trained since ascension for the express purpose of slaughtering anyone who stood in the way of the Highest's designs. 
 
    And they were headed out. But they were early. A dang blasted week early, if the ruby at the gates was to be believed.  
 
    Something else struck him as odd. The gate officer had said that the Highest was moving in response to the Cause taking Bastion. It only made sense that a Bastion-bound army would have assembled on the highroad to the east, toward Scholar's Ford, but those awaiting this regiment outside the city walls were in the fields to the west, as if Bastion wasn't their destination at all. 
 
    Mik shot a glance to the east. The sky was lightening. He had maybe ten or fifteen minutes of twilight left before getting down from the rampart drew unwanted attention. 
 
    He turned his back to the parapet and slid to his rump. He looked right and left along the wall walk for unwelcome visitors, but all he found were the pair of guards he'd dispatched before taking position, shurikens still lodged in their throats. He regretted having to kill them, but he hadn't the time to knock them out properly. They'd seen him scaling the wall. Had he been a second slower, they would've been able to shout out a warning. 
 
    Mik sighed. Maybe he really was getting old. What a bittersweet feeling. 
 
    Confident that he wouldn't be interrupted, he tapped the small lump behind his ear, activating the sapphire chip that was embedded beneath his skin. 
 
    "Retzu? Are ye there, me boy?" Mik whispered. 
 
    The voice that floated back seemed... distracted. Foggy. I'm here, Uncle. 
 
    Uncle. Even that years-worn term of endearment seemed off. "Look, I heard about yer move on Bastion. I woulda spoke to ye sooner, but I figured ye'd need some time to set things in order, so I made fer Veylin instead, to see what trouble I could find. I'm sure ye know that the Highest is movin' against ye. But there's a thing'r three about this that don't make sense. Tell Reit that---" 
 
    Your gonna have to find a more shady messenger for that one, Mik. 
 
    Retzu's tone was so hollow, empty, that a sour pit settled in Mik's stomach. Retzu was never this out of sorts. Never. "Whadda ye mean, boy?" 
 
    A pause. I mean that Reit's sheltering in the Crafter's arms. 
 
    "What?!? How?" 
 
    It happened during the fight with Bastion's Ranks. I don't wanna talk about it. 
 
    Mik didn't think he could talk about it at that moment if he tried. If he'd wanted to. He'd known Reit since he was but a boy, no more than eight. He'd raised him -- and Retzu, and Anika -- as his own. 
 
    The sapphire connection grew shaky as Mik wrestled with his emotions. There would be time enough to grieve later. But time was of the essence, and growing shorter with every passing moment. "Well then, ye need to be on yer guard. I'm starin' at a full regiment right now, and four more a-sides, and they mean to make life difficult for ye." 
 
    I'll pass that along. 
 
    "Ye do that," Mik responded, though he carefully schooled his tongue to keep it from getting away from him. Pass that along? Did he not take Reit's place? Who was minding the Cause, if not the brother of its founder? Mik grit his teeth. He thought he'd taught the boy better than that. "And when ye do, also pass on that there are... strange things about this army." 
 
    Like what? Speak plainly, Uncle. 
 
    Mik struggled to put his concerns to words. "Well, they're organizing in the west of Schel Veylin, for one, not the east. Almost makes me wonder whether Bastion is even their target." 
 
    Well, just stick with them and find out, if you would. 
 
    "Ye know I will. One other thing... they only got one granite in the whole lot." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu pushed back the tent flap and was greeted by a burst of new sunlight, freshly peeking around the southern face of Mount Ysre. He threw up his hand to shield his eyes, but then dropped it, instead staring fully into the yellow orb. Remarkable. The whole world could be falling apart -- as it was now -- and the sun would continue as it always had, rising in the east and setting in the west, day in and day out as if none of this mattered. 
 
    He wondered sometimes if any of it did. 
 
    So the Ranks are sending a full company to Bastion, not counting mundane tagalongs. Perfect. Just what he needed to hear this morning -- that the Highest saw the Cause as a threat worthy of the same force he sent to Tarkesien, the Blood Flats. 
 
    It could be worse, he supposed. They could be sending a legion, so the Cause could be ten times as dead. 
 
    He sighed, not wanting to move and thereby rejoin reality. But Delana needed to hear Mik's news. She needed to prepare, and Crafter take it if she wasn't ready to lead the Cause. They needed her, and now. Her mourning would have to wait, as would his own. 
 
    He headed over to her tent, the one she had shared with... with Reit. He poked his head through the flaps, but the shelter was empty, save for the cart in the back. The bed was made, the furniture undisturbed. She even had a stack of clean laundry on her bed, folded and ready to be stowed in her open footlocker. Wherever she was, she wouldn't have gone far, so Retzu nodded shortly to his brother and backed out of the flap. 
 
    He spied Jaren a few shelters down, Refreshing himself in the morning sun. "You're gonna burn your eyes out, mate," he said as he approached. The emerald cocked a grin, and remained there with eyes wide open, soaking in the light. "Have you seen Delana this morning?" 
 
    "I'm afraid I haven't," the mage said. "Last I saw of her was yesterday, when we were discussing Sal's little adventure. What? You haven't seen her?" 
 
    "Nah. If you see her, tell her I'm looking for her. I have some information about the Earthen Ranks that she's gonna need to hear." 
 
    Jaren quirked a curious eyebrow. "More secret messages from that invisible friend of yours? That curious old fellow that's far too young for his skin?" 
 
    "Not today, Fiol," he warned. 
 
    "I'm sorry, my friend, just tweaking your nose," the mage replied, snickering. "Fifteen years or more I've known about him -- since he returned you to Aitaxen. Neither you nor Reit ever saw fit to tell me who he was. I don't expect you'll tell me now." 
 
    "Just tell Delana I'm looking for her?" the assassin repeated, clapping Jaren on the shoulder as he left. 
 
    His search led him to the portion of Caravan where the amethysts gathered. Without a permanent guildhouse for their Order, they'd taken to congregating at Japheth's tent on the eastern edge of the village, closest to the Camp of the Unmarked. Retzu found roughly a dozen somber faces there, raising early morning tankards to Cedric, Sal's fallen lieutenant. A good number of Unmarked were there with them, and as he asked around, amethysts of both Rank and Order drifted in and out of the gathering. None had seen Delana, but they would all be looking for her. 
 
    Retzu's hands grew cold and his stomach fluttery. Something was amiss. 
 
    Death is raw... 
 
    He stopped hunting down amethysts, instead turning to those on guard duty. Ironic, then, that the first watchman he came across was also an amethyst. 
 
    Japheth had held the shoreside patrol at Watchset, and south lookout during Second Watch, relieved by the rubies Naumen and Senosh respectively. No, he hadn't seen her. Most he'd seen was a dragon further down the beach. Yes, he'd keep an eye out. 
 
    Naumen wasn't much more help. He hadn't seen her since the previous afternoon, walking with Menkal. 
 
    Retzu was in a right twist by the time he caught up with Senosh. He found the beefy ruby talking with the emerald, Tavin, and one of the sapphire's from Wayfarer's Rest. His manner of conversation was animated, to say the least. 
 
    "I heard you're looking for Delana," the Mandiblean said brusquely. "I stopped by her tent a few minutes ago to see if she'd come back." He shook his head, clearly at a loss. 
 
    "The last time I saw her was just before Watchset," Tavin interjected. "She was carrying a small pack." 
 
    Retzu's eyes went wide. "A pack? Hanging from one shoulder?" 
 
    Tavin shrugged, nodding. Retzu's flutters grew into spasms. Was it possible...? 
 
    No. She wouldn't dare. 
 
    Without so much as a word, he turned and darted back toward Delana's tent, summarily shoving aside anyone with the poor luck to find themselves in his path. He left a trail of shouts and complaints -- no doubt Tavin and Senosh were among them -- as he thundered through the earthen alleyways of Caravan. 
 
    Death is soft... Death is efficient... Death is smooth and easy... 
 
    He burst into Delana's tent, again taking in the room, but now finding it a bit too neat. A bed that looked like it hadn't been slept in. A stack of folded laundry. An open, half-empty footlocker. Her cloak, usually laid across the back of her chair, gone, as was the shoulder satchel that she kept packed for emergencies. And Reit... 
 
    Reit. 
 
    Retzu's eyes fell upon his brother, lying serenely on his cart, hands clasped peacefully over his chest. 
 
    The last time Retzu had visited, Reit's arms had been at his side. 
 
    He approached the cart, eyes locked on his brother, on his hands. They held something. 
 
    Gingerly, he lifted one hand, revealing a scrap of paper, hidden there for safe keeping. 
 
    She wouldn't dare. 
 
    Death is cold and hard... Death reflects... 
 
    He lifted the note clumsily. It was in her handwriting, complete with wide loops and flourishes. The note was short, revealing next to nothing. 
 
    Revealing everything. 
 
    "Retzu," Senosh said, pushing the tent flap aside. "What's going on? Did you find something?" 
 
    How could she? How could she even dream of it? 
 
    He turned, slowly, catching the mage's blazing crimson eyes. "I'm going into town, mate. I need a drink. A lot of 'em..." he finished as he pushed past the ruby and into the street. 
 
   


  
 

 [image: ] 
 
    The Eastern Shores          
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    "So you didn't spend any time yesterday celebrating Long Harvest?" Sal asked, laying an old letter on the teetering summit of his growing mound of scrolls and tomes. 
 
    "Of course I did," Gaelen mumbled, only half engaged in the conversation. "I just don't celebrate it absent my faculties, like some folks. Priest thing." 
 
    Sal shrugged and grabbed a leather bound book -- a ledger from some long dead accountant, most likely. He'd had only planned to spend a few moments here this morning, just long enough to get Marissa started, but he barely thumbed through the first few pages of vellum before he found himself thoroughly engrossed. The morning hours flew by beyond his notice, not staying on any one subject long enough to truly appreciate the work. He'd pick up a likely candidate, skim through the contents, then set it back down with an almost palpable regret. There was so much here, so much raw knowledge, that he could spend a lifetime leafing through the wisdom of the ages and never find anything of practical use. 
 
    Not that he would consider the time wasted. Not by a long shot. Each text opened to shed new light on this strange world -- a world where he'd likely live out the rest of his days. The tomes awakened an explorer spirit in Sal -- Marissa and Gaelen as well, apparently -- and he found himself constantly distracted by the wonders he found within them. More than once, he had to wrestle his attention back from this dissertation or that treatise, and refocus on the task at hand. 
 
    "Hey, check this out," he said, holding the book before him. "It's a journal by an emerald named Hogan Braud. Listen to this. 'It's been a week since the Lynchers ambushed us outside the ruins of Schel Caspia and took Natasha. I've finally tracked them to a hot link, jutting from the walls of the new mountain range. It's still operational, if you can believe that. I first spotted its opalescent aura this morning, but judging by the way it flickers, I doubt that the facility will last much longer.' Opalescent aura?" Sal asked at the end. 
 
    "Yes," Gaelen answered. "Like the aura your eye gives off when you're resting, not touching any soulgem." 
 
    "So maybe I can learn something about Diamond at one of these hot links, right?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. Schel Caspia," Gaelen said, turning the words over in his mouth, tasting them. "Seems like I read that name just a few minutes ago." 
 
    "Found it," Marissa said, holding up a yellowed parchment. "It's on this old map. It doesn't show much, but you can see Schel Caspia right here. Just northwest of this mountain range." 
 
    Sal studied the map. Marissa was right -- it wasn't much. But to be fair, it was the first map he'd seen of this world, aside from the rough scribbles that Reit made in the dirt floor of their prison cell, a lifetime ago. The rarity of these maps had to count for something. "Those proportions can't be right," he commented. "I mean, look at how big the city is in relation to the mountain range. Where do you think this is?" 
 
    "I don't recognize any of those names..." Marissa said slowly, then added, "but if I had to guess, it looks a lot like the plains and foothills between Bayton and the Vale." 
 
    "Way too far away." 
 
    "So maybe we find another hot link, closer to Bastion," she suggested. "What do you think a 'hot link' is?" 
 
    "The start of a good chili dog?" Sal scoffed. 
 
    "I'm not sure where you get a 'chilly dog' from a 'hot link', but I think chilly is about as far away from hot as you can get. As for where 'dog' came from..." 
 
    "No!" Sal argued, laughing. "No, I meant---" 
 
    "Sal? Marissa?" Tavin echoed through the Archives, casting eyes about before finally spotting them. He chugged down the hallway and burst into the side room. "Sal! I've been looking all over the place for you." 
 
    "What's going on?" 
 
    "It's Retzu. Well, actually, it's Retzu and Delana. They've both disappeared. Well, Delana disappeared first, then Retzu. Well, actually---" 
 
    "Whoa, slow down there, cowboy," Sal said. 
 
    Tavin took a deep breath before continuing. "Alright. Retzu went looking for Delana. I told him that the last time I saw her was yesterday afternoon. She was heading south out of Caravan with a shoulder pack. I didn't think anything of it, but Retzu made for her tent. When he didn't find her there, he said he was headed into town for a drink. Senosh tried to talk to him, but Retzu wouldn't say anything. Senosh got worried, and he grabbed Retzu's arm---" 
 
    "Oh, no, please tell me he didn't..." 
 
    The emerald nodded ruefully. "Retzu caught him in the sternum. Drove the wind right out of him. Probably broke a rib to boot. I stopped to heal him, and by the time we looked up, Retzu was gone." 
 
    Sal sighed his dread and pushed back from the scroll-laden table. "Y'all keep at it. This may take a while. Anything that looks interesting -- you know, my kind of interesting -- set it aside. And while you're at it, see if you can rope the Learned Archivists into lending a hand. A lifetime of cataloging this stuff ought to prove useful." 
 
    The amethyst nodded dutifully. Marissa offered him a sympathetic smile. "Be careful." 
 
    Sal rolled his eyes in reply and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The streets of Bastion seemed empty without the insane press of Festival celebrants. The void around Sal was never greater than about twenty feet, but after the past few days, Bastion seemed like a veritable ghost town. 
 
    He peeked his head into every tavern he could think of, but to no avail. The Honeyed Comb. The Cooper's Horde. Mutts and Muggs. The Randy Fox. The pubs got seedier and seedier as the search grew more broad, but no one had seen anybody matching Retzu's description. Finally, at the latest dive, the Drownt Wharfrat, he asked the wench if there were any pubs that serviced clientele of a more... deadly nature. 
 
    Her face lost a little color at the question. "The Spitted Shadow," she said softly. "It's mostly cutpurses and cutthroats in there, but if you really wanna find a shol'tuk, that's yer best bet." Sal thanked her, tipped her a gold piece, and headed off to follow her directions. 
 
    The Spitted Shadow was deep in the Commons, adjacent to the city wall and far from the north-south thoroughfare. The wooden building was dilapidated. The outer walls leaned dangerously at odd angles, and the planks were gaped, though not so much that Sal could observe the occupants within. He looked around, scoping out the seemingly disinterested denizens of this part of town, and concluded that even if he could see inside the pub, his observation wouldn't go unnoticed. 
 
    The entrance to the pub was covered by a double set of swinging half-doors, the perfect image of every saloon shot in every cowboy movie he'd ever seen. As the gates swished shut behind him, he had to fight the urge to whistle a theme from those old spaghetti westerns. He scanned the moderately crowded tavern, but gently, not lingering too long on any face. The last thing he needed was to draw unwanted attention from people who themselves wanted to avoid attention. 
 
    He found Retzu in one of the darkened corners of the public room, sitting by himself, with only a dozen or so sweating mugs to keep him company. Sal glanced at the barkeep, who stood behind the bar cleaning one of the varied mugs that stood before him. Well... "cleaning" was probably too strong a word, given the state of his rag. The barkeep met Sal's gaze, then shifted from Sal to Retzu and back, saying nothing. Nothing at all. He gave Sal no welcome, offered him no service, barely even registered the newcomer to his establishment. He just stood there, eyeing him warily, and rubbing filth deeper into the porous wood of the tankard. 
 
    "Hey, Retzu," Sal said, announcing his presence long before reaching the table. The last thing he wanted to do was sneak up on the assassin, if that were possible. He didn't think that his sen'sia would attack him, but he didn't know Retzu's current state of mind, so he wasn't taking any chances. 
 
    "Sal," Retzu replied, not looking up from his current stein. "Took ya long enough, mate." 
 
    "You never called. All you said was that you were headed into town for a drink. Do you know how many places there are in Bastion to do that?" 
 
    Retzu gave no indication that he heard. Sal still wasn't confident that he was safe to sit down, but he decided to risk it. He was no sooner in his seat that the barkeep approached with a tankard of ale. The same tankard that he had just been "cleaning". 
 
    Lovely. Sal looked askance at the bartender, then at Retzu, then took a long pull on the bitter but surprisingly palatable draught. He nodded appreciatively at the barkeep and said, "Not bad." 
 
    "Two coppers," the old man replied, spittle and tobacco juice spraying from his lips. Sal dug out a silver as fast as he could and handed it over. The barkeep bounced the coin in his hand until it struck the amethyst ring that he wore, jewel inward. The gem flashed briefly, and the barkeep nodded as he left, payment and tip accepted. 
 
    "A trusting lot, barkeeps," Retzu remarked. "There's no counterfeiters in the Commons, of course, so I'm sure the ring is just for show." 
 
    "Yeah, I bet," Sal said, smirking at the sarcasm and taking another pull from his mug. "So, how's things?" 
 
    "Well, Delana's gone. There's that." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I mean gone. Vanished. Relocated to the magical land of Elsewhere." 
 
    "I get that," Sal drawled, humoring Retzu's snark with as much patience as he could muster. "I mean, where did she go?" 
 
    "Ah. Now that's another question entirely," Retzu said, sliding Sal a crumpled piece of paper. "She left this for me, in my dear brother's care." 
 
    "What's this? 'I believe in you'? That's it?" 
 
    "That's it," the assassin confirmed, chuckling darkly. "That's all she has to say, mate. 'I believe in you'. Translation: You're on your own." 
 
    "She left the Cause? Why?" 
 
    Retzu shrugged, and took another drink. 
 
    Sal's guts did somersaults. With Delana gone, Retzu had no one left to pass the buck to, no one to stand for him and shoulder the burden of the Cause, to pick up where Reit left off. As casual as Retzu was sitting there, Sal couldn't help but see the caged animal within, pacing the bars and looking for a way out. "Well, look on the bright si---" 
 
    "Don't, Sal," Retzu warned. "I don't wanna hear it." 
 
    "But---" 
 
    "No!" the assassin barked, sending the knife edged of his hand toward Sal's nose. 
 
    Sal just had time to raise his own hand to block, though the momentum drove the back of his hand into his face. "Retzu, there's no one else! It's gotta be you." He could see the other patrons of the tavern, gathering their belongings and making haste for the door. They apparently thought that this was going to get ugly. He thought they might be right. 
 
    The assassin sat back in his chair, loosing a mirthless chortle as he drew from his tankard. "Then there's no one else, mate. el'Yatza is dead. The Cause is dead. The Highest holds his damnable crown for another generation." 
 
    "You can't mean that," Sal breathed incredulously. 
 
    "No? Well, enlighten me, milord Prism, O prophesied Destroyer of Worlds," Retzu demanded bitterly, his stool tipping back as he shot to his feet. "What's the alternative? What, should I lead the Cause? Me? A taker of life, to become the voice of liberty? Who among the Cause would follow me? Who among the common folk would risk their own lives to join my struggle? Who? Do you honestly think that the Crafter could use me, me, to right the wrongs of one who claims to be His Vicar? I dispense the Crafter's judgment, not embody His standards. Even if I wanted to take up Reit's mantle -- which I don't -- how could I ever hope to be worthy of the Crafter's favor and support, of His blessing? And how could we prevail without it?" 
 
    "I'm not saying that it will be easy, but---" 
 
    Retzu's hand went to his hilt, jutting out from his right shoulder. Sal barely had time to register this and stumble backward before the assassin's blade whistled forward, leaping from its sheath and parting the tankards on the table between them -- parting many of the tankards themselves -- in a single motion. Sal's hand went for his own blade, and he almost had time to pull it. Almost. 
 
    Retzu flicked the broken flagons from his blade and swept it upward, slicing through Sal's leather tunic and sheath strap. Sal felt an almost imperceptible shift in weight as his sword fell free behind him. He retreated a step. "What are you doing?" he shouted, but if Retzu heard him, he gave no indication. 
 
    The gold-hilted blade came again at Sal, and he batted it away with a bare handed block to the side. A third chop came, this time a slice to the groin. Sal spun to avoid the cut and retreated further, stumbling into one of the newly vacated tables. The assassin took advantage of this misstep, cutting a keen line back across Sal's abdomen. As he moved to protect his belly, is weight bearing knee exploded inward before a vicious kick. Desperately, Sal reached out to a soulgem, any soulgem, only to have his focus shattered by a hilt punch to the temple. In an instant, he found himself broken, bleeding, and lying on his back, completely exposed and at Retzu's mercy. 
 
    The gold-hilted shol'tuk lay his sword lightly across Sal's neck, the mere proximity of the razor sharp blade drawing blood. "I'm a killer, mate," Retzu said, anger giving way to the barest hint of resignation. "I love, but not like Reit did. I fight, but for myself. I can barely direct my own steps before the Crafter, let alone lead a righteous rebellion. Mark me well in this, Sal -- I am not my brother." 
 
    Sal propped himself painfully on one elbow, and cast bleary eyes at Retzu, the assassin wavering in his vision. "I'm not asking you to be your brother," he said, knuckling a trickle of blood from his nose. "I'm asking you to be his." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    I'm not asking you to be your brother. I'm asking you to be his. 
 
    Sal's words echoed in Retzu's mind as he stalked the Commons, going nowhere in particular. And stalk he did, apparently, as evidenced by the thugs and thieves that stumbled over themselves in retreat whenever his path crossed theirs. 
 
    His steps carried him from the Commons to the section east of the Mainway, a part of town that was just as "common" as the Commons but far less likely to hide a shiv in the shadows. Here, too, he found people practically diving into alleyways and doorways to avoid his dread attention. It would've been laughable, had Retzu even the slightest sense of humor about him. 
 
    He continued east, past the Archives a few blocks to the north, past the outermost entrances to the Academy, into a disused corner of the city, so ramshackle that only beggars and street urchins could call it home. Some of these peered at him from behind broken panes and unhinged doors, just as terrified as those in the Commons, but far more curious. It struck him that their lives were so dreary that they could afford themselves the luxury of curiosity. His heart broke, and his steps stuttered, but he screwed up his anger and trudged on. 
 
    These are the people I fought for, he could almost hear Reit say. 
 
    "Begone, spectre," Retzu hissed. "You're not there." 
 
    The broken, the unwanted, the unloved, continued Retzu's fallen brother, as if he hadn't heard. Ironic, that. I fought for them because they cannot fight for themselves. It was my duty, as heir to the throne of Aitaxen. That duty now falls to you. 
 
    "I said begone!" the assassin shouted, and he made for the farthest corner of the slum at breakneck speed. 
 
    Buildings flew by as he ran -- closed shops, fallen homes, the occasional smithy, all stacked against a forgotten section of city wall. Many of the structures had been co-opted by the priesthood for practical service to the destitute. Some provided shelter for the poor. Others were used as soup kitchens. Still others housed clinics where priests with emerald talent might bless others as the Crafter had blessed them. They all stood as testimony to how the Crafter could use the broken and forgotten, those things meant for evil intent, and transform them into things of honor. 
 
    They were a shining witness for the priests... and a bitter accusation for Retzu. 
 
    The bulwark continued behind the buildings to his right, driving eastward directly into the sheer base of the mountain. Angling toward this corner, he leapt into the air. With practiced ease, he tucked his feet close and stroked the gems under the rolled cuff of his boots. Magic flooded the hard leather as he made contact with the wall, springing high up the cliff face, only to skip back to a point higher up the wall. Back and forth he bounded, until he was past the battlements, past the highest tower, and running full sprint up the steep mountain side. Reit continued to whisper in his soul the whole time, fueling his anger and driving him further onward. 
 
    He wasn't sure how long he'd run, or how far, until he came to a relatively flat summit and stopped, his chest heaving. The late autumn sun beat down on him from directly overhead, providing a stark contrast to the chill wind that cut through his leathers. He looked around him, and saw that his peak was the only peak around. He could go no higher if he tried. 
 
    With nowhere left to go, he spun in a slow circle, taking in the vastness of the world around him. The island province almost looked small from up there. He followed the entire coastline west of him around to the south, from Bastion's harbor to the low foothill occupied by the Granite Spire -- appearing so tiny as to be insignificant. Farther south, on the very horizon, he spied a distant film of green beyond the waters, where the Mainland proper hemmed in the Sea of Ysre. He continued around eastward, catching various fishing villages along the island's golden strand. He found the rebel fleet, little more than cargo ships, clustered at anchor to the northeast, and forming a broken line back around to similar cluster on the Camp side of the harbor. 
 
    He kept spinning around until his eyes fell upon the spot where his brother fell. The makeshift fortress looked almost like a rowboat, adrift on an open sea of brown and green, and swarming with dozens of gnat-like dragons. From this far away, it looked like any other ruin that he'd ever seen -- ancient, broken, speaking to a history that was either forgotten or soon would be. 
 
    And I'm a part of that history, Reit said -- that part of Retzu's soul that was his brother. You are, too, however far you might run from it. 
 
    "What can I do?" Retzu asked the emptiness, as if it could reply. "I'm not you! I've done too much, I've taken too much. I've sent hundreds of people to the Abyss, more than I can count, and as much as I'd like to say that their deaths were honorable, I can't say they were merciful -- not to them, and not to their loved ones." 
 
    I don't excuse your past, Reit said sternly. And I cannot give you absolution. That blood is on your hands, and it will stay there until the day that you give an account before the Crafter. 
 
    "Then why must you hound me?" he pleaded. 
 
    Because the past is dead. Each second that passes is a second that you cannot get back. But what you did with that second doesn't determine what you do with the next. You may pay a price for your past, but you don't have to occupy it, and that reward doesn't have to be your only reward. Redeem the time, little brother. 
 
    Redeem the time. Reit had used that line to recruit Retzu to his Cause. And he'd used it as an argument against Retzu's interests in shol'tuk. It was a recurring theme for him, the notion that everyone's life had purpose, and that it was the Crafter's Will that they seek that purpose out. 
 
    And he was whispering it yet again, now from the Crafter's bosom. 
 
    Retzu collapsed bonelessly to his knees, entirely spent. Then Retzu du'Nograh, gold-hilted shol'tuk and only surviving member of the ruling families of Aitaxen, wept. Finally he wept, with an abandon that he had not known since he was a child. Redeem the time, said Reit's ghost. I believe in you, Delana had written in lieu of saying goodbye. They insisted that he had purpose. But how was he to know what that purpose was, or how to achieve it? 
 
    How he needed them now. His brother, infinitely wiser than he. The sister of his heart, infinitely more caring. Oh, how he needed them now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I believe in you," Delana whispered, looking eastward through the dense foliage toward the mountain island that she could no longer see. Even if the forestation had not been there, and nothing stood between her and the Sea of Ysre save the thinnest blade of grass, she doubted she'd see more than a faint bump on the horizon. 
 
    "You do realize he'll never forgive you, sticking him with the Cause like this," Eshira said, her thundering voice pulled back to a soft rumble. 
 
    A single tear rolled from her amethyst eye. It broke her heart to leave Retzu, and Caravan, and... him. Even more so, considering the state that Delana had left him in -- lingering, stuck between this world and the Crafter's bosom, unable to find peace in the unending season.  
 
    "He'd hate me all the more if I didn't do this," she said, resigned. 
 
    "You don't honestly believe that you are why Reit remains, dying yet never dead? Surely you couldn't do by accident what no other amethyst in the world has ever done on purpose. And they've tried, believe you me. All of the Tiles have tried -- Amethyst binding the soul to the body, Emerald healing death, Ruby exciting the very bits of a corpse to try and excite it back to life. It's all been tried." 
 
    Delana knuckled her eyes dry before another tear could brim, and berated her own weakness. What good does crying do now? Will it bring him back? She snorted her suddenly runny nose, the almost-grinding noise loud in her ears against the relative quiet of the forest. It would've been decidedly unladylike, had she cared about propriety. "It doesn't matter. He cannot move on, whether I'm to blame or not. But if I can do anything to change it... This is the only hook I have left in the water." 
 
    The great lizard bobbed her head in acceptance. "And I can't talk you into letting me fly you the rest of the way?" 
 
    "No, no. You've done far too much already. Besides, Menkal has grown quite fond of you, I can tell. I'm sure he'll be missing you about now." 
 
    The dragon's lips pulled back from her fangs in a lethal approximation of a grin. "He is rather dashing, isn't he?" 
 
    Delana stammered, taken aback. "Oh my! I didn't mean---" 
 
    "Pleasant journey, milady mage," the caducean said, completely ignoring the amethyst's objections. She beat her great leathery wings, lifting her massive body into the air. "I have to get back to him. Humans have dreadfully short lives, so I'd just as soon not waste any more of his than I have to." 
 
    "Oh dear..." Delana muttered, watching Eshira fly off into the morning sun. As concerned as she was for her friend, it was hard not to laugh, wondering what would become of the old sapphire when that dragon caught up to him. He'd said that Eshira could take on a human form -- or an approximation, anyway. And rumor had it that dragons required human mates, though Delana couldn't begin to understand how that worked. The best she could do was swallow her smile in respect, and offer a prayer of protection for the old man, that the Crafter would have His way. 
 
    She sighed, and turned her tired amethyst eyes back to the path before her, tracking its course as it wound through the forest to the west, eventually joining the highroad that ran from Scholar's Ford to the north all the way to Jakar'tei to the south. 
 
    And Stormhold sat there, dead center between the two. Though she was still hundreds of miles out, she could almost see the weather beaten walls in her mind, dark and forbidding against the vibrant backdrop of the forest. 
 
    It could be a dangerous place for a trade city, serving as the main port of call for the Earthen Rank's southern fleet. Hopefully, the Rank there wouldn't be too much of a bother. They usually had their hands full with pirates anyway, providing endless fodder for Uncle Mik's tales. 
 
    She sighed. She'd grown to love the secretive old man almost as much as Reit had, though she was sure that Retzu loved him even more. Just as well that he was still as reckless as ever, stupidly risking his life for the boys' sake again and again, and at a time in life when most others would find trouble baiting their own fishing poles. Still, she hoped Retzu would reach out to him. She hated to see the old man flirt so with danger, but with Reit and Delana gone, Retzu would need all the friends he could get. 
 
    As will I, she thought, reaching to her her neck and the ring that hung there. If she was alive, Delana would find her. No matter the cost. Screwing up her resolve, she set her feet toward Stormhold, and beyond. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren rubbed his temples with one hand, thumb and middle finger tracing firm circles in the indentations. He didn't need to use such mundane measures, of course. The blessing of Emerald put health and comfort well within his grasp. Still, there was something intensely satisfying about the action. 
 
    Not the least of which was that the hand gave him something to hide his frustrations behind. 
 
    "You what?" he asked, eyes still closed. 
 
    "I took her to meet Eshira, the dragon I liaise with," Menkal said, his soft response riddled with guilt. 
 
    "You couldn't have known." Well, he could have. Jaren wasn't sure how exactly, but he was sure he could have. "Does Retzu know?" 
 
    "About my involvement?" Menkal asked fearfully. "I certainly hope not." 
 
    "Well, he won't hear of it from me. Yet," the emerald added, finally looking up to take in the sapphire's hangdog expression. "Right now, we need to try and get her back. Whisper to Eshira, and ask her to bring Delana back." 
 
    Menkal nodded, and his eyes blazed azure behind closed lids as he wielded. Jaren watched the mage's face twist as he silently conversed with the dragon, his features reflecting the flow of the conversation. Unease grew in the pit of Jaren's stomach, settling further with each new tick of Menkal's face. He knew the answer even before the sapphire mage opened his eyes. 
 
    "Delana won't come back," he declared. It wasn't a question. 
 
    Menkal shook his head. "Eshira won't say what she's up to, but she's pretty adamant." 
 
    Jaren nodded and dismissed the elder mage. His eyes drifting in the general direction of Delana's tent as Menkal retreated. 
 
    Delana's tent... 
 
    He crossed his arms before him and thumbed his chin in thought. They might not be able to talk her into coming home, but he may be able to find out where she was going, at least, or why she's going there. 
 
    Her tent was as Tavin had described it -- neat, orderly. The bed showed no dimpling of recent use, her sheets and blankets tucked firmly under the bedroll. Her open footlocker spoke to her packing, as did the short stack of folded laundry. Her cloak was gone, evidence that her trip would likely not be a short one. She took a great deal of care to put her affairs in order, such as they were, speaking to the premeditation involved. 
 
    This wasn't something that hit her on impulse. She'd planned this. 
 
    Jaren looked to Reit's desk. Typically strewn with intelligence reports and missives, it was jarring for Jaren to see it so orderly, Reit's paperwork still neatly bound in its thick leather folder and laid at a precise angle on the desktop. 
 
    Not a thing was out of place, as far as Jaren could tell, no hints as to why Delana would pick now -- now -- to pull up stakes. Sighing, Jaren engaged his secondary sight in the vaporous hope that he might find something magically that his natural sight missed, some manifestation of vitality and decay that--- 
 
    And he froze, his eyes locked on Reit's body. 
 
    A body that, for all the world, looked freshly squeezed of life, rather than almost two days dead. 
 
    The emerald stumbled forward to Reit's cart, tripping over things on the way that he dared not tear his eyes away from the body to avoid. Reit's body was quilted in a motley of auras, emerald green and granite brown, in patches and stacked in layers. He couldn't examine auras and their nuances, couldn't manipulate them the way an amethyst could, but he could still see them -- dimly, rudimentarily, as could all mages. But beneath those auras, he could see the vitality and decay of Reit's body. 
 
    Or just the vitality, rather. Jaren eased his head closer to the hole in Reit's chest, searching, scrutinizing for even the slightest hint of decomposition. He found none. 
 
    It made no sense. When a man was killed, all the living things that made him up died off in succession as well, fading outward from the spot of the fatal wound. As life bled away, death rushed in to take its place. Reit's body should have been a case study in this process, worst at the wound in the chest, and growing less and less, the further away Jaren traced from the wound. 
 
    But there was no decay to be found. None. It was as if the granite who'd killed Reit had ripped his heart out the merest instant before. 
 
    The emerald mage, bewildered, allowed himself the tiniest of grim, morbidly hopeful smiles. 
 
    "Reit is still dying," he breathed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The melody was the first thing that Nestor noticed. It wasn't the smooth flow of a horse hair bow being pulled across strings, as with patriarchal music. Neither was it the resounding thump of strings being plucked, like one would hear in a pub or common room. Rather, this music had a lilting, playful quality, similar to myriad bells being struck in rising and falling patterns. Undergirding the tones was the tick-tick-tick of machinery, like the ancient devices found in the Highest's personal library. He pried his eyes open, searching for the source of the music. 
 
    "There you are," Jaeda whispered gently, her voice flavored richly with the smile she wore. She was seated in a high back chair position next to his bed. In her lap, she held a small metal device. It was brass, with steel rivets and a glass lid made of the purest silica, completely free of the usual contaminants that one would find in common glass. The varied blue-black patterns were distinct in his granite sight. The tiny chest was exquisite, as much a work of art as the music that it produced. 
 
    "It's called a music box," Jaeda said, following Nestor's eyes. "It's filled with gears and springs, and has a key on the bottom. When you twist the key, it tightens a spring within, which makes the gears turn as it unwinds, spinning a drum that plucks another spring, producing the music." 
 
    "Quite the wonder," Nestor commented, though he wasn't referring to the box. Jaeda had stayed with him. By the looks of her, by the smell of her, she hadn't moved from his side since... "How long was I asleep?" 
 
    "Two days. Two long, worrisome days. When Cao Tzu removed the shackle, you screamed as if you were ascending all over again. When you didn't wake up..." 
 
    "I'm fine now," he said, smiling. And, for a wonder, he was. The jolting pain that had wracked his body was gone -- as was that damnable shackle. He sighed his deep, profound relief. He raised a hand to his throat where the shackle had been, running his fingers back and forth around his neck, scarcely believing it to be real. But real it was. Where once sat a ring-shaped magical prison, now there was nothing to be found but wrinkled, leathery skin. 
 
    And his pendant. 
 
    He stroked the crystal teardrop, caressed it, looking at Jaeda. Her face was the typical orange of skin and tissue, with the faint yellow of her skeletal structure glowing through from underneath, and framed by soft, flowing hair -- the same orange as her face, but formed of different patterns. He knew this view of her. Right down to the most minute detail, he'd memorized this view of her. But he wanted to see her, finally, as she was. He rested his fingertips on the pendant and reached out to Granite... but stopped. 
 
    Clarity was a secret, jealously guarded for eons, never revealed to another granite until they had demonstrated a particular loyalty to the Highest. His long years of service had earned him that gift, and even now, with the Highest so far away and so insignificant to him, he still felt compelled to hold that secret close. 
 
    He berated himself for a fool. Cao Tzu had remarked that he would have to employ Clarity in order to remove the shackle. Jaeda seemed to know what he was talking about, and even if she didn't at first, she would have understood the moment Cao Tzu wielded. 
 
    Jaeda knew of Clarity. Nestor was sure of it. She had to. But for the life of him, he couldn't bring himself to... 
 
    She smiled, broadly, openly, lovingly. He was sure she saw the internal battle playing out all over his face, but she didn't judge him for it. Instead, she reached out her hand and laid it upon his own, upon the pendant resting on his chest. He felt the surge of mana as she wielded, and he watched her eyes change, their patterns shifting from granite to crystalline, though still cloaked in their typical brownish aura. She ran her fingers from the pendant to his cheek, cupping it gently. "It's alright." 
 
    His eyes filled with tears from the effort of waging war with himself. Finally, the battle within him broke, and he wielded. 
 
    The world before him flashed briefly as his eyes became translucent. The orange-yellow patterns bled into the background, noticeable but negligible, revealing a breathtaking visage that Nestor had only ever dreamed about until that moment. 
 
    Her skin was smooth, even, contoured with more subtlety and nuance than his granite eyes could ever account for. It was a rich, creamy brown, the color of his morning blackbrew, laden with a goodly portion of milk to cut the bitterness. Her lips were pert and full, with a natural pink that for all the world reminded him of a sunset. Her eyebrow quirked slightly -- he'd always known that, but to actually see it lent it a playful air. And her eyes... 
 
    Her eyes, now as clear as the crystal hanging from his neck, took him in as intently as his did her. He could almost feel them, flicking over his features, rough though he knew them to be. He was suddenly very self-conscious of his stubbled chin, his greying temples and the crow's feet that had gathered at the corner of his eyes over the years. His gaze faltered and he looked away, only to be drawn back by that gentle, gentle hand, still laying upon his cheek. 
 
    Without warning, she fell upon him. Her second hand wrapped itself around the back of his head, fingers intertwined with his thinning, wiry hair. Her full lips cupped his own, her tongue probing deep into his mouth. He breathed deeply in as she breathed out. His nose was filled with her, and even the scent of her long vigil at his bedside was glorious. His heart pounded against his chest, thundered in the side of his throat. His body was wracked with an electricity as intense as he'd experienced when they removed the shackle, but of an entirely different nature. It filled him with relentless pain, but such that he desired even more of. 
 
    It was the pain of realization that, even this close to her, they were still much further apart than he'd like. It was enough to tempt him to Merge with her, to become one with her -- through nature, through magic, through any means he had at his disposal. 
 
    "No," Jaeda whispered, pulling roughly away from him, though it was abundantly clear that it was the last thing in the world she wanted to do. The pain of his longing grew even more intense, as if that were possible. She forced a grin, a chuckle, and effected a superior air. "You're my declared, Nestor. Not my husband. Do not presume that my will is so weak as to forget that." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor shooed Jaeda from the room so that he could dress without distraction. Not that it helped much; she stayed just outside the door as it closed behind her, still more than close enough for Nestor to feel her aura through the floor. 
 
    A steel floor, at that. He knew the structure of the building he was in -- steel, poured rock and gravel, metal wires, and such -- but with his magic restored and his secret revealed, he was now able to actually take in his surroundings, to see it as the rest of the world might see it. He began to understand why Jaeda was so much more enamoured with the place than he had been. 
 
    It sheds new light on the situation, he quipped to himself, gazing in wonder at the strange torches on the walls and ceilings, made of glass and metal. The light they shed filled the room with cold, sterile brilliance, so completely alien to the mage, who'd only ever known such unwavering light to come from the sun and moon, and then only when released from Granite's limitations. 
 
    When he had dressed, he joined Jaeda in the hallway, which was brilliantly lit by the sun cutting through the diamond exterior of the building. As the yellow of midmorning spilled into his room from the hall, the glass torches behind him died without so much as a gutter. Nestor knew he was gawking, for all the world resembling a mouth breathing idiot, but he didn't care. 
 
    "They use electricity," Cao Tzu said, joining them in the hallway. Like Nestor and Jaeda, the older granite employed Clarity. 
 
    "The energy that amethysts wield in their magic?" Nestor asked incredulously. 
 
    "The same. Only this comes from mundane sources." 
 
    "Mundane? How is that possible?" he breathed. 
 
    Jaeda quirked a smile. "You'd never believe it if he told you. I didn't -- still don't, in fact. You just have to see for yourself." 
 
    Cao Tzu nodded. "That's actually why I felt removing your shackle was worth the risk. There are places in this facility that we must go, with areas of instruction that cannot happen elsewhere. And in order for you to reach those areas, you must be able to Merge with the earth." The enigmatic mage lifted his hands before him with a flourish and descended slowly into the flooring. The carpeted hallway rippled as it swallowed the granite, inch by inch. "New worlds await, Nestor Veis. Would you care to see what they look like?" 
 
    Nestor's guts twisted in a giddy knot. This was what he'd come here for, though the discovery hadn't presented itself the way he might have expected. He flicked a glance at Jaeda, and found her wearing the same grin that he felt stretching across his own features. 
 
    If he had to be honest, he was a bit nervous, perhaps even fearful. It had been so long since he stood on the cusp of something so utterly unknown -- if, in fact, he ever had. This place was totally alien to him, and its secrets inconceivable. But now, with the shackle removed, they were at his fingertips. 
 
    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, centering himself, unraveling the knot in his stomach as best he could. Finally, he could stall no longer. Reaching out to Granite, he touched the mana flows of his soulgem and wielded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal thumbed a crimson dollop from his lip as he approached the north-south thoroughfare of the Mainway. His fight with Retzu had left him bloodied and bruised. His injuries had taken minimal effort to heal, but he hadn't had time to clean up yet. 
 
    It was just as well. His battered appearance had an unexpected, yet pleasing side effect as he walked boldly through the Commons. The locals who caught sight of him slinked out of his way, probably not uneasy at the sight of blood, but certainly wary of the Unmarked who bore it. Good, Sal thought. He effected a snarl and puffed his chest out as he walked, playing the barbarian card for all it was worth. Now that the local constabulary was back on duty, the citizenry might need an occasional reminder that it was the mighty Unmarked, not patriarch-endorsed lackeys, that had kept them safe throughout Harvest. 
 
    As he reached the thoroughfare, he caught sight of Marissa, apparently taking a break from the Archives. He tried to hide his face, but too late. She spotted him. Her expression went from pleasant surprise to panic. "Sal?!? Blessed Crafter, what happened?" 
 
    "It's nothing," he assured her as she approached. "It's just... I found Retzu." 
 
    "And he did this to you?" She loosed an impressive string of profanity. "Just you wait until I find his goat-kissing carcass. I'll---" 
 
    "I said, I'm fine. See? I've already healed myself." 
 
    "You missed a spot," she remarked, jabbing a merciless finger into a bruise that remained on his cheek. 
 
    "Owww! Quit it! Look, he's going through some stuff right now." 
 
    "I don't care if he's going through the Abyss itself." 
 
    "Just... give him some time. Let me handle him." 
 
    He felt rather awkward, defending his sen'sia -- a gold-hilted shol'tuk, at that -- from his delicate flower of a girlfriend, but he knew where Retzu was coming from. Sal had lost family, and brothers in arms, so he knew emptiness when he saw it. Top that with a healthy dose of duty for a guy whose sole duty had always been to himself and to his family. To lose that family, and then have the full weight of his family's obligations fall on his shoulders... Sal could just imagine the helplessness Retzu must've been feeling, the inadequacy. 
 
    Marissa glowered at him, arms folded under her breasts, eyebrow quirked with a skepticism that Sal actually found quite attractive on the redhead. Her beauty really struck him at the oddest moments, sometimes. He smiled at the thought. Marissa's severe look faltered. She fought valiantly to maintain her scowl, but in spite of her best efforts, it softened into a reluctant grin. 
 
    "Fine," she said. "But if it happens again, his hide is mine. I've got a whole box full of melee jewelry that I've been looking for an excuse to get reacquainted with." 
 
    "Understood," he said. "Let's go find Jaren." 
 
    Together, the two turned toward the Camp of the Unmarked, and to Caravan beyond. As they entered the Camp, Sal garnered many of the same looks that he got in the Commons, ranging from wariness to anger to concern. Time and again, Sal shrugged off their alarm, offering nothing in the way of details, saying only that he'd had a rough morning. 
 
    They found the emerald sitting by the firepit outside his tent, in close conference with the other two remaining Heads of Order, Senosh and Menkal. All three sat in stunned silence for a moment, and Sal readied himself for the peppering of questions he was sure to get -- the same one he'd been getting since running into Marissa. 
 
    But the questions never came. Instead, they each reacted... oddly, almost as if they expected no different. Menkal deflated within himself. Jaren buried his face in one hand, fingers rubbing at his temples. And Senosh loosed a full-throated belly laugh, a incongruous blend of mirth and bitterness with a dash of red hot anger. 
 
    Not quite the reactions he expected. 
 
    "Well, that just about does it, don't it?" Senosh asked, still chuckling sardonically. "Retzu was the last drop of water we had. The well of rebellion, my friends, is dry." 
 
    "Peace, Red," Menkal said gently, placing a weathered hand on the Mandiblean's meaty shoulder. "We don't know anything yet, so let's not jump to conclusions. When Eshira gets back..." 
 
    "You're going to find him and talk sense into him?" asked Jaren, his voice colored with doubt. "Not going to happen. Even with a dragon. He's shol'tuk. You won't find him. And even if you do, he won't come back until he's good and ready. But I'll grant you, this all couldn't come at a worse time for the Cause. We just suffered a battle that I could hardly count as a win. Harvest has just ended. We have barely settled in, and Delana picks now to leave?" He sighed. "She should've known what this would do to him." 
 
    "Maybe she did," Sal suggested. "Maybe that's why she did it -- to force his hand." 
 
    "Idiotic move," Jaren mumbled under his breath. 
 
    "Probably so, but complaining about it ain't gonna fix anything. We need some forward momentum." 
 
    "He's right," Senosh agreed. "A lot of people saw Retzu this morning. They saw his worried search. They saw his explosion. Our people have questions, and the longer we wait to give them answers..." 
 
    "But we don't have any to give them," Jaren protested. 
 
    "Sure we do," countered Sal. "We give them the same answer we've been giving them since Reit died." 
 
    Menkal nodded. "The Unmarked already follow Sal. And when Delana and Retzu were in the throes of grief over Reit, Caravan followed Jaren." 
 
    "I'm no leader," the emerald argued. 
 
    "Maybe not," Sal hedged, "but it didn't stop you before." 
 
    "That's different." 
 
    "How? How is it different? Retzu and Delana couldn't function. They might as well not have been here. You stepped in to fill that gap." 
 
    "Temporarily. All I needed was to wait it out." 
 
    "That's all any leader does," Sal argued. "Any leader that cares about his people, anyway. He's only there until they no longer need him. I mean, look at Reit. Do you think he wanted to be el'Yatza?" 
 
    "No, he didn't. He hated leadership! He hated living a life where people died for his decisions, for his mistakes. If he could've given it up, he would have." 
 
    "Do you think he had plans to?" 
 
    "Eventually, yes." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    "When the Highest was defeated, and his people were free to live as they saw fit rather than as someone else permitted them to." 
 
    "So what was he doing in the mean time?" 
 
    "He---" Jaren paused. 
 
    "He was waiting it out," Sal finished for him.  
 
    The emerald's mouth worked silently as he searched for a way to respond, his expression growing more desperate with each passing second. He looked like a caged animal who had finally noticed his bars. 
 
    "We don't know that Retzu's gone for good," Sal said softly, hands on Jaren's shoulders. "He could come back tonight. Tomorrow." He paused and gave a hard look. "Never. We just don't know. But what we do know is that these people need us. Until we're relieved of duty, it's our job to man the post. You remember the day you guys put me on trial?" 
 
    Jaren nodded. "The day you joined the Cause." 
 
    "How did you introduce yourself at the trial." 
 
    "I am Jaren Fiol, of Darsen's Way. I am the Head of the Emerald Order. I stand opposed to the Highest. I fight for el'Yatza." 
 
    "Right. And how did Reit introduce himself?" 
 
    "I am Reit Windon du'Nograh of Aitaxen," Jaren recited, his expression smoothing. Sal couldn't tell if it was defeat or acceptance dawning on the emerald, but he hoped it amounted to the same thing. "I am called el'Yatza, the Hand of the Crafter. I stand opposed to the Highest. I..." 
 
    Sal nodded. "You stand opposed to the Highest. Just as el'Yatza did. Who did he fight for?" 
 
    "He fought for his people." 
 
    "And now el'Yatza is gone. So who do you fight for?" 
 
    Jaren's eyes took on a far away look as he replied. "But I'm not el'Yatza." 
 
    "Retzu said the same thing," Sal chuckled. "But don't you see? Reit wasn't el'Yatza either. Until he was. It wasn't a title or a job that he aspired to -- it was a God-given calling." 
 
    "Crafter-given," Jaren corrected absently. 
 
    "Whatever." 
 
    A meager audience had gathered to watch the discussion -- only five people or so, but more than enough to either fuel the rumors or start new ones -- so Jaren charged them to spread word that they would be addressing Caravan at High Sun. Following the emerald's cue, Sal reached out to Sapphire and wielded. 
 
    Frasyr. 
 
    Sir? 
 
    Gather the Unmarked that are not on duty. We're addressing Caravan at High Sun, and I want the Unmarked to be here. I want a show of solidarity with the rest of the Cause. Caravan and the Unmarked are not two separate rebel factions. We're one, and we need to start acting like it. 
 
    Understood, sir. And by the way, I heard that you had your rear given to you? 
 
    I got my butt handed to me, he corrected. If you're gonna use my slang, at least get it right. And I'm fine. Just get everybody here. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The breeze blew errant strands of hair from Retzu's face, but he barely noticed. The pebbles under him dug into his knees as he sat in shol'zo rah, but they were inconsequential. His eyes, trained forward though they were, occasionally caught sight of a dragon, minuscule with distance, doing wide, lazy loops above the aerie they were constructing out of the rubble of Caravan's fortress, but even the dragons were beyond his attention. None of it mattered to him, in this moment. He was centered. He was at peace. He was--- 
 
    Retzu? The sapphire embedded behind the assassin's ear vibrated as the magic-borne voice came through. 
 
    He groaned within himself -- almost an hour at achieving peace, only to have it shattered. "Yes, Uncle," he responded with a sigh. 
 
    That Earthen Rank company has started to move out, boy... and they ain't headin' east. 
 
    This startled Retzu. "But the ruby subcaptain you met..." 
 
    Aye, lad. An' I done confirmed with him, an' he's still under orders to form up with his century for a march east come next week. Word is ye've got a regiment headed yer way. 
 
    "Only a regiment? That's more an occupation force than a siege force. You're sitting on five times that number, and pointing the wrong way. Does the Highest have another rebellion to quell besides us?" 
 
    Not a clue, lad. 
 
    Retzu groaned again. Something was very wrong. He dreaded the idea of another major battle so soon, and a thousand-man army was more than enough cause to dread, but for the Highest to be sending five thousand Rank soldiers somewhere other than Bastion... something was definitely wrong. "Uncle, stay with that company. Get word to Duffer to let me know if anything changes in Schel Veylin, but I need to know what the Highest is doing with those men." 
 
    Aye, son. I'll let ye know somethin' soon's I know meself. The sapphire shuddered once more as the connection died. 
 
    Retzu grit his teeth. Fine time for Delana to dump the Cause in his lap, but there was nothing for it now. Retzu might not be the leader that the Cause needed, but he was all there was. Unless somebody stepped up, the Cause was at an end, and Reit will have died for nothing. 
 
    He sighed ruefully as the weight of duty settled upon him. He shook his head, almost in disbelief that the Crafter would see fit to commit one such as him to this task. 
 
    Death is redemptive, like the gold that frees the slave from bondage. His hilt's mantra echoed in his head, in his heart, admonishing him as he pushed himself to his feet. May it redeem me, he prayed, and started back down the mountain. 
 
    Retzu retraced his steps westward, his feet flying as he leaned into his descent. All too soon, rolling plateau gave way to rocky passes, and trot gave way to gallop as the way grew steep. The magic of his leather boots softened every fall as surely as it strengthened his leaps, but even gemstone artifacts had their limitations, so he angled south along a more gentle slope. 
 
    As he ran, the assassin's shol'tuk skills took effect, almost by instinct. The impossibly narrow path before him faded from view, instead becoming merely one part of a much broader view in his mind's eye. In this internal sight, Retzu could see not just his impending footfalls, but his surroundings as a whole -- the summit of Mount Ysre rising behind him, the improvised trail winding away before him, jagged mountain to the left, sheer drop-off to the right, loose gravel below, jutting outcroppings above. Every detail stood out in crisp relief. The shol'tuk adherent was one with his surroundings, flowing effortlessly from one treacherous footfall to the next. 
 
    As the assassin flipped over a particularly wide crevasse, he spied the Granite Spire directly in his path, about a mile ahead and some five hundred feet below. I'm too far south, he thought. 
 
    A quick glance to his right gave him the lay of the land. It was still rather steep -- scary steep, really -- but all his acrobatics left him feeling rather brazen. With a lunatic grin, he angled dead west. 
 
    His speed picked up tremendously as the slope increased, and he found himself skipping and sliding on loose rock. Finally, with about a hundred feet remaining, he reached the limit of his control. Just as his footing failed him, he bore down to his hunkers and thrust himself out into the noonday air. 
 
    Retzu stretched himself out to full length as he sailed into the sunlit void, arms spread out to his sides. He was a bird of prey, bearing down on the world as if it were a mouse. He cackled madly. Let the Highest send his armies. Let the tyrant do his worst. The Crafter would have His way anyway, in His time, whatever Retzu chose. 
 
    As he arched toward the ground, he tucked his knees to his chest and rolled. At the last possible moment, he thrust his legs out. His feet tapped the earth lightly, smoothly, and he continued his sprint toward Caravan unabated. 
 
    In its way, the forested floor was nearly as fraught with peril as the mountainside was, peppered with badger dens and grass covered roots and the like. The going was slow -- well, as a shol'tuk might judge the word -- until he found his way to the south road out of Bastion. Hooking north, he made quick work of the remaining distance. The Camp of the Unmarked came into view as the Academy bells tolled the hour -- six peals for High Sun. 
 
    A pair of sapphires stood posted at the southern entrance. Only two. This struck Retzu as odd, as off-duty Unmarked frequently entertained their on-duty brothers, helping them maintain even the most low-risk post with vigilance. 
 
    "Subcaptain. Centurion," the assassin greeted them in turn. 
 
    "Milord du'Nograh," the subcaptain replied easily, though he seemed somewhat surprised. 
 
    "Just Retzu. What's wrong?" 
 
    "N-nothing, milord," the sapphire assured. "It's just that... well, we been hearing rumors all morning---" 
 
    "You need to get to the emerald Fiol's tent. Sorry, Flick," the centurion interjected, cutting off his fellow. "Him and Sal are there addressing the Unmarked and Caravan right now. Folks is sayin' that you ran out on us." 
 
    "You may one day wish that I had. Thanks, mates," Retzu said, clapping them both on the shoulders as he passed. 
 
    He saw the crowd before he heard the commotion. Cause and Unmarked alike were pressed tightly, angling to get a better view, all yammering together unintelligibly. 
 
    "Guys, please!" came a frustrated voice over the mob. Retzu could just barely make Sal out, standing at the head of the crowd with Jaren and Menkal at his side. "If you'll just settle down, we'll tell you what we know, but I can't do that if you don't shut up long enough for me to say anything..." 
 
    Sal's eyes panned over to Retzu and locked there. "Oh, thank God," he said in a rush. The crowd turned as one to greet the assassin, and parted as he came close, muttering under their collective breath. 
 
    "Did I miss something?" Retzu quipped. Nobody laughed. 
 
    "What the hell happened to you?" Sal demanded as he drew near. "You just up and run off, every time you get---" 
 
    "Sorry," the assassin interrupted. "Reit... Keth... Then Delana... I had to clear my head." 
 
    Sal bit his top lip and crossed his arms before him, shaking his head in frustration. He leaned close and muttered, "It better be frikkin clear now. We can't keep doing this. Sen'sia," he added with an emphasis that was less than respectful. 
 
    Retzu nodded slowly. "I deserve that. I deserve all your suspicions," he said, this last to the crowd around them. "I haven't exactly inspired confidence, but to be quite honest, I've never wanted to inspire confidence. I didn't want this job. Still don't, really." 
 
    "So is the Cause dead then?" asked one of the assembled, a farrier by the looks of him. 
 
    "No! Prophets, no," he denied emphatically. "It's just that, I've never been a leader. It's not my natural role in life. You know me -- raise a pint with the boys, throw a randy wink at the girls. I owe no man, and no man owes me. For long." This brought a meager chuckle from the mob, so he went with it. "I'm here because my brother was here, and Delana with him. I'm here because my childhood friend is here. My only aim was to help them in their quest. I never dreamed that I'd be expected to take that quest on myself." 
 
    He scanned the crowd as he spoke, taking in faces old and new. Reit -- or whatever "Reit" had been on that mountain -- was right. He was a part of the history of these people, however far he might run from it. 
 
    Time to stop running. 
 
    "But the world don't always turn in expected ways. I just got word from a friend that the Highest is moving against us." He raised his hands for quiet almost before the uproar started. Questions were flung at him right and left -- how soon, how many, who told you, how did the word come -- but the assassin stoically weathered them all. "We've got time," he said as the outburst abated. "I don't know how much, but we've got time." 
 
    "What are we going to do?" This from an emerald Unmarked, one of Sal's lieutenants. 
 
    "I don't know," Retzu shrugged. "That's not for me to say. You are your own man. All of you are," he reiterated, taking in the whole crowd. "We can stay and fortify. We can flee. We can train for combat or hide ourselves among the Bastionites or in the Archives or the Academy. I don't know! I'm not my brother... but I am his," he added, silently thanking Sal for the line. "I don't have the right to ask you to do anything you don't want to. Whatever you decide, you'll have my blessing. But as for me..." 
 
    He paused, and the crowd paused with him. So many chances for him to leave all this behind, so many outs, and he'd decided to stay, only to have the opportunity reappear and present the same choice again. But this time, it was different. This time, his decision had terrible weight. Say the words, and he was sealing himself to this reality. 
 
    He swallowed hard. "As for me, I choose to stay. My brother died on this soil, and I'm loathe to give it up just yet." 
 
    As the words rolled from his tongue, he felt a moment of great release. A crushing tightness that he hadn't noticed in his chest loosened, and cool air freely poured into his lungs, perhaps even his soul. The knots in his stomach went slack, and a strange giddiness bubbled up from them in newfound freedom. He'd said it. It was done. 
 
    He may die in the weeks to come, of course, but it was done. He quirked a smile and asked, "Anybody else feel like sticking around?" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Patrys leaned heavily against a tent pole at the far northern edge of the Camp, watching in disbelief as the assembly bustled -- or perhaps writhed -- with the shol'tuk's address. She couldn't hear the particulars of the assassin's argument, but she caught the gist of it. And the crowd swallowed it whole. Patrys' gemstone eyes scanned the assembly, looking for the slightest sign of skepticism at the assassin's newfound sense of responsibility. She found nothing of the sort. Quite the contrary, the crowd was enthralled, hanging on the assassin's every word. 
 
    Even Sal. How could he possibly be so caught up in someone who would so easily abandon him? Sure, the assassin came back, but that wasn't the point. 
 
    Patrys harrumphed -- or whatever passed for a "harrumph" now -- in disbelief, and maybe a touch of betrayal. She thought for a moment that she was being too rigid, too unforgiving, and silently berated herself for a silly lass. After all, Retzu loathed the Highest as much as Sal did! But the feeling remained all the same. She knew that Sal followed Retzu, trusted him, and had even vouched for him publicly, but she didn't know him, didn't trust him, didn't follow him. She followed Sal. 
 
    She shook her head slowly, and spun toward Bastion, hoping against hope that nobody would notice her exit. 
 
    The road north passed through a stand of spiked sawhorses that served as minimalist barriers around the Camp. The sawhorses stood open where they crossed the north road, the breach guarded by two Unmarked emeralds that Patrys only knew in passing. They stood ready, spears in hand, giving far too much weight to their meager assignment. Their attention panned north and south, taking in the Camp, the road, and the surrounding areas quickly and efficiently. Nothing escaped their notice. 
 
    Except Patrys. As she edged between the Unmarked, their gaze passed over her -- through her -- as effortlessly as a spring breeze through a meadow. It was as if their eyes skated over a hole in the air. As if she weren't even there. 
 
    Patrys crinkled her brows in confusion. Why...? 
 
    As one, the guards leapt, finally noticing her. "Halt!" one shouted, leveling his spear at her before his partner put out a restraining hand. "Sanjey, wait," he urged. "Her throat..." 
 
    The other, Sanjey, swallowed hard as realization hit him. "Apologies, Patrys. I didn't... I mean... you kinda snuck up on us," he sputtered sheepishly. 
 
    Snuck up on you? she Whispered, mana carrying her thoughts to them. 
 
    "Aye," Sanjey's partner -- Nicho, was it? -- said. "One minute the road was clear. Next, you were in our faces. Been studying with the shol'tuk, have ya?" he joked lamely, nervous sweat beading on his forehead, apparently shaken by how poorly he'd done his job of guarding the entrance. 
 
    Patrys carefully schooled her face to hide her confusion. Shol'tuk? Me? Not hardly. I got better things to do with me time than spend it gettin' tossed around by a bonny lad in shiny black leathers. 
 
    The guards chuckled at the joke and waved her past, likely as not relieved that she didn't bust their chops for being inattentive. 
 
    But they weren't inattentive. They simply hadn't seen her. 
 
    Of course, wasn't that what she'd hoped for as she approached them? 
 
    She cast a look backward and saw that they'd resumed their watch, the nervous mirth all but vanished from their features. How odd. They recovered rather quickly for guards who had let a bare slip of a lass steal up on them as if she were invisible. Far beyond them, she spied the crowd once more, still hanging on the shol'tuk's every word. All thoughts of her "invisibility" left her as she once again fell to disdain at what her revolution had become -- a mindless body of bleating sheep, following an unworthy shepherd. 
 
    She huffed, her breath whistling slightly through the scarf that she had wrapped around her neck to cover her stoma. Let them carry on however they wished. She had better things to do. 
 
    Turning her attention again to Bastion -- and Crafter grant it, to the justice that awaited her there -- she set off to do those better things. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Retzu stood stunned for a moment as the crowd dispersed. Had he really just said all that? Between the beaming smiles of approval and the nods of grudging admiration, he had to conclude... yes, he had. But try as he might, he couldn't remember a word of it. It was as if he had been watching events unfold from the outside, and he himself had been caught up in the hysteria. 
 
    It had all started off simply enough, aiming only to apologize for his negligence, maybe whine a little bit about his lack of leadership skills. Whatever he had intended, it quickly became a rousing call to arms -- his message shifting from apologetic to inspirational, and his audience shifting from skeptical to fawning. Scanning the crowd, he saw nothing of the bitterness and anger, confusion and hopelessness that had greeted him when he first joined the assembly mere minutes -- minutes -- ago. Now, even his closest friends, who'd had the greatest cause to be angry, looked to him with nothing short of sheer giddiness. 
 
    Stunned as he was, though, there was still much to do, and the sooner he got to it, the better. Drawing Sal, Jaren, and Menkal aside -- his "cabinet", Sal had called it, though only the Crafter and Sal knew what that meant -- drawing them aside, he laid out his plans for the Cause. 
 
    Which is to say, he had none. 
 
    "You fellas wanted me to do this, so I'm doing it. Still ain't got a clue how." 
 
    "Well, you got the hard part out of the way," Sal pointed out. "Public opinion. You've inspired everybody's confidence, so mission accomplished. Now you just have to put folks to work." 
 
    "And?" Retzu asked. "I can organize a strike team, but organizing an army is something else entirely." 
 
    "Not really," Sal argued, Jaren shaking his head in agreement. "It's all about resources and direction. I mean, as a SEAL, my job was a lot like that of a shol'tuk -- covert ops. But I didn't know I'd end up there when I joined the Navy, and neither did they. When I made the switch, the same two things they drilled into me as a Seaman still applied -- resources and direction. Make sure those two things are squared away, and you're golden." 
 
    Squared away? Golden? Retzu chalked them up to Sal's tendency toward otherworldly idioms as Sal pressed on. "For example, you've got a whole flock of dragons in your back yard..." 
 
    "Flight," Menkal corrected. 
 
    "Whatever. Point is, you got a whole bunch of them that wanna help but ain't doing much of anything right now. Just because we're not fighting right now doesn't mean that we can't use them for other things." 
 
    "Transportation around the island?" Retzu asked, catching on. "Evacuation?" 
 
    "Cavalry, too. And long range patrols," Sal added. "The farther out we can see, the more warning we have that the bad guys are coming." 
 
    "I'll get right on that," Menkal said and turned to leave. He pulled up short and cast a querying glance at Retzu. 
 
    This was it. His first order. One that may begin a chain of such orders that lead to victory over the Highest... or the deaths of those following his command. Drawing a quick breath, the assassin nodded, and the sapphire made his exit, blue eyes blazing with Whispered magics. 
 
    "Sal," he continued. 
 
    His one-eyed friend groaned slightly. "If you're gonna tell me we've got to step up our training..." 
 
    "But... we haven't been training." 
 
    "That's beside the point." 
 
    Retzu chuckled. That had been his go-to command for his sodu. "Point taken. I'd actually like you to concentrate on the Granite Spire." 
 
    A grin tugged at the corner of Sal's mouth, and his natural eye took on a twinkle to rival the diamond one. "Hey, I'm all over it." 
 
    "Your efforts in reaching Granite are part of the reason I'm sending you there, but not the main reason," he clarified. "Do recall, we had a 'jailbreak' recently." 
 
    "Yeah... about that..." 
 
    "No matter. What's important is that the Spire is the last place we seen our friend Prau -- most likely in the care of the very granite that's rotting away, half-buried in that alley." 
 
    Sal nodded. "So if we got all that we're gonna get out of our remaining prisoners, we might find more at the Spire, like if that granite was the one calling the shots." 
 
    "Or if he answered to another." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Sal said, thumbing his chin in thought. "Jaren, if I can pick your brain for a minute..." 
 
    "What?!?" the assassin and the emerald demanded in unison. 
 
    "Never mind." 
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 Chapter 13 
 
    A mayfly fluttered past Retzu, close enough for it to skip off his nose. He barely noticed. 
 
    He wasn't certain how long he'd been standing in the middle of the street, Commons traffic parting around him like a river around the stubborn trunk of a fallen tree. Standing, and staring. He knew D'prox was inside. He knew that D'prox knew he was out there. His sen'sia may even know why he was there. But for all that D'prox may or may not have known, Retzu simply couldn't seem to force his feet forward, because as long as he was outside, he wouldn't have to answer the question he was dreading. 
 
    Why did you kill my daughter? 
 
    Death was a part of life, as the recitation of hilts taught. Death was their business. But that didn't ease the sting when it was a friend who died, or when you were the one who brought it about. 
 
    He half convinced himself to just leave off his errand, to return to Caravan and tell Jaren that they were just going to have to make due without the Fellowship. Whatever the Highest had in store for the Cause, surely it didn't require that Retzu bring his master any more pain by begging his help. 
 
    As quickly as that thought came to him, another rode on its heels. The Highest didn't care who his real enemy was. He didn't care that the Fellowship's only loyalties were to honor and to their clientele. The massacre of the court of Titus was testimony to that. Only King Titus and his court were opposed to the Highest. The women, the children, they were innocent. But that didn't save them. The Highest slaughtered them with no more reservation than he'd slaughtered the king's court. Retzu silently blessed his "uncle", Mik du'Ander, the kindly sailor who took pity on a stranger and his kin. If not for him, there would be no Cause left for the Highest to stamp out. 
 
    The assassin snickered. That wasn't precisely true. 
 
    Screwing up his resolve, he marched forward, presenting himself ceremonially to the door guard, who let him in with the barest of knowing grins. 
 
    Yeah. Retzu was going to hear about it. 
 
    He met no resistance within the guildhouse. Quite the contrary, the shol'tuk he met parted for him as easily as the street traffic did, all the while goggling after him as if he had horns growing out his nose. Apparently, D'prox wasn't the only one who might suspect his hand in Fila's death. 
 
    Retzu found D'prox in much the same place that he'd left him -- lounging in his chair opposite Trista, sipping on a tankard, decked in pliable armor and appropriate finery, all polished to a high gloss. But that's where the similarities ended. However bright his accouterments, the guildmaster himself was dour enough to swallow the light. His boisterous laugh had been replaced with a low and incessant growl, his booming voice with a hollow whisper. Trista appeared even worse off. 
 
    "Sen'sia. Trista-mau," he addressed respectfully as he approached. 
 
    "Retzu-tau," Trista replied hollowly. Formally. D'prox said nothing. 
 
    He would rather they had cut him down where he stood. 
 
    "I know you had your reasons," D'prox said after a moment more, raising his sword arm to gaze at the simple woven wire bracelet he wore there. A copper bracelet, the twin of the one that Trista now wore. Fila's windings. "No son of mine could've struck her down without honor. And no son of mine has ever had the sense of honor that you have. You are truly among the greatest of the Fellowship." Pausing, the bald assassin turned to look at Retzu, his eyes blazing with a baleful fire. "I would have killed you where you stood, had it been otherwise." 
 
    Retzu swallowed hard to push down the lump that had grown there. "Sen'sia, if there had been any other way..." 
 
    "I spoke with your Uncle this morning," the guildmaster commented, settling back into his chair. "Be glad I did. Honorable or no, Fila's death is a lot to overcome. But Mik can be... very persuasive." 
 
    He sat up a little straighter as he continued. "He told me about what you face. I presume that's why you're here." 
 
    "It is, sen'sia." 
 
    D'prox nodded thoughtfully. "I can't commit the Fellowship to such a cause. To render final judgment against the guilty is one thing. To send soldiers into the Abyss for simply following orders without question, however..." 
 
    "There's a certain honor in obedience," Retzu finished, sighing. "In trusting your master to be right, even when their command seems to be wrong." 
 
    "Indeed. I'll leave it to our sons and daughters, to decide for themselves." 
 
    This surprised Retzu. "You'd allow them to fight?" 
 
    "Of course. Prophets, I might even join them. A shol'tuk need not take up the katana, nor even take a life, to be of service to a worthy cause." 
 
    Retzu allowed himself the most meager of smiles. Even an unarmed shol'tuk adherent was as lethal as any Earthen Rank soldier -- perhaps even their mages. For his sen'sia to allow even this much aid was more than Retzu could've hoped for. 
 
    He was about to say so, when D'prox added, "Don't think that this service comes without a price, sodu." 
 
    "Of course, sen'sia." 
 
    "I... offer you a contract," he started, assuming a demeanor that was all business. "There's an invisible assailant, it would seem, attacking mage and mundane alike. I've lent adherents to the constabulary to help them capture this assailant, only to have my sons and daughters return, severely beaten but without any memory of how it happened." 
 
    The gold-hilted assassin nodded once and drew his blade, holding it point down against his chest. "My life and blade to honor this contract, to determine guilt or innocence, and to deal justice as justice demands." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal laid back in his accustomed spot, staring at the tapering form of the Granite Spire as if the mere pressure of his observation would convince it to spill its secrets. 
 
    No such luck. It was being just a stubborn as ever. 
 
    Four days Sal had been coming to the Spire, Four days of sitting and staring and thinking through the myriad possibilities. It was the "Toilday" after Midweek, as this world reckoned time, or Thursday for him. On his world, he'd already be looking forward to the weekend, but here, it was just another day in the grind. 
 
    The first day had been spent in pure observation, searching for entrances that simply were not there. Nothing in the stone surface. Nothing under the ground. Nothing hidden by means arcane or mundane. There was just no way in. Period. 
 
    The second day, he tried as many magical means as he could think of. Blasting the wall with fire or ice. Withering the wall with Emerald. Casting inverted null fields at any magical barriers that he might've overlooked. Levitating to the top of the Spire. Nothing. Aside from air vents and arrow slits too narrow for a bumblebee to pass through, the inside of the Spire was absolutely cut off from the outside world. 
 
    So he sat. And thought. And fumed. 
 
    "Milord Prism," a voice rumbled over his shoulder. 
 
    "Milady dragon," he muttered, never taking his eyes off the Spire. He'd heard the beat of her wings minutes ago, but so intent had he been on the Spire that he hadn't taken the time to properly greet her. He was sure he'd hear about it sooner or--- 
 
    "You know, most people are more in awe of a dragon's approach," Eshira commented. 
 
    Sooner, then. 
 
    "Probably not as many as would be in awe of a diamond mage." 
 
    A rough grinding sound came from deep within Eshira's breast -- a dragon's approximation of laughter, Sal concluded. "Be that as it may. My fangs are still bigger," she teased, laying her head gently on the ground next to Sal's perch, only to crane her neck again. "Not comfortable at all. Do you mind?" 
 
    "Nah, go ahead," Sal said dismissively, though he did angle his head slightly and touch Amethyst to watch the transformation. 
 
    Just as before, the dragon's metamorphosis went off without the slightest hint of magic, though Sal was convinced it couldn't be natural. That massive body compacting itself into a frame so slight couldn't help but be magical. But he saw no aura, save that of blue-white bones morphing and melding from giant lizard to petite woman, all surrounded by violet radiance. The dragon's wings wrapped around the body in a natural covering, a dress without cloth. 
 
    "Better?" he asked as she took a perch next to his. 
 
    "Some. Though it'd be more comfortable if you didn't make me cover up." 
 
    "Yeah, that's just what I need -- me having to explain that to Marissa. Besides, aren't you all into Menkal?" 
 
    "I find him fascinating," she admitted, her scaly cheeks showing a slight hint of blush. 
 
    "He's old enough to be your grandfather." 
 
    "He's twelve years younger than me," she countered. "What does that have to do with me covering up?" 
 
    "Modesty, Eshira. Modesty." 
 
    "A petty human concern," she declared, blowing an errant strand of emerald colored hair from her face. "This isn't even my real form." 
 
    "Beside the point." 
 
    She smiled as she settled back. She was easy for Sal to relate to, for all that she was a dragon. She had an arrogance that fit perfectly with a number of the girls he'd dated in school, and more than a few Marines he knew as a SEAL. She seemed to genuinely enjoy their irreverent back and forth as much as he did. After only knowing her a few days, it seemed he'd known her much longer. 
 
    Sal rolled his eyes. He was thinking this about a dragon! If you'd told him a year ago... 
 
    "So... Menkal said you needed help?" she prompted. "We've already tried flying around the Spire, so I can't imagine what use I'd be." 
 
    "I need a sounding board. There's only so many questions I can ask myself before I start repeating the same answers. I need fresh eyes on the problem, and fresh ears hearing my ideas." 
 
    "Alright then," she said, winking one reptilian eye at him. "A 'sounding board' I shall be... though I'm not entirely sure what that term means exactly." 
 
    "Idioms de Sal. Don't try and figure them out." 
 
    The serpent-cum-woman nodded her acquiescence, the scaling of her skin catching an errant ray of sunlight and throwing it in Sal's face, causing him to squint. "Of course, a basilisk would be better suited to this task," she said, not noticing. "They at least understand the granite soulgem and its wielders, even if they are unable to wield it themselves. Caduceans have more in common with emeralds." 
 
    "Right, but you don't have any basilisks with you," he commented, then threw up a hand to shield his eyes from yet another blinding ray. "Wow, Can you tone those down?" 
 
    "Dragons are not magical, Sal," she reminded him. "Not the way you are. We have certain abilities, and we sometimes call them 'spells' for humans' sake, but it's not true magic. My green skin doesn't mean that I can change the texture of my scales to suit--- What?" 
 
    Sal had shot straight up, mouth agape. He wanted to tell Eshira what he was thinking, but he was afraid that she'd tell him it was impossible. Before he had time to tell himself the same, he said, "I need a lift." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal balanced precariously on Eshira's snout as she raised him high against the sheer side of the Granite Spire -- not an easy feat, with her beating her wings as she was. Her head bobbed and weaved on a neck stretched out far enough to give her wings clearance, but curved enough to mitigate a larger part of her movement. Not enough to give Sal any confidence in his perch, of course. 
 
    They couldn't put the arrowslits any lower, could they? Oh, no... 
 
    "Just a little closer," he urged, leaning out as far as he dared. "A little closer... There!" He reached both hands into the arrowslit window, grasping the frame on either side. Quickly he propped his feet against the wall, pushing back to grant him purchase. 
 
    Eshira fell away to give him room to work, but stayed close enough to catch him if he screwed up. "It probably would've been easier for you to get up here by wielding Amethyst, milord Prism," she teased. 
 
    "Yeah, I didn't think about it," he replied wryly. "I was kinda preoccupied with how stupid this idea is." 
 
    "Well, what's the worst that could happen? Emerald denying your request?" 
 
    "No. Emerald turning me into a puddle of goo." 
 
    "Hmph. There is that," she conceded. 
 
    Sal didn't allow himself another moment to second-think things. Touching Emerald, he wielded, pulling his body into the arrowslit. Into the arrowslit. 
 
    At first, it didn't seem like his plan would work, but then he felt his body give -- his skull crushing in upon itself, his shoulders butting against the frame of the murder hole, only to fold back as he continued to pull. First head, then shoulders, then torso, Sal slithered his way into the Spire. With one last heave, he fell onto the wooden floor within, the impact making a sound that was more fffump than thump. "Alright, I'm in," he shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    "Good! A little help, please?" 
 
    Sal turned back to the narrow window to see what Eshira had in mind. Already, her scales had taken on a much thinner profile. She's changing? Is she out of her mind? He switched from Emerald to Amethyst just as she began to struggle to hold herself aloft. Wielding, he caught her in mid-fall. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" he demanded, lifting her closer to the arrowslit. 
 
    "I may not be able to batter down the walls of this place," she said, reaching both hands through the window and latching onto the frame where it tapered inward from the hole. "But I may be able to pull them out. You might go on about your business. This could take a while," she added, hissing through clenched jaws as her fingers -- her talons -- greened and expanded, filling the slit to its full. In seconds, the caducean dragon roared her effort, claws straining against the unbreakable stone. A loud snap resounded through the room as the barest sliver crumbled beneath her grasp. Sal couldn't help but stare in awe as he retreated, eager to watch the spectacle, but just as eager to get away from the painful huffs and puffs of a dragon growing to full size in a confined space. 
 
    Looking around, he found that he was in a storage room. Wooden crates and woven sacks were stacked along the walls with a care that seemed almost unnecessary. Flipping quickly through his soulgems, he scanned the area. No life, no disturbances, no heat signatures indicating any life besides him and Eshira. Finally settling on Amethyst, he found no auras either. Save for the soft white of the Spire's inexplicable aura, that is. 
 
    It was all around him, in fact, permeating every feature in the room and filling every crack. As outside the Spire, the aura pulsated slowly, growing in strength and then dying back, growing and dying, regularly, as if by machinery. 
 
    Outside the room, it was even brighter. He found himself in a long hall, following the curve of the Spire. He glanced into rooms as he went, finding more of the same -- store rooms, as well as the occasional bathroom or janitorial closet. But not the first office, library, or even bedroom. Not surprising. It made sense that the warehouses would be as close to ground level as possible, leaving the upper floors available for sleeping quarters and administration. 
 
    Hallways broke the curvature of the perimeter hall at regular intervals, like spokes on a wagon wheel. Hooking inward at one of the openings, Sal found even more rooms, all packed to the gills with crates or boxes or sacks or furniture with tarps over them. The end of the hallway led to a circular landing, with a wide spiraling staircase in the center. Obviously, this served any mundanes the granites happened to allow in. Like Prau. Here the aura that permeated everything was even more evident, running up and down the empty shaft of the spiral staircase like an axle. What the...? 
 
    Another loud crack echoed down the corridors behind him, followed by a cry of victory and a redoubling of strained effort. Sal snickered. It wouldn't be long before an army could fly through the whole in the store room. Mounting the stairs, Sal went to see what the upper levels had to offer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mik wended his way through the underbrush on a ridge that ran along side the highroad, doing what he could to stay out of sight of the massive army. Not that he expected to be spotted anyway. 
 
    But supposing they did spot him, what then? What? One old man, trailing along side one of the largest Earthen Rank mobilizations in centuries? He'd be a curiosity, less than a curiosity, completely beneath the consideration of anybody important. 
 
    All of which worked to his advantage, of course. Still, he wasn't as young as he used to be. He grew bored with his para'qur, leaping over fallen trees and diving silently through haitberry bushes with their damnable thorny tendrils. Scathing oaths burned on his lips, only to die there breathlessly for the sake of stealth. This was pointless. He needed to insert himself into the army somehow. 
 
    He'd been following them this way for the past couple days, delaying his pursuit only long enough to briefly meet with Duffer. The innkeeper hadn't been too keen on the idea of spying for Retzu. He had a history with Mik, and through him, a history with Reit. He had shared many adventures with the two, back when Retzu had made his home with D'prox in Bastion, or in Deitrich, or any of a number of other places, chasing his own heart. Duffer's entire relationship with the Cause had been predicated on his friendships with Mik and Reit. Now with one gone to the embrace of the Crafter, and the other likely to be hidden amongst the enemy, Duffer would be forced to risk his neck for a man he barely knew. Sure, Retzu was Mik's protege and Reit's twin, but he was his own man. He always had been his own man, with his own thoughts and his own agendas. That made him unpredictable. That made him dangerous. 
 
    At least, that was Duffer's argument. And Mik could see the sense in it. The innkeeper didn't know Retzu like he did, didn't know the steel core of integrity that the boy had. Mik probably knew the gold-hilted assassin better than the young man knew himself. He knew that Retzu would come around, that he'd do right by Duffer. 
 
    Not that his confidence did anything to convince his old friend. The rotund barkeep nearly swallowed his tongue in apprehension. 
 
    The things I do for those boys, Mik thought sardonically, diving through a tangle of branches that otherwise blocked his path. He tucked and rolled soundlessly to the forest floor, popping back up and continuing his pursuit. So silent was his travel that he was almost upon a doe and her fawn before their ears even perked up. They bounded deeper into the woods, white tails flicking upward as Mik stole past them. Their retreat sounded like cannons in his ears. Blasted beasts are gonna get me caught, he scowled, and once more his mind drifted back to the army just down the hill from his path. He had to find a way into that army. 
 
    And just like that, an opportunity presented itself. 
 
    A peasant stood just inside the treeline, harvesting haitberry bushes a hundred yards or so from Mik. He was a youngish man, mid-twenties or so, prematurely greying and wrinkling from the hard life of a serf. There was a large leather sack hanging from his neck, and every few seconds, he'd shove a handful of haitberries into it, likely for use by the cooks or alchemists or whomever might have need of them. 
 
    He was facing west, totally oblivious to whatever danger the world might present him at any given moment. Mik crept up on him from the east as that moment came. Couldn't be easier. 
 
    The young man stiffened as cold steel licked his neck. "Uh uh uh, don'tcha turn around, me lad," Mik cooed softly. 
 
    To his credit, the terrified peasant only shivered in response. 
 
    "Lemme tell ye how this is gonna work. I'ma pull me sword back, and yer gonna turn around, and we're gonna have ourselves a chat. What say?" 
 
    "A-a-aye, m-milord," the peasant answered shakily. 
 
    Mik eased back a hair to give the young man his space, and the other turned slowly around. The man's eyes, already wide, doubled in size when he glimpsed Mik's sword. Mik nodded inwardly. It was only his tanto blade -- he'd left his katana with Duffer for safe keeping -- but a peasant wouldn't know the difference. And really, in Mik's hands, there was no difference between the two. He was just as lethal with either blade. Or no blade at all. 
 
    Side track. Get back on target, Mik... 
 
    "Ye see what I gots," he said, and the young man nodded. "Ye knows what I am." Nod. "Gonna have any trouble from ye?" The peasant shook his head -- a little too enthusiastically for Mik's taste, but he believed him. 
 
    "Good," he said, squatting down on his hunkers to a chorus of pops and creaks. He propped up on his elbows, the tanto held out loosely before him. With the blade point, he indicated the peasant take his ease as well. This could take a minute or three. 
 
    "So tell me, lad. Anybody in that army out there know yer family?" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn't long before Denis warmed up to Mik. The old man wasn't too surprised -- he always did have a way with the impoverished and underappreciated. A few kind words was generally all it took. That, and a few haitberries, which Mik had offered from Denis' own pouch, and Denis was quite literally eating out of his hand. 
 
    Turned out, Denis was all alone in this man's army. He was born into a farming family, a rather poor one that worked a land lease just south of Ten League. He'd come to Schel Veylin looking for a way out of his serfdom, only to end up begging on the streets before finally finding meager work as an errand boy for the Rank. That's what he was doing with this contingent. He wasn't here out of any love for the Highest. He was just tired of being hungry and homeless. So when Mik suggested that he pass as Denis' elderly uncle, the peasant was all too eager to please. 
 
    Less than an hour later, and loaded down once more with haitberries, Mik and his newfound nephew made their way back to the Rank army, now almost a league ahead of them on the highroad. So enamoured was Denis with the thought of having something resembling family, that he never questioned Mik on what he'd done with the tanto. 
 
    Thinking of the blade made Mik itch. He reached under his tunic and scratched the spot where the leather tassel, with its silver and granite ornaments, protruded from his armpit, then quickly covered the spot up again before Denis could cast another dopey, giddy look his way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu spent the afternoon squeezing what information he could out of D'prox, which didn't amount to a whole lot. He didn't get much more out of the still-recovering shol'tuk adherents, the survivors of this invisible attacker. They all shared one commonality between them -- that being, they had almost nothing in common. They represented every race, and every skill range. Rawhide hilt, brass, linen, copper, with affinities for bow, spear, bo staff, shuriken, sai, sling -- there was no single common element between them, save only for their Fellowship and their sword. And as varied as the shol'tuk survivors were, their rescuers -- victims themselves -- were just as diverse. They were young, old, rich, poor, male, female, educated, ignorant, Ysrean, Onatae, Mandiblean... nothing to tie any two victims to each other. 
 
    Retzu despaired that he'd ever find a solid lead, until one shol'tuk made the off-handed comment, "The next thing I remember was Tove Jor'ash, holding a dagger under my nose to see if I was alive. That presumptuous barrel of dragon scat is lucky his dagger didn't wind up in his---" 
 
    "Wait. Tove? You woke up outside the Cooper's Horde?" 
 
    "Yeah. What of it?" 
 
    Retzu quickly revisited the others, making note of where they either lost time or awoke. He drew a rough map of Bastion, marking little more than the walls and where the thoroughfares crossed, and then added the Cooper's Horde. Every location the shol'tuk gave him, he then marked on the map. None of the victims lost time or awoke in the same places, but in moments, he had a rough circle in the northwest quadrant of the city. 
 
    His mouth opened slightly in revelation. The rooftop where he'd first engaged Fila... that was there, in the southern section of the circle. As was the alley where Sal and his Unmarked had been ambushed. And the alley where that Unmarked sapphire, Patrys, had almost lost her life. 
 
    He crumpled the map in a triumphant fist, and strode from the guildhouse with purpose. He might not yet know who the assailant was or why he was attacking people, both civilians and shol'tuk alike, but he at least knew where to start looking. 
 
    In the alley behind the house, he stooped to activate the magic in his boots... and he stopped. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    It was what gave his boots the ability to carry him so lightly from rooftop to rooftop. It was how D'prox had spoken to Mik from half a world away. Sal had used it on his attacker, to encourage him to forget him. 
 
    And it was one of the few things that put a shol'tuk adherent at a disadvantage. 
 
    The assailant was a mage, and skilled enough to bring a copper hilt to his knees. Perhaps even skilled enough to bring down a gold. 
 
    Retzu set his chin in determination. D'prox's praise of him was justified -- he was among the best in the Fellowship. But he didn't get to be that way by accident. Any rawhide could learn how to part head from shoulders. To survive long in this life, a shol'tuk needed far more than brute skill -- he needed wits enough to out-think his mark. 
 
    Nodding, he stroked the gems, and his boots lightened with magic. Launching in to the air, Retzu bounded from window to window, catching the roof on the far side of the alley, but rather than heading northwest, he hooked south. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    "Well, yeah, it's just like the inner lining of a waterskin," Sal Whispered through Sapphire as he laid his shoulder into the big oak door. The iron hinges creaked as the door slowly eased open, its rolling bark loud enough to rival Eshira's efforts, many floors below. "All you gotta do is tweak the rune that shapes the field." 
 
    That sounds too easy, Marissa protested thinly from Sal's earring. 
 
    "The most revolutionary ideas usually are. I mean, a nuclear power plant is basically just a big steam engine, and the difference between fireworks and dynamite is---" 
 
    Sal... 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    Idioms. 
 
    "Oh, yeah. Right. Anyway, have fun." 
 
    You too. I love you. 
 
    Sal pushed himself off the stubborn door to take in the room that it now revealed. He stood there silently for a moment, marveling at his discovery, before offering an almost breathless "I love you, too." 
 
    The expansive room stretched far enough in either direction that he could see the curvature of the Spire's outer wall, and was chock full of neatly arranged books and papers and bric-a-brac. A desk sat across the room from him, conspicuously clear of debris, with the few papers remaining stacked and angled precisely with the corners of the desk. The wall beyond sported a slotted window that reminded him of shutter shades from the 80s, with narrow granite bars packed closely together, and angled to allow an observer to look out while hiding him from those outside wanting to look in. 
 
    The library -- or office, maybe? that of the Spire's commander? -- easily held as much accumulated knowledge as any room in the Archives. The secrets within represented an incredible find for the Cause, and would certainly give them insight into the upper levels of the Earthen Rank, to include any weaknesses they or the Highest himself might have. 
 
    But that was supposed to be here. Sal had expected as much. That's not what caught his eye. 
 
    Rather, it was the placard that hung above the slotted window, and the sword set that hung affixed to it. 
 
    The blades were obviously shol'tuk, as evidenced by the slight curvature of the single edged weapons, but they weren't the typical katana and tanto that he was used to. It seemed as if on both swords, the blade, handguard, and hilt were of a single piece, rather than the wooden handle that the shol'tuk weapons normally sported. Also, there were no windings on the hilt. Instead, the steel handgrip was intricately designed, and laden throughout with tiny soulgem chips, held in place with silver settings. It was truly a breathtaking set. 
 
    So breathtaking, in fact, that he never realized that he was no longer alone. 
 
    "Probably the most orderly library I've ever seen," Eshira said, startling Sal nearly out of his boots. If the dragon girl noticed, she never let on. She just fingered a stray lock of green hair back behind her scaled and pointed ear, her eyebrow quirking slightly as she scanned the room. She seemed almost impressed. Almost. "Humans are typically so... chaotic." 
 
    Sal huffed noncommittally, doing his best to shake off his surprise, and moved toward the sword set. The hilts were oddly warm to the touch, as if they'd been recently held, even though the light sprinkle of dust on the blades said otherwise. Looking closer, he found that the tanto had an additional adornment -- a single leather tassel, divided by a strip of silver with embedded granite chips. 
 
    He squinted as he drew the tassel within inches of his face, his breath quickening as he did so. The markings on the silver were too small to make out, but he knew what they were, regardless. They were runes. 
 
    Granite runes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal made a passing attempt -- a valiant attempt, he thought -- to search the desk and surrounding areas of the room, but he couldn't stay on task for longer than a few seconds without pausing to consider the sword set, standing propped against the near corner of the desk. After about the fifth attempt to redirect, Eshira loosed a very draconian growl. "We may as well pull the spit from the hearth," she grumbled. 
 
    "What?" Sal asked, confused. 
 
    "Leave. We may as well leave. You can't keep your eyes off those puny little knives, and I'm starting to get bored." 
 
    She had a point. It wasn't just that they were exquisite examples of shol'tuk weaponry found in the possession of granites, but that one of them bore granite runes -- something that he had been chasing for weeks now. For all the treasures that the Spire might hold, Sal had already uncovered a priceless trove, and he was eager to crack it open and revel in it. Nodding, he snatched up the sword set, the handles somehow feeling right in his hands, and they made their way to the central staircase. 
 
    As they approached the spiraled opening, he again noticed the pulsating aura, like a brilliant beam of clear pearl, white with pastel colors shifting throughout, running up through the tower like an axle, and permeating every open space in all directions. 
 
    "What's wrong with you?" Eshira asked curtly. "You keep staring off into nothingness. First it's the swords. Now it's the stairs. I don't suppose they have stairs where you come from?" 
 
    "You don't see that light?" Sal asked, surprised. 
 
    The dragon looked confused for a moment, then signed, an oddly deep sound coming from such a slight form. "I've already told you, dragons are magical, but we can't do magic. Not like you'd recognize, anyway. So, no -- if there's an aura out there, I can't see it." 
 
    "Well, it looks white, like a beam of pearl, but transparent and streaked through with shifting colors," he said, mounting the staircase and descending. 
 
    "Looks like open air to me," Eshira remarked. "Wait, where are you going?" she asked as she followed Sal past the landing that lead to their makeshift door. 
 
    "I want to see what's down there. Won't take two minutes." 
 
    "Yeah, well, you haven't been able to concentrate for two minutes since you found those swords. What makes you think... you... what..." 
 
    Sal turned in midstride and looked back at Eshira, just as she lurched to one side. She threw out a desperate hand, catching the rail in a death grip. Sal watched in revulsion as her hand -- her whole body -- bubbled slightly, with the coloration darkening and lightening in turn. It was as if her body was in revolt, trying to recapture its draconian bulk and splendor. 
 
    "Are you okay?" he demanded, rushing back. 
 
    "Do I look okay?" she snapped -- weakly -- her pain evident.  
 
    Pulling one of her arms around his shoulders, Sal started to lead her back up the stairs. "I'm trying to help, so try not to spear me..." 
 
    It took twice as long to go back up the stairs as it had to go down them, but Eshira's body seemed to protest less and less with each step. By the time they reached the landing where they had entered, she had pulled away from Sal and was walking on her own -- shakily, but independently. 
 
    Reaching out to Emerald, Sal touched her shoulder and wielded. The dragon shrugged her reluctance at first, but acquiesced. She cast her eyes back down the stairwell, a look of true fear widening her reptilian orbs. "Salt of the Abyss, what's down there?" 
 
    "Nothing good for you, whatever it is," Sal said. "I can always come back later. Let's just get you home." 
 
    Not trusting her strength to carry him -- or her, for that matter -- Sal switched to Amethyst and led the way out the hole, turning in midair to eyeball the dragon as she made her exit. 
 
    Eshira followed, leaping recklessly from the hole and transforming as she fell, finally regaining her form far too close to the ground for Sal's taste. She batted her monstrous wings a few times and shook her head as if to clear the cobwebs, then climbed back to his level. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to cover the miles to the Camp of the Unmarked, but it seemed to take a lot longer. Sal glanced at Eshira every so often to make sure that she was still aloft. The dragon didn't like the attention one bit -- she mumbled something about "an invalid" that Sal didn't' quite catch -- but Sal kept his vigil. By the time they touched down in Caravan, she was well and truly irritated. 
 
    "It's not as if I was going to drop out of the sky, milord Prism," she spat. "I've been taking wing since before your grandparents were born, milord Prism. If I thought for a second that I would---ah, hello, Menkal," she detoured dramatically, switching from bark to purr so fast that Sal had to wonder just how much of her rant had been real and how much had been for show. 
 
    Not that it mattered now. He was nowhere on her radar. Menkal -- an embarrassed, foot-shifting Menkal -- was the only thing she could see. The two were hip-deep in conversation before Sal could even acknowledge that his part of the conversation was over. 
 
    It was just as well. Hefting his prize before him, the steel hilt sparkling in the sparse rays of the sunset, he set off to find Marissa. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu nodded at the constables as he stole through the southern gate and into the Commons. There were a few shouts of surprise, and even a demand that he halt and state his business, all of which the assassin ignored. Those constables that knew Retzu would know his business. They would suffice to acquaint those few who did not know him. Not that it really mattered. There wasn't a single guard in the city with the stones to press the issue and actually cause trouble for the Fellowship of the Silent Blade, no matter how they blustered. 
 
    The assassin followed the Mainway past a handful of shops, ducking into the first alleyway he came to. Picking a likely spot for his ascent, he paused, fishing his new ring from his belt purse. It was a simple thing -- banded silver and a single stone; Marissa hadn't had time for anything more -- but it would do just fine. 
 
    If, in fact, it would do at all. And there was only one way to find out. 
 
    He slipped the ring back into his pouch then, stroking the gemstones on the cuff of his boots, he leapt into the air, catching the minuscule footholds that the alley walls provided. 
 
    He found the rooftops in a pinch, then raced west and north, angling just enough to keep the setting sun out of his eyes as he hopped lightly from thatch to shingle to slat and back to thatch. Some roofs were small enough to jump completely over, if Retzu had wanted to, but he decided against it. Some roofs were in poor enough repair that they could barely support him skimming across them. He didn't want to chance more than the slightest of magically lightened landings, when at all possible. 
 
    As he neared the western branch of the Learned Concourse, he spied a rooftop with shallow eaves -- and its sturdy twin, across the street -- that he knew well. He adjusted his angle and caught the roof's closest edge, giving him plenty of room for a running start. He pumped his legs furiously as he crossed the clay-shingled surface, sprinting out to the very edge of the eaves before he jumped. He passed at full extension over the merchant traffic far below. A few of them were lucky enough to catch a glimpse of him -- a man in black that flew like a bird across an impossible chasm. Of course, they'd turn excitedly to whomever was close enough to hear, and their neighbor would dismiss the exclamation, chalking it up to amethyst travel. "But no! Amethysts don't fly this fast!" they might argue, and on and on the discussion would go. Retzu had heard bits and pieces of it over the years, and it made him chuckle most every time. But not tonight. 
 
    The sun was just wetting its feet in the bay when Retzu came to the area that he'd marked on his map, the circle just northwest of the Cooper's Horde. He was far enough into that area now that the scent of meatpies had come and gone with his passing. More's the pity. This could be a long night. 
 
    As the daylight died, slowly giving over to twilight, he scanned the area, and scanned, and scanned again, marking the gaps between the rooftops in his mind. He pictured the whole region -- the buildings, the alleys, the spots where the varied ambushes took place. Over there was where he'd first run up on Fila, slicing her bowstring with a shuriken. And over there, the miniature mansion where his sword sister died. At his hand. 
 
    Emotions threatened to overtake him, and he shook his head furiously. There'd be time enough to grieve, to properly grieve, later, when his time with the Cause was finally done. Thumbing the moisture from one eye, he continued his survey, his gaze coming around from Sal's ambush site to where that young sapphire, Patrys, had almost died, and on to the north--- 
 
    Retzu jerked his eyes back. 
 
    A bundle of thatch sat there, pushed slightly awry from its fellows. Near the top of the bundle, an indentation, and next to it, a darkened patch. Blood, maybe? 
 
    A grin stretched wide across the assassin's face. Slipping Marissa's gift from his pouch, he donned it and crept forward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Patrys dropped lightly from the rooftops, just moments ahead of her prey. She'd been watching the alcove since Firstweek, certain that someone would come to collect -- and destroy -- any evidence that remained of their part in Cedric's death. It seemed her patience was about to pay off. 
 
    She lounged behind a pile of discarded crates, marking the whispers of booted feet coming up the twilight-darkened alleyway toward her. Seeing the barest outline of a body, she wielded, extending her influence like a bubble around her, filling the alcove. The rhythm of the footfalls didn't vary in the slightest as they crossed into her bubble, didn't slow with notice as their owner came into full view of the sapphire mage. She was getting better at this. 
 
    The boots were ragged, and belonged to an equally ragged outfit, clothing an incredibly ragged man. He could easily pass for any of the hundreds of beggars that lived between the Academy and the southern wall. But Patrys wasn't fooled. His demeanor, the commanding way he walked and the air of confidence he exuded, put the lie to his disguise. He was no more a beggar than ryegrass was wheat. 
 
    The man crossed the cobbles with purpose, angling straight for the cloth draped body near Patrys. He pulled back the linen to reveal the body of the granite mage, still half buried in the alley floor by his own interrupted magics. The portion that remained above the cobbles had only just begun to putrefy, testifying to granite longevity, even this long after the mage's death. The flesh had grown slightly discolored and misshapen. The shroud had kept the cloud of flies largely at bay, but a few had found their way through the folds, as evidenced by the small colony of maggots that had taken up residence. 
 
    Odd. Once upon a time, the sight would've filled Patrys with revulsion. But now, she was barely moved. 
 
    The stranger rifled through the granite's robes, easily at first then more frantically, as if in frustration over something that he'd expected to find. Patrys straightened a bit to get a better look, and she bumped the crates that gave her cover. A piece of rubbish tumbled off the pile and onto the cobbles. 
 
    The man's head came up instantly, eyes leaping to the pile of garbage. To Patrys' hiding spot. To Patrys. 
 
    She stood unmoving. Her special brand of camouflage had failed her from time to time, making it necessary to fight off those she had only intended to spy on. She was well exposed behind her cover, head and shoulders in clear view of the stranger. If her spell failed, there'd be no mistaking her for a box, or a door, or a wall, or whatever else her magic might hide her as in the man's sight. 
 
    After a moment, the stranger cast eyes down both ends of the alley, then back to the corpse, once more oblivious to his observer. "Where is it?" 
 
    Patrys' fingers slid to her throat. There, on a leather thong dangling below her scarf, hung a granite spear tip very similar to the finger-length blades that had made up the spell that had torn her throat out. Many of those had disintegrated shortly after the granite mage had met his end, but a few remained -- shattered bits of the part of the spell that had solidified, scattered across the alcove between the granite's body and the far wall. Some were stuck to the cobbles with dried blood. But the one she wore was different -- just as keen as the spelled blades, but bearing the family crest of House Cyphem. She didn't know why the mage had worn it, be it talisman or signet or trophy of past victories. Whatever the reason, it gave her an idea of where to look next for her would-be assassins. But she wanted more. She knew somebody would come to claim the body -- or the evidence, anyway. All she had to do was wait them out. 
 
    Not finding the spearhead, the presumed beggar drew out a pendant of his own, this made of sapphire. He stroked the silver setting, and the stone began to glow. "Lord Heramis. It's not here." 
 
    What do you mean? came a response, the voice booming even from the far side of the magical connection. 
 
    "I mean du'Cyphem's body has been picked clean. Probably scavengers, if not the Unmarked that were guarding the scene over the last few days." 
 
    The pendant sighed. Very well. Dispose of the body, then see to the manor. No doubt the rabble presumes that Uncle was part of the granite contingent, and will head to the Spire for answers. That gives you some time. 
 
    "Are you sure, milord?" 
 
    The sapphire paused briefly, then affirmed, Burn it. Burn it all. 
 
    The pendant winked out as the would-be beggar took to his feet. Standing with hands akimbo, he considered the body before him -- probably trying to figure out how best to burn a body that was half-buried in stone. 
 
    He'd never have the chance to decide. 
 
    Patrys strode forward, discarding her spell. Immediately the man noticed her. "Where did you come from?" he demanded. 
 
    The maimed Unmarked nodded to a bloodstained section of cobblestone. Right there, she Whispered. Yer man there fathered me. 
 
    "You!" he said, his face a hodgepodge of revulsion, contempt, and fear. "I thought you were dead!" 
 
    She raised a hand to her stoma cover, lifting the patch to reveal the gaping hole where her throat should've been. Almost. But not quite. With that, she wielded, wrapping her prey in bands of pure air. He fought viciously as the spell tightened around him, pressing clothes into flesh and limbs into torso, but struggle as he might, he couldn't budge the invisible bindings. 
 
    Fear chased all the other expressions from his face. "It ain't my fault! I was only doing as I was told!" 
 
    I believe ye, she said, though she was sure her tone wasn't so reassuring. Reaching up, she pulled the thong necklace up over her head, holding the spearpoint pendant out before her. This is what ye were lookin' for, aye? 
 
    The color drained from the man's face, and fear gave way to sheer terror. 
 
    Aye, I thought so. House Cyphem. A minor house around here, though its patriarch does hold a mascot seat on the Council. Plenty o' reason to not recognize yer boy here as one o' theirs. So, him bein' a proven murderer, this spear tip coulda meant anything, she reasoned. Why come back fer it, then, if'n it didn't identify 'im after all? 
 
    She quirked a smile. Less'n, o'course, it did. Thank ye fer that, by the by. Saves me from havin' t'dig it outta ya. O'course... there's still th' matter of yer other friend. Heramis...? 
 
    The hysteria in the man's eyes made her giddy. This is what she'd wanted, what she'd craved. The granite had feared Cedric in his last moments. She wanted to strike that same fear in the hearts of his compatriots. 
 
    Just before she snuffed their lives, as the granite had snuffed dear Cedric's. 
 
    The cold from the darkest corners of her heart rose up within her, traveling up her arm to the spearpoint she held. Ice crystallized around the base and grew outward, forming a nub, an icicle. 
 
    A spear staff. 
 
    Yes, tell me about Heramis... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu watched the scene play out, from her odd manner of surveillance to her capture and interrogation of the supposed beggar. She played well on the man's fears, milking every move -- and presumably, every Whispered word -- for its full effect. Truly, he was impressed with the git's resolve. 
 
    But there was resolve, and there was vengeance. You could use the former. The latter used you. 
 
    Sighing, he swung his legs over the eaves and dropped to the alcove below. The sapphire whirled on him, bringing her ice shafted spear to bear. Her gemstone eyes were blue fire set in sockets of rage. They blazed for a moment... and then dimmed in confusion and not a little bit of fear as whatever effect she was hoping for failed. 
 
    "The wind kisses the wheat," he said, holding his hands up before him, and away from his hilt. "I don't think we've been formally introduced. I'm Retzu du'Nograh. I'm a shol'tuk adherent, and Sal's sen'sia." 
 
    Patrys stood silently, the glow of her azure eyes pulsating slightly. Likely as not, she was still trying to cast some sort of spell on him. 
 
    Or Whisper to him? 
 
    "Can't hear ya, sorry," he said. He flipped his hand around to show her the back side, and the simplistic amethyst ring that rested there. "That spell that Sal taught your mate, Cedric? Marissa figured out how to apply it to an artifact. Blocks every spell from Whispering to ice balls to..." He threw his foot forward, launching a stone that lay there on the cobbles, minding its own business. The stone whistled as it flew, right past Patrys' ear. 
 
    ...and ricocheting off the side of the supposed beggar's head. The man went down in a heap, his feet still shuffling in mid-escape. 
 
    "...to bonds of air," Retzu finished. "Sorry for distracting you, by the way." 
 
    Patrys' gaze passed from her prisoner to Retzu and back again. After a long minute, she lowered her spear and released her magics, catching the spearpoint as the staff of ice dissolved into thin air. 
 
    Retzu offered his most reassuring smile and flipped his hand back around, taking care to show Patrys his thumb, pushing into the bottom of the ring, and breaking the skin contact he had with the gemstone on the other side. The ring still produced its null field, but lacking direct contact with his skin, the bubble it produced didn't extend around him fully. 
 
    Of course, as a mage, she should see the change in the aura surrounding him, he thought. 
 
    Interesting little trick there. 
 
    "Aye, it is at that." 
 
    If ye were gonna kill me, ye woulda done it when I wasn't lookin', she Whispered. If I were gonna kill ye, I'da done it soon as ye pulled back the field. 
 
    He chuckled at her bravado, then shrugged graciously. "We could debate the outcome of that fight, but suffice it to say I'm just looking for some neutral ground with you." 
 
    Neutral ground, then. Talk. 
 
    He nodded. "The attacks that've been happening around here. The lost memories. That you?" 
 
    It was. Ye gonna try and stop me? 
 
    "Not unless I have to. I just wanna know why." 
 
    Why do ye care? 
 
    "Way I figure it, our aims are aligned -- at least in one regard, possibly more, if that granite really was of House Cyphem. If I help you achieve your aims, you might not have to attack any more innocents, and certainly no more shol'tuk, which is what I'm after. Everybody wins." She was still listening. Good. "So again... Why?" 
 
    Patrys was still and silent for a moment, then raised a hand hesitantly to her throat. The attacks on Sal... the one that killed Cedric and took me voice... they all came from one place. If I can find that'n... this Heramis fella... She sighed, her stoma cover billowing out from her throat with a hiss. I canna bring Cedric back, nor me voice, but I can make sure Heramis dinna bring such evil upon any other. 
 
    Retzu nodded his approval. "A worthy goal, mate. And one I'd be pleased to partner with you in." He quirked his head toward the would-be beggar, still out cold. "Starting with him." 
 
    Patrys considered him silently for long moments, finally cracking a minuscule grin. The wind bears the seed to new fields. In case ye dinna hear me the first time. Which I kinda hope ye didn't. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sun up, mate," came the voice from the void, drawing Faisal toward ugly, ugly wakefulness. He struggled to push the voice away, to go back to sleep, but a jolt came from somewhere in the void and echoed through his skull. And another -- his cheek, he decided. And another -- a slap? Reflexively, he opened his eyes. 
 
    A man in black leathers squatted before him, jumping in his wavering sight with each strike. The man had a neatly trimmed shortbeard and stache, with obsidian hair pulled back in a tail, draping over one shoulder like it was meant to be there. He had kindly features, for all that they looked chiseled from stone. His eyes had a cheery glint to them, as if lit by a joke that nobody else knew. And the lass behind him--- 
 
    "YOU!" he shouted, scrambling backward as if to retreat into the very wall behind him. 
 
    "Ahhh, there he is," the man in black -- a shol'tuk if ever he'd seen one -- said with satisfaction. He offered Faisal a reassuring, lying smile. "Glad the rock to the head didn't break nothing permanent. Yet." 
 
    "Look, I don't know what she told you, but I didn't do nothing," he gibbered. Gibbered? Yeah, that's what he was doing. And really, he didn't care. He knew the kind of reputation shol'tuk had, and he'd seen more than enough of the sapphire git's manner to know that she wasn't to be trifled with. Oh, he wished he'd listened to Mama and gone to Do Naish. He coulda been a sailor for a merchant ship, or a--- 
 
    We were talkin' 'bout Heramis before we were interrupted, said the lass, in that monstrous way she had. Speaking into his head without ever speaking. He supposed the hole in her throat had something to do with it, but that made it no less creepy. To the contrary... 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about. I---" 
 
    His breath caught in his throat as his head erupted in pain. Blessed Crafter, it felt like she was dragging the tip of a dagger across his brain! 
 
    So I'm creepy, ay? Ha! Dinna think ye've seen me creepy yet. 
 
    "When did he say...?" said the shol'tuk, first confused, then thunderstruck. "You can hear his thoughts? I didn't think that was possible." 
 
    Ye'd be surprised what's possible when ye're forced to make do. 
 
    Ice water filled Faisal's veins as he watched the assassin's face go contemplative... then inspired. 
 
    "Does he have to be thinking things for you to hear him? Or are you able to open him and read him like a book?" 
 
    The lass' grin took on an evil twist as she considered. I canna say, but sure'n I can find out... 
 
    Faisal's breath caught again as she dragged the dagger tip across his mind. 
 
    He screamed as she drove it home. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The updraft tickled her wings as Athnae darted over Bastion, making with all haste for Caravan. She could barely make out what Eshira had said -- only a few scattered thoughts regarding the Granite Spire, and metamorphosis, and pain -- but the images she'd received were all too clear. 
 
    She shrieked as she approached the village green, and rebels scattered like so many mice before a raptor. Her talons had no sooner touched the grass when she Changed. Muscles, scales, and bone reshaped within her, grew smaller, more compact. She wrapped her wings around herself long before modesty would've demanded it, and these too shrunk to fit the body she melted into. She took off at a run almost before her Change was complete. Startled rebels and assorted villagers parted before her. 
 
    She found Eshira sitting on a stool outside of the sapphire Menkal's tent, sipping tea or some such, her eyes doey and locked onto the withered husk of a man. "Did he do this to you?" she demanded, jabbing a bluish finger toward the mage as she stalked forward. 
 
    "No, he didn't do anything!" Eshira insisted. "It was Sal... but it wasn't him either. We were exploring the Granite Spire." 
 
    How did you manage to get in? Athnae Whispered. There was no portal before. 
 
    I... broke... Changed... Athnae watched the Caducean struggle to form thoughts, her Whispers mixing with random images in a jumbled mess. Finally, she gave up, laying a weak hand against her forehead. "Sal got in first. He changed so that he could ooze through the bars. An Emerald thing, apparently. Once he was inside, he lifted me while I Changed into a woman. Then it was just a matter of sticking my talon into the window and... Changing back," she finished, beaming with accomplishment. 
 
    "And that hurt you?" Athnae asked incredulously. 
 
    "No. That was after we were inside. Sal started to go down to the lower levels of the Spire, toward some aura that he saw..." 
 
    Blessed Crafter. "How did he describe the aura?" 
 
    "He said it was white, like a beam of pearl..." 
 
    "With rainbow colors?" 
 
    Eshira's scaly brows furrowed. "Yes. Exactly. How did you know?" 
 
    "What you found was somewhat dangerous to dragonkind," she said, neatly sidestepping the question. It probably wouldn't hurt to explain things to her, but the Master had been adamant that the diamond mage learn everything he must learn in his own time, by his own discovery. Anything she told Eshira might find its way to the Prism, and hinder him in his growth. "Your thoughts will return to you in a day or so, but you must rest." 
 
    "Yes, but how---?" 
 
    "Rest," she commanded gently. "Milord mage, you'll see to it, yes?" 
 
    "Yes, of course," the sapphire averred, accepting the command without question. Either he knew the answers Eshira sought, or he understood why Athnae was reluctant to render them. In either case, she trusted him to keep faith with her. Eshira obviously didn't like being denied her answers, growling under her breath as she was, but she too nodded her acceptance. 
 
    Satisfied that Eshira was none the worse for wear, she excused herself and angled toward the southern border of the encampment, the closest open space she could find. She could've returned to the village green, but she'd already disrupted life in Caravan enough. Much better that she try to steal away more quietly than she came in. 
 
    Master, she said as she walked. 
 
    Athnae, came his reply after a moment. A pleasure, as always. One of your Flight got too close to the hot link, I take it? 
 
    Eshira, she snapped. I really wish you would warn us of these things. She could've been hurt, or worse, had she Changed in such a tight space. 
 
    Pshaw, he dismissed. She'll be fine. It's something that had to happen, anyway, if only for consistency sake. Never fear. She has a long and fruitful life before her with the mage, Menkal, no matter what happens. Two spawn before he passes, if memory serves. 
 
    How do you know these things? she hissed, frustration and disgust in equal measure. 
 
    You know better than to ask, just as I know better than to say. Just keep Eshira from the Spire, and keep this conversation to yourself. The Prism still needs to discover the hot link, but he must do it on his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Sal chewed numbly at his toast, barely tasting the bread or jam as his eyes caressed the etched silver strip and its granite adornments. The marvel of the sword set's steel hilts had long worn off for him. Now, it was all about the tassel. Sure, there was a mystery to be unlocked regarding the set's original owner, but nowhere near the mystery that lay in the granite runes. 
 
    "They're not going to just jump off the strip and sing to you," Marissa commented, scrubbing the cooking surface of her skillet, and dumping the burnt leavings of breakfast onto the grass before her. "The runes, I mean. That we have them is good. But now we have to figure out what they mean." 
 
    "Why don't we just stroke the silver strip and find out what it does?" 
 
    She chuckled, and wiped her hands on her dish towel. He almost wondered if the movement were symbolic of her wiping her hands of his ignorance. "Stroke it how? Where on the strip do you start? Which direction do you run your fingers? How many fingers do you use? Each artifact works differently. They all activate differently. Unless you know what you're doing, and what magical spell to expect, you may never get the spell to activate." She quirked her eyebrow in warning. "Or worse, you could activate it and turn yourself into a slab of bacon. But by all means -- stroke away." 
 
    Sal scowled, as much for his inaction as for her insufferable logic. He very nearly entertained the idea, if only to spite her, but decided against it. Of course, if he had to be turned into a breakfast dish, there were worse things than bacon to be turned into. But he didn't imagine the world would be better off if its only diamond mage died clumsily -- if tastily -- at the hands of his own bullheadedness. 
 
    Sighing, he sheathed the blade in a flourish, and laid it in his footlocker next to its mate. "I need to tell Retzu about them. And soon." 
 
    "Won't he want to take them?" 
 
    "Yeah, but he's my sen'sia. It's an honor thing. And besides, if anybody can tell me anything about them -- and about that tassel -- it'd be him." 
 
    "Well, just in case, I'll see about copying the runes before I head to the Archives. We may not know what they mean yet, but we'll know a whole lot less if he hides the swords away where we can't study them." 
 
    "He wouldn't do that..." 
 
    "He wouldn't?" 
 
    Sal opened his mouth... and shut it again. He honestly didn't know what Retzu would do. He was as variable as the wind. One minute he's running up the broad side of a mountain to avoid responsibility, and the next he's taking leadership of a hopeless rebellion against an immortal tyrant. Show him a set of shol'tuk blades absolutely unlike anything he'd ever seen...? No, he couldn't say what Retzu would do. 
 
    Sal shrugged and stood to his feet. "Either way, I've got time. He's off in the city doing... something, I dunno. I got all day to think about how to talk to him about it." 
 
    It was Marissa's turn to scowl. "I really wish you'd let me go with you," she said for the umteenth time. "You still have no idea what made Eshira lose control like she did. Whatever this 'hot link' is In the middle of the Granite Spire, it can't be conducive to a long and fruitful life." 
 
    "No, I need you in the Archives with Gaelen," Sal said adamantly. "We still need to squeeze whatever knowledge we can from those books before the Earthen Ranks get here. And it's not like I'm leaving you behind. As long as you're wearing that sapphire earring, it'll be like you're right there next to me, telling me how stupid I am." 
 
    She laughed brilliantly, planting a chuckling kiss on his lips, her unruly red hair falling in waves around his face. "At least tell me that you're not going alone." 
 
    Sal smirked -- disarmingly, he thought, though it was probably closer to smarmily. "Of course not. In fact, you might say that my backup is... uniquely qualified." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lightning speared the clouds high above Stormhold, briefly illuminating the fortress' toothy parapets before once again blanketing the walls in darkness. Delana had spotted the walled city the previous afternoon, barely a speck on the horizon where the patchwork autumn forest met the overcast sky. The pulsating patchwork aura of the living city, peopled with mundanes and mages alike, was evident by early evening. About ten leagues out, she made camp, expecting only a few hours rest before setting out again. She'd hoped to reach the fortress before breakfast, but the threatening storm clouds finally delivered. By Midwatch, the rain wicking through her already drenched cloak convinced her that she'd seen all the sleep she was likely to see that night. With bleary eyes she set back out, cloak pulled tightly around her, the storm winds forcing her to travel the rest of the way on foot. 
 
    The hard rain turned the pitiful excuse for a highroad into a sticky soup and played havoc with her amethyst sight, the torrential downpour refracting the energies that normally carried the image of her surroundings. She was careful to stay out of the ruts, but try as she might, she still found the occasional mud puddle. The world wavered and danced before her, rippling sickly through the raindrops. It was all Delana could do to trudge onward to the sucking sound of her boots as she pulled them free of the mud, and trust her wavering magical sight to be better than the pitch black of the early morning. 
 
    About a mile out from Stormhold, the mud track finally gave way to paving stones. Delana sighed, silently thanking the Crafter for the respite, but berating the local government for neglecting one of its major land routes. One would think that the highroad between Stormhold and Jakar'tei would demand greater care, but given the overwhelming popularity of the city's shipping lanes, Delana decided that she should be grateful that the local government at least had the afterthought to pave even the shortest stretch of highroad. Didn't make them any less shortsighted, of course. 
 
    She was still lost in thought when she rounded a stand of violet-glowing ivyleaf trees and came into full view of Stormhold's eastern gates. In her amethyst sight, she saw clearly a quartet of white-lavender skeletons, standing or sitting in various stages of vigilance. 
 
    One of those skeletons bore crimson eyes and aura. Salt of the Abyss... 
 
    She toyed with the possibility of snapping a quick null field about herself -- thanking the Crafter again that the journey to Stormhold gave her opportunity to consider Sal's spell -- but discarded the idea almost instantly. If she was close enough to see the ruby standing at rest, she was close enough for him to see her as well, not just her body heat but also her amethyst eyes, lit with wielded mana. And if she were to vanish into thin air? She might as well sound the alarm herself. 
 
    She studied the area quickly -- one ruby and three mundanes at the shack, a ruby and a sapphire walking the parapet at regular intervals. There was no way she was sneaking in, either through the gate or over it. No, if things went awry, she'd have to take care of it quickly and quietly. She released her magical sight as she approached, effecting as harmless a stance as possible. She liked her chances against the quartet, but she'd just as soon not find trouble where there needn't be any. 
 
    The watchmen turned slightly to "welcome" Delana as she drew closer, their hushed conversation tapering off. "State your business, Violet", the ruby demanded, his manner informal, but not insulting. 
 
    "Centurion, Footman, mornin' to ye both," Delana clipped in her thickest Plainsman accent, noting their respective insignia as she stepped into the light cast off by the shack. She hitched her pack meaningfully on her shoulder. "I got business in Soleis Harbor this Courtin', so I'm need'n t' book passage on a ship, if'n I can." 
 
    As soon as they heard her very feminine voice, both guards' faces shifted from indifference to surprise to a hungry leer. She groaned inwardly. "Well, we can certainly help you with that," said the mundane with a malicious grin. "But what's so important that a nice Southie like you gotta get out in weather like this?" 
 
    "Yeah, come on in out of the wet before you catch your death of cold," the ruby suggested with mock compassion. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the shack, where the other guards had taken notice of the conversation and were moving to join in. 
 
    "Pish tosh, lads, I'm right as rain," Delana said, holding her hands up as she took a step back. "There's no need fer ye t' be concerned fer my sake. I only need t' get int' th' city so's I can be on me way." 
 
    The ruby clicked his tongue sympathetically as his fellows moved to surround Delana. "See, that's gonna be a problem. We're charged with the security of this gate, and we can't open it until Watchbreak but for the most dire circumstances." 
 
    "Ye could let me Lift meself o'er the wall there," Delana suggested, already knowing his response. 
 
    "Sure I could... but the wall watch would cut you down as soon as you were in the air," the ruby countered predictably. "Orders, ya understand. No, the only way you get into Stormhold is through this gate, and this gate don't open until Watchbreak." 
 
    "I wouldn't want t' impose on ye lads," she said as the mundane guards slowly closed the circle around her. She looked each one squarely in the eye, and then cut back to the ruby. She wielded the barest trickle of mana, preparing her spell as quickly as she could without raising suspicions. It was all that she could do to keep her lips from curling in contempt when she spoke. "I been known t' be terrible comp'ny." 
 
    "I'm sure you'll warm up to us," the ruby leered, eliciting laughter from his fellows. 
 
    All at once, the mundane guards reached for Delana. As soon as they made contact, she wielded. Amethyst magic flooded her body, arcing to her would-be captors through their rain-slicked grips. Lavender lightning danced across their jerking bodies and through the puddles at their feet. The mana-borne explosion blew them all back a full five paces. Bodies landed heavily to a chorus of splashes and grunts, the acrid smell of singed hair and burnt flesh souring the air. 
 
    "You little minta'hk," the ruby barked, spinning a fireball her way. His menacing snarl fell to utter astonishment as he watched his magics unravel before his eyes. "How---?" He launched another spell, and another, his disbelief giving way to horror as he watched every salvo evaporate. 
 
    Holding the inverted null field as a shield before her, Delana gave quick glance over it to the parapet above. Behind the stone bulwarks, she caught the barest hint of a lavender skeleton, continuing its slow circuit of its patrol. They hadn't noticed. Perfect. 
 
    She turned her attention to the auric residue around her, erasing all traces of her amethyst magics. "Ye got one o' two choices, lad," she told the ruby as she worked. "Ye can let me in and I can be on me way, and ye can forget ye even saw me, or ye can keep up this pitiful, pitiful attempt t' take advantage of a wee lass like meself, and I'll just end the lot o' ye right here an' now, a'fore ye can so much as holler fer backup. I can e'en make it look like the storm done it," she added, raising her splayed hand between them and dancing her amethyst magics from one finger to the next for dramatic effect. 
 
    The ruby gave a petulant frown. "What's to stop me from sounding the alarm once you're inside?" 
 
    "What? You tellin' yer superiors that you let a git slip past ye, and beat yer fellows int' the mud to boot? I suppose you could..." she speculated, then added with an evil grin, "...but if yer best magics canna e'en touch me, let alone hurt me, how powerful must I be? What could I do t' those who betray th' trust I place in 'em?" 
 
    "S-Soleis Harbor, you said? You'll want to talk to Harker, captain of the Trident. You can find him at the Gill and Gull, near the wharf." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Rank guard was most accommodating, more than eager to see the strange amethyst on her way. And true to his word, he raised no alarms, even after she'd left him sniveling outside the gate. 
 
    Such a sweet young man. 
 
    The streets of Stormhold were just as foreboding as the roads leading to the fortress, with the storm above only adding to the atmosphere of dread. The cobbled lanes were lit by ruby lamps, and what they did not illuminate, Delana's soulgem did. Human, dog, and rat skeletons still wobbled through the rain, but she greatly preferred the wavering view to one cloaked in shadow. Apparently, the skeletons did not. They skittered away like cockroaches as she drew near, sparing her not so much as a sidelong glance. 
 
    The streets remained more or less deserted as Delana made her way through the northern districts. The shops and residences, painted and decorated gaily enough to be visible even in the gloom, were about as respectable here as they were likely to be anywhere else in the walled city. Which wasn't saying much. Stormhold had always had a rather sour reputation, even when she'd come here as an academic, and the years had done nothing to make it more appealing. 
 
    She turned onto a side street and spied a street fountain in the middle of the next intersection. She remembered it from last time. It had been one of her landmarks to finding the inn. It was made of marble, snow white shot through with gold veins, and it had shown brilliantly in the perpetually stormy weather. But as she drew closer to her destination, her pulse quickened. Even from this far away, the fountain ahead of her looked... off. 
 
    Reaching the intersection, she realized why, as she stared in disbelief at the inn sitting across the street from her. 
 
    Or, not sitting. 
 
    The building she'd once stayed in -- had found her clues in, had laid to rest her search -- that building was gone. Instead, a crumbling ruin sat in its place. 
 
    The remaining structure told the tale. Its beams and rafters were long gone, save only for a few charred ribs, sticking up from the brick and mortar foundations in odd places. Even that foundation was pitted and gapped, charred in some spots and completely missing in others. Delana had seen this particular scene -- had caused similar to this -- often enough that she didn't need to hear the building's eulogy. It had been struck by lightning. What could burn had burned, and what couldn't fell in on itself, taking with it any hope that she could find some answers there. 
 
    The city watch tolled the bells for Watchbreak, at the precise moment that lightning crackled from one corner of the sky to the other. 
 
    Well, if that didn't fit her mood... 
 
    The reason she'd come to Stormhold hadn't changed. True, the inn where she'd found the ring and other effects was gone, but she never really believed that the inn would reveal any more secrets than it had the first time. Her planned visit to the inn was more about making sure her moorings were all tied off. Her only real lead was still the vi'zrithi ring. 
 
    So she needed to find a vi'zrith. But where? 
 
    The vi'zrith were an aquatic race. They looked human enough, or so Delana understood -- spindly, fair skinned, with fine hair on their heads and little if any on their bodies. In fact, if you didn't see the gill slits on the upper part of the neck, behind the jaw, they could easily pass for human. Especially in Stormhold, where the culture thrived on water and secrecy. 
 
    But they were an aquatic race, so it stood to reason that however they hid themselves among humans, they would do so near the water. 
 
    With the barest glint of an idea, Delana set out for the wharf, plotting as she went.  
 
    The streets were starting to fill with the daily press of humanity, looking to start another toilday, when she reached the Gill and Gull, the tavern that the ruby guard had directed her to. She mounted the porch and angled toward the open doorway when a faint misting of amethyst gave her pause. 
 
    The aura that flowed from the common room was diffuse, piecemeal, following the general layout of the room but not following the exact lines of the building. It quite reminded her of a roiling fog, hanging close to the ground with some billows thicker than others. Each lilac-colored eddy was anchored to a brilliant gemstone chip hidden deep within the structure of the building itself, visible only to her amethyst eyes. 
 
    "In or out, it makes no difference to me," came a gravelly voice from the bar, where sat a man pouring over a stack of papers, not even bothering to turn his emerald eyes her way. He simply hunkered down within his long coat, the collars turned up against the chill wind coming in through the doorway. A serving wench, who Delana took to be the lady of the inn, bussed the counter opposite him. "But out gets nothin' done, and this day already looks to be busy," the mage added. 
 
    When Delana made no move to enter the tavern, he shot her a brief glance, then caught the wench's eye and nodded. The woman poured a steaming cup of what appeared to be blackbrew and set it at the end of the bar. "First one's on the house," she said, implying that the next one would not be. 
 
    Delana weighed her options. Rushing headlong into a null field certainly wouldn't be her first choice. She briefly toyed with the idea of employing her unique variant of that same field, but quickly dismissed it. She could create a bubble around herself that would push back the effects of the amethysts, even to include the emerald and his wench, but she was loathe to reveal the existence of this new talent to the world at large. After all, they were on equal footing as it was. The last thing she wanted was to leave herself vulnerable to emerald magics, especially while dividing her concentration between the field and whatever counterattacks she might offer. She was reasonably sure that even within the common room, she could deploy her inverted field within her own body and extend it outward, so she decided it was far better to keep that advantage hidden as long as possible. 
 
    Not that it made her feel any better about her situation. There were still more unknowns here than there were with the guards at the gate. So, still dreading the possibilities, she swallowed hard and stepped forward. She barely suppressed a shudder as she felt the amethysts in the room taking effect. 
 
    The man at the bar watched her askance, nodding slightly in satisfaction. "They're for my protection and yours. We get quite a few mages, even here in this part of town. Well..." he paused, looking up thoughtfully, his gaze locking on nothing in particular. "I can't think of any part of town that's particularly safe, but if there were one, this wouldn't be it." 
 
    "Tis not a complete null field," Delana remarked, careful to remember her accent. "There's patches where I could still wield Amethyst, if'n I wanted to." 
 
    "Yes, but not easily, and not for any significant distance," the man affirmed, finally looking at her squarely. The man wasn't old, per se, but he was grizzled and worn. His balding head was rimmed with wispy black strands, enough to give the general impression of hair but not much else. His skin wasn't wrinkled so much as it was leathered, toughened by years of life by the sea. He had the look of a sailor about him, thin yet solid, but his complexion seemed much too light for that. 
 
    "Besides, milady amethyst," he said with a knowing wink. "I'm sure you know enough about null fields to know that I'm not entirely defenseless myself." 
 
    "Indeed," Delana admitted with a wry grin. "I was told I could find Harker here." 
 
    "Aye, you can," the man replied. "What's your business with him?" 
 
    "I'm need'n to book passage t' Soleis Harbor. And... I'd like t' go by way o' th' Maw." 
 
    "Ach, you would, would ya?" he chuckled. He shrugged, then nodded and met her stare. "Alright then. Why would Harker choose to run the Maw, if you just want to go to Soleis? Why not go the southern route? Skirt the coast near Trunk and Tusk?" 
 
    "Why'd a stranger want t' know?" she countered, playing on her hunch that this man was Harker himself. 
 
    "Why would a Plainswoman from the Delta take on an accent that was clearly thicker than her own?" he parried. 
 
    Delana blinked her amazement, then her appreciation. The man was sharp. She decided any further charades would only insult his intelligence, and make her request that much harder to see fulfilled. "I need to find a vi'zrith," she said finally. "Seems like a ship that would run the Maw would have a vi'zrith working on it." 
 
    Harker's face went stony -- not malicious, per se, but very guarded. "Ansley, give us a moment, if you please." 
 
    The wench pressed her lips thin, but said nothing. Instead, she turned to Delana. "Morning kettle's gonna be grits, eggs, and cubed ham. Also got bread and ham gravy. Fish at High Sun -- after the first catch, if you're still here." 
 
    Delana shook the rain from her cloak. "Morning kettle would do me fine, thanks." 
 
    "Sunny or shady?" the emerald drawled as Ansley departed. "If you don't mind my asking." 
 
    "Pardon?" 
 
    "You've told me what you want, but you haven't said why," he elaborated. "There's only two types of people come to this inn looking for the water folk -- crooks and hunters. And you're no crook." 
 
    Delana schooled her face. "No, I'm not." 
 
    "So you're a hunter. And there's only two kinds of business a hunter does -- that which can be done in the light of day, and that which is better left in the shadows. So... sunny or shady?" 
 
    "Sunny... I think. I'm looking for someone that my husband once loved very much." 
 
    Harker loosed a rough laugh. "Sounds more shady to me. I dunno. See, the vi'zrith are a very particular people, and they..." 
 
    A most amazing scent caught Delana's attention, drowning out Harker's waffling. Seconds later, Ansley returned from the kitchen with a bowl of her morning kettle, setting it before Delana. She hadn't realized just how hungry she was, living for days on trail rations. But now, with the bowl before her, she was utterly ravenous. 
 
    "Here," Ansley added, handing Delana a towel. "You'll catch your death if you don't dry that mop on your head." 
 
    The amethyst thanked her, and ran the towel over her dripping hair, then around the front of her neck. She was bundling her hair in the towel behind her head when she noticed Harker staring at her chest. Not leering -- she half expected that in this town. But, staring, his expression somewhere between confused and severe. What...? 
 
    "Alright, I'll do it," he said abruptly. "I had a run planned for the Sentinel this week anyway. We can leave with the tide, if that suits you. After Ansley's High Sun fish, of course." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tightly drawn bits of the metal barricade gave way to the sparsity of open air as Nestor Merged with the door to join Jaeda in the room beyond. Free of the metal, he employed Clarity -- a compulsion for him, now five days since being freed from Marissa Loh'tein's shackle. Having been deprived of Clarity for... 
 
    "Oh, my," he whispered, running the calculations in his head. From Sunglory 6th to the Goldenleaf 36th. Fourteen weeks. A month and a half, not counting two Festivals. He'd secretly cherished his times of Clarity, few and far between as they had been under the Highest. They offered a most wonderful respite from the morose Granite view of the world. So for him to be deprived of that respite, and for so long, was even more torturous than his captivity. Small wonder, then, that he now employed it with abandon. 
 
    Not that it offered any particular insight for him this morning. Cao Tzu's latest assignment already seemed like more of the same. 
 
    "You say something?" Jaeda asked, already well into her search of the room's contents. 
 
    "Just expressing my awe at how... common this room is." 
 
    "Oh, come now, Nestor," she chided. "This is only our first room of the morning. At least give it a chance to impress you with whatever secrets it might be hiding." 
 
    "After thirty-odd rooms just like it this week, I can't imagine this one having any more 'secrets' than we've already uncovered," he scoffed before giving himself over to his work. 
 
    He was only half-kidding. This room was so like the others, in that it had desks and bookshelves and standing panels and pedestals with glowing lights and moving pictures. It was a pure marvel the first time he'd seen its like. And the second. And even the third. But after so many marvels, he was having a hard time finding it marvelous. 
 
    How odd that the extraordinary could become ordinary so quickly. 
 
    As was their way, Jaeda took the desks and panels to the right and Nestor went left. Their mission seemed simple enough -- to learn about the facility, its purpose, its function. Cao Tzu seemed to think that it would be important someday, but for as amazing as the facility was, Nestor felt like he was entirely out of his depth. He could read the script on the pages and panels just fine, thanks to Clarity, but none of it made any sense. The most he'd been able to puzzle out was the once-name of Aeden's Garden -- Eden Project, though even with that, the name held a significance that the builders often alluded to but never explained, as if its meaning should've been obvious. 
 
    His frustration, in a nutshell. Everything worth learning, the builders expected you to already know. 
 
    Nestor sighed. Four days worth of turning over the past, and he was no closer to understanding--- 
 
    A disembodied chirp sounded, and the large dais in the center of the room sprung to life. Jaeda stood stunned on its far side, her finger still pressed to a glowing light in the middle of a panel of such lights. Likely as not, she was wondering what she had done, but unwilling to move her finger for fear that she might undo it. 
 
    And what had she done...? 
 
    The large pedestal glowed a soft white, enveloping its entirety in a milky aura, as if the table itself were made of light. As Nestor watched, bands of multicolored brilliance rose from the surface of the dais, floating upward, leaving lines and structures in their wake. The pedestal's surface took on a certain translucence, and Nestor could see the multicolored bands descending into the table as well. 
 
    In the center of the dais, the bands created a triangle of crystal, seated atop its mirror image in black. Streams of dull white light stretched out from the structure like the spokes of a wheel. They joined the hub to roughly triangular mounds of red, green, blue, violet, and brown, each atop their mirrored counterparts, their placement precise along the outer ring of the dais. A ribbon of blue unrolled from the blue mound, first inward, then wending its way off the image. 
 
    As the bands continued their work, Nestor noticed that the colored mounds on the outer ring were all misshapen, shortened, like sand castles that had collapsed in on themselves by the beating of incessant waves. All, that is, except for the brown structure. This one continued to grow in height, forming a neat peak, half as tall as the crystalline pyramid in the center. The multicolored bands tapered the central mount to a peak as well, and then vanished, leaving behind a completed image. With their disappearance, the crumbled mounds faded slightly, becoming as translucent as the pedestal's surface. The central structures, the brown peak, and the now pulsating stream of white that connected them, all remained solid. 
 
    Jaeda stood motionless a moment longer, then hesitantly removed her finger. Blessedly, the image remained. 
 
    Nestor reached out a hand to touch one of the crumbled mounds near him. His hand passed through it, without stirring so much as an eddy. He reached out to the brown structure as well, then crystalline, to much the same effect, though an angry sound -- not unlike the disembodied chirp -- suggested the action was unwise. 
 
    They were made of light, just as surely as the bands that had given birth to them. 
 
    "What is it?" Jaeda breathed. 
 
    "A map," he whispered. "A map of Aeden." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cao Tzu cinched the leather strap of his pack to Lazul's saddle, then patted his friend's massive shoulder. The dragon shivered at the touch, his blue scales tinkling like crystal. "You know I hate these things," he rumbled. 
 
    "Can't be helped, my boy," Cao Tzu lamented. 
 
    "I could just carry you and your luggage." 
 
    "What? And leave you limited in how you might defend yourself against rogues and soldiers and Crafter knows what else might be in the skies between here and Bastion?" he teased. 
 
    The dragon sniffed. "I'm no fool, Master. You and I both know that if there were anything between here and Bastion, you'd know it before we ever took to the skies." 
 
    The elderly granite chuckled and patted his friend again. "To everything, there is a season, my friend. A time to be free of our yokes, and a time to bear them with grace." 
 
    "But Master..." 
 
    "Just let an old man have his way, Lazul," he said, sympathetic to the dragon's plight, but unwavering. "You know I will, anyway. Might as well make it easier on yourself..." 
 
    His voice trailed off as he felt a shift in the ground beneath his bare feet, and the auras he felt through it. Odd. Nestor and Jaeda hadn't even been in the map room for half an hour yet, and already he felt the map springing to life. 
 
    Blast. The Tobin woman had everything turned upside down. Nestor was two days late in finding the map room -- Cao Tzu actually had to send him there today to keep the time frame manageable -- but then he'd uncovered the map almost a week sooner than he should have. How was Cao Tzu to know when, or if, Nestor would figure out how to...? 
 
    "No matter. Things will right themselves. They have to, eventually," he said under his breath, slipping his feet back into his sandals. Thankfully, Nestor and Jaeda hadn't Merged with the floor, to reach out with their auras to find his. Yet. He didn't expect his good fortune to last, though. Holding onto the saddle horn, he walked up Lazul's proffered foreleg and into his seat. "It's time we were off." 
 
    "You're certainly in a hurry to be gone," remarked the dragon. 
 
    "I don't like how things are happening," the mage explained. "Too unpredictable. The longer I remain, the more likely it becomes that things don't turn out how they should. If I stay, Nestor will eventually ask me questions that for his sake I cannot answer, but if I don't answer, he will become frustrated with my obstinance and ultimately leave Aeden altogether. In either case, Nestor doesn't gain the insight that he needs -- in the manner that he needs to -- and this will all have been wasted time." 
 
    "How can you know that?" Lazul demanded. "Tomorrow hasn't been written." 
 
    Cao Tzu sighed, and second-guessed his obstinance, as he often did when this question came up. They always asked how he could know the things he did. It was inevitable. But how could he tell them without making things worse? He shrugged, and answered the way he always answered. "Live through enough tomorrows, and you eventually come to know what tomorrow brings." 
 
    The dragon harrumphed, threw his wings out, and shook himself, limbering up for flight. "You may be long lived, Master, but you're not that long lived." 
 
    "You'd be surprised," Cao Tzu insisted, as much a regret as a rebuttal. "Now quickly, let's be off, before our friends seek me out with questions I have no intention of answering." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Sal floated through the breach that Eshira had created, releasing Amethyst as he touched down inside the storage room. Aten'rih swooped in through the hole behind him. The Ysrean sported wings of stretched and hairy skin, reminding Sal of a bat -- a barrel-chested, emerald-eyed, hook-nosed bat. 
 
    "'Uniquely qualified?'" the wedge-shaped mage scoffed. "What in blazes is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Well, Eshira started to lose control as she got closer to whatever was downstairs," Sal offered. "You know more about magically changing form than anybody else I know. It kinda made sense." 
 
    "Eshira's not a mage," Aten'rih reminded him. With a sigh, he released Emerald, and the spell with it. Bereft of their magical buttresses, his wings collapsed in on themselves. He shrugged his shoulders, as if to settle the newly returned skin into its familiar shape. "By the Prophets, she's not even human. How could I hope to understand what a hotling can do to a dragon?" 
 
    "It's a 'hot link', and I don't know, but you know this stuff better than me." 
 
    "You couldn't rope one of your scholar friends into this? Surely somebody who's Academy-trained could make better sense of this than I can," Aten'rih argued. "Jaren's a competent emerald, and that aura ought to be enough to draw in any one of Caravan's amethysts." 
 
    "Sure, but you're a soldier." 
 
    "Yeah," he said sourly. "Who better to die at the hands of forces he don't understand?" 
 
    As they made their way down the hall, Aten'rih let out a whistle. He paused at the landing to take in the sight, his emerald eyes blazing. "My, now there's something you don't see every day." 
 
    "I know, right?" 
 
    "Well yes, but... it's not bright white like you described." 
 
    "Sure it is. What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Oh, don't mistake me. It's white when I'm not channeling, but when I look at it through Emerald, I see Emerald," Aten'rih said, his eyebrows furrowing as he tried to piece his thoughts together. "Instead of the white I see when I'm at rest, my magical sight shows it to be a vibrant green -- very pure, very new." 
 
    The mage stepped forward to the inner railing, and reached a hand out into the aura. Sal touched Emerald to see if he could capture what was going on, then Sapphire and Ruby on a lark, but the aura looked the same through whatever soulgem he employed. 
 
    The opalescence parted slightly for Aten'rih's hand, throwing off eddies as it swirled ever so gently upward. "It's completely lacking any sort of decay. It almost looks like the aura that an emerald artifact has, but this aura seems... I dunno... 'unused' is the best word I can come up with." 
 
    "Unused," Sal repeated, rolling the word over in his mind a moment before directing the commander to the stairs. 
 
    He asked Aten'rih to employ Emerald again -- wings, hooves, whatever he found most convenient -- and then they began their descent. Ten steps passed, then twenty, then forty. They reached the place where Eshira lost control, but Aten'rih shrugged and shook his head. Whatever had affected the dragon, it did nothing for the emerald mage. 
 
    They continued their downward spiral, passing landing after landing until they reached what they assumed to be ground level -- a solid floor that covered the full diameter of the central shaft. Here they found doors and hallways, branching off in all directions like spokes, just as the circular landings above. The white -- or green? -- aura emanated up from the very flagstones as if they weren't there at all. Looking across the chamber, they found the stairwell open again at the far side, nearest the inner wall dropping down into the bowels of the earth. Sal and Aten'rih shared a look, then made for the stairs. 
 
    This stretch was much narrower than the previous flights, pitch dark and longer, without any landings to break the monotony. Sal provided a ball of flame to light the way, courtesy of Ruby, but after the brilliance of the beam of pearl he'd seen above, the darkness seemed almost primal, forbidding. 
 
    Finally they reached the base of the stairs, and found only a tiny alcove with a metal door blocking off a single entrance. 
 
    Metal? What the...? 
 
    The door was recessed from the block wall, as if the bricks had been laid around whatever structure the door gave entrance to. The door itself had no knob, but a panel stood out from the jamb about chest high. With no better ideas, Sal pressed the palm of his hand to the panel. 
 
    ...and very nearly yelped in girlie fashion when the metal panel turned translucent around his hand. 
 
    As he watched, a soft white glow poured out from beneath his palm, running from the tips of his fingers to the heel of his hand, then back. The panel gave a very un-magical chirp, and the door slid silently into the wall, revealing a very un-magical corridor lit by un-magical lights. 
 
    What the...? 
 
    He stood there silent for a moment, trying to reconcile what he was seeing, like a vision of a world that no longer existed. 
 
    "Blessed Crafter," Aten'rih breathed. 
 
    "Amen to that," Sal replied. 
 
    Was it possible? Could it be that this world had once been as technologically advanced as Earth was? Even more so, Sal corrected. While some of the corridor's features looked like Earth, others looked like something right out of a sci-fi novel. Whatever the Rending of Heaven and Earth had broken all those thousands of years ago, it had done a fantastic job, if Gemworld was all that was left. 
 
    To his left, just inside the corridor, a flush-mounted plaque adorned the wall -- metal embossing against the stone background. The metal seemed to be writing of some sort, but so severely tarnished as to be nearly indecipherable. Had it not been for the metal standing in bas-relief, its black would've disappeared completely into the black of its stone setting. 
 
    Like impossibly old silver, set within obsidian. 
 
    The writing was complex, more like symbols than actual words, and not in any language that he recognized immediately. But as he drew closer, puzzling out their shapes, the embossing started to make sense. After a fashion. It was like something out of a sci-fi novel, where technology auto-translated somebody's words from one language to another. But that was a machine, regurgitating something that somebody had already said. This was a sculpture, unmoving, not changing into English but able to be read as English. 
 
    "Metaphysical And Neuro... manipulative Auto... restructuring Field Repeater Facility," Sal said thickly. The words may have been hard to read, but they were even harder to swallow. "MerriCorp, established 2241." 
 
    He rolled it over and over in his mind. It fit too perfectly. Too perfectly by far. "M... A... N... A," he said. "Mana." 
 
    "Sal," Aten'rih started. "What..." 
 
    Sal skimmed down past the next few rows -- names, mostly -- until he reached the last line... and froze. 
 
    He could distantly hear Aten'rih peppering him with questions, but he couldn't make out a single one. Not that he had any answers that mattered. None of it mattered. Not now. 
 
    Not trusting himself to have the presence of mind to wield magic, he thumbed his sapphire earring. "Marissa. Tell Gaelen to drop what he's doing and come to the Spire." 
 
    But, Sal, he and Learned Stella are hip deep in a discussion about--- 
 
    "I don't care what he's got going on. I need him here. Now." 
 
    "Sal, what in the Abyss has got hold of you?" Aten'rih demanded. 
 
    "Not the Abyss. Hainin Province, PRC," he replied hollowly. "The People's Republic of China." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor hunched over the map bearing dais, leaning in toward this detail or that, trying to get a better look. Though he was convinced that the map was just that -- a map -- it also seemed very much alive, like a painting that changed with the mood of its subject. The table was littered with moving slivers of green light -- some converging, some retreating, some meandering without any obvious direction. And there were the occasional flecks of green, floating in the air above the pyramids of Aeden. Occasionally, he'd spy a larger fleck, like the blue one he'd seen moments before -- the one with a tiny brown speck on the top. Nestor hadn't noticed the blue-brown blob on the table's surface until it rose into the air and floated away, eventually winking out when it left the outer ring of the dais. It was almost as if--- 
 
    "What are you doing?" he demanded. 
 
    Jaeda had knelt down and Merged her hands into the flooring beneath her. He could feel her aura stretch out from her, emanating in all directions at first, but then narrowing as it found its target. He'd been able to mostly ignore all this, even with the considerable amount of mana she was wielding, but when the steady beam of her aura became a series of rhythmic pulses, he found it intolerably distracting. 
 
    "I'm trying to talk to my brother," Jaeda replied distantly. The string of her pulses continued unabated for a moment longer before she slapped the floor in frustration. "He's not listening. I could feel him for a moment, but then he just... vanished." 
 
    "He's Lifting himself, most likely," he dismissed. "Come, look at this." 
 
    He pointed to the central pyramid, specifically to a segment deep within the shifting colors of its otherwise white brilliance. "What do you see there, near the base of the Tower of Aeden?" 
 
    Jaeda squinted at the image, craning her neck to get closer. "Where? What's it look like?" 
 
    "It's right there, near the root of this eastern arm. A couple of brown specks. Gah!" he growled his frustration. "The colors keep hiding it, like river muck hiding a mussel. If there were some way to... I dunno..." He reached in with his other hand and made a parting motion, as one would to clear away the river muck. As his hands parted, the image of the Tower grew larger, more defined. The rest of the map pushed its way outward, disappearing as it passed the outer ring of the dais. Startled, Nestor jumped back from the table, the map shifting again as he went. 
 
    He and Jaeda both stared at the dais for long moments, then Jaeda slid a hand gingerly back into the image and waved it about. Nothing. She added her other hand, moving them both. Nothing. 
 
    Now curious, Nestor slid his hands back into the map, cupping them as he had before. This time, as he moved, the map moved. Bringing his hands closer together pulled the map in tighter, smaller, and showing areas that had been previously hidden outside the outer ring. Drawing his hands apart again, the map grew larger once more. Further and further inward he pulled the map, even to the point of having to remove his hands and reset their positions. Cracks in the pyramid became corridors. Squares became rooms. Finally, he drew in on the point that he had tried to show her, now clearly two figures in brown -- one with its arms outstretched over a round dais, its ends standing somewhat apart. 
 
    "I think I've discovered what those brown specks were," he said lamely. "Of course, it seems a bit anticlimactic now..." 
 
    Brown specks... 
 
    Nestor became one with the floor beneath him, feeling intently for an aura that he was quite sure he wouldn't find. And he wasn't mistaken, though he sorely wished he had been. He pushed back the borders of his awareness, taking in the whole Tower of Aeden, then further, taking in the grounds of the Garden. Jaeda looked confused for a moment, then Merged as Nestor had, but he had already withdrawn his awareness, turning instead to the map. 
 
    Where is it...? he thought, reaching his cupped hands into the light-born constructs and clapping, drawing the map in smaller. He repeated the action a few more times, until the great Tower was little more than a button on the landscape. Where...? Nestor scanned the "skies" above the map, noting the myriad pinpricks that wheeled overhead, but not finding--- 
 
    "There!" he shouted, shifting his hands and focusing the map on the tiny blue speck, floating all alone. As he drew the image in closer, the blue betrayed the brown speck Nestor had noticed earlier. Closer still, and he could tell that the brown was a speck all its own. 
 
    Jaeda, still searching the auras of Aeden, furrowed her brows in confusion, until shock smoothed them. "Nestor, where's..." 
 
    "Cao Tzu?" he asked pointedly, finally sharpening the map's image of the brown figure, riding atop a winged blue beast, well into the forests of Aeden's Garden and bearing due south. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu lounged in the shade of the Conclave's foyer, his back to the wall bordering the marble steps, with one leg drawn close and the other kicked out. He bit a corner off his meatpie, the savory juices dampening his napkin and cutting a thin trail down the side of his mustache, as he watched the press of civilized humanity going about their business with only the mildest of interest. He really couldn't have cared less about what this jilted patron demanded from that merchant, or how this scholar's payments were past due to that usurer. That was the stuff of rumor and tavern tales -- of no concern to a shol'tuk until there was a price on somebody's head. The comings and goings of the Conclave mattered very little to the assassin. He had only one thing on his mind. 
 
    He took another bite of his meatpie as that one thing passed before him -- a mage, sapphire, late in years with a surly disposition. He cast a lazy eye to the bottom of the steps, where Patrys stood against the central banister. Her sapphire eyes followed the curmudgeonly mage for a moment, studying him, then she met Retzu's gaze and nodded ever so slightly. With that, the assassin rewrapped his lunch, took to his feet, and angled to follow. 
 
    Casually, of course. Nothing to see here. 
 
    The elderly sapphire made his way toward a street hawker, presumably for something to eat. Before he could get there, Retzu laid a firm hand upon the old man's neck. "Hogan du'Cyphem," he said. "Might I have a word?" 
 
    The mage's naturally surly expression deepened at the familiar manner, but smoothed slightly as he took in his audience. "I remember you from the other day," he rasped. "The displaced nobleman who became a shol'tuk... du'Nograh, is it?" 
 
    "You remember," Retzu said, doing his best to sound impressed. 
 
    The mage shrugged his humility, though it was just as likely that he was trying to free himself of Retzu's grip. No such luck. "It's not every day that you meet a surviving member of a lost House. And one from so far away, at that. With all the humdrum that the Council has to deal with on a daily basis, the more uncommon stories tend to stand out." 
 
    "Indeed they do!" exclaimed the assassin, gently nudging du'Cyphem toward a nearby alley. "And no story is as uncommon as the downfall of House Cyphem, is it?" 
 
    The sapphire blustered. "I beg your p---" 
 
    "Such an interesting tale, how one of the most powerful Houses of Bastion fell out of favor with its fellows," Retzu rolled on, cinching his grip down and paying the mage's complaints no mind. "They still tell it in the taverns around here, like the one your cousin Maxus once frequented." 
 
    "Maxus..." 
 
    "Yes. And Leb and Prau -- sad saps that they are. Or were. Oh, and we mustn't forget Faisal, the chap your kin Heramis sent to pick that granite's body clean. That granite... he was of House Cyphem, too, was he not?" 
 
    "How dare you---" 
 
    "Oh, I dare well, thank you," Retzu said, far too casually for the anger that seethed within him. Finally within the mouth of the alley, he slammed du'Cyphem first against one wall, then the other, careful to not let go of the old man's neck. Patrys slid up gracefully a moment later, leaning on the corner nearest the men. Catching the patriarch's eye, she slid her stoma cover to the side. 
 
    Fury raged in the mage's eyes, which grew brilliant with sapphire magic... only to dim again to du'Cyphem's horror. 
 
    "Amethyst ring," the assassin explained, tightening his grip and driving the simple gemstone further into the mage's neck. "Means we can't hear what my lady friend Patrys might want to say at the moment, but nah... I think we can figure it out." 
 
    Panicked, du'Cyphem shouted for help. Not a soul looked their way. The mage shouted again, even more urgently than the last, but to no better response. Retzu fought desperately -- and vainly -- to hold in his laughter as du'Cyphem's horror turned to nightmarish terror as his shrillest efforts failed to stir even the slightest bit of interest. 
 
    "That's gotta be confusing, mate," Retzu commiserated. "Scores of people close enough to smell you pass gas, and not a one of them even knows you're here---" 
 
    "Do what you will to me, but your efforts will be for naught," the sapphire spat, his tone a mixture of fury and desperation. "Divine is the man whose light is darkness." 
 
    Retzu's blood ran cold at the recitation. His grip, already firm, tightened on the old man's neck until it was painful even for Retzu. "What did you say?" 
 
    "Your lives are fleeting," rasped du'Cyphem smugly. "Mine is given to one who is eternal." 
 
    Retzu's free hand dropped to the pommel of his tanto, but before he could pull it, Patrys tapped his shoulder pointedly and held the stone spearpoint before her, dangling on its leather thong. 
 
    "Quite right," the assassin hissed through clenched teeth, then peeled his fingers from his dagger's hilt. He cast a sheepish look at du'Cyphem. "I can be a bit excitable, but Patrys is right. We've got questions, and you've got answers. So please, kind sir. Tell me about your kin, Heramis..." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Highest watched from the shadows, His fury stoked and growing hotter by the second. It's not that He cared for Hogan du'Cyphem. Salt of the Abyss, the man's death would bring Him infinitely more pleasure than his service ever could have! But to think that du'Nograh had beaten him yet again -- and not even the man himself, but his barbaric brother -- such insolence simply would not stand. 
 
    The Highest had thought to look in on the du'Cyphem granite who had been tasked with softening up the rebel leadership, only to have His obsidian vision blocked -- apparently, by the granite's death. The spell the Highest employed to commune with the granite was not like the one that showed Him the Granite Spire. That one had been bought with the blood of the Highest Himself, and was tied directly to the Spire rather than to the lives that occupied it. No, the link with the granite had been more fleeting, tied to the blood of House Cyphem through the gift of a talisman -- the granite spearpoint bearing the House's sigil. Failing the granite's blood, the Highest's spell could not work. 
 
    Or so He'd thought, before the Crafter had serendipitously brought the spearpoint to another du'Cyphem, Hogan, the patriarch of his House. 
 
    He hadn't seen much of the exchange -- just Hogan spilling his fetid guts about his service to the Highest, followed by his indignant march to the guildhouse of the Fellowship of the Silent Blade. Shadows were few along the walk, so the Highest could see very little of it. More than once, He tried to take hold of the shadows within du'Cyphem's body, only to watch His magics unravel. The patriarch did have a soft violet aura about him, betraying the presence of a null field, but he bore no shackle, so the Highest was left to wonder how it was being done. And Obsidian was just as impotent against the du'Nograh brother as it was against du'Cyphem. He suppose He could've killed the sapphire git, the one with the ruined throat, but that would've just been petty. 
 
    The exchange between the Head of Guild and du'Nograh was rather hard to follow, as the only available shadow was on the far side of the room from them. The conversation rose and fell with the guildmaster's ire, alternating between explosive rage and seething silence. Apparently, in his harrowing of the rebels, du'Cyphem had run afoul of the guildmaster as well. Mildly interesting, but nothing particularly useful to Him. 
 
    With a satisfied nod, the guildmaster called his men forward to seize the patriarch. As the assassins led du'Cyphem away from his once-captors, du'Nograh's hand fell from the sapphire's neck... and with his hand went the amethyst aura. 
 
    "How...?" the Highest asked, baffled. Shackles were designed to restrain their wearers, not those that the wearers touched. It would be far too risky, far too restraining for a guard to be warded against magic rather than his prisoner, and so nobody had ever developed such a design. And yet, that was precisely the kind of effect that the Highest was seeing. 
 
    No matter. Hogan du'Cyphem was released from the field, and soon he'd be released from this life. 
 
    He'd no sooner had the thought that the shadow before Him flickered fitfully... then darkened altogether. 
 
    "No..." the Highest said, His disbelief stoking His anger further. 
 
    "No!" 
 
    The Highest reached out to Obsidian, wielding against the shadowed wall, willing it to open to Him once again and reveal His prey. The Highest, the Vicar of the Crafter Himself, demanded it of the shadows. 
 
    But the shadows would not oblige. 
 
    "NO!" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu had to admit, he felt a certain satisfaction as he watched the copper hilts slip the shackle around du'Cyphem's neck, giving his imprisonment a certain finality that it hadn't had under Retzu's ring. No longer needing the gem, he slipped it back into the purse at his belt and turned to his companion, standing across the room, staring out a window at the city beyond. "Sure didn't give us much, did he?" he asked, to nobody in particular. 
 
    "I wouldn't say that," D'prox countered. "You now know who Heramis is." 
 
    "Sure. The son of the general that we'd captured outside of Aeden, who then escaped from us and fled to parts unknown with the granite sister of one of our amethysts. We know that he was feeling out our defenses and resolve for some Earthen Rank response in the near future, but we still don't know when or how, or even if this Heramis will be a part of it." 
 
    "No," the bald shol'tuk conceded. "But you do know that it's not now. And with du'Cyphem in hand, you know that there will be no more attacks from within. Bastion's safe. It may only be for a week or a month, but when trouble comes again, at least you'll see it coming this time." 
 
    Retzu sniffed noncommittally and turned to Patrys. "Shall we?" 
 
    Patrys turned brilliant sapphire eyes upon him, but when she spoke, it was to D'prox. Ye have any idea what it cost me to bring him to ye? 
 
    "I do, lass," the aging shol'tuk affirmed. "His family took your voice from you. I'm sure your desire for vengeance is so thick you can taste it." 
 
    Not vengeance. Justice. 
 
    "Semantics," he dismissed with a wry grin. "They may seem like two different things, but when the one who was wronged is doling it out, the two bleed together. Just know that your concerns won't go unmet. The good patriarch will have more than his fair share of 'justice' by the time we're done with him." 
 
    The young sapphire stood silent for a moment, then nodded. As they headed toward the door, she paused, addressing Retzu's sen'sia over her shoulder. Might wanna bind his hands as well, she added. He aims t' take his own life, and binding his magic will nae keep him from making good on those aims. D'prox nodded his appreciation for the warning. 
 
    The road back to Caravan was a rather quiet one, for all that it was filled with late afternoon traffic -- merchants closing up shop, smithies washing the soot of the day from their bodies, friends and strangers alike greeting each other for the first round at whatever tavern they chose to patronize. And two somber souls, stealing through the press without a word passed between them. 
 
    Retzu snickered at the crude irony. It wasn't as if Patrys would make a sound, somber or otherwise. 
 
    T'is a mite insensitive, is it not? 
 
    "Get out of my head," he chided, though not unkindly. "You gotta admit, there's a certain humor to it." 
 
    Ye'll fergive me if I canna see it, she Whispered, her lips twisting in a grimace, making Retzu chuckle all the more. 
 
    "Life's hard enough without us taking it so seriously. It's only the humor that makes it bearable. You gotta find something to laugh about, or it'll eat you alive." 
 
    So says the solitary twin? 
 
    The comment caught him up for a moment, but as he walked, he turned it over in his mind. There was an irony in that that he had overlooked. 
 
    I thank ye fer yer words, and I'm sure there's a bit o' truth t' them, but I dinna think I can be that girl, she said, her words tasting of bitterness. 
 
    The assassin knew where she was coming from. It was a hard lesson to learn, drawing humor from the humorless, and even harder to practice. Had it not been for Uncle Mik, he didn't know where he'd be. The old man hadn't just taken his family in when the Highest had the court of Aitaxen slaughtered. He hadn't just adopted him, Reit, and Anika when the Highest had come for their parents. He'd taught Retzu to laugh -- something that he had always been good at, but had forgotten. Anika had always been the hopeful one. Reit was the thoughtful one. Retzu... he was the clown. It was in his nature to laugh, but there's precious little to laugh about when your parents are hunted down and executed. 
 
    But Uncle knew. He'd been around long enough to know how to channel all that anger into something useful, something just, freeing Retzu to laugh again. 
 
    Though, Retzu admitted, it did give his sense of humor something of a morbid twist. 
 
    "Tell ya what," he said. "I can't teach you how to laugh again, but I can give you something of what somebody gave me once -- a place to let your anger out so it doesn't hurt others. Or you. Unless, of course, you want it to." 
 
    Are ye sure ye wanna do that? There's a lot that needs lettin' out. 
 
    "I'm rather resilient, my dear," he chuckled, then patted his purse. "Besides, you'll be doing it on my terms." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Sal stretched, trying vainly to work the knots out of his back. He wasn't sure how long he'd spent pouring over his find. The minutes -- hours? -- all seemed to bleed together. 
 
    He vaguely remembered Gaelen showing up as ordered, then disappearing into the bowels of the facility, his expression a laughable mix of awe and trepidation. Sal was sure he bore a similar look.  
 
    Aten'rih also vanished shortly thereafter. Chances were, he beat feet as soon as he found a way to justify it to himself. Not surprising. The big emerald hadn't been all that comfortable with this building-in-a-building to start with, and that unease only got worse when he tried -- and succeeded in -- reading the tarnished writing on the obsidian plaque. 
 
    Partially read, anyway. Apparently, most of the writing appeared as meaningless decoration to the emerald -- obviously symbolic, but serving no purpose for him except to highlight the words that actually stood out to him. But Sal couldn't see those decorations. To Sal, the writing was of a single piece. It still read the same way for Aten'rih that it had for Sal, but just like the opalescent aura, the two mages didn't see the same thing. That didn't sit well with the commander. The last that Sal saw of him, he was muttering fearfully about "mysticism". 
 
    Sal didn't dwell on that particular mystery for long, though. There were far too many other mysteries to distract him. Massive computer screens, tiny handheld devices, panels, relays... room upon room, filled to the brim with the inexplicable, things that would have barely fit in his own world, to say nothing of this one. The whole thing was both intoxicating and unnerving. 
 
    The facility was in pristine condition, without so much as squeaky hinge or a mote of dust. But for the tarnished writing at the entrance, it would've seemed as if the janitorial staff were just on lunch break. With each new room he walked into, he thumbed the power button on any and every appliance he found there. Coffee pots all worked, as did the blenders, stoves, lights, computer monitors, what have you. 
 
    Even the computers themselves booted up. Sorta. They'd come on, but then the screen would say something about an "information hub failure" in that strange generic writing that he'd found on the plaque, and then they'd power back down. That's it. 
 
    No information. Nothing to research, or no access to it if there was. 
 
    He searched through every room he came across, every office, but it became increasingly obvious that the one thing that this facility lacked was paper. Ya know -- the universal medium for permanent data storage. Completely obsolete in such a high tech facility, it would seem, and yet it was the one thing that could actually have told him something. 
 
    Eventually, Sal found himself back in a side room that he'd come across early on, a lounge of some kind, like the waiting room in a fancy doctor's office. Here sat the only paper products in the whole facility that he could find, save for the toilet paper -- a stack of magazines. 
 
    And all were written in what appeared to be Chinese. 
 
    I can't frikkin win. 
 
    At least the magazines had this fancy electronic paper, capable of playing small videos on a loop. He was able to gather some information from these, though to the backdrop of some fairly melodic Mandarin. The clips were all commercials, of course, advertising flying cars or luxury vacation packages or lingerie that could barely claim to be clothing at all. Still, the world that they illustrated seemed so far advanced from his Earth that they couldn't possibly have been the same planet. And yet... 
 
    "Gah!" he growled, slapping the pages shut. He was getting nowhere. All this information, but all of it inaccessible to him. He should've studied Mandarin instead of Farsi. But how could he have foreseen this? Rubbing a rough hand across his cheeks in frustration, he pushed himself off the couch to go see how Gaelen was doing. 
 
    He would've been better off with the magazines. 
 
    He found the Mandiblean in the facility's central chamber -- little more than a large, circular room of grated flooring, bisecting a seemingly bottomless shaft of pure light. Sal tried repeatedly to get Gaelen's attention, but the man just stood there, dumbstruck and turning a slow pirouette, gawking like the village idiot at nothing in particular. 
 
    Quiet. Silent. Not saying a word. Devoid of audible communication. Not giving any indication that he was aware of his surroundings at all, except for his expression of stupid wonder. 
 
    "Gaelen!" Sal shouted. 
 
    The amethyst nearly jumped out of his skin. "Sorry, Sal. You snuck up on me." 
 
    "Remind me never to make you stand guard duty," he grumbled. "Well?" 
 
    "Well what?" 
 
    "What do you make of all this?" 
 
    "What, the auras? I had them figured out a while ago," Gaelen scoffed. "I mean, it was a little challenging at first. As soon as I tried to use Amethyst to examine the aura, the white went violet. I actually had to look past the amethyst aura to see the other auras mixed in. But they're all there, represented as they should be. Well, most of them," he amended. "I don't see a brown aura for Granite, but I do see a yellow one, whatever that means." 
 
    "Yellow?" 
 
    "Yeah, but that's not the interesting part. See, below us and above us, the stream is of a single piece. But for this section here..." Gaelen pointed to the shaft, running his hand floor to ceiling and back. "Here the auras are separate but intermingling, almost like a braid, though it's hard to tell whether they're being unraveled or braided together. If I had to guess..." Sal waited for Gaelen's guess, but the amethyst just shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    "What?" Sal demanded. "C'mon, man. Guess!" 
 
    Gaelen ran a hand through his woolen hair, scruffing his head in bewilderment. "It's as if the separate mana streams are drawn into the braid, and then pushed back out from it again, more powerful than when they went in." 
 
    "Like a repeater," Sal said, thinking back to the building dedication that he'd found just inside the doorway. 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    "A repeater. It takes a weak electronic signal and adds power to it to make it stronger." 
 
    "Elek Tronik?" 
 
    "Oh, c'mon, really?" Sal snapped, exasperated. He threw his arms out to both sides of him. "Look around, man. Monitors. Panels. Electronics everywhere!" 
 
    Gaelen stammered, his eyes panning the room in uncertainty. "I... I don't..." 
 
    Sal rubbed his palms into his eyes, as if he could wipe the frustration away. "Ya know what? I need a break. You stay here and... do whatever it is you can do. Look around. Mess with things. See if you can make any sense out of any of this." 
 
    Sal left without hearing the amethyst's reply. And really, he couldn't have cared less how the mage would've replied. It was all just too weird. Even for him. Even for this place. 
 
    When he first woke up in that prison, he'd been half-dead, so the shock of being in a new world was kinda dulled by, ya know, being half-dead. He'd had time to assimilate as he recuperated. He thought he'd done a bang-up job of it, too. But this... 
 
    He was halfway back to Caravan before he even stopped to consider where he was going. Marissa, Jaren, Menkal, even Retzu -- they were his team, his go-to. What could they possibly tell him that he didn't know? If anybody on this planet could possibly claim to be an expert on the things in that facility, it'd be him. What answers could they possibly give him that he hadn't already considered? 
 
    He looked down at his hand, still bunched tightly around the futuristic magazine -- FUTURENOW, read the title in those strange, self-translating letters, as if taunting him that the rest of the book was in non-translating Chinese. 
 
    The publication wasn't just out of place in Sal's new world -- it was out of place in his old one. As was the "repeater" facility itself. The plaque in the entryway said that the facility had been built in 2241, so not only was the building from a different world, but also from a different time. 
 
    What was Sal supposed to do with that? 
 
    In the back of his mind, he knew he was starting to freak out, but he had no clue how to stop it. It seemed ridiculous that something like this would push him over the edge. What? Finding the impossible in a world filled with impossibility? Must be Friday. Or the last Toilday before Endweek. Whatever. He had magic, and winged horses, and frikkin dragons. What's a smart magazine or two among friends? 
 
    He needed to get a grip. 
 
    It didn't register that he'd made it back to camp until he blew into Marissa's tent, his home-away-from-barracks. "Excellent timing," the redhead said without looking up from where she was studying the swords Sal had found. "I've got some chowder in the kettle that's almost ready. Family recipe. It actually calls for Inland Sea snapper, but Ysrean rockhead isn't all that diff... What?" she cut herself off as she stared at Sal. 
 
    He tried to say something -- anything -- but the words just wouldn't come out. What could he say? I found a building inside the Spire that comes from my world but from my future, and hey look, I got a magazine that I can't read with a title that I shouldn't be able to but do? 
 
    His eyes fell again to the swords before Marissa, the katana and tanto with the steel hilts and granite tassels. He stood there for a moment, considering, then he tossed the magazine on his pallet and turned on his heel. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Marissa asked. 
 
    "To get a grip." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu and Patrys walked on in a comfortable silence. They were quite the pair, Retzu observed with a smirk -- an apathetic brute and a hot-headed git half his age, bound by the desire to protect their loved ones. Or to execute murderous revenge on Patrys' part, which basically amounted to the same thing. 
 
    She was definitely something else. Give her a few years to ripen, to throw off the childish features of having not enough summers, and he'd likely have walked up to her in the tavern, bought her a mug, maybe bounced her on his knee. Well, until he noticed the gaping cavern that was once her throat. But there again, it did give her a unique quality that was oddly attractive, despite how repulsive the wound itself was. Such an interesting combination. 
 
    They rounded the corner, and found Sal in the street in front of his tent, working through his katas. Retzu shook his head slightly in spite of himself. Sal's steps were erratic, his reach overextended. The assassin wasn't sure what was weighing on his sodu's mind, but the one-eyed mage was obviously distracted. 
 
    "Patrys," he said, instantly inspired. "Lesson One in discipline -- taking advantage of opportunity." With that, he strode forward, motioning the sapphire mage to follow. 
 
    "Sodu, attend," he commanded as he close the distance. To his credit, Sal stumbled not in the slightest, instantly sheathing his katana and coming to attention, entering shol'zo masu as if he had meant to do so all along. Whatever had Sal out of sorts, it wasn't so weighty that he had lost control of his faculties. He was just letting off steam. 
 
    So much the better. 
 
    "Sen'sia," Sal said, eyeing Patrys curiously, but saying nothing further. 
 
    Retzu nodded. "I'll explain later. Or not. I haven't decided yet. Right now, we have business to attend to. Patrys," he addressed the sapphire mage, canting his head without taking his eyes off of Sal. "You have anger, lass. It can be a help or a hindrance, a curse or an opportunity. You decide which. Sal here has distractions of his own that he's working out. Perhaps the two of you could be of use to one another." 
 
    His sodu took the hint, and dropped into shol'zo masu with a hint of uncertainty. Patrys, on the other hand, responded with eagerness as she snapped a staff of ice out of thin air and assumed a ready stance. 
 
    Retzu grinned wickedly as his blood rose up within him. "Begin!" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal wasn't sure what to make of Retzu's ad hoc sparring match -- what he was hoping to prove, what Patrys hoped to accomplish sparring against a silk hilt, what Patrys was even doing with Retzu -- but when the assassin signaled the start of the match, all of that seemed to fade away. The thrill of battle, the calm of it, the certainty, overshadowed any questions that he might have had. Now, all that existed was this fight. 
 
    He'd chosen to engage Patrys unarmed, to give her the advantage of having a weapon other than her hands and feet. It was immediately apparent that though Patrys was a competent Unmarked, she was completely unprepared to engage a shol'tuk. Her kicks went wide, her staff swung well past the extent of her control, and she favored her throat. For obvious reasons, of course. 
 
    But for all that she was raw, she was passionate, and Sal wondered more than once whether shol'zo masu had been wise. The few strikes that she was able to worm past his bare handed defenses were well-placed, and brutal. That ice staff of hers may not have had the resilience of a wooden bo, but it was hard as rock, and every time it broke, Patrys simply grew more staff, pushing the sharp-edged breaks out to the end of the staff where it could taste flesh. Before long, Sal was bruised and bleeding. He may have been far more skilled than Patrys, but she was unpredictable... and that made her effective. 
 
    "Hold!" Retzu called. Blessedly. Sal bent over double, panting not only his fatigue but his surprise. How in the world...? 
 
    The black-clad assassin strode forward, edging between the combatants. He shot Patrys a rather dirty look, as if she had done something that he'd disapproved of but nevertheless expected, before he turned to Sal. "She was cheating," he said bluntly. 
 
    S'not cheatin', the sapphire objected. Fightin' fair ain't fightin' t' win. Sal's better'n me. I needed every tool in me arsenal or I'da been kissin' dirt. 
 
    Retzu considered, then gave a half-shrug as concession. 
 
    "What tools?" Sal asked. 
 
    "She was using sapphire magic to slow you down." 
 
    "How...?" 
 
    "Let's just say she's adapting well to the loss of her more melodious qualities. Improvising as you should be," he replied, the twinkle in his eye belying his stoic expression. "There are ways to counter it -- ways that you yourself dreamed up, had you thought to employ them -- but I wanted to see where the both of you are at, and where you can improve. I've... decided to take her under my wing." 
 
    "As sodu? I thought the Guild didn't allow mages to become shol'tuk." 
 
    "She won't be my apprentice. Not exactly. She won't be picking up a sword or earning any hilts. But..." he paused, considering his wording. "She has qualities that if left unchecked could do her great harm, but if we can harness them, make them work for her..." Retzu spread his hands and quirked an eyebrow, hinting at the possibilities, before turning and gathering up the sapphire mage. As he left, he regarded Sal over his shoulder. "Expect the unexpected, mate. You got a knack for improvising when you have no other alternative, but it's a useful trait, even when you are sure of yourself and your situation. Not everything is as it appears." 
 
    "Not everything is as it appears," Sal repeated to himself softly as they left. He continued to watch the unlikely pair fade into the twilight-darkened streets of Caravan until they were well out of sight, and then for a moment or two longer. Was he right? Was that what he was missing with his granite magic? Or maybe with that impossible building, tucked into the bowels of the Granite Spire? Sighing, he turned back toward Marissa's tent. It was only then that he realized that, however odd the sparring match had been, it had been exactly what he needed. He wasn't the bundle of nerves that he had been when he stormed into Marissa's tent only to storm right back out again. He was calm. Centered. Oh, he was still a bit frustrated about the facility he'd found -- and the answers that he hadn't -- but he could think clearly about those things. And maybe puzzle out some answers. 
 
    Marissa looked askance at him when he pushed through the tent flap. "Did you get your grip?" 
 
    Sal snickered a little sheepishly at her. "Sorta." 
 
    "Good," she quirked a smile. "So about that chowder..." 
 
    Dinner passed amiably, with Sal talking around his spoon more often than not. He didn't have much to tell, and certainly not much that Marissa would understand -- he didn't even understand it -- but whatever he did have, he wanted to share with her. 
 
    "So you and Aten'rih could read the same symbols, and read them the same way, but not understand them the same way?" she asked incredulously. "How does that even work?" 
 
    "Well... like this," he replied, picking up the magazine that he brought back with him from the Spire. 
 
    "Yeah, I was going to ask about that. Some sort of artisan's journal? Moving paintings that look real, painted on pages that feel nothing like paper?" 
 
    "It's some serious sci-fi stuff," he admitted. "But that's not what I wanted to show you. Look here." 
 
    Sal laid the magazine on the table in front of her, and pointed to the cover. "See the title here? That's the same kind of self-translating writing that we found on that placard. When I look at these symbols, I read the whole thing as FUTURENOW. If Aten'rih were to look at it, he would read the same thing, but see only portions of it as words, and the rest of it as gibberish." 
 
    "Well, it's in runes," she shrugged. "Of course Aten'rih's only going to read his portion of it." 
 
    "Runes? There are no runes on the page." 
 
    "Of course, there are," Marissa argued stubbornly. "They're right there, all stacked together, plain as day." 
 
    Confused, Sal took the magazine back and scrutinized it, turning the page this way and that, trying to catch a hint of even a single rune. But he saw none. 
 
    "You really can't see them? Look, I'll show you," Marissa said, heading to her artisan's bench. Retrieving a spool of copper winding and some cutters, she made her way back to the table, snipping lengths of wire as she went. She twisted the first strand into an elaborate shape, and laid it on the table. "What is this?" she asked, already twisting another strand without waiting on the answer. 
 
    "That's the emerald rune for growth," he answered, confusedly. "Not the act of growing itself, but of the maturity that a seed or young animal will reach once realized." 
 
    "Right. It's one of the runes in that first symbol. And this one?" she said, her voice slightly disconnected as she shaped a new rune. 
 
    "The amethyst rune for potential energy. But..." 
 
    "And this?" 
 
    "The ruby rune for a shift between states of excitement, usually used for an increase in temperature. What are you..." 
 
    Marissa twisted out two more runes. She grew more excited as she worked, as if solving a puzzle on the fly. "Runes are a physical representation of magic," she explained. "They're like letters, but they form concepts instead of words. Because they're arcane in nature, they serve as a universal language. Even mages who've never learned to read can read these. Except you. You're a mage, but you've always seen runes the way I do. And now I think I know why." She paused to take him in, her expression an odd mixture of awe and curiosity, before completing her work. 
 
    "These are all the runes in that first symbol," she said, spreading the completed shapes out on the table and pointing to them in order. "Emerald. Amethyst. Ruby. Sapphire." Finally, her finger fell on the fifth rune. "And this one." 
 
    "I've never seen that rune before," Sal said, catching her excitement. 
 
    "Neither have I," Marissa replied, a little breathlessly. "But these four all said 'future' in their own way. I'll bet you a scrub on that chowder pot that this rune says 'future' too." 
 
    "What are you saying?" He knew. He was sure of it. But he wanted to hear her say it. 
 
    Gently, meticulously, she stacked the runes atop one another, pausing as she took up the last one. "Milord Diamond, may I present to you, the granite rune. But more importantly..." 
 
    Sal gasped as she laid the granite rune atop the stack, the symbols coalescing and self-translating in his sight. It said FUTURE. 
 
    "...the diamond rune," finished Marissa breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor stared at the figures on the dais, the hunkering blue one curled up on the ground in a clearing near the southern edge of Aeden's Garden, and the brown one that appeared to be collecting firewood. He didn't know what he should be feeling, looking at Cao Tzu's image through the magic of the map table. Betrayal for leaving them? Curiosity for whatever mystery he represents? Gratitude for setting Nestor free of his shackle, and his feet to whatever path to discovery that he might be on? 
 
    "I don't know about you, but I'm going with anger," Jaeda said, giving voice to his unspoken thoughts. "I don't care where he's going, or why. But I don't like not knowing. He could've had the common decency to tell us." 
 
    "Maybe he couldn't," Nestor argued, though he didn't really believe it himself. "Who's to say that he didn't have a good reason, even if we don't know what that reason is? I mean, we don't really know the man. Well, I don't, anyway..." he added, turning his crystalline eyes intently to her. 
 
    Jaeda looked to him, then back to the map, then back to him again, and shrugged uncomfortably. "It doesn't matter anyway," she insisted. "I only knew him in passing. And to tell you the truth, I can't even say who Cao Tzu is, because that man right there," she paused and melted into the floor. Nestor felt her aura expand as she gathered her magic and wielded, sending out a pulse toward the south. Almost instantly, the brown figure straightened, craned his neck right and left, then lifted a hand and waved. At Nestor. 
 
    "That man is not the man that I knew," Jaeda finished. 
 
    "Look at him. He knew we were watching. He knew! He didn't even seem overly surprised when you bumped him with your magic." 
 
    "I could do a lot more than bump him," Jaeda glowered. Nestor felt her gathering mana again, as if to make good on the threat. 
 
    "Let it be," he said, laying a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Jaeda turned ice cold eyes to him for a moment, but released the mana she held. She turned again to the table, chewing her lip in thought. "So, what do we do now?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well, look! He's gone, and our answers are gone with him." 
 
    "What answers?" he chuckled. "He never told us anything outright, and never anything useful." 
 
    "But it was something. Anything is better than nothing. He knows what this place is, what happened here, what it can do." 
 
    "And everything that we know about this place, we learned on our own," Nestor said pointedly. "His leaving has cost us nothing, really, except some expectations that he left unmet." 
 
    Jaeda glowered a moment more, as if unwilling to bend in her anger. Finally, she shrugged. "Well, if nothing else, now I have the fig tree all to myself." 
 
    "You do at that," Nestor screwed up his face in distaste. 
 
    "The question remains, though -- what do we do now?" 
 
    He was silent for a moment as he considered her question. What did they do now? They weren't held prisoner there, and hadn't been since the day they arrived. They could leave any time they wanted to. 
 
    But to what end? Where would they go if they left? And what would they do when they got there? 
 
    Finally, Nestor nodded his conviction. "I am going to stay. I came here looking for a safe haven, a place where I could look for answers about the Highest. About myself. None of that has changed." 
 
    Jaeda remained silent, still chewing her lip as she considered. "Would you mind if I stayed?" she asked finally. 
 
    Nestor swelled a bit as he nodded. "I wouldn't have it any other way." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delana leaned over the railing at the stern of the ship, watching the port city fade into the darkening east. The wind of the ship's passage blew her hair out before her in damp, stringy clumps. To her back, the storm front gave way to blue sky, allowing the setting sun to slide between the cloud cover and the water like a dagger sliding between two ribs. Occasionally, the prow of the Trident would rise on an unforgiving wave, allowing the fitful sunlight a few more feet, slicing a razor thin beam between the deck and the mainsail, only to get stuck in glittering drops on Delana's stringy tresses. She might have thought the effect to be breathtaking, had it not only served to highlight the blue-black of evening, rising like a wave over distant Stormhold. If she were honest, that rising wave of twilight fit her mood more perfectly than glittering sundrops. It was as if her whole life up to that point was receding with the shoreline, her home, her heart, everything that made her who she was. Crafter take it, it felt like she was dying right along with Reit, all over again. 
 
    The rock of the ship was a comfort though. As was the salt air in her nose, and the racket of sailors at their work -- course language and all. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, taking it all in. For a moment, she was fourteen, leaning out over the stern of Crackerbane, Father's schooner. The heavy sway of the ship spoke to a hold full of reef cracker, and the cursing sailors her father's men, gutting and packing the fish in salted barrels for the trip upstream to Icewater Ford. She was just a fisherman's daughter, nobody of note, with no aspirations higher than watching the rough men sweating at their labors, and her trying to stay out from underfoot. She could almost hear Father coming up the steps, heavy boots thumping across the deck... 
 
    "I half expected you to be puking your guts out about now," came a voice behind her, gruff but not unappreciative. 
 
    "I'm an old fish hag," Delana said with a smirk, turning to Harker, her amethyst eyes squarely meeting his emerald ones. "Used to be a much younger fish hag." 
 
    "You're not that old," the captain objected, adjusting his high collar around his neck. "Not that haggish, either." 
 
    She smiled. "I miss this life sometimes -- the freedom of the open sea, the salt water running through the crews veins like shared blood. Those were simpler times, and I was a simpler girl." 
 
    "You regret it?" Harker asked. "Whatever it was that made you leave this life?" 
 
    She forced a laugh, if only to cover the stubborn misting of her eyes. "Not hardly. Not for a second." 
 
    "Your man." It wasn't a question. 
 
    "My man," she confirmed, turning her attention back to the twilight wave and its unstoppable advance. The port city was now almost one with the darkness engulfing it. Delana offered Stormhold a bittersweet smile. I know how you feel. 
 
    Delana swayed on her feet, and her mind grew cobwebs. She grabbed onto the railing to stabilize herself. 
 
    Harker chuckled. "Done spent too long off the water. It's dulled your senses." 
 
    "I guess the past week is taking its toll..." she started, noticing too late the glint in Harker's emerald eyes, blazing with wielded mana. She collapsed into his arms, her head lolling back against the neck of his coat, revealing the gills that hid beneath. Shock, confusion, anger, fear... They all rose up in her at once, but not fast enough or strong enough to stave off the sleep spell rolling in on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    "Uncle Mik," urged the whispered voice. "Uncle Mik." 
 
    "I heard ye when ye first stirred from sleep, Denis," Mik answered roughly. It was too early for him to have to put up with the peasant man. Oh, he was gentle, kind, courteous, but he could be downright intolerable. Mik couldn't even water the morning flowers without Denis offering to help. "I heard ye when ye slung yer snot rocket. I could smell ye when ye marked yer spot on the leatherleaf there." 
 
    "But... that's thirty feet---" 
 
    "I could smell ye, boy. Didja think thirty feet'd be enough fer this ol' nose?" 
 
    "No! No, of course not, Uncle," Denis said. Meekly. Adoringly. 
 
    Intolerably. 
 
    Mik sighed, silently berating the beggarly man for his cloying, clingy, submissive manner, and himself for being irritated at it. 
 
    "I'm up. I'm up," Mik croaked, pushing himself up to the sound of pops and creaks to prove it. 
 
    Every morning, it was the same thing -- breeches, tunic, a likely bush, the wash barrel, then to pack his bedroll away and get to work. 
 
    First the fire. Then the cauldron -- creamed oats today, with a sack of apples thrown in, to flavor it for his squadron, and maybe a fist or two of stragglers. He would've preferred to have chopped and cored the apples first, but he didn't want the soldiers thinking him in any way competent. Just an old man and his nephew, tagging along with the army because they were too simple for anything else. Nobody worthy of note. You'd think that after ten days of it, he would've gotten used to it all. But no. He could play the idiot to perfection, but he hated every minute of it. 
 
    It didn't take him long to get integrated into Rank life. Could've been even sooner, but he was a little out of practice. He made his introduction to the squadron leader that Denis had been assigned to, Footman Joar, almost immediately. A fine fellow, if a little on the deviant side. His comments about farm girls -- especially those who had yet to ripen -- were a tad off-putting. As it happened, Joar knew virtually nothing about where they were going, or why. Mik found that out on his second day with the Rank army. On his third, he'd had to bring news of Joar's death to his superior, Soldier Wekley. 
 
    Sad, sad business, that. What? To choke to death on a flagon of mead? What were the odds? And for Wekley to be gored hunting a Veylin stag just a few days after that? Centurion Gones was none to pleased with the news, but very grateful to Ol' Mik for bringing it to him. 
 
    In all, it had taken only a week for Mik to find himself in the officer's camp. No, not every Rank soldier had had to die. Just a few. But they were most deserving. And had any of them known anything about where the army was headed, they might even have died a quicker death. 
 
    Once Mik was in the officer's camp, things slowed down tremendously. The men stopped naming their superiors, so Mik had to rely on rank insignia when it was available, and deference when it wasn't. He was up to Major Lieutenant before he got his first hint of where they were going. 
 
    Bayton. But why? 
 
    He was pondering that question over the cauldron -- the apples were just getting soft -- when he heard footsteps behind him. A tall man, maybe two hundred twenty pounds, about fifteen yards to his rear and five to the left, wearing no armor but smelling as if he typically wore it. High Sergeant...? 
 
    "I seen you," the voice said. 
 
    Yul. Definitely Yul. 
 
    "I said I seen you," Yul repeated when Mik didn't react. "You're one of Joar's men, ain'tcha? And then Wekley's? And I think I remember you speaking to High Sergeant Bostik right before his horse trampled him." 
 
    "Aye, we 'ad a streak o' bad luck, we have," Mik said sickly. 
 
    "And now you're heading up services for Regiment Three," Yul said with a note of accusation. "What's next? Commander Trill eats a bad date? High Commander Rugan falls into the latrine? I know..." he said with a zeal approaching hysterics. He jabbed a finger at a nondescript tent not too far from where they stood. "You reveal these deaths as assassinations to curry favor with General du'Chapin himself, and 'save' him from being next on the list." 
 
    Mik stood silently for a moment, then tipped a curt nod. "Not a bad idea, actually." 
 
    Yul sputtered incredulously, hand dropping to his short sword. For Mik, time slowed to a crawl. It always did, when he engaged an adversary. He reached into his open tunic, hand going to its accustomed place in his armpit, fingers locking around the tassel he found hanging there. He tugged, and his tanto pulled free of his body, leaving not so much as a scratch to mark the place it had been. Momentum carried the tanto around, passing effortlessly through his tunic as if it were nothing but wind. 
 
    He released the tassel, the dimly glowing runes winking out like an ember in water. The tanto was still airborne when he took the hilt and swept it around. Yul's throat offered no more resistance than Mik's shirt did, for all that the tanto was now solid. 
 
    The High Sergeant had barely registered what had happened when time resumed its normal flow for Mik. Still in mid-sputter, Yul's righteous anger turned quickly to confusion, then to shock. Mik could tell when terror took hold -- the spurt of the blood was plenty indication. Yul's hand fumbled desperately for the simple emerald ornament that hung from his belt. 
 
    His hand never found it. Yul pitched forward, still grasping at his belt out of reflex. 
 
    Mik sighed and stooped over the High Sergeant's still twitching corpse. "Ye didn't hafta pry, me boy. Ye weren't my concern, and I weren't yers. Ye coulda let me be. I don't kill nobody what don't need it, and ye didn't need it yerself. Until now." 
 
    Mik drew the flat of his blade across Yul's outer wear, first one side, then the other, before melting the tanto back into its accustomed place at his side -- in his side. Finally, he dug a hand into his coin purse, drawing out a tiny granite chip with a flat silver backing. Mik held Yul's mouth open and laid the chip on the corpse's tongue. He closed the once-soldier's mouth and the chip's magic activated. The ground under the corpse rippled, and Yul fell in fast enough to leave a splash, had the ground been water. 
 
    Crafter take it, Mik cursed silently. He only had four more of those chips. He hadn't planned on needing them at all, and here he was, down by three. He was definitely getting rusty in his old age. 
 
    Well, there was nothing for it. Standing, he smeared some of the blood spatters on his face and tunic, to give the impression of an extended fight -- something much longer than a single strike. Satisfied, he ran for the center of camp, effecting a limp and shouting "General du'Chapin! General du'Chapin, sir!" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal poured over his work, copper runes gathered in piles before him, according to their Tile. He and Marissa had been at it for over a week, with no real progress to speak of. 
 
    The idea had been simple enough -- match concepts between the four known runesets with the granite runes on the tassel Stack them correctly, and the runes build a diamond rune. The rune's self-translating properties would serve as a Rosetta Stone for Sal, revealing the concept behind the granite rune that they'd used. In theory, that'd help him understand how Granite worked, which would help him touch Granite, which would help him touch Diamond. 
 
    Some Rosetta Stone. 
 
    It had only taken a few minutes to transcribe the tassels, and an hour or so to build copper runes. The rest of the week had been spent painstakingly comparing them to known runesets. Hour upon hour, he and Marissa stacked runes with their counterparts from the main four sets -- 'projectile' or 'decompose' or 'activate' or what have you, written in Emerald, Ruby, Sapphire, and Amethyst -- and laid the granite runes on top of the stack, hoping against hope that the granite runeset would give up its secrets. A whole week, and nothing to show for their efforts. 
 
    Well, almost nothing. They did add "begin" and "end" to the mix, but that was pretty much expected. Any spell worked into an artifact had to have those two runes, regardless of which Tile an artisan was using. 
 
    So, for a week's worth of effort, they'd expanded their vast library of diamond runes -- and by extension, granite runes -- to four. 
 
    Four runes. In seven days. Big whoop. 
 
    His first thought was to ask Retzu his opinion on the sword set, but after a stern look from Marissa, he thought better of it. The orphaned twin wasn't in the best place at the moment, judgment wise. He was spending a lot of time with Patrys, training as much as a shol'tuk could with someone who could never be his sodu. Whatever that counted for. To Sal, it still looked the same as his own training, minus the katana. The rules on shol'tuk-mage relations was still kind of fuzzy to Sal, but it didn't escape his notice that it wasn't exactly 'normal'. When not with Patrys, Retzu was either in the city or with Reit, standing vigil over his dead brother's corpse as if it could sit up at any time. In any case, the assassin was acting strange enough that Sal wasn't sure what he'd do when he revealed the swords to him. Claim the swords as his own? Attack Sal for not bringing them to his attention immediately? Dismiss them out of hand? Those possibilities were just as likely as any other, and until Sal had unlocked the secrets of the tassels, he couldn't risk being parted from the swords. 
 
    For Patrys' part, she was rather kept to herself. She brooded like Keth used to, and lashed out with an anger more worthy of a ruby than a sapphire. But Retzu's lessons seemed to be having an effect. Now, instead of exploding, she seethed. Sal wasn't sure that was an entirely good thing, but hey -- no stabby-stabby. 
 
    Senosh and Jaren were both in their element, respectively, with the ruby organizing the joint fighting forces of Caravan and the Camp of the Unmarked, and Jaren leading the administrative side of Caravan. Each carried out their tasks with skill and passion, reporting to Retzu throughout the day with anything that had bearing on the Cause as a whole. 
 
    Menkal and Eshira, on the other hand, had been conspicuously absent of late. They were fine, of course. Sal checked in on them many times throughout the day, through Sapphire or in person, but each time it felt like he had intruded on a very private conversation. Both man and dragon grew incredibly awkward -- which was quite laughable, considering how brash he knew Eshira to be -- and Sal always came away blushing, though he wasn't sure why. "It ain't as if they could actually be declared or anything," he muttered incredulously under his breath. 
 
    "Who?" asked Marissa, looking up from their work. 
 
    "Menkal and Eshira." 
 
    "Well, they are declared. Where have you been?" 
 
    "I'm serious, babe." 
 
    "So am I," Marissa affirmed. Carefully, she laid her latest rune atop its assigned pile, making minor adjustments here and there, hoping to lock in what she'd hoped to be Diamond Rune Number Five for them. "Didn't you learn anything about dragon physiology as an Unmarked?" 
 
    "Well, sure," he said defensively. "When dragons breed with each other, they sire animalistic offspring, so they have to breed with humans in order to have intelligent offspring. But Menkal..." 
 
    "He's not unattractive," she teased. "For an old man. Anything?" 
 
    Sal scrutinized the copper stack, then shook his head. "Nope. Next candidate?" 
 
    Marissa groaned her frustration. "Each rune has about four or five different ways it can be used, depending on the other runes it's used with. It's hard enough to find places where the concepts are universal between the translucent Tiles, let alone adding Granite into the mix." She stood and lifted her arms over her head, stretching to the chorus of pops and creaks that emanated from somewhere within that pleasantly shaped body. "I need a break. Care for a walk? I've been selling some jewelry through an artificer in Bastion, and I'm due to run him a few more pieces." 
 
    He considered for a moment, then declined. "Nah... I think I need to stare aimlessly at this sword a little longer." 
 
    Her laughter tinkled like crystal. "Just don't cut off anything important while I'm gone." She kissed him sweetly... sweetly... and ducked out the open tent flap, leaving him to marvel at her retreat. But he didn't marvel long. As distracting as the redheaded artisan was, she wasn't near as frustrating, as elusive, as the secrets locked away within the granite tassel 
 
    Turning again, he swept the copper runes to one side of the table. He took up the steel-hilted tanto and laid it in the center of the table, then sat down in a huff in front of it. He leaned on his elbows, and turned his eyes once again to the runes, daring them to give up their secrets. 
 
    The granite studded silver was marked with eight distinct runes, four on the front, four on the back, bookended by matching begin and end runes. He'd stared at the hilt off and on for days, studying the shapes of the runes, their placement, their depth of etching, everything. He could shape each one in copper with precision, and without looking. And he still didn't know squat about them. 
 
    Sighing, he drew a lazy finger along the tassel, touching each rune individually, watching it light and then dim as he moved on to the next. Reaching the end of the strip, he started again. "What is your secret?" he asked under his breath, as if the tassel could answer. 
 
    Coming to the end of the tassel again, he thought to flip the tassel over, to study -- again -- the runes on the opposite side. He pinched the silver with his fingertips... 
 
    ...and the short sword sank into the table! 
 
    Sal gave a start, jumping to his feet and retreating to the far side of the tent, shouting curses as he went. 
 
    What had he done? What had the runes done? Oh, he knew exactly what they'd done -- they'd melted the tanto into the table! But how? And how had he activated them, when he never had before? 
 
    Retzu would know! 
 
    Wait, why would he know? He's neither an artisan nor a mage! 
 
    No, but he was shol'tuk, and those runes were part of a sword hilt. If anybody would know... 
 
    Every argument moving Sal to tell Retzu about the runes, he rebuffed with an argument against. Back and forth he went, back and forth, neither side gaining any ground on the other. So engrossed was he in this internal debate that he didn't realize that he'd left Marissa's tent, or where he'd gone, until he was standing slack-jawed in front of his sen'sia, trying to decide which argument he'd found to be more convincing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn't possible. It simply was not possible. 
 
    It was clear to Retzu that Sal was out of sorts. He had been, ever since his discovery in the Granite Spire. His normally unflappable sodu had been extremely flappable. Diamond mage. Silk-hilted shol'tuk. Navy seel, whatever that meant. Everything about his one-eyed friend spoke to a core of iron, and yet, from the moment he'd entered that building within a building, Sal had been erratic, jumping nervously at the slightest change or challenge. 
 
    Surely this was no different. 
 
    Apparently, when Sal was in the Granite Spire, he'd run across a sword set, a katana and its matching tanto, with hilts of solid steel. Of course, there was only one sword set like that in all the Mainland, so this set obviously had to be forgeries, purely for decoration. There was no way... 
 
    He pushed through the tent flap behind Sal, and his eyes fell upon the empty table in the center of the canvas walled room. "Sal, where..." His voice trailed off as he noticed that, no, the table was not empty. In the center of the flat surface, there laid a leather tassel with a granite encrusted silver strip, exactly where Sal had said it would be. It seemed to lay there alone, but stooping down, Retzu saw the rest of the sword -- a tanto blade, with part of a steel hilt, protruding from the bottom of the table, directly under the tassel 
 
    Blessed Crafter. It can't be... 
 
    "See what I mean?" Sal half-shouted. "All I did was grab---" 
 
    "Hold!" Retzu commanded. Wonder of wonders, Sal did as commanded. 
 
    Stepping forward, Retzu gingerly laid a hand upon the tassel, careful to not touch too much of the exposed pommel. As his grip closed on the leather, the table rippled, and he pulled the tanto free as cleanly as a fish from water. He adjusted his grip, taking the steel hilt fully in hand. As expected, the runes on the tassel winked and went dim. Blessed Crafter, how long has it been? 
 
    "Second chance, Sal," came a woman's voice from behind him. Marissa. "I forgot to bring my... Retzu!" 
 
    The assassin didn't respond. Oh, he heard her. He just didn't care. Instead, he focused on his breathing, slow and full, and his voice, smooth and steady. It just wouldn't do for him to lose control, not in front of them, and not right now. "Do you have everything you need from the sword set, Sal?" 
 
    "Uhhh... yeah," Sal breathed, awe coloring his response. "Yeah, I'm good." 
 
    "Very well." 
 
    Retzu leaned across the table and gathered up the matching katana, his grip steering well clear of the tassel He'd only heard stories of how this sword worked -- he'd never actually been allowed to handle it -- and he didn't want to risk activating one of its spells by accident. 
 
    He typically didn't carry his tanto, but he kept his sheathless runner -- little more than an enchanted leather loop with metal clipping -- in his purse for safe keeping. He pulled the runner out and slid it onto the tanto's exposed blade. The edge visibly dulled as the loop's spell took effect. Clipping the runner to his belt, he sling the sheathed katana from the shoulder opposite his own sword. He paused, numb with shock, and then turned and left, doing his best to avoid Sal and Marissa's gaze as he passed. 
 
    Outside the tent and in the street, his resolve threatened to crack. A lump grew in his throat, and unshed tears threatened to cloud his vision. Not yet, he commanded himself. What to do? What to do? 
 
    He thought briefly about bringing this up to D'prox, but something about this... 
 
    He thumbing the sapphire chip behind his ear. "Uncle. Can you talk?" 
 
    Aye, I can fer a moment, but not much more, Mik replied. We just took t' the road, and I've been workin' my way into--- 
 
    "I have Kaleb's sword," he interjected forcefully. 
 
    There was a long pause, and then a shaky sigh. I was wond'rin' about that. 
 
    "Wondering?" Retzu demanded, coming to a dead halt in the middle of the dirt road, heedless of the midday traffic that was now forced to part around him. "What do you mean, wondering? You knew?" 
 
    I had me suspicions. Kaleb was wont t' go weeks or e'en months wi'out sayin' a word, ye know, so I ain't heard from 'im fer a time, I thought nothin' of it. Not su'prisin', him bein' water folk'n all. But long about the time you an' yer brother was still cookin' up yer great escape from prison, I had it in me mind t' employ Kaleb in stirrin' up some trouble in the Palace o' Schel Veylin -- give ye some cover, a good distraction, mayhap e'en run a blade or two across the Highest's throat t' boot. Figure Kaleb'd surface long enough the tell me yae or nae at least. But I couldn't find 'im. He'd ne'er answer me when I'd call out to 'im. Dinna think anyone coulda e'er kilt 'im, but he was gettin' a little long in the gill... 
 
    "Where... what was he doing when you last spoke to him?" he asked, a mixture of dread and anger settling in over his grief. 
 
    He was in Trunk'n Tusk, Mik replied somewhat hesitantly. He had a line on some Shadowers in the merchant community, with connections throughout the Eastern Shores. Last I heard, he was headin' t' Morningsun. Why d' ye ask? 
 
    "Bastion's on the quickest land route from Stormhold to Morningsun," Retzu said, more to himself than to Mik. "He would've passed through here on his way. And he would've invited himself to stay with D'prox for a night or three. But D'prox never mentioned..." 
 
    I know where yer goin' wi' that, boy, an' I don't like it a bit. 
 
    "I don't either, Uncle, but shol'tuk masters don't just die, and their blades don't just appear in the Granite Spire. I don't know who to trust," he snapped, grief and confusion mixing into something resembling anger. He stood dead center of the street, hands akimbo, arguing with the air around him as far as the rest of Caravan could tell. Even the amethyst Unmarked would have a hard time seeing the tiny blue chip, buried under the scar on the assassin's neck. He knew he looked ridiculous, and creeping up on insane, but he didn't care a whit. "Crafter take it, there's only so many ways Kaleb's sword set could've gotten to Ysre, and fewer that wouldn't involve my sen'sia in some way. And if D'prox did know, there are still fewer reasons why it wouldn't be the newest of news to share with his sodu. What? The Great Recluse comes out of hiding, and D'prox doesn't want to gossip? You and I both know him better than that." 
 
    So because he didn't mention Kaleb, you think that suggests that he murdered him, Mik concluded, largely dropping his effected accent and replacing it with dripping sarcasm. And how, pray tell, did Kaleb's swords wind up in the Granite Spire? I didn't realize that they were lettin' shol'tuk in now. 
 
    Retzu readied a biting comment... and bit it back. How did the swords wind up in the Spire? 
 
    When he had stood in silence for a moment or so, Mik continued, accustomed accent firmly in place. Sure'n Kaleb's rests this eve in the Gentle Sea. I'm not arguin' that he ain't, or that maybe D'prox knew somethin' of it. But a'fore ye go slingin' yer knife around, tryin' t' impress the man what learnt ye up... Have a care, son. They was brothers, Kaleb and him, long a'fore ye were even born. There's no one in all o' Te'ra that those boys loved more'n each other. Even me. Use yer head, son. Don't go off wi' yer arrow half-nocked. 
 
    The old man was right. It galled Retzu to even consider the possibility of D'prox having a hand in Kaleb's death, and with good reason -- it was utterly inconceivable. The two were brothers, so much more than any two others in the Fellowship. For Retzu to even consider the possibility... 
 
    The assassin silently went over his hilts, one by one, from rawhide to gold. Finally, his quickened pulse slowed, the initial shock of finding Kaleb's swords having passed. A cold calm asserted itself over his outrage and grief. There were questions that needed to be answered. He knew that. Blessed Crafter, D'prox had taught him that! No matter what you thought of your mark or the situation they were involved with, honor demanded that the shol'tuk first determine the marking to be righteous. Assassins were killers, sure enough, but they were not murderers. Every kill must be justified, or the shol'tuk would be worthy of a mark himself. Whatever the truth was, Retzu needed to find it out before justice could be served. 
 
    "We'll speak later, Uncle," he said, tapping the lump on his neck, severing the connection before Mik could respond. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What was that?" Marissa demanded. 
 
    "I don't know," Sal said defensively. "I was messing around with the tassel and the sword melted. I didn't know how or what to do about it, and you were gone, so I had to get him. Who would know better that him about shol'tuk stuff?" 
 
    "It melted?" 
 
    "Yeah, it mel..." he paused, the reality of the situation finally hitting him. 
 
    "It melted!" they shouted as one, and lunged for the table. 
 
    For the past week, they'd been mixing and matching blindly. Not having any clue what spells were on the sword, they could do little more than guess. Now they dove into their piles of copper runes, separating them out as best they could, looking for Tile concepts that were similar with the Granite ability to become one with the earth. 
 
    "How about diffusion?" Sal said, selecting a sapphire rune. "Two liquids becoming one?" 
 
    "Good," Marissa said, selecting an amethyst rune. "We can add continuity to that." 
 
    "And heat transfer?" 
 
    "Too much movement back and forth. Thermal equilibrium would be better," she argued, indicating a lone rune at the edge of the ruby pile before turning her attention to the emerald runes. "Where is it? Where... Ah!" She held her find up for Sal to see. 
 
    "Sex? Really?" he asked, trying not to laugh. 
 
    "Not sex. Well, not exactly," she amended, her cheeks coloring. "Conjugation. It's more like symbiosis, where two living things become one." 
 
    "Sounds like sex to me," Sal chuckled, stacking his runes with hers. 
 
    Marissa bumped and twisted each rune on the stack slightly, aligning them as she had the others to make room for their granite counterpart, if it existed. Satisfied, she reached into the granite pile and drew out the first one, laying it gingerly on the stack. 
 
    Sal sighed. "Nothing." 
 
    Wordlessly, Marissa swapped the rune for the next one in the stack, gently twisting it into place. 
 
    "Nothing," Sal said again, his stomach starting to cramp with disappointment. 
 
    Marissa exchanged runes again. 
 
    "Nothing," he repeated as she laid the rune down. "It's the same crap as---" 
 
    He nearly choked as Marissa bumped the granite rune and the stack coalesced into a single concept -- MERGE. 
 
    "Sal? Sal! What do you see?" 
 
    He could hear Marissa shouting at him excitedly, but distantly, disconnectedly, as he picked up the granite rune. He examined it, turning it this way and that, trying to pry its essential meaning from the metal that gave the concept form. The other four runes that they'd discovered weren't terribly helpful to him. They had embodied fairly abstract, arbitrary concepts, but this one -- "becoming one" with something, as the granites referred to it -- this was something he could work with. He thought for a moment how best to proceed, then finally touched Amethyst. 
 
    Merge... Continuity... 
 
    His diamond eye took on a violet tinge as mana filled him, and he switched from normal to secondary sight. The copper rune stood out brilliantly against the now-skeletal hand that held it, but Sal looked past the x-ray image, seeing it instead in terms of energy. As he looked deeper into the rune, he saw where the copper's kinetic energy was in balance with its potential energy. He focused on these places of continuity, where the transfer of energy back and forth equalized. Finally, he considered these places in terms of structure, where matter and space met, where strength and weakness met. 
 
    His gemstone eye exploded in stabbing pain, driving daggers back deep into his skull, but he forced his eye to remain open, delving the depths of the copper rune. He was dimly aware of Marissa shaking him, calling his name, but he ignored her. All that existed was that balance between matter and emptiness, the structure of it, the order of it. His violet-tinged eye grew muddy, clouded, but still he persisted. His finger nails bit into his palms, and he locked his jaw to keep from screaming out in agony. His gemstone eye continued to darken until everything nearly faded to black... only to be revealed again. Differently. 
 
    The pain slowly subsided, oozing out like blood from a paper cut. It seemed to take an eternity, but finally, the pain stopped, leaving behind a strange... coldness. He felt drained, in a way, not of heat but of emotion. Everything -- his magic, his relationship with Marissa, his situation on this planet, the Cause's fight against the Highest -- everything seemed to reduce down to logic, calculation. He knew it was likely an effect of Granite, similar to how the other soulgems affected him. Ruby stirred his zeal, his drive. Sapphire soothed him. Emerald bolstered compassion within him. Amethyst energized him. 
 
    And Granite? Sal had to admit, he'd never had such clarity of thought. No emotions in the way, hindering his ability to figure stuff out. Oh, they were still there. He still felt everything just as strongly as ever, but they felt... out of focus, as if he had to intentionally feel them. 
 
    Suddenly, he realized exactly what Granite offered. Control. Order, as opposed to chaos. Everything was logical, intentional, because everything had a structure to it that could be quantified. Even the randomness that he saw in the world around him could be broken down logically and accounted for. Sal thrilled at the discovery -- correction: he allowed himself to be thrilled.  
 
    He opened and closed his eyes in succession, right to left, left to right, fully gauging the differences between his natural sight and his newly acquired granite sight. Then he cast his diamond eye -- his granite eye -- around the room. He noted the soft of red of the water in his deep blue metal cup, and the red-orange of the drying chowder in Marissa's yellow wooden bowl. The blue-black of his katana's steel. When he looked closer, he noticed that everything had a certain grit to it -- the bits and patterns that Keth had talked about. Atoms, strung together to form molecules. Though he couldn't see the atoms themselves, he could see the patterns, shining up from the bits as surely as he saw the word MERGE, shining like a beacon from the diamond rune on the table. 
 
    Where the colors around him spoke to the strength and weakness of matter, the bits and patterns spoke to matter's structure. He could tell the subtle differences between the steel of his sword and the steel used in their dining utensils. He could see the complexity of the chowder, versus the simplicity of the water. And Marissa... 
 
    She was an insane amalgamation of colors, with her natural image superimposed over the orange of her skin and yellow of its underlying bones. Though her red hair did stay a complimentary shade of orange. Small blessings. 
 
    "Sal? Can you hear me?" she asked, her voice thick with worry. "Are you alright?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm good," he said. And he believed it. 
 
    His eyes fell to the table before them -- the yellow-green of hardwood, covered with green-blue copper runes, including the completed diamond rune that still said MERGE. Looking to the table, he saw the bits that made up the wood. More, he saw the spaces between the bits. Raising his hand, he found those same spaces between his own bits. Trying not to think too much about it, he touched his hand to the solid-seeming table and wielded. In his natural sight, the table rippled, but in his granite sight, both the table and his hand grew shadowy, without substance. As he pushed down with his hand, he found that the bits in the table rendered no resistance, instead parting to allow the bits of his hand to pass between them unhindered. 
 
    "Sal!" Marissa gasped. 
 
    Sal raised his hand to his face and ended the flow of granite magic, his hand solidifying before his eyes. He nodded his satisfaction. "One more hurdle down," he said, releasing his hold on Granite. "Next, I think that we---" 
 
    Marissa shouted and rushed forward. "Sal!" 
 
    She's saying that a lot, he thought absently, as the world tilted and went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Mik chewed his mustaches in silence while Denis prattled about his prize milkcow, Clera -- some asinine story about the heifer licking the nuggets out of his brother's nose. Mik could almost prefer the rumbling din of livestock and wagons, creaking along the dusty highroad toward Bastion, and whatever waited beyond. Anything but the simpleton's incessant jabbering. 
 
    Kaleb's sword set. In the Granite Spire. Displayed as trophies? Mik huffed. There was no way that D'prox could've been involved. None at all. They were like brothers, those two -- always had been, ever since Mik found them as urchins in Soleis Harbor. Well, Kaleb was the urchin. Young Proximo was just dirty. 
 
    From the start, both had been enamored with the old man -- the one with the katana that was so different from other shol'tuk swords. A katana that he was allowed to wear openly, without challenge from "real" assassins! They'd heard fearful whispers about Mik, the sailor who was an assassin... but not. A man that even Shadow Magers feared. 
 
    Mik chuckled. He'd heard those rumors too. 
 
    The boys had been persistent, following him around for hours before he finally deigned to acknowledge them. Hours more before he spoke his first word to them. 
 
    He stayed in town for little more than a week, doing... things that they suspected him of doing. Occasionally, he would gift them with a tale or two, for their amusement. 
 
    Who was he fooling? He loved those stories as much as they did! 
 
    His tales were tall and carefully crafted, chock full of adventure but cunningly lacking in gore. The boys were enthralled, silent and gasping and cheering at all the right moments. He was quite likely the most excitement that they'd had in a long time. 
 
    When his task was completed and it came time for him to leave, the boys thought to stow away on Mik's ship. Nobody would've missed Kaleb -- the vi'zrith lad had lost his parents years before and wasn't able to make his way back to his village in the Maw. Proximo, on the other hand, would be greatly missed. His House, du'Achi, wasn't very influential as far as merchant houses went, but it wasn't insignificant either. Mik was able to do what he did largely because of his relative anonymity, and Proximo's absence would draw attention that would... complicate things. 
 
    He thought the simplest solution would've been to return the boys. A little night dust in the eyes, a parting of the ways. No muss, no fuss. Alainan, the shipman patriarch of House du'Achi, would awake to find his son unceremoniously dumped on his front stoop, together with his scalawag friend. Simple. 
 
    Not the first mistake in Mik's long, long life, but it was no less tragic. 
 
    The shipman held his son to certain standards -- standards that stowing away on an assassin's ship didn't meet. 
 
    Oh yeah, Proximo told his father. He told the old buzzard everything, and with the bite of a boy who'd outgrown his father. More's the pity for the young man. 
 
    As it happened, Proximo's purpose for stowing away was two-fold. He had been intrigued by the assassin-that-was-not, true enough, but he had also been looking to run away from an abusive father. Mik merely provided a likely excuse. He was bellied up at a wharf-side tavern, sipping his pay for a job well done, when Proximo and his cohort tracked him down once more. Apparently, Proximo's mother had come to his defense, and the good shipman felt the need to express his... displeasure in her. Proximo leapt to her aid, wielding a kitchen knife. Alainan relented, but the Lady du'Achi chose to side with her beloved husband, attacking her son for daring raise a knife to the man she loved. Failing to end his father, the boy tried to enlist Mik's aid. 
 
    Mik did consider helping him, but only briefly. Though du'Achi's crimes were many, they weren't worthy of death, so Mik declined. With no other choice, Proximo appealed to the constabulary. The night ended with Alainan du'Achi being taken to the stocks for the night, and Proximo being found homeless, disowned by his worthless father and abandoned by his haplessly devoted mother. 
 
    That night, Proximo du'Achi died, and D'prox Brightblade was born. 
 
    Kaleb's story was far less interesting, to hear him tell it -- separated from his family when he was little more than a tadpole. But the long and short was that the orphan and the disowned adopted each other, and Mik adopted them both. Just as he would the Children du'Nograh many years later. 
 
    Mik nearly choked at the parallel -- one brother dead, and the other...  
 
    He prayed fervently that D'prox had as little to do with Kaleb's death as Retzu had to do with Reit's. But he was just as far from D'prox in his time of need as he was from Retzu. And he couldn't do either of them any good until he finished what he had come here to do. 
 
    Whatever the case with D'prox and Kaleb, the truth would ultimately bare itself. Setting his resolve, he quickened his steps, leaving Denis to prattle on behind him. General du'Chapin was a couple hundred yards ahead of him in the procession. Mik had wasted far too much time already, scheming his way into the general's work detail. It was high time he put his efforts to use. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pain. Just... pain. 
 
    Dear God, not this again... 
 
    But no, it wasn't his eye. It was... something else... 
 
    A loud crack echoed through his skull, and the pain renewed itself, followed this time by an off-beat counterpoint -- "Sal! Sal!" 
 
    "I'm here, I'm okay," he groaned, warding off any further attacks with one clawing hand while pressing the other to his temple, still throbbing with whatever his eye had put him through. "Stop hitting me before I ain't okay." 
 
    "Sorry," Marissa said sheepishly, then allowing steel to creep into her voice. "That was really stupid, you know that? What if you had... I really didn't want to sit by your bedside again, waiting a week for you to wake up." 
 
    "How long was I out?" he asked, pushing himself up shakily. 
 
    "Just a few seconds this time," she shrugged, hedging her argument. "But it could've been a week." 
 
    "Yeah, well, I'm fine, okay? Better than fine, actually. I touched Granite!" 
 
    "I saw," she said, sitting back on her ankles and crossing her arms in front of her. "I'm not impressed. You could've killed yourself, you rock-headed oaf." As she ranted, the irritation drained from her face, until sympathetic curiosity took its place. "Did you learn everything you need to to touch Diamond? Or do you have to be stupid again?" 
 
    Sal snickered. "Yeah, sorry. I gotta do some more stupid. See, I---" 
 
    "Sal? What happened?" Jaren demanded, blowing through the tent flap like an errant wind. 
 
    "Holy deja vu, Batman," Sal quipped. "Didn't we just play this scene?" 
 
    "Holy what?" 
 
    "Never mind. What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I called for him," Marissa said. "And Senosh, and Menkal, and I'm sure he's going to bring Eshira with him as well." 
 
    "I thought you said I was only out for a couple of seconds." 
 
    Wrong thing to say, he thought, as his comment relit the fire in Marissa's eyes. Her mouth opened, surely to loose another angry torrent, but thankfully she was interrupted by the next wave of intruders. 
 
    In minutes, the one-room tent was full. Sal paused long enough to bring Tribean and Gaelen into the fold as well. Once everybody was settled, he gave his account, starting with the Granite Spire, and ending with waking up on the dirt floor. 
 
    "Runes! Brilliant!" Jaren exclaimed. "I don't know why we didn't think of it before." 
 
    "Because we didn't have any granite runes before," deadpanned Marissa. 
 
    "My whittling knife has a small granite chip on it," Menkal offered sheepishly. "Keeps it sharp." 
 
    "What?!?" 
 
    "I never dreamed that it'd be useful for anything but shaving wood! How was I to know you were looking for some... some... rosary stone?" 
 
    "Rosetta stone," Sal corrected. "And it's fine. Don't worry about it. I never would've thought of it anyway until we found those runes in the Spire." 
 
    "And how remarkable, that," Jaren cooed, admiring for the millionth time the magazine that Sal had found. "Your soulgem is an amalgamation of our soulgems, so it only makes sense that your runes would be an amalgamation of our runes. But to actually find one, and on something from your world..." 
 
    "Really, I don't even know that it is my world that it came from. I mean, we don't have magic -- not like that. And the dates on the wall and the magazine are hundreds of years off from my time. Maybe they time traveled? Maybe time doesn't work the same way here as it did back home?" he offered that last lamely. It really made no sense to him, but it made about as much sense as any other explanation. And he was getting used to the nonsensical. 
 
    "The how and why makes for good speculation on mana theory and all," Tribean interjected, crossing his arms as if readying for a dare. "But I'm interested in the what." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "You touched Granite once. Can you do it again?" 
 
    "Oh no you don't," argued Marissa. "You could've killed yourself the first time." 
 
    "But I didn't," said Sal. "And if I'm ever going to touch Diamond, I'm gonna need to master Granite." 
 
    "But..." 
 
    "We're here," Jaren assured her. "He's in the best possible hands. We're not going to let anything happen to him." Tribean voiced his agreement, as did Gaelen and Menkal. Senosh just gave a nod, curt but firm, content to otherwise sit silently on his side of the room and glower Senoshly. 
 
    "Walk with me," Eshira said, gently easing Marissa from Sal's side. Well, as gently as the dragon ever did anything. "I've always found gemsmithing to be fascinating. I thought to take it up myself once, since I can't actually wield magic, but artisans tend to live in the bigger cities, and have you ever tried to be a dragon in a city...?" 
 
    Sal held his peace until the women disappeared through the tent flap, Eshira "leading" an obviously reluctant but outvoted Marissa. As the flap fell back into place, he cast his eyes, diamond and natural, around the room, taking in his friends one by one. Jaren was absolutely right. If Sal had to take risks with his magic, these were the guys he'd want covering his six. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he sighed forcefully, clapping his hands and rubbing them together far more impatiently than he felt. "Arright. Let's do this..." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delana opened her eyes slowly, her vision clouded. A dim light glowed in the distance, swaying back and forth with the rock of the ship. She ground the palms of her hands into her eyes, clearing away the grit. She squinted, willing her eyes to focus. It was a lantern, hanging on a hook in the overhead rafter. It had companions throughout the bunkroom. 
 
    Bunkroom...? 
 
    She shot up from where she lay on the bunk, casting eyes about. 
 
    "Ah, there she is," Harker said, seated at the table in the center of the room. He flicked a card onto one of the growing stacks before him -- Run of Faces, if Delana was right. By the looks of those stacks, he'd been there a while. 
 
    "What happened?" she demanded, doubling over slightly as a gnawing pain lanced through her midsection. 
 
    "That would be hunger," he noted. "I have a sapphire on my crew that was able to slake your thirst while you slept, but feeding you was a bit more... problematic. I'll send to the galley for some dry rations." 
 
    "While I...? You put me to sleep, didn't you!" It wasn't a question. 
 
    "I did," he affirmed. Flick, and another card fell on a stack. 
 
    "How dare you!" She reached out to Amethyst, but as she grasped it, Harker wielded, and Delana's focus began to slip again. 
 
    "Let's not do that now, milady. I could've put a shackle on you a long time ago, but I pride myself in being a more gracious host than that." 
 
    "A host doesn't kidnap his guests. Or lie to their guests about being vi'zrith." 
 
    Harker nodded slowly, his expression betraying chagrin. "I didn't lie. I just... wasn't completely forthcoming. I had few options and none of them good. I wanted to show you every courtesy, but I had to protect my crew. Putting you to sleep seemed the best way to do both." 
 
    "What do you mean, protect your crew? I wasn't a danger to you." 
 
    The grizzled sailor chuckled. "Not then, you weren't. But honestly, I don't know you, milady, and I don't know what you're about. This way, I was able to get us far enough out to sea that you can't Lift your way to shore, and you can't kill the crew that would sail you there. 
 
    "Why would you think that I would?" she asked incredulously. 
 
    Harker stood and crossed the room to her. Slowly, he reached out and lifted the ring that she wore as a pendant around her neck. "Because you have this, and I don't know why." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu was numb as he approached the guildhouse. It had only been a few days since he'd walked this same walk, bearing an assassin's sword, to declare the death of its owner. 
 
    The guard at the door was different, but her reaction was the same as her guildbrother's had been. Without standing on formality, she opened the door and whistled shrilly. Once again, Retzu entered a foyer lined with adherents, standing at attention with eyes forward, forming a hall within a hall, leading up the stairs and to their guildmaster. 
 
    As before, they drew their swords as he passed to honor the dead, but this time, a buzz followed him. They knew the significance of the steel-hilted blades. They knew that this wasn't any ordinary death -- as if any death could be said to be "ordinary". They knew Kaleb -- the reputation, if not the man himself. 
 
    Greater the grief, if they had. 
 
    Time slowed as Retzu entered the guildmaster's chambers. D'prox and Trista stood there, hands on swords, ready to honor the dead as they were when he'd presented them with their daughter's sword. 
 
    D'prox's eyes went wide as Retzu drew nearer enough for him to see the manner of hilt the katana bore. Tears brimmed in his sen'sia's eyes as Retzu drew the swords -- first the katana, then the tanto -- and flipped them both in the air to grab them by their respective blades, the razor edges biting into his palms as he presented them to D'prox. 
 
    "The shroud is parted, and their eyes see what is beyond." 
 
    Retzu studied his master's expression, looking for any sign that the man had known. Rage and grief chased each other across his face. Confusion was there as well, as was total bankruptcy. 
 
    He was as devastated as Retzu was. More so. There was no way he could've known. 
 
    "How...?" he asked, his voice breaking as grief moved him to break convention. Tears flowed freely down a face of chiseled stone. His eyes burned with barely reined fury. "Who?" 
 
    He'd loved his daughter as every father does, but he knew the life that they'd chosen would lead her to her death. He'd accepted it. He'd had to, as his daughter's guildmaster. Retzu knew this. Kaleb, though... 
 
    "I don't know, sen'sia," Retzu said softly. "I was hoping you could tell me." 
 
    "I... I didn't..." Trista stammered, her face twisted hideously with guilt. Her hand shook as she dropped it to her side. 
 
    "What?" D'prox turned to her in disbelief. "What do you know? Out with it, woman!" 
 
    Her mouth moved wordlessly as she screwed up her resolve. "Fila," she finally said. "I wanted to save her..." 
 
    "Fila...?" 
 
    "I knew that she was a Shadow Mager. I found out when I was looking into Maxus," she said. As she spoke, her voice grew in strength and her words came faster, as if the floodgates of her soul opened with the initial confession. "I knew about Maxus and Fila. I'm her mother -- how could I not know? But when he went missing, Fila didn't take it as I thought she might. She wasn't angry, or worried, or anything. She acted as if nothing had changed. That's when I found her talking into a sapphire necklace that Maxus had given her. She was still talking to him." 
 
    She swallowed hard, then continued. "When Maxus sent us his windings, I confronted Fila about it. She wouldn't say anything. I knew that she'd go to meet him, so I waited, and followed her when she went out. I..." Her voice cracked as her tears renewed. "I found them, south of town. They were there with a granite... and Kaleb... I was too far away. I tried to kill the granite, but Fila blocked my shuriken. The granite turned on me... I woke up some time later. Kaleb was dead, his swords were gone, and Maxus and the granite were nowhere to be found. It was just me and Fila." 
 
    "You knew?" D'prox hissed, his whisper seething with contempt. "This whole time, you knew, and you said nothing?" 
 
    "I couldn't give her up to you," Trista said, lifting her chin defiantly. "I had to save her." 
 
    "But you didn't," he spat at her, jabbing a finger at Retzu, still standing there with Kaleb's swords extended before him, blood congealing on the blades. "The same man who brings me my brother's swords, brought me Fila's. It didn't have to be so." 
 
    With the accusation finally aired, D'prox deflated visibly, the anger at his wife's betrayal replaced with the grief of it. "You tried to save her by letting her run from her sins. We could have saved her, together, by making her face them. I am guildmaster, but I am -- I was -- also her father." 
 
    D'prox turned to Retzu, and gripped the proffered tanto just below his sodu's hand. "Death approaches," he said direly. Taking the hilt in his free hand, he slid the tanto into a runner that he had hanging from his belt, the blood of sodu and sen'sia smearing across his breeches as he guided the blade home. 
 
    Then he took the katana, ceremonially slicing his other hand before gripping it by the hilt. "For this one, he has come and gone. Crafter's bosom or the Abyss, their contract has come due," he said, turning back to his wife and holding Kaleb's sword at the ready.  
 
    Retzu could barely breathe as he watched the scene play out. He was utterly torn, not wanting his guildmaster to dishonor the Fellowship by letting Trista's crime go unpunished, but loathe to see his master's wife bear the consequences of an impossible choice. 
 
    As torn as he was, he couldn't imagine how much more devastating this was to D'prox, who bore the honor of the guild, and to his wife, who bore his heart. The pair wore a veritable stew of expressions -- anger, betrayal, and grave duty on D'prox's face, guilt, sorrow, and surrender on Trista's. 
 
    Wordlessly, Trista dropped to both knees and bowed her head, offering her neck, and holding her hands out to her sides in acceptance of whatever judgment her guildmaster felt necessary. 
 
    The tip of Kaleb's katana wavered slightly as D'prox battled within himself. If she were anyone else, her head would already have been rolling. She had willingly covered Fila's guilt in the death of not only a shol'tuk brother, but one who bore one of the three sacred hilts -- the Hidden Triad. 
 
    But she was his wife, commanding of an honor that was just as inviolate as the honor of the guild. 
 
    The guildmaster couldn't let her live, but D'prox couldn't let her die. 
 
    Suddenly, D'prox loosed a shout that was as broken as he was. The blade whistled as it cut the air, blood flying in spatters as steel met flesh. Body parts fell to the floor with a squishy sound, with keenly parted hair following more slowly. 
 
    "Kaleb Listau, son of Tikat. Spoken in the light, having met his death with honor," D'prox groaned, visibly spent. 
 
    Trista shook with pain and shame, but to her credit, she did not cry out. Her shoulders looked decidedly bare, lacking her accustomed ponytail. Blood spurted from the stumps that her thumbs once occupied, but she didn't move. 
 
    D'prox crossed to the firepit and pulled out a brand, crackling with heat. "Death is silent, like the steel blade in the hands of the assassin," he intoned, touching the coal to one stump, the flesh sizzling as it cauterized. Trista breathed in sharply, but did not scream. 
 
    "Death is undeniable, like the titanium bit that moves the dragon to his master's bidding," D'prox said, searing the other wound. 
 
    Retzu was stunned. To recite the hilt of the fallen was uncommon, but not unheard of. But to recite one's own hilt... 
 
    "You have lost your honor, Trista Brightblade, but I give you your life to find it again. You will hold no blade. You will wear no hair clip. You will recite no hilts. To do so would name you Freeblade, and your life would be forfeit." D'prox recited this deliberately, urgently, as if pleading with Trista to take his words to heart. 
 
    Finally, he took a knee before her, placed his still-bleeding hands on her shoulders. He drew close to her, his tone taking a note both grave and gentle. "The debt is paid," he assured, holding her in his gaze. "No longer may you bring the Crafter's justice, but may you strive to bring the Crafter's peace." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delana leaned on the figurehead out over the banister to watch the prow churn the wave crests into foam. Occasionally, a bottlenose would breach the waves ahead of the ship, their slick skin glittering with unaccustomed brilliance. 
 
    It had always fascinated her, how a ship could run over them without hurting them. She knew that the water was not solid, of course, but to see it from above, it could give that impression. Over was still over, and under was still under, and the dolphin still seemed to go under the ship as it passed, only to reappear a bit further down the ship's path, ready to get run over again. 
 
    She still didn't know what to make of Harker's... "ploy" was the only word that seemed to fit. She could see some of the logic behind it. When he'd released her from her quarters, she Lifted high above the ship to see what she could see, but it was just as Harker had said -- no land in any direction. Higher and higher she Lifted, even to the point where the air started to thin, but there wasn't the barest speck as far as she could see, nor even the Maw's eternal storm clouds. They were quite literally in the middle of nowhere. She couldn't escape if she wanted to, and to kill the crew -- if she were of a mind to -- would be to kill herself. 
 
    Beyond the apparent imprisonment, she had free run of the ship. She was allowed into any crew quarter, storage locker, compartment, and privy, and the crew were all quick with a smile and a word. She was treated as every bit the guest that Harker said she was. They were certainly the most neighborly captors she could've imagined. 
 
    But she still had no idea why the "ploy" had even been necessary. The crew didn't know, and Harker was less than forthcoming, saying only that they'd discuss it over dinner that evening. As the sun dipped closer to the horizon, turning the white sparkles in the foam golden, Delana found herself growing anxious, eager to put an end to the mystery. 
 
    Finally, the bosun's pipe gave its shrill cry, announcing the evening meal. The galley had no mess hall attached to it, so the crew rotate to the galley in shifts, collecting their rations -- fish, rice, and some dried fruit -- and returning to their duty stations to eat. Delana wended her way through the press of hungry crewmen, finally making it to the captain's quarters, where Harker greeted her cheerfully. He pulled out a chair, running on tracks bolted to the floor, and invited her to sit. 
 
    Certainly the most neighborly captor ever. 
 
    A crewman entered the room with a cursory knock, bearing a tray full of tin bowls and mugs. He regarded Delana with his sapphire eyes, nodding after a moment, before serving from the tray. 
 
    "Katka'ran, my first mate," Harker said by way of introduction. "I've asked him to join us. To provide witness, you see," he added somewhat cryptically. 
 
    Delana chuckled in disbelief. "A witness?" 
 
    "Of course," Harker insisted, his emerald eyes blazing their sincerity. "For my protection and yours. He's a terrible liar." 
 
    "But why would we need a witness?" 
 
    "Ah, I see." He offered a private smile, as if at some secret joke. "Allow me to explain. May I?" he asked, indicating her ring. Reluctantly, she slipped the leather thong from around her neck and gave it to the ship captain. 
 
    "This is what's known as a bauble," he said, holding the ring before him. "Vi'zrith are not known for their jewelry, save those of pearl or bone, so this is considered rather gaudy. To gift it to someone implies great affection. And the craftsmanship if this one is almost legendary." 
 
    "But it's just a plain ring," she countered. "What's so special about it?" 
 
    "Well, this one was fashioned for someone of great importance, and bears a number of their familial marks. You really have to be vi'zrith to appreciate its beauty. Allow me..." he said, reaching across the table to touch Delana's temple. She felt the chill of emerald magic course through her as Harker wielded. Releasing her, he presented the ring once again... but it wasn't the same ring. 
 
    Delana corrected herself. It was the same ring. It had all the same lines and edges that she'd spent years memorizing. But now she could see it in much greater detail, capturing glittering runes that had escaped her notice before. "How...?" 
 
    "A temporary spell," he dismissed with a wave. "It'll fade in a moment, and the ring will appear as it always has." 
 
    "So the ring is an artifact," she breathed, admiring it as if it were brand new. And it was, after a fashion. "What does it do?" 
 
    "It allows a man or woman to live as vi'zrith. We have ways of bringing airbreathers beneath the waves -- sapphires, like Katka'ran here, or amoebite sheaths -- but those are temporary solutions for temporary visitors. A ring like this is more... long term." 
 
    "Like an engagement ring?" she asked instinctively, her eyes watering slightly at the romance of it all. 
 
    "Exactly like that, actually," Harker affirmed. "Of course, even this is a temporary measure. The wearer of this ring would eventually become vi'zrith, so the bauble is no longer be needed." 
 
    Delana considered the ring a moment longer, then forced the smile from her face. "That still doesn't answer my question. Why the secrecy? Why the witness?" 
 
    Harker sighed. "Because that bauble bears the marks of Scilla Pod. You'd consider them a ruling House. They're a very influential family in the Noni Trench, with councilors in the Sentinel and senators in the Pearline Congress in Schel Finix. The last thing I'd want is to be seen as inhospitable to a guest of theirs. But I'm not entirely sure that you are a guest of theirs. I don't know how you came by the bauble, so you can understand my concern." He paused uncertainly, then asked, "How did you come by it?" 
 
    Delana felt a thrill, as one standing on a plank, readying themselves to dive into the brine. No turning back now, she thought, drawing a deep, stilling breath. "I found it at an inn in Stormhold, years ago. I was looking for my husband's sister, Anika." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delana and Harker talked long into the evening, with Katka'ran contributing little more than a grunt here and a chuckle there. 
 
    Well, to be honest, Delana did most of the talking. The vi'zrith captain was content to just listen. He showed considerable skill in that area, in fact. 
 
    Delana was hesitant at first, but the more she talked, the more she found the floodgates opening, allowing the lives and times of House du'Nograh to spill out in a torrent. She tried to keep her conversation strictly about Anika, but the full story, once acknowledged, refused to be contained. 
 
    She told him of Eram and Ana du'Nograh, barely escaping the slaughter of King Titus' court with their children. She told of the kindly old sailor who took the family in, eventually adopting the children as his own when the forces of the Highest caught up with the parents. She told of Anika's ascension to Sapphire at twelve, and her appointment to the Academy in Bastion at seventeen. She told of Anika's disappearance a few weeks later, and how it pushed Retzu toward the assassin's guild and Reit to claim his father's estate -- both in nobility and in rebellion. 
 
    She even told him about how she met Reit, shortly after Anika's disappearance, and had the privilege of watching, first hand, his transformation from orphaned noble to el'Yatza. Of course Delana had to tell Harker -- that was the most important part! 
 
    But then she went further, telling Harker things that she never had the courage to talk to Reit about in life. She told him of her search for Anika, first in Deitrich and then in Bastion. She told of the love letters that she found in Anika's old footlocker at the Academy, containing many blush-inducing details about her love life but very few regarding the young man she shared it with. She told him of Anika's plan to meet her lover in Stormhold, and of her following in Anika's footsteps. She told him of the days spent canvasing the inns, hostels, and hovels, with nothing more than what Reit had told Delana about her -- pretty but not beautiful, rugged but not masculine, having a noble bearing but a tavern brawler's temper. It had seemed an impossible task, but Delana finally found the inn where Anika had stayed... and vacated, leaving no personal effects to speak of, save a few scraps of clothing and the ring -- the vi'zrithi bauble. 
 
    Finally, with her tale told up to that point, Delana added the latest clue -- the nature of the bauble itself, fashioned by an artisan of Scilla Pod in Noni Trench, suggesting not only that Anika's lover was a vi'zrith of that family, but that she had married him and become vi'zrith herself, leaving behind the now pointless artifact. 
 
    "So now I have a family name, and a place to start asking," she concluded, sipping from her now warm tin cup. The mulled wine did little to slake the thirst she had built up with her tale, but at least her voice wasn't cracking. "I'm sure men and women don't become vi'zrith everyday, so maybe somebody there knows something." 
 
    Harker had been leaning over the table, chin on doubled fists, nodding with her tale noncommittally. But now that she'd finished, his brows furrowed, as if trying to decide how to voice what was on his mind. Finally, he asked, "Why are you doing this?" 
 
    The question caught Delana off guard. "Excuse me?" 
 
    "Why now?" he clarified. "Why, after all this time, are you searching for your dead husband's lost sister?" 
 
    "Well... because Retzu needs her," she said roughly, nearly stammering to get the words out. "He's always had a problem with respon---" 
 
    "Of course, I understand that, but that doesn't answer my question," Harker countered, waving off the rest of her excuse. Because an excuse it was. And Delana could see that Harker knew it. He repeated his query, "Why now?" 
 
    Delana opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again, willing words to form of their own accord, but they would not. What could she say? How could she tell him that Reit was stuck between this world and the next, and that she was likely the reason why? How could she tell him that Anika represented her last hope for laying Reit's spirit to rest? That she hoped his finding out that Anika was alive would give him a measure of peace? That maybe, just maybe, it would be enough to pull him free of Delana's chains of amethyst, and allow him to finally shelter in the Crafter's arms? 
 
    Harker waited a moment more, then made a shooing motion. "None of my business. I'm sorry for intruding. You have your reasons. That you've come this far, and put yourself into my hands, tells me just how important those reasons are. You don't have to share them with me." 
 
    "Thank you," Delana breathed gratefully. 
 
    "Still, we're at least two days out from the Maw," Harker hedged, offering a conspiratorial wink. "Three, if the winds don't turn as they should. More than enough time to reconsider your silence." 
 
    Delana grinned. "I'll keep that in mind." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Retzu winced in sympathy as he pulled the bandage around Trista's right hand, each wrap punctuated by a sharp intake of the silver-hilt's breath. 
 
    No, not silver, Retzu reminded himself. Not anymore. 
 
    "I've got an emerald artifact, ya know," he commented. "The Old Man didn't say you couldn't---" 
 
    "No," she said firmly. Eyeing him, she switched tactics. "I would understand if you hated me." 
 
    "I don't hate you, Trista-ma--- ummm... Trista," he countered lamely. No hilt. No honorific either. He lifted his eyes to meet Trista's. He wasn't sure what he'd expected to find there, but he was pretty sure it wasn't sympathy. 
 
    "I wouldn't blame you if you did," she insisted gently. "You couldn't hate me any more than I hate myself. I deserve it." 
 
    Retzu looked away. "The debt is paid," he recited. "For me to hate you would mean that the debt remains. Even your husband doesn't think that is so. I mean, you're still drawing breath," he added, forcing a playful smirk. 
 
    The older woman, now looking elderly, offered a bittersweet smile in return. "You're a sweet boy. You always have been. I could wish that Fila had waited for you. Then maybe..." 
 
    "Nah, mate. I'da treated her like I treat any other woman, then it'd be you hating me. Or worse, the Old Man." 
 
    "Not hardly," she chuckled. "You're already the son he never had. Fila would've only made it more so. Between him and Mik and Ka---" 
 
    With the near-mention of Kaleb's name, Trista clamped her lips shut and threw her ruined left hand up to cover them. Her eyes remained dry, though they did take on a shine that they didn't have before. 
 
    It seemed odd to Retzu that Trista would have a harder time with Kaleb's passing than that of her daughter -- even if her daughter deserved it. The only thing that made sense was that Fila had chosen her fate, where Kaleb had not. 
 
    For all that Kaleb was an assassin, he was innocent, a man with a pure heart. More than anything else, he brought honor and humility to the Triad. His demeanor was regal -- far more noble than Retzu's own, and Retzu was a noble -- and his integrity without question. Some were coming to consider Retzu as the best sword in the Fellowship, but Kaleb was indisputably the best man. 
 
    Trista sniffed roughly, and her eyes took on a faraway look. "I remember the day when Mik brought you to us. Snot-nosed wretch, more trouble than you were worth," she smiled fondly. "It was about this time of year. Your sister had disappeared in the spring, and Reit had decided to reclaim your father's title a month or so later. Mik wouldn't let him go alone, but you wanted none of it. Something about the road to Aitaxen being too... 'boring'." 
 
    "Politics," Retzu muttered, tugging on the bandage as he wrapped. "The art of making somebody want to do things your way. It's all head games -- underhanded, sneaky, the most dishonest you can be while telling the truth." 
 
    "You were smart enough for it. You just didn't want to sit still long enough to out-think your opponent," she countered. "You didn't like committing to some long, drawn out strategy. You just wanted to fight. Instantly gratifying. Decisive. You were enamored with it. Mik had been teaching the three of you the shol'tuk arts for years -- all but the sword, of course -- but you were the only one to show any real interest or aptitude." 
 
    "Reit reached iron, in skill if not in rank. Anika reached silk. I'd hardly call that inept." 
 
    "Yes, but you reached gold," Trista said. "And you're still reaching." 
 
    The unspoken suggestion struck Retzu, and he froze. Could she really mean...? His blood ran cold at the thought, and his anger burned colder. Abruptly, he knotted the bandage and jerked it tight, and she yelped. "We haven't even had a proper service for Kaleb," he said, his words feeling hot in his throat. "Don't go strapping his hilt to my back like his death was a good thing," he spat quietly, pushing himself to his feet. 
 
    "I'd never suggest that it was," Trista hissed through her teeth. "His death cost me my daughter. Twice over -- first to the Shadow Mage, then to your blade. If I had done something, he would still be here. So would Fila -- and not just here, but ours again." 
 
    She signed and flexed her remaining fingers painfully, settling the bandage as best she could. "But Mik is a crafty old minta'hk. He was an old man when he took you in. He was an old man when I first met him as a sprout, when my Granddad was Triad with him, the year before he found D'prox and Kaleb in a gutter in Soleis. He's been at this a long time, and it don't take an Academy scholar to see that he and D'prox have been grooming you. Fila's... Fila only made it happen sooner." 
 
    Retzu sat there on his hunkers, silently parsing her words. His first thought was to whip out a snappy retort, or a scathing insult, or anything that might shut her up. But what purpose would it serve? It didn't change the fact that it made sense. Between Mik's maneuvering and D'prox's mentorship -- and even Kaleb's occasional encouragement -- Trista's revelation made all the sense in the world. 
 
    But Retzu didn't have to like it. 
 
    Reaching up, he touched the spot behind his ear. "Mik, can you talk?" 
 
    There was a long pause, and then Mik replied breathlessly, laying on his effected accent more thickly than usual. Yessir, yer Generalship, sir. 
 
    He was with someone. Retzu cursed inwardly. There was so much that needed to be said, so many questions he needed answered, that Mik's coded yes and no responses would likely make the whole ordeal more frustrating than it was worth, but there was no help for it. The young assassin had a bone to pick with his uncle, and he would not be denied. 
 
    "D'prox didn't kill Kaleb," he said. "Fila did, and Trista covered it up. D'prox took Trista's thumbs and ponytail." 
 
    Mik paused again. A fine choice, sir. I've had similar many times meself. 
 
    Retzu sighed. So Mik was in agreement with D'prox's decision to let Trista live and regain her honor. He had hoped as much. Bad enough to lose one adopted uncle over this. He'd hate to see Mik and D'prox at odds. 
 
    "That's not all," he said, eyes locked with Trista's, who looked on with one eyebrow crooked up expectantly. "Trista says that you and D'prox have been grooming me for Triad." 
 
    A long pause this time. It'll take a mite, sir. Braised boar is a tricky dish. 'At's why ye cook it a'fore ye cook it, if'n ye get me meaning, sir. It could be 'til the cock-a crows a'fore it's fit'n ta eat in its full glory, but ye gotta eat when yer hungry, e'en if'n th' apples an' taters ye add t' it ain't quite done. 
 
    Retzu was stunned. Not only was Mik grooming him for Triad, he had been grooming him all along -- since he was a kid, since before bringing him to D'prox. Meeting Trista's eyes again, he saw her lips stretch wide in a sly grin. 
 
    "No," he said adamantly. "I didn't want to take up Reit's mantle, but I didn't have much choice in that. This..." 
 
    O' course, sir, Mik said, and fell silent for a moment, before adding, Ye really are an insufferable cuss, ain'tcha? 
 
    "Did you...?" 
 
    Stepped outside, he answered Retzu's unspoken query. His Generalship's takin' his meal, so I come out here t' speak wi' ye proper. D' you realize how hard it is fer me t' find killers that I can trust t' kill only when's called for? 
 
    "Not my problem," Retzu snapped. "You know I want no part of leadership. Never have. That's why I joined the Fellowship in the first place -- to be invisible. Reit wanted me to head up his rebellion, and he woulda sucked me in had I gone along with him to Aitaxen." 
 
    Sure'n ye showed him, didn' ye? Mik replied, the sapphire connection doing little to hide him chuckling at the irony. 
 
    "It ain't for life. Soon as the Cause is won, or I find a way to make it safe, I'm done. No more rebellion. No more sending soldiers to die at my command. Triad is totally different." 
 
    Lemme tell ye somethin', me boy. Lemme give ye a clue. No matter where ye run, no matter what life ye live, people will follow ye. It's who y'are. It's in yer nature. Y' draw folks t' yerself, just as yer brother did, an' yer word moves people t' action. You inspire, son, an' ye canna just turn that off. 
 
    "Watch me," Retzu challenged. 
 
    Mik sighed. Look, I ain't forcin' ye t' do nothin', boy. I was lookin' fer somebody when I found D'prox and Kaleb. I was lookin' fer somebody when I found Brint D'Gasto and Lazy Tad. Stifler and Fes. Eylo and Voster. I want ye fer the steel hiltset, boy, but I don't need ye. If'n ye don't want it, ye don't want it. I can make do." 
 
    "Thank---" 
 
    But I do need ye t' care for the steel, boy, Mik said, cleanly cutting Retzu off. Least till I can come fer 'em. They're unique an' powerful weapons. I canna risk them fallin' into th' wrong hands again, son, not with everything what's comin'. 
 
    Retzu didn't like where this was headed. "But D'prox's vault---" 
 
    ---is only as safe as th' Earthen Rank army comin' yer way, leavin' any day now if they ain't left already. Or had ye fergotten them? 
 
    Crafter take it! Retzu saw what his uncle was doing, but he was powerless to stop it. Mik's argument made perfect sense. The weapons were special, even for shol'tuk armament, and he knew it. They did need to be kept safe, and Retzu was a safer hold for them than D'prox's vault. 
 
    He was trapped. 
 
    Take th' hilts, boy, Mik insisted. D'prox will present 'em to ye right an' proper, so ye can use 'em as Kaleb did. Use 'em in yer fight wi' th' Ranks, an' maybe after that, maybe we can talk again about th' Triad. 
 
    Retzu knelt silently, unable to speak even if he had something left to say. He could only imagine how defeated he looked, judging by the sympathy in Trista's eyes. She couldn't hear the full exchange between Retzu and Mik, but he was sure the entire conversation played out on his face. 
 
    "Okay..." he said finally. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Patrys shifted on the uncomfortable door stoop across from the Fellowship guildhouse, sighing her boredom. At least, she gave what passed for a sigh these days, her stoma cover puffing out gently against the hand that cupped her chin. 
 
    She'd seen Retzu leaving camp with that strange sword strapped to his back. She wasn't shol'tuk, but she knew enough to know that steel wasn't a common hilt, and Retzu wasn't carrying himself in a common manner. And since her disappointment with du'Cyphem, she'd been in the mood for something uncommon. She reached out to touch his mind with Sapphire as he passed, not to Whisper to him but to listen in on his thoughts. But she found nothing, likely owing to his amethyst ring. Whatever he aimed to do, he intended to do it without any magical interruption. 
 
    That was more than enough to pique her interest. 
 
    She followed him north out of the camp and along the highroad, far enough back that her inability to hide herself from him wouldn't be a problem. Eventually, they reached the city gates, and the highroad became the Mainway. Once inside the city walls, Retzu ducked into the first westward alley he came to. Just a few weeks ago, this would've given Patrys a moment's pause -- the Commons wasn't a very forgiving place -- but now she just extended the bubble of her sapphire influence, cloaking herself in invisibility, and dove into the warren of backstreets after him. 
 
    Retzu led Patrys through a number of twists and turns, many which seemed unnecessary. She almost lost him in one of the many bazaars, but finally she caught sight of him again, just in time to see him enter the shol'tuk guildhouse a few buildings down from her. 
 
    She raced to catch up, but the door closed before she even got close. She cursed silently, and toyed with the idea of just opening the door herself, but she thought better of it. Likely as not, the door only opened from the inside, but even if she were able to open the door, she didn't want to test the limits of her camouflage. Making herself invisible was one thing. Making a door invisible to the man tasked to watch it was something else entirely. 
 
    So she found herself on the far side of the alley, sitting on the disused stoop, eyeballing the guildhouse with chin in hand and sighing her boredom. 
 
    She'd been there for almost twenty minutes, and had taken to sifting through the mind of the man standing guard -- one Atrius Chibalfel, formerly of an unnamed farm about a day's right from Ivytree Grove. Oh, he was a wealth of information of course, revealing to her many secrets of the secret society, up to and including the members of the Hidden Triad -- one of which had been the owner, or former owner, of the steel hilt that Retzu had brought to present to his guildmaster. Patrys had even uncovered the passwords and gestures that would grant her entrance to the guildhouse. If she weren't a mage, of course. For all that she learned from the guard, she couldn't learn enough to make her welcome among the shol'tuk. No, without Retzu standing surety for her, it would be suicide for her to try and gain entrance. 
 
    Eventually, Patrys tired of snooping on Atrius' private thoughts -- she would've thought that an assassin would have more interesting thoughts -- so she expanded her awareness to take in the minds of those inside the guildhouse. And immediately regretted it. It was like diving headlong into a crowded room, each voice babbling incessantly, each voice indistinguishable from the others. None of the voices were louder than any of the others, so she couldn't home in on any one mind. Frustrated, she pulled back to Atrius' mind, and pressed her chin more heavily into her palm. 
 
    Jilon. The name came to Patrys, loud and clear, as Atrius tilted his head back toward the door. He was listening to somebody -- this Jilon, an iron-hilt born of Bastion, from parents native to Morningsun. He and Atrius had been fast friends since they were rawhides together. 
 
    She was able to get the gist of the conversation -- they were discussing the next shift, and a tankard at the Spitted Shadow after -- but it felt second-hand, as if Atrius was telling her about the conversation. Which he was, of course. But Patrys wanted more. She wanted to hear it. 
 
    Centering herself on Atrius, she let her mind roam free. Rather than actively sifting through Atrius' mind, she relaxed her thoughts, settling into Atrius the way a bather would a pool. 
 
    "--but if you're there, she might actually talk to me," Jilon was saying, his Ysrean drawl belying his Onatae heritage. 
 
    "She's not impressed that you're shol'tuk, mate," Atrius said. "Ain't scared, either. Assassins are a copper a company for her. Me being there won't help you a bit -- may even hurt your chances!" 
 
    As Atrius spoke, Patrys saw images of him and Nadia, a steely-eyed tavern wench, blonde and stunning even with the ugly scar that connected her left eye socket to her upper lip. Many of those images were less than flattering, and all of them provocative. No, Atrius would be no help at all in garnering her attention for Jilon. 
 
    Shaking her head, she drew herself back from the conversation, but not so much that she disengaged from Atrius' senses. This could work, she thought. Focusing on Jilon's voice, she reached out to his mind... and found it! 
 
    Her perceptions shifted from sunny alley stoop to darkened interior guard as her mind shifted from the worldly Atrius to the lovelorn Jilon. His admiration for Atrius was genuine, though a bit naive. His memories of Atrius' trysts with Nadia had a much more romantic bent -- unnervingly so, for an assassin. Patrys could only imagine that it came from his near-hero worship of his friend. 
 
    Unable to convince Atrius to come to his aid, Jilon left off his pleading and headed back into the guildhouse proper, carrying his sapphire passenger along with. Jilon continued to think about Nadia, but his thoughts also drifted to Retzu and the steel hilts he had carried -- those belonging to Kaleb Listau, a vi'zrith, and partner to the titanium-hilted D'prox and the diamond-hilted Mikel du'Ander, Retzu's uncle. He looked up the stairs, toward the room where she and Retzu had turned over du'Cyphem. The very same room, in fact, where Retzu was now turning over the steel-hilted swords to his sen'sia. 
 
    But rather than mount the stairs, Jilon headed down the hall toward the kitchen, and to the basement stairs running directly beneath the stairs leading up. Those stairs led down to a series of cells, set apart for prisoners of the guild. And in one of those cells... 
 
    Du'Cyphem. 
 
    Patrys rode along with her host, watching and listening the whole way, as Jilon picked up a plate of prepared food with a nod to the cook, and headed down the stairs to the torch-lit basement and its one occupied cell. 
 
    The sapphire prisoner straightened on his cot to receive his visitor, his bearing unbearably confident -- regal, even, despite the chains that bound his wrists to his ankles. "About time," he muttered grudgingly, as if the mere utterance was beneath his dignity. 
 
    At the sight of him, Patrys' blood ran cold. Though Jilon continued to go through his motions, Patrys' only thoughts were of the prisoner that he was serving. How vile he was. How utterly evil. When she looked at him through Jilon's eyes, she didn't see an elderly sapphire. She saw Cedric, light fading from his fatherly eyes, even as a satisfied smile spread across his slacking features. He gave his last breath ensuring that Patrys would draw just a few more. 
 
    And this man is the reason. He may not have cast the spell, but he was the one who commanded the mage to action. 
 
    Before she really knew what she was doing, she dropped the meal tray to the flagstone and reached up to unlock the cell door. 
 
    "Oh, so we're having dinner and entertainment?" the elder sapphire jeered. "What a treat." 
 
    How was she doing this? How was it possible? It barely made sense to her that she was able to look inside another person's head, let alone see through their eyes, hear through their ears. It was entirely unheard of -- at least, as far as she knew. But this...? She pushed the cell door open with a creak and moved forward. 
 
    "Well, come on, then. Let's see what you're made of," du'Cyphem taunted, though Patrys got the impression that it was false bravado. Still, he pressed on, more comfortable with the illusion, apparently, than the reality. "I always thought there was quite a bit of legend to the shol'tuk's legendary code of honor." 
 
    Standing at arm's distance from the elder sapphire, Patrys felt the urge to throttle him, to pummel him with her borrowed hands. Instead, she looked briefly into Jilon's memory then, finding what she needed, she reached out and opened the clasp. With the sharp ring of gemstone and metal, du'Cyphem's amethyst shackle fell away. 
 
    At once, du'Cyphem's gemstone eyes took on a brilliant azure glow. "I don't know what moved you to do that, my friend, but you probably shou---" 
 
    His breath caught as Patrys formed a dagger with her thoughts and jabbed it home. His mind, no longer restrained by amethyst magic but no longer protected by it either, lay bare before Patrys, and she took full advantage of his surprise. He loosed a guttural howl and clawed at his forehead, blood welling up under his fingernails as he tried to dig Patrys out with his bare hands. 
 
    But that advantage was short-lived. His face telling the effort in detail, he snapped his jaw shut and forced his hands down to his side. "Clever girl!' the prisoner grunted through clenched teeth, his lips stretching in a wicked grin that put the lie to the obvious strain in his voice. She pushed with her magic, digging and clawing for purchase, but he pushed back, uncurling the tendrils of her magic as quickly as she put them forth. "That you could learn this at all is remarkable," he said, the tiniest bead of sweat forming on his brow. "The complexity of the spell makes it nearly impossible, even for the best of us. But to figure it out on your own... That, my dear, is true brilliance. Tragic that you won't live to develop it." 
 
    Patrys' mind screamed as du'Cyphem jolted forward, reaching deep into her consciousness with icy tendrils of his own. She flailed as du'Cyphem riddled her mind with a thousand pinpricks, none of them lethal by themselves, but each one compounding the effect of the other. Where she had been the predator at first, she was quickly becoming the prey. 
 
    Mustering her flagging strength, she lashed out again, this time driving full force into du'Cyphem's mind. She pushed mercilessly past his consciousness and into his very soul. He screamed at the strength of her attack, the sound of it taking on an odd quality as she shifted her mind forward, possessing him. Behind her -- or before her, rather -- Jilon collapsed, eyes lolled back in his head and foam flecking his mouth. Some distant part of her felt sorry for him -- an innocent bystander, relatively speaking -- but she couldn't afford to care too much. She had started this thing with du'Cyphem, for better or worse, and if she lost to the elder sapphire, Jilon's sacrifice would be for nothing. 
 
    She cast her sapphire magic about, but this time, with purpose. Now inside du'Cyphem's head, she could feel the fear that he had only hinted at, and not just of Patrys but of what she might discover. Latching onto that thought, she drove deeper, and with abandon. She couldn't find out. She must not find out. Heramis told him... 
 
    Where was Heramis? He didn't know. That much was true. But he did know that Heramis was not with the granite contingent on its way to Bastion. Impudent fools, presuming that the Shadow Mage would not know that He had spies in Schel Veylin, spies watching and waiting for the Earthen Rank army that the Highest would certainly be sending to quell the rebellion in Ysre. 
 
    How utterly delicious! For all their watching, the spies hadn't seen the army of granites, swimming through the earth well below their feet. If they had, the rebels in Bastion would've fled days ago. That they were still here could only speak to their ignorance, or their stupidity, which amounted to the same thing. 
 
    Days ago? How close are the granites? Patrys wondered, her own panic rising.  
 
    She held du'Cyphem's mind in a death grip. With her inhabiting him, as she had Jilon, his body was at her disposal, his magic, his mind. There was no part of him that she did not have absolute control over. She felt him in the back of his own mind, clawing at her presence, trying to oust her without his magic, but to no avail. She owned him, completely. Like a slave, perhaps. Or like a robe that she could don or doff at will, with no will of its own to speak of. 
 
    Or like a book, a codex, a font of wisdom that she could utterly consume. 
 
    She dove into the deepest recesses of his mind, sorted through every whisper, every image. She learned what little he knew of Heramis in an instant, du'Cyphem's connections to the court of the Highest mere seconds later. But there was more... so much more. Years of scholarship. Years of experimentation. Sapphire secrets in abundance. 
 
    And she absorbed it all. 
 
    Finally, having drained du'Cyphem dry, she pulled back... but stopped. He knew now. He knew that she knew. He knew how she knew, and he would try to come for her. Or warn Heramis, or whoever was leading the granite army. He was too dangerous to leave alive. 
 
    But she couldn't kill him. Oh, she could puppet him into a noose, or to fall on the still writhing Jilon's sword, or even search her newfound libraries of arcane knowledge and find something to kill du'Cyphem from within. But no. Death was too good for him. No, he needed to pay his debt to Bastion, to the Cause, and to Sal and Marissa and to herself. And to Cedric. He needed to have that smugness burned out of him, that superiority. 
 
    As it happened, that arrogance was born of the same thing that made him a danger to the Cause -- his magic. 
 
    A lunatic grin stretched across her face -- his face -- as the fledgling idea took root and grew. She could feel du'Cyphem there, in his tiny corner of her mind, his desperation to get free morphing into all-out terror. He knew what she was after. 
 
    An instant later, she found it. Laughing viciously with du'Cyphem's own mouth, Patrys flexed her grip on that spot in his mind, then squeezed. She felt an incorporeal pop as the space gave way between the fingers of her magic, and with that pop, she breathed a sigh of satisfaction. 
 
    The corner of her mind that was Hogan du'Cyphem thrummed first with confusion -- What was I afraid of...? -- then with growing unease, which only added to Patrys' pleasure. She withdrew, but slowly, as close to sauntering as her Sapphire-borne mind could get. 
 
    "W-what? How...? I can do this! I'm a sapphire mage!" he demanded of the world as Patrys faded, the once-mage flailing in his mind for the knowledge to build the most basic sapphire concept. "Why can't I remember?!?" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chill of emerald magic drew Sal back to the waking world, a sensation that he was becoming very familiar with. 
 
    As was the sound of beratement. "Are you sizzled in the kippa?" Jaren shouted, his gemstone eyes dimming with the release of the mana he'd been wielding. "What did I tell you? 'Wait until I have you wrapped in emerald magic before you let go.' How hard is that?" 
 
    Sal pushed himself unsteadily to a sitting position. "I thought if I could swap over to Emerald fast enough, you wouldn't need to." 
 
    "And how did that work out?" the emerald demanded. 
 
    Menkal reached out a calming hand, but Jaren shrugged it away violently. Senosh, on the other hand... just laughed. Raucously. 
 
    "What's so funny?" Jaren spat, turning on the ruby mage with hands akimbo. 
 
    "Y-y-you," the Mandiblean chortled breathlessly. "S-seeing you... angry... it's... it's..." He collapsed in mirth, unable to continue. 
 
    "Jaren, I'm good, okay?" Sal assured. He spread his arms and twisted at the hips, presenting himself for inspection. "See? All my parts are here. Let's just give it another try, and---" 
 
    "Another try? We've done it twenty times already. And every time -- without fail -- you passed off when you let go of Granite." 
 
    "It's 'passed out'---" 
 
    "Don't you presume to correct me," Jaren warned caustically, pointing one uncalloused, scholarly finger in Sal's face. "I've had just about enough..." 
 
    Sal? Patrys Whispered. 
 
    Sal held his hand up, cutting off Jaren's rant-- to the emerald's further ire -- as he reached out to Sapphire. "I'm here. What's up?" 
 
    We need t' prepare. The Highest is sendin' men t' Bastion t' root us out. 
 
    "Yeah, I know. We talked with the Patriarchal Council about that before we even---" 
 
    No, Sal, ye dinna catch me meanin'. They're on their way. Now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The fire crackled in its pit, kicking off embers that floated off into the darkening sky. The smells of Caravan's cook pots, ripe with their steaming fruits, permeated every breath that Sal took and brought his mouth to water, but there was business to attend to, so dinner would have to wait. 
 
    Even with the Cause down to one du'Nograh, Reit and Delana's tent seemed the most appropriate place to meet. The near-vacant shelter still had an air of command, due in no small part to Reit's body, lying in state on its cart at the back. The once-rebel could be seen through the tent flap, his features completely untouched by the weeks that had passed since his body was placed there -- "still dying", as Jaren had put it. With his cheeks still rosy and his eyes still unsunken, Reit could've merely been napping and not long gone. 
 
    Caravan's Heads of Order and Guild all took their usual places around the fire, with Retzu and Sal at the head of the assembly, taking position on either side of Patrys. "Okay, tell them what you told me," Sal told the young sapphire. 
 
    Aye, she Whispered, her magic carrying her thoughts to everyone present. Th' Earthen Rank are on their way from Schel Veylin. They left just after Harvest. 
 
    "That can't be," Retzu objected. "I've got a man in Schel Veylin, keeping an eye on things for me. Last I heard, there's about a battle fist of Rank soldiers camped to the east of Veylin. Told me a couple days ago that they're just sort of... milling around. Waiting." 
 
    Are they granites, or a mix of Ranks? 
 
    "Standard mix, to hear him tell it." 
 
    Then yer man's been duped, Patrys Whispered with certainty. The force headin' our way is made entirely of granites. 
 
    "It's possible," Gaelen offered, the Mandiblean amethyst standing as proxy for the absent Delana. "Slip down far enough into the earth and even an amethyst wouldn't see them leave. Quick and easy. None would be the wiser." 
 
    "They could deposit an entire army at our feet and we wouldn't know about it until it was all over," Senosh growled, standing to his feet and pacing. "How fast can granites travel?" 
 
    "Well, an amethyst can Lift himself for a couple hundred or so miles in a day, if they carried only the most basic supplies," Gaelen said. "It'd take me maybe half a month to get to Veylin. Ships coming downriver from Scholar's Ford would make it quicker." 
 
    "And it's been right at two weeks since Harvest," said the big ruby. "That means, at most, we've got three weeks, maybe less. We'll be fighting by Whitesong. Damn poor month to wage a war." 
 
    "Wait... wait. How do you know all this?" Retzu asked, his brow drawing tight in dread, as if he already suspected the answer. 
 
    The young Plainswoman adjusted her stoma cover uncomfortably. I... spoke to Patriarch du'Cyphem--- 
 
    Retzu rubbed a spot behind his ear intently then spoke. "D'prox, I need you to check on du'Cyphem," the assassin said as if through Sapphire, though he wasn't wearing any jewelry that Sal could see. Was it implanted?  
 
    Sal couldn't listen in on the private exchange, but whatever answer D'prox had given Retzu, it came quickly, as if he'd been expecting his sodu's call. Hard as Retzu's face had been a moment before, it hardened further, the longer he listened. Finally, he nodded. "Not yet, but I'm about to," Retzu promised, thumbing the spot behind his ear again. "Patrys, what did you do to him?" 
 
    I did what nobody else could, she sent defiantly, completely unflinching under the assassin's accusatory gaze. 
 
    Sal scooted back a hair, just in case his sen'sia thought to knock some of the defiance right out of her. Bad enough that Sal knew how easily the nobleman-cum-assassin could do so. Worse that the maimed mage didn't seem to care how dangerous the man was. 
 
    "He's broken, you ignorant git," he snapped. "Terrified, raving, saying he can't remember how to wield the magic that's been a part of him for decades. We could have used him!" 
 
    Far from ignorant -- far from fearful -- Patrys squared her shoulders and took on an air of confidence that Sal thought otherworldly, even for her. I know everything he knows now, she Whispered. 
 
    "What do you mean, everything?" Sal asked, dreading the answer. As powerful, as erratic as she had become since her attack, the teenage warrior might be capable of anything. 
 
    T' say it another way, Sal, there's not a day he's lived, a lie he's told, a woman he's fondled, or a spell he's cast that I canna give ye the most intimate details of. Everything. 
 
    "She's Absorbed him," Menkal breathed, his mouth hanging agape with awe. Or it could've been fear or even disgust -- it was hard to tell. 
 
    "'Absorbed'?" Sal asked. 
 
    The elder sapphire was silent for a moment, but when he spoke, his voice shook violently. Sal had never heard him that rattled. "I've only ever heard about it in stories. Very few people have ever worked out the concepts to even enter another person's mind, let alone Absorb them. But it works like she said -- you draw all of a person's memories into yourself. All their skills, all their knowledge, all their years of experience. In essence, you become the person you've Absorbed." 
 
    "But that's a good thing, right?" Sal asked. "I mean, now we don't have to interrogate a prisoner. She can tell us." 
 
    Menkal didn't answer. Instead, he stood silent and scowling opposite Patrys. The old man's body was perfectly rigid. If Sal didn't know better, he'd think that the old mage was readying himself for battle. 
 
    He's right t' worry, Patrys Whispered, the flavor of her thought sharp, menacing. If'n I were him, I'd worry too. She turned to Sal and her features softened slightly. I didn't just Absorb the man's knowledge. I also got seventy three years worth of experience wi' Sapphire -- much o' which he learned from... disreputable sources. But more t' Menkal's unease... I know why du'Cyphem sided wi' th' Shadow Mage...an' I canna say fer sure that he was in th' wrong. 
 
    The reality of the situation struck Sal all at once. More than mere knowledge, she had Absorbed the essence of the man -- the trials, failures, heartaches, and successes that had shaped Hogan du'Cyphem and made him who he was. The things that had turned him traitor to the people of Ysre, of the Mainland, the things that had drawn him to the Highest, the things that had made him an enemy of the Cause -- all of that was now a part of Patrys. But as horrific as the prospect was, the reality was much worse, because not only did she have du'Cyphem's knowledge and experience, but she had her own strength in magic, as well as her fledgling capacity to improvise, due in no small part to Sal himself. 
 
    As dangerous as du'Cyphem had been, Patrys Goatherd was now exponentially worse. 
 
    Apparently, Retzu thought along the same lines. Like lightning, the shol'tuk was on his feet, steel-hilted blade in hand and whistling toward its mark. 
 
    Patrys was just as quick to react, jumping up and assuming a ready stance. She snatched her spearhead from the thong around her neck and wielded, the stone point shooting from her hand atop a staff of solid ice, pointing directly at the assassin. 
 
    Sal was wielding before he'd even had time to process this exchange. Retzu's katana stopped bare inches from Patrys' ruined throat, caught in a wall of amethyst magic. The assassin tugged at the blade, trying to wrench it loose, but it remained fixed in midair. Patrys faced similar frustrations on the other side of the wall, the end of her spear evaporating where it touched the spell and dropping the stone spearhead. 
 
    "Stop!" Sal shouted, holding the barrier in place, just in case anybody else wanted to get froggy and leap to the attack. "If she were really the enemy, we'd never have known it until it was all over." 
 
    Nobody moved, but nobody dropped their guard. Sal had their attention, but they remained unconvinced. "She had the element of surprise, y'all! She had it, and she gave it up. Willingly." 
 
    One by one, the Heads of Order and Guild sat back down. Their distrust was still evident, but at least they weren't throwing daggers or spells or whatever. 
 
    Retzu eyed Patrys and Sal hotly for a time, and whispered a lethal "You better be right, mate" before tugging once more on his sword. Sal released his hold on Amethyst, and the katana dropped. "You better be right," Retzu repeated, then resumed his seat. 
 
    Finally, Patrys' sapphire eyes dimmed, and the rest of her staff evaporated. She bent down to retrieve her spearpoint, and turned to the diamond mage. Thank ye, Sal. 
 
    "I was half a step away from wrapping you in a null field myself," he said with a guarded sigh. "Still am." 
 
    Why don'cha? 
 
    Sal tapped his neck in response, right about where the stoma would be in Patrys' throat. "Because then you wouldn't be able to convince me of why I shouldn't." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Patrys did indeed turn out to be a wealth of information. 
 
    The once-mage du'Cyphem had long been a devotee of the Shadow Mage, and in his mind, with good reason. Like many scholars, he was familiar with the Prismatic Prophecies, but in his case, that familiarity swung rather close to obsession. As a young man, he felt as many mages did, that the Prism was an otherworldly hero, invested with unique magics by which he would save the world. But as he studied the prophecies closer, his image of the Prism as a hero darkened. 
 
    Tile Three, Sonnet Three in particular fed this fear. Sal was somewhat familiar with the prophecy, thanks to Gaelen's recitation, but as Patrys carried them through the logic, it became clear to him why du'Cyphem had felt the way he had. 
 
    The sonnet itself spoke to the Prism ending two worlds. Sal could only imagine that those two worlds were his old world, and the world that he now found himself in. 
 
    But one sonnet alone was nae enough to sway Hogan, Patrys Whispered. There were others, particularly th' contrary ones. 
 
    "What do you mean, contrary?" Sal asked. 
 
    Patrys' brow furrowed as she considered her response. There are verses what disagree, sayin' much the same thing, but leadin' t' different ends. Take... say... Tile Two, Sonnet Five... 
 
      
 
    O scattered shards of heart's desire 
 
    That flicker flame and quencheth fire 
 
    The stolen Rose to whither lone 
 
    The Prism darkened and undone 
 
      
 
    Then Light shall flee and Shadows creep 
 
    Beyond the Emerald touch 
 
    Fractured shall the Prism weep 
 
    And succumb to Abyssal clutch 
 
      
 
    "So a 'rose' is stolen, and it's supposed to break me?" Sal asked. 
 
    Patrys nodded. Perhaps. But Tile Three, Sonnet Two says just th' opposite... 
 
      
 
    O scattered shards of heart's desire 
 
    Stoke thou flame and quench not fire 
 
    The lost Rose found and set aright 
 
    The Prism filled and set alight 
 
      
 
    Then Light shall seize the Shadow's creep 
 
    Extend the rain its bow 
 
    Finally whole the Prism keep 
 
    The Light the world to show 
 
      
 
    Sal's head spun. "So... which one is right?" 
 
    'At's just it, Patrys sent. Ye canna know which prophecy is right until it comes t' pass. T'morrow is still in th' makin'. 
 
    "So, either is just as likely," Sal said, processing. "I could beat the Highest, or I could lose. But du'Cyphem thought the Prism was a hero. What made him swear to the Highest? Why not do what he could to make sure the Prism succeeds?" 
 
    Patrys shrugged her sympathy. Yer not a safe bet. Th' Highest is a devil, but he's "the devil ye know", t' borrow yer term. Bad as du'Cyphem sees th' world, this world would continue if'n ye failed. If ye succeeded, th' world might end. Better'n his mind t' befriend a tyrant than t' fight 'im, and risk everything fer a world 'at might never be. S'why he reached out t' his kin in Schel Veylin, th' Lady Bralla Veis. 
 
    "Bralla Veis?" Gaelen asked. "Any relation to Nestor Veis?" 
 
    Aye, he's 'er husband. 
 
    "Their son, Heramis, was involved in the attacks on Caravan just after Harvest," Retzu clarified. "Why?" 
 
    "Because with the Granite Spire and the runes, and then all this talk of the prophecies and the army headed this way, I just forgot..." 
 
    "What?" Sal urged. "Out with it!" 
 
    "I think I have a way to help." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor reached over his head, stretching to the chorus of a thousand pops, the sound of knots unraveling in his back. He'd been leaning over the map dais since shortly after lunch -- quite a while ago, according to his growling stomach -- but he found it hard to break away from such a fascinating find. 
 
    "Nestor," Jaeda addressed as she came into the map room. 
 
    "Look at this, my dear," Nestor indicated a large, colorful portion of the map. " Do you see the blooms between these islands?" 
 
    "They look like the vi'zrithi cities that we found in the Maw a few days ago," she commented. 
 
    "They do," he affirmed, the butterflies in his gut competing with the gnawing hunger. "But these islands are in the Scar that runs down the middle of the Expanse. It's been long thought to be a no-man's land, even for vi'zrith, but just look -- it's absolutely teeming!" 
 
    "Yeah, that's nice," she dismissed, obviously not as excited by the discovery as he was. 
 
    Not surprising. It had been a common theme of theirs. How they could be so alike in some ways, and so different in others... 
 
    "I just talked to Gaelen," she said, plunging her hands into the image and drawing it closer, shrinking the map to take in the surrounding waters, further and further until fingers of land appeared at the edge of the map -- the westernmost tips of Norwood and the Plains. She paused, orienting herself against the map for a moment, then shifted it, running the image east over the Inland Sea between the Northern and Southern Plains, then over Bayton, then the Vale. Finally, she settled the map with the Vale to the upper left and the Sea of Ysre to the lower right. She nodded and stepped back from the map, placing her hands on her hips as the two of them took in the display. "We've got to find an army," she said finally. 
 
    "An army? Where?" 
 
    "There," she said, spreading her arms to take in the entire map. "A granite army, somewhere between Schel Veylin and Bastion." 
 
    Nestor stared at the dais in silence. The scope of the search that Jaeda's brother was asking for... the sheer magnitude of it... 
 
    The displayed area covered thousands of miles, filled to the brim with villages and farms, all with their own mages, as well as large swaths of forest, teeming with wildlife. Countless auras, dimly natural and brilliantly magical, spread across the landscape, small enough that the combined auras looked quite like a dim fog of green. To see any other color, the map would have to be close enough for the fog to disperse into individual droplets -- merely a league or two in any direction, and even closer if the army of brown that they sought was Merged. 
 
    "Impossible," Nestor murmured. "It took us almost an hour yesterday to find Cao Tzu on the plains north of the Sea of Ysre, and we knew exactly where to find him. This... We could study this map for days and not find them. And that's presuming the granite army is above ground. With them Merged..." 
 
    "I told Gaelen as much," she affirmed. "But he said that little help is better than none." 
 
    Nestor turned to take in his declared, his eyes locking with hers. She was now employing Clarity at every opportunity, as was he. It had become habit for them, and lacking the conventions that he had grown used to in the Granite Guard -- first as a soldier, then as its leader -- it now seemed foolish that he'd ever hidden the skill. It was a blessing that he cherished, to once again see the world in all its beauty, rather than in terms of structure and order. It thrilled him to be able to openly look upon Jaeda's beautiful face, to see her skin -- the color of blackbrew and cream -- flush red with embarrassment or excitement, or her plump and pert lips glisten as she moistened them. 
 
    Or create tiny shadows when they turned down in sympathy, like they did at that moment. 
 
    Sighing again, he turned back to the map. "If it were me, I'd cut across the foothills of the Stormbreaks, along this pass from here to here," he said, pointing to some low points to the bottom left of the dais before reaching into the map and pulling it in close... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Heads of Order and Guild were still discussing matters well into dinnertime, so pages were sent from various parts of Caravan to bring offerings to the assembled council members. Gruel, stew, spiced potatoes, wild hog and beans -- the options were as random and varied as the leaders themselves, with no particular tastes in mind, save for those of the people who offered them of a willing heart. 
 
    Retzu declined his bowl -- venison and rice. He didn't have much of an appetite left, thanks to a certain sapphire, one far more cunning and brutal than her sixteen years could account for. After giving her testimony, she had stayed silent, stoically looking on as the council deliberated, but the seed of Retzu's distrust had already been planted, and it worried him what might sprout from it. 
 
    One by one, the assembly dispersed to their varied tasks. Tribean went to rally the Unmarked, while Jaren left to assemble Caravan's fighters. The two legs of their army were to meet in the Camp's central green, where Senosh would form them into a single unit. Menkal went to collect the squadron of dragon riders that he'd chosen from among Caravan's best horsemen, and Eshira left to gather their mounts, selected from among the Flight for their speed and stealth. They were paired, primarily as scouts but also as cavalry, and were to be sent out at first light. Menkal, like Senosh, would answer to Aten'rih, who would answer to Sal and Retzu. 
 
    As the assembly dispersed in earnest, Retzu saw Patrys out of the corner of his eye, taking to her feet and edging toward the darkness beyond the firelight. 
 
    Oh no you don't, he thought. 
 
    "Yeah, I'll talk to D'prox in the morning, mate," Retzu told Sal absently, cutting his sodu off in whatever it was that he was saying at the time. The assassin honestly hadn't a clue, but the disposition of Bastion's shol'tuk was as good a guess as any. "He's already allowed for the possibility of the Fellowship fighting with us, so it's just a matter of putting the request to them. Excuse me..." 
 
    Retzu followed Patrys as she fled into the night, only catching up to her when they were well out of sight from his brother's tent. "Well, hang on." 
 
    The sapphire mage stumbled slightly as she drew to a halt, then turned slowly to meet him. Retzu moved to remove his ring, but one look at her expression and he decided against it. Instead, he opted to do as he did at the assembly -- push the ring out from his finger with his thumb, breaking a contact with his skin that he could easily reestablish by simply letting go. 
 
    Not that he really needed to. She remained silent, waiting. 
 
    "How did you do it? Take his magic?" 
 
    S'like puttin' out a fire, she commented, her face perfectly straight, as if she'd done nothing particularly special. Ye can blow it out if'n it's a small'un. Ye can dump water on th' wood, or sand, or if'n yer a sapphire, ye can take th' air from around th' fire. Any one of 'em'll kill it. Ye canna attack th' fire itself, mind, but ye can take away what feeds th' fire an' it'll die on its own. I did the same wi' du'Cyphem's magic, she added with a shrug. Take th' mem'ries what feed th' skill, an' ye lose th' skill itself.  
 
    She sighed and looked away. I's no' permanent, if'n that's yer worry. He can get 'is magic back th' same way he got it th' first time, but he's like a babe, stumblin' around. He'll never be who 'e once was -- the man what done this t' me. 
 
    "You got your vengeance, mate," Retzu summarized, nodding and smiling grimly. "The man behind your maiming, behind Cedric's death. The man who had Sal jumped. You gave him what he had coming to him, didn'tcha." 
 
    He didn't mean it as a question, and by the look on her face, she didn't take it as one either. Her still face betrayed no emotion, but even in the dark, it was plain to see that the stoic look was intentional. Even desperately so. 
 
    Good, he thought. Maybe her thirst was quenched with the first draught. 
 
    "Don't feel like it's supposed to, does it?" 
 
    Patrys tried valiantly for a second or two more, but her lip started to quiver and her gemstone eyes took on a glimmer in the moonlight that betrayed more than their glassy surfaces. I coulda killed 'im -- I wanted to -- but this hurts 'im so much worse, I can tell. He deserves th' worst I can give'm, she Whispered, smiling at the thought, but even in the darkness, the smile looked bitter. She paused a moment, then continued in thoughts that seemed more genuine. I thought it'd stop. Th' pain, th' anger. I thought endin' 'im, endin' th' worst part o' him, would somehow... I just wanted t' see justice done. 
 
    "Nah, you didn't, mate," Retzu countered softly. "You wanted revenge, and that's what you got." He chuckled lightly, ruefully. "Funny thing about vengeance. You render it, thinking it'll fill some hole in your life, but after you've done your worst, you find that the hole is still there, just as big as it ever was. Bigger, even, because of the piece of yourself that you gave up trying to fill it." 
 
    Patrys' gemstone eyes welled with enormous tears, but she scrubbed a palm roughly across her face, refusing to let them fall. What 'e did was evil, sure, but what I did... I wish ye'd been there t' stop me. 
 
    Retzu shrugged. "Probably best I wasn't there. You'd have just kept trying, waiting until my back was turned and then doing worse for my delaying your 'justice'. He'd probably be dead now, instead of disarmed." 
 
    She huffed, her stoma cover blowing out slightly from her throat. An assassin, preferrin' life t' death. 
 
    "Shol'tuk is more than just killing," he said, taking a scholarly tone. "It's about justice -- about righting a wrong. An adherent spends his first four hilts learning how to kill. If he lives long enough, he spends his later hilts learning when to kill... and when not to." 
 
    When not to? 
 
    "Aye, mate. Even the stupidest shol'tuk can take a life. It takes wisdom to know when to try and change a life. That, my dear, is what separates vengeance from justice." 
 
    Patrys' frown deepened, the more she thought on what he said. So what I did t' du'Cyphem wasn't justice. 
 
    "I didn't say that," Retzu countered again, a slight smile tugging at his lips. "You may not have dealt justice to him, but that ain't saying that justice wasn't done. Long as he's alive, he has an opportunity to right the wrongs he's done. He might even use your vengeance to do it. Make sense?" 
 
    Not a lick, Patrys Whispered, shaking her head. 
 
    This time, Retzu chuckled richly. "I wouldn't expect it to. You're a mage. You're used to order -- this rune means that concept, which means that magical effect. Everything's a formula. No need to make a judgment call. Justice requires more improvisation than that. Not exactly a mage's strong suit." 
 
    Sal does, Patrys sent defiantly. 
 
    "The silk-hilted diamond mage with one gemstone eye? Just one more rule that he's an exception to." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal watched Retzu take off after Patrys. He didn't know how he felt about that. 
 
    He trusted his sen'sia with his life, but he wasn't sure he could trust him with hers. Of course, that wasn't to say that he trusted Patrys with Retzu's life either. When she talked about her Absorbing du'Cyphem, it sounded an awful lot like she had become du'Cyphem. It was all that he could do not to freak out the way Retzu had, to say nothing of protecting her while he was freaking out. Even after everybody had calmed down and settled into defensive planning mode, Sal held onto Amethyst, with a spell ready to be cast on whoever needed it. 
 
    He watched the two of them disappear into the night, the sapphire fleeing and the assassin in pursuit. No telling what Retzu had in mind and how Patrys would respond to it. Sal just shook his head and sighed. 
 
    "They'll be fine," Marissa said, coming up behind him, speaking to his unspoken thoughts. She wrapped her arms around his neck and looked on over his shoulder. 
 
    "How can you be sure?" 
 
    "I can't, but there's nothing we can do about it. He's a grieving gold-hilted shol'tuk, and she's a sixteen year old girl with eighty years of bad guy in her head. If they decide to go at it, do you really want to be caught in the crossfire?" 
 
    Sal looked sideways at her, and not just because she was standing at his back. "You're starting to sound way too much like me. I'm not sure I approve." 
 
    The redhead laughed a silvery peal in response, and took him by the arm. "Come into town with me. There are some artisans I need to see. They have shops and inventories that could be useful when the Earthen Rank arrive." 
 
    It was well into First Watch, approaching Second, but Sal didn't think that he'd be able to sleep anytime soon, so he allowed Marissa to lead him through the streets of Bastion. 
 
    Most of the gem shops were closed when they arrived, and the proprietors in various stages of settling in for the night, but a gentle rap of Marissa's knuckles was all it took to see the doors opened and the couple welcomed in with open arms. 
 
    Marissa approached each artisan differently, appealing to their individual talents and specialties. Some she spoke to about enchanting weapons and armor. With others, she discussed melee jewelry. With a select few, she relayed her findings on Amethyst -- specifically, Sal's unique twist on the null field and the possible applications. But to all of them, she revealed the relationships of the varied runesets, and appealed to them for any granite runes that she might not know about. 
 
    As the night went on, Sal started to see Marissa in a completely different light. He'd always known her to be brilliant and compassionate, but for the first time, he saw the spark of leadership in her as one by one she rallied her peers into a research team, dedicated to unlocking and building a granite runeset -- not just for Sal's benefit, but for that of her guild. Far from the secretive, segregated way that other guilds and orders conducted themselves, these artisans all seemed eager to share what knowledge they had, in the hopes that they would all be the better for it. But as he listened, he realized it had very little to do with the Artisan's Guild as a whole -- it was all Marissa. It was nothing short of inspiring for him. 
 
    The constabulary had just sounded Third Watch when Sal and Marissa left the last shop, the owner bidding the couple a good night as eagerly as she'd welcomed them in. As they entered the torch-lit street, they took each other's hand as if by habit, and Marissa turned to look at Sal. She smiled, first quizzically and then self-consciously. "What?" 
 
    "You," Sal said. "You're amazing!" 
 
    "I know that," she said with effected smugness. 
 
    "No, I mean it. You have this way that..." He rowed helplessly with his free hand as he searched for the right words. 
 
    How could he describe it to her? Heck, how could he explain it to himself? What was going on here? 
 
    His first impulse was to tell her that he loved her, but the words seemed so... inadequate. Besides, "I love you" was nothing that he hadn't already told her, or she him. Whatever he was trying to say, he'd never struggled to express his feelings for her like he was struggling now. 
 
    He looked away, as if his words were somehow hidden in the torch-lit street, waiting to be found. A chill wind blew through the sleeping city blocks, carrying with it the scent of late blooming flowers, not unlike the flowers he smelled the first time he'd laid eyes on her. 
 
    What a vision she was then -- enticing curves filling a vibrant green dress, afternoon sun setting her red hair ablaze, outshined only by the brilliance of her smile. It could bring light to the darkest corners of his heart. Even more so, when coupled with that smokey look her eyes took on when they were both thinking the same improper things. He'd only known her for a few months, with a huge break right in the middle, so all together they'd been "declared" for about two or three weeks total. Two weeks of dating -- without any real "dates" to speak of -- but that hardly seemed to matter. 
 
    He was still struggling with his words when two young lovers burst into the street, kissing each other desperately, and so wrapped up in each others arms that they almost bumped into Sal and Marissa on their way to whatever rendezvous they had planned. 
 
    "Excuse m---" Sal started, but his tongue tripped up when the "young" couple parted to reveal Eshira on one side of that kiss... and Menkal on the other! 
 
    "Sal!" the elderly-seeming sapphire gasped, eyes wide and boyishly self-conscious. Sal had seen that look once before, back when Coach Grayson caught their star quarterback in the locker room with the captain of the cheerleading squad. "It's not what it looks like, my boy---" 
 
    "It's exactly what it looks like," Eshira countered, her draconian eyes almost feral as she pushed Menkal away from their obviously unwelcome company. "And they're going to see a lot more of it if you don't start moving." 
 
    Sal and Marissa exchanged stunned looks as the lovers resumed their rabid attentions, retreating to the shadows with all haste. 
 
    "What was that?" Marissa breathed. 
 
    "House of the Way," Sal said dumbly, indicating the building the pair just stumbled out of. "Low Deacon Silif's parish. He's supposed to be hosting a Shepherd Vericot this week. Did they...?" 
 
    "Just get married? I think so," she finished for him, chuckling. 
 
    Sal turned to look at her. There was something about her laugh. It sounded almost... envious? Even now, she looked down the street that Eshira and Menkal had disappeared into, and there was a certain longing evident on her face. 
 
    That's when it occurred to him what he'd been struggling with. 
 
    "So," he started off casually. "Your world and my world being different, and our customs being different and all... 'declaring one's intentions'... that's declaring intentions to be married, right?" 
 
    Marissa shot him a sharp look and let go of his hand. She crossed her arms before her and schooled her face, effecting a look of indifference that was anything but. "Not funny, James Salvatori." 
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    He swallowed hard. He'd been aiming for playful, and he overshot it entirely. 
 
    Declaring intentions was this world's version of being engaged. It made sense, given this world's sense of propriety regarding even what he'd consider old fashioned courtship. Declaring intentions was not something you did lightly, and certainly not until you were ready for more than a kiss and a snuggle. 
 
     Of course, Sal didn't realize all this until a few weeks ago, well after he had declared his intentions to Marissa, and they had been separated by the Earthen Rank. One of Sal's Unmarked had declared his intentions to a fisherman's daughter from Vulture Point, a girl he had grown up with. A few days later, they were married. Sal had known guys in the Navy that had whirlwind relationships -- meet a girl in a bar in Vegas or Reno or wherever and get married the next day -- but this seemed different. Nobody in Sal's squadron acted as if this were unusual. They barely acknowledged the mage's marriage beyond a congratulatory tankard. 
 
    Sal thought about this a lot in the days leading up to Harvest, and found himself still looking forward to seeing Marissa again. When the battle on the plains was over, and he was reunited with her, he realized just how right his declaration had been. 
 
    Hey, he was Navy. He could do whirlwind. 
 
    But for all that he was comfortable with the idea of marrying Marissa, he had no clue how to actually come out and ask her, so he went for playful. She should've expected that! She knew him, and hey, he knew her too. That was their default setting. But at the moment, she was anything but playful. Her face was a stew of emotions -- confusion, anger, hurt -- and he had not a clue why. 
 
    "You see the world differently, Sal," Marissa said, looking at her feet as she kicked a cobble. She was silent for a long time. When she looked up, her features were filled with pain, held tightly to keep it from getting away from her. And she was losing. "In many ways, you're naive, and really that's part of your charm. So I naturally assumed that you didn't know what it meant to declare intentions. But the childish part of me didn't care. I loved you, and I wanted to live the fantasy that you represented. I hoped that one day, you'd realize... but you knew. You've known all along what declaring your intentions means in this world, so you've known what it means to me... and you still let me wait for you, like a fool." 
 
    Sal pulled up short. "Made you wait? What are you talking about? It's only been a couple weeks!" 
 
    "I know!" she shouted, her eyes blazing in accusation. 
 
    Suddenly, it clicked. He knew why she was upset. Or he thought he knew. He didn't want to assume anything at this point. "How long does it usually take to go from declaration to marriage?" he asked carefully. 
 
     "Three days," she spat. "A week for a political marriage." 
 
    "Three days? And that's normal?" 
 
    She nodded curtly. "You don't declare your intentions for someone -- or accept those intentions -- until you've already settled your feelings and made your decision. The three days gives you time to talk yourself out of it." 
 
    Sal went numb. Talk about whirlwind! He thought that he was rushing into things with Marissa, when it turned out that he was overdue! His tongue went sticky as the moisture left his mouth and ran to his eyes. "I didn't know. I mean, not about the three days. This whole time... you thought I was toying with you?" he asked softly. 
 
    Marissa's fierce expression broke, the fire in her eyes quenching. "The thought had crossed my mind," she admitted sullenly. 
 
    Sal took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She took her hands -- cold, clammy, perfect -- in his, and looked over his shoulder at the House of the Way. "Care to see if the Low Deacon is still taking visitors?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Marissa murmured low against Sal's chest. He couldn't quite make out what she said -- something like "tomatoes and puppies", but he couldn't be sure. He just chuckled and stroked her shoulder a few times. She stirred slightly, then fell back silent. 
 
    She did it all night long, this talking in her sleep. He hadn't noticed it before, sleeping on the far side of the tent like he had on those occasions when he'd stayed the night. Strange, too, considering how light a sleeper as he was. But now, with her so close... It didn't take long before they'd developed a pattern. He'd drift off, lose a few minutes here and there, she'd start talking, and BAM! There he was, wide awake again. 
 
    And it was eerily regular, too. He bet he could've set his watch by it. If this world had watches, that is. He'd just passed forty eight hours without any decent rest, and he was working on seventy two. He was thoroughly exhausted. 
 
    But he wouldn't have changed a thing. 
 
    That first morning, Marissa set the pace for how things would go. Sal rolled out of bed at Watchbreak, just before sun up -- no big deal, since neither of them had slept yet. He figured that the quicker he started his day, the quicker he'd be done and back in Marissa's arms. Her first official act as wife of the Prism? Rolling out of bed in front of him, squaring her shoulders back, looking Sal in the eye and telling him that under no circumstances was he to leave their tent that day. For anything. Period. 
 
    She was very convincing. 
 
    He eagerly dove back into bed, but before rejoining him, Marissa crossed over to her footlocker. She rummaged around for a moment, glancing over her shoulder occasionally to see if Sal was still admiring what he saw. He was. She took her time about it, much to Sal's appreciation. 
 
    "Ahh," she said finally, drawing out a smallish wicker wreath. She crossed to the tent flaps and pulled them close, covering herself with them as she reached out into the morning, hanging the wreath on a hook sewn onto the tent wall.  
 
    It piqued Sal's curiosity. Was it kinda like hanging a sock on the door? This world's version of a Do Not Disturb sign? Marissa didn't give him long to consider the possibilities, though. As she crossed back toward the bed -- oh so slowly -- and slipped under the covers next to him, it occurred to him that he couldn't care less what the wreath meant, as long as nobody bothered them. 
 
    Yeah. Sure. Like that was gonna happen. What? With Sal's friends? Not a snowball's chance. 
 
    Nobody ever came directly into Marissa's tent, but they didn't have to. Every so often throughout the day, some new distraction would intrude upon their marital bliss. The tent flap would rustle, and a tray of food would be pushed through. Or a bottle of wine. Or some other gift or service. He could easily have written it off as this world's equivalent of a wedding reception, if not for the indelicate cat calls and incessant cheering. 
 
    Incessant. That means all day long. Without ceasing. It was all the happy couple could do to stop laughing long enough to... share their joy in other ways. As day gave way to evening, the intrusive well-wishers grew fewer and their visits further between until, once more, it was just Marissa and Sal. 
 
    Not that Marissa had any intention of letting Sal enjoy that peace. Not hardly. There were other things to enjoy, Sal thought with a smile, cradling the sleeping Marissa and remembering the hours leading to that moment. Tired as he was, Sal had been only too happy to oblige. He'd sleep when he was dead. 
 
    Marissa whistled softly as she breathed out, and Sal felt more than heard her snoring resume. If he planned to make a break for it, it'd have to be now. 
 
    He stretched -- gently, of course, barely more than a few inches in any direction -- and slipped out of bed. The candle by their bed had long since gone out, but he could still make out his clothes, laid haphazardly on the ground, bespeaking the haphazard way he'd shed them two days ago. 
 
    He was halfway through pulling up his breeches when the guard called Watchbreak. Son of a--- 
 
    "James Edward Salvatori..." 
 
    Sal winced. Uh oh. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" 
 
    "I gotta get back to work," he said with a shrug, exaggerated for her benefit. She didn't see as well in the dark as he did. He just chalked it up to one of her many lovable quirks. "I do have a rebellion to help run, ya know." 
 
    "I know. But..." She eased back her covers, revealing bare curves that even the twilit tent couldn't hide. "Wouldn't you rather sleep in? Just one more day?" 
 
    Sal felt his lips spreading into a dopey grin -- his new default setting around her -- but he squashed the impulse viciously. "You know I would," he affirmed, looking away. "But the Earthen Rank are coming, and they don't give a rip that I'm a newlywed." 
 
    Marissa threw herself back onto their pallet in an exaggerated huff. "Fine," she sighed. "I suppose I can share you with the rest of the world. Temporarily." 
 
    "Temporarily," Sal agreed, doing his best to offer her a smile that was a little less dopey. 
 
    A nearly impossible task, that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Menkal stretched, and his old bones creaked and popped as they settled into place. 
 
    "Singing me a song, are ya?" Eshira rumbled, her eyes still closed against the dawning day. 
 
    "You're the one that wanted to marry an old man," he reminded her. He stretched again, splaying his legs across the only grassy spot on the summit of Mount Ysre, and snuggled back into the soft, warm scales of her underbelly. 
 
    "As long as you give me an egg before you die, it'll be worth it." 
 
    Menkal snickered at the reminder of his own demise, coming so much sooner than that of his wife. It had taken a while for him to get used to Eshira's coarse and sometimes dark sense of humor, but once he had, he gained a true appreciation for how playful the serpentess was. 
 
    The plain of Ysre rolled out before him to the west, its vastness appearing small from so high up. Bastion still slept in darkness, though Endwatch had likely come and gone. The mountain cast a massive shadow across its island, and the city was buried deep in the heart of it. 
 
    Menkal followed the road north from the city walls with his eyes, eventually coming to a rough square of broken and crumbling rock -- the fortress that Keth had built. It lay directly down the mountainside from Menkal, new spires slowly rising from the rubble of the old as the dragonriders of the Cause and their mounts worked to establish their outpost. Far to the west and circling north, just below the horizon, lay the sea shore, deep blue with the occasional twinkle of gold as the waves caught an errant beam of sunlight. The plains north of the fortress were empty, save for the fishing villages that dotted the shoreline. 
 
    On the northern slopes of the mountain, just over Eshira's snout, Menkal spied the dragon aerie, newly built and still rising. The eastern face of the tower stood in stark contrast to the rest, brilliant and white in the first hints of dawn breaking over the horizon, at odds with the shadow blanketing the granite blocks behind it -- a bluish shadow, though, not black, as the sunlight hitting the eastern face bounced onto the ground, which in turn reflected onto the back side of the tower. It was an effect that Menkal found most intriguing. The sun had a way of painting the most uncommon portraits. 
 
    As he marveled, a random glint of gold caught his eye, in the skies just north of the aerie. He scanned for a moment, hoping to catch it again... 
 
    No, not gold, he thought as it flashed again. Red. Must be Aplos or one of his... 
 
    He caught another glimmer, this time green, slightly lower and to one side of the red. And another red, this one different from the first. And a blue, brilliant against the darker blue background. 
 
    "Eshira," Menkal said, elbowing his massive bride in growing concern. "Did Aplos or Athnae, or any of the dragonriders, mention anything to you about practicing formations this morning?" 
 
    "Mmmmm?" she rumbled inquisitively, opening one draconian eye. "Formations?" 
 
    "Look. Look there," he insisted, jabbing a grizzled finger northward. 
 
    Lazily, the caducean twisted her head around, almost as if to preen... and she froze. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal sighed as they neared the campfire at Delana's tent. "You ready for this?" 
 
    "Whatever do you mean?" Marissa asked innocently. 
 
    "Gimme a break. All the grief they gave us yesterday, the cat calls..." 
 
    "Oh, come now, Sal," she chided playfully. "That's how you know that you're loved." 
 
    Very few Heads of Order and Guild were in attendance this morning -- Jaren, Senosh, a handful of others. As Sal and Marissa entered the flickering circle cast off by the fire, Jaren came to his feet. "Whoa. Only two days of bonding?" 
 
    "Huh?" asked Sal. 
 
    "What you call 'honeymooning'," Marissa replied. 
 
    "'Honey mooning'?" Jaren frowned. "What a strange... Never mind. Consider the source. But I must say that you look better rested than I expected. Marissa, I'm a little disappointed." 
 
    "Don't be. He's more exhausted than he looks." 
 
    "No doubt. Me and Emerald are just waiting on sunup," Sal snickered. "So where is everybody?" 
 
    "It's just going to be us this morning. Everybody else is engaged. Gaelen and Japheth are with the amethysts, making sure they are proficient with the inverted null field. What your man Cedric did to that granite... that could be an invaluable tool when the Earthen Rank arrive. Also, I have Patrys with the sapphires. Such a remarkable girl, to have developed the skills that she has in such a short time. And all because of..." The emerald tapped his throat. 
 
    Sal shrugged. "Well, necessity is the mother of invention." 
 
    "'Necessity is the mother of invention'," Jaren repeated, savoring the words. "I like that. I like that a lot!" 
 
    "I can't take cred---" Sal started, then dismissed himself. "Ya know what? Nevermind. Yeah, that's all me. What about Retzu?" 
 
    "He decided that he'd stay with the shol'tuk," the emerald explained. "He wanted to train with other assassins, to keep his skills sharp for when he Rank get here. Sharp..." he chortled absently. "Did you see what I did there?" 
 
    Sal chuckled and shook his head. "You're a regular comic genius there, Chuckles---" 
 
    They're here! Menkal shouted through Sapphire. And they've got dragons! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The feeling of weightlessness pitched Menkal's stomach up into his throat as Eshira dove for the ruined fort, trying to beat the Earthen Rank to their draconian cavalry. The mage held the caducean's spiky mane in a death grip, the wind of their passage threatening to rip him from the saddle that he was tied to on her back. 
 
    He could sense Eshira calling ahead to the dragons on the ground. She didn't Whisper through Sapphire as he did, but he could feel the sheer strength of her thoughts. Even from this distance, he saw the dragons and their human riders coming together and taking to the sky. But slowly. Far too slowly. 
 
    Menkal and Eshira reached the fort about the same time as the Earthen Rank dragons. Eshira cast her head back and forth, then, finding a likely candidate in a nearby fire wyrm, she engaged. 
 
    She and the Rank dragon collided, the clash of their scales resounding in Menkal's ears like a thousand porcelain plates breaking at once. Reaching out to Sapphire, he wielded, driving an icy spike into the wyrm's exposed side. It shrieked in pain and reached around with its head to pluck the spike out, all the while clawing at Eshira and beating its wings to stay aloft. 
 
    Menkal saw that the dragon didn't have any rider to throw. Scanning the battlefield, he noted that very few did. Excellent, he thought, gauging their advantage. No riders meant no teams, no way for the Rank to divide the attentions of the Cause dragons that they were fighting. Sal, he Whispered. They d--- 
 
    Just then, Eshira bucked wildly. Blessed Crafter! she exclaimed, her thoughts dripping with horror. She beat back with her massive legs, attempting to disengage the weakening dragon, but it held her in a vice. The wyrm slashed with one of its talons, and Menkal felt his legs release. Weightlessness took him again as he slipped from the saddle and away from Eshira. 
 
    Stars filled his vision as he struck earth. He lay without moving for a moment, half stunned, half shocked to have survived at all. He took a shaky, halting breath, and his side ignited in flame. A broken rib, maybe two, with some bruised muscles and jammed joints. He was alive, but he was going to feel this for a while. 
 
    Eshira and her adversary crashed to earth a few yards from where Menkal landed. Seeing the wyrm chomping wildly, rabidly at his bride, Menkal reached out with Sapphire and wielded. 
 
    The wyrm whipped its head around, taking in Menkal squarely. He'd hoped to put the dragon to sleep, or at least relax its guard long enough for Eshira to snap its neck, but he failed miserably. Maybe it was the differences between the human body and dragon biology. Maybe it was the wyrm's instinct for battle. Whatever the case, Menkal's spell did not have the desired effect. If anything, it only seemed to enrage the berserking dragon further. 
 
    The wyrm clawed violently away from Eshira and skittered across the rocky ground, loosing a feral shriek as it closed on the mage. Its eyes were alight with a vacant, mindless rage, as if it saw Menkal less as an enemy and more like breakfast. The dragon's drool dripped in burning globs from its maw, its incendiary saliva igniting as it touched the open air. The wyrm took a deep breath, readying a gout that was sure to cook Menkal to a crisp--- 
 
    And Eshira pounced, her fangs ripping deep into the wyrm's neck from behind. The dragon screamed its hurt and outrage, flailing with its entire body, trying vainly to shake Eshira loose. But with each toss of its head, Eshira cinched her jaws down harder. The wyrm's shrill cry thinned as the caducean tightened her grip until, finally, the wyrm fell silent. Its great scaly body writhed and twitched around Eshira's bloody fangs as the light faded from the wyrm's feral eyes. 
 
    "Crafter be praised," Menkal breathed, coming unsteadily to his feet. "Eshira, are you---" 
 
    "Messac'el have mercy," she sobbed, her tear-filled eyes running back and forth over her handiwork. "I had no choice." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal and Company ran at breakneck speed through the southern gate of Bastion, he and his brothers in arms, trying to provide reinforcement to their dragon cavalry north of the city. The Mainway stretched out before them, eerily clear, evidence of a city whose population already knew about the attack and had made themselves accordingly scarce. 
 
    "What do you mean, they're not fighting?" he demanded through his sapphire earring, preferring to leave his diamond eye available for all eventualities. 
 
    I mean, they're not fighting! said Menkal. One minute, the cavalry is engaging the Rank. The next, our dragons are panicking, running, flying out from under their riders, doing everything they can to get away from the Rank. 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    I don't know, Menkal replied, exasperated. I can't get Eshira to tell me anything. She just keeps begging the Crafter's mercy, over and over, as if she'd murdered the dragon that was attacking me. Sal, we're starting to take some heavy losses here. 
 
    "We're on our way to you now. Just try and buy us some time," Sal said, huffing as he and the front runners closed on the Stone of Ysre, marking the city's center just a few blocks to the north. "Fall back to the north wall. We'll meet you there. If you can't get the dragons to fight, try and get them to hold the Rank off. Distractions, maybe. Eshira's acid breath. Maybe a wall of flame from Aplos. Anything. Just make sure they're at the north wall when we get there." 
 
    I'll do what I can, Menkal sighed. 
 
    Sal reached up to thumb his earring, hoping to get hold of Retzu, when he caught the assassin out of the corner of his eye, leading a mob of lethal looking men and women, each decked in black leathers, bearing katanas, bows, sai, bo staves, and myriad other weapons that Sal had never seen before. One woman in particular carried no weapons at all -- not like she could carry one anyway, her hands conspicuously lacking their opposable thumbs. As the two mobs came together, the shol'tuk inserted themselves effortlessly into the forces of Caravan. 
 
    "I was just about to call you," Sal shouted breathlessly over his shoulder. 
 
    "No need," Retzu said, the running barely registering in his voice. "If there's a fight to be had, I'll know about it before a blade clears its sheath." 
 
    Sal barked a rough laugh between pants, and thumbed his earring. "Marissa, how are you guys doing?" 
 
    A moment later, he heard his wife's sweet alto laying solidly over the thunder of booted feet galloping to battle. First ship just docked, and we started loading as soon as the ramp was lowered. You know, Sal, I'd really--- 
 
    "I'm not going to argue with you," he said firmly. "I need you to get our people to safety." 
 
    You mean, you want them to get me to safety, she countered, her crossed arms and quirked eyebrow evident in her voice. He didn't have to see them to know that they were there. 
 
    "Potato, potahto," he said. "Just get our people out of here. Meet us at the rendezvous on the north shore." 
 
    Marissa was silent for a moment, before offering a soft Be careful. I love you. 
 
    "I love you more," he panted as his party passed the Stone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nestor peeled down the splotchy yellow skin of the hookfruit, exposing the speckled white meat beneath. He'd only picked this bunch yesterday, but it was already starting to brown. Shrugging, he bit off a chunk of the hookfruit and turned his attention back to the dais, and his never-ending search for the granite army that seemingly wasn't there. 
 
    "You're up early," Jaeda said, padding into the map room barefooted, sipping on a steaming mug of blackbrew. 
 
    "No, I'm up late," he corrected around a mouthful of fruity mush. "You're the one that's up early." 
 
    "Dream woke me up," she shrugged. "I couldn't go back to sleep, so I talked to Gaelen for a few minutes. Odd thing is, he was telling me the latest gossip in Caravan -- people getting married and whatnot -- when he cut off abruptly. 'I gotta go.' That was it. So I came down here. I wanted to see if you'd found anything." 
 
    Nestor shook his head. "I don't really know. Maybe. I got tired of not finding the granite detachment where I expected to find them, so I stopped looking in obvious places. Seems to me that Heramis, or Glyn, or whoever the Highest has commanding the detachment will move during the day and camp at night. But they haven't been surfacing like I thought they would. So rather than look for the army itself, I started looking for the supply chain. Look here..." 
 
    Nestor shifted the map and spread it wide, drawing the image of the world much closer. As he did, tiny specks of color appeared in the "sky" over the map. 
 
    Jaeda studied the map silently for a moment. "Prideful Spawn?" 
 
    "Possibly. Look at these last two," he said, indicating two flecks, blue and violet, spaced widely along the River Rhu'sai. "This one started from here last night, and that one started from the dry side of the marshlands, just a few hours ago." 
 
    "Could be couriers," she said, nodding and frowning. "If so, where would that put the granites right now?" 
 
    "That's just it," he said, panning the map back to where he'd had it before Jaeda made her entrance. "They should be right about here, just off the island of Ysre, but I've seen noth..." 
 
    As he spoke, the "water" to the west of Ysre started to glow a hazy brown. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Glyn Farhaven willed himself upward, and the sea water that he was one with complied. He rose as a man-shaped pillar, not parting the water's surface so much as bulging outward from it. 
 
    He was loathe to expose himself like this, to expose the Granite Guard and possibly forfeit the element of surprise, but he felt it was worth the risk. High Commander Veis had given him authority to kill every last mage in Bastion, if needs be, to guarantee the final death of du'Nograh's rebellion, but Glyn thought that tactic to be too broad. For one, the Cause was not merely an arcane uprising, but one made up of both mages and mundanes. To kill off only the arcane element of the rebellion would cripple it, surely, but it would also create a pantheon of martyrs for the surviving rebels to live up to, and embolden them moving forward. And besides that, once the rebellion is quashed -- and he would certainly quash it -- the people of Bastion would be looking for reassurances, and killing off half a city's worth of innocents in order to root out the guilty wouldn't make his job any easier. After all, it was the Granite Guard's job to quell insurgencies. Nobody was ever remembered for merely fulfilling their expected roles. But returning a sense of normalcy to the city? Giving the Highest back a city that revered Him as the Vicar of the Crafter? Well, Glyn had plans, and being in the Highest's good graces could only further them. 
 
    A wave sloshed up his leg and across his chest, reminding him that though he was one with the water, he was not formless. He could remain Merged with the water for as long as he needed, but that was not to say that the city wouldn't eventually notice. 
 
    That was another of his gambles -- revealing to the Granite Guard the effect of being Merged with water. So few had ever considered the value of Merging with water that fewer still had tried it. That was why Clarity was so rarely discovered, short of intentional instruction. Why would someone ever need to Merge with water? Water was liquid -- it just parted for them. Merging with it seemed redundant. 
 
    Once Glyn had revealed this secret to them, it had taken a while to recapture their focus. Even now, some were so captivated by Clarity that they couldn't follow the simplest order. 
 
    It was beyond frustrating for him, but the revelation had been necessary. Glyn had heard of the Rank defeat in the forests northeast of Schel Veylin. He'd heard of Chief General Veis' defeat in the Aedenlee Foothills. Glyn Farhaven would not underestimate these rebels as his predecessors had, regardless of High Commander Veis' confidence in him. Merging with water was a bold move, and Clarity a bold revelation, but he would need every tool at his disposal. A versatile army was a strong army, and a beloved commander -- a commander that would flaunt convention and give natural sight back to the sightless granites -- was unstoppable. Singling out the rebels, mage and mundane alike, would be a challenge, but Clarity could be the difference between meeting that challenge or falling short. 
 
    With a sigh, he released the Merging from his eyes and intentionally engaged his magical sight. Instantly, his natural sight dimmed and the wavering, shadowed city solidified, taking on a strength and order and structure that was obvious even from this distance. 
 
    He peered down parallel thoroughfares running west to east, from the warehouse district all the way to the Academy at the base of Mount Ysre. Between the two, Glyn found a surprisingly thick line of bodies, both arcane and mundane, moving as one and pushing north. 
 
    Following their path, he spied the Prideful Spawn, just north of the city walls. The Spawn had swept in and ravaged the dragons and their rebel riders. As expected, the dragons had been reluctant to fight them off. Even from this distance, he could tell that their reluctance had cost them. Of the remaining, a few rebel dragons held the Spawn at bay, forming walls of dragonbreath and giving the larger portion of their number room to fall back to the city walls. 
 
    He then followed the line southward out of the city, and noted movement of a different kind. A fleet of smallish ships had dropped anchor in the shallows west of the Camp of the Unmarked. The waters around them were dotted with even smaller longboats, running to and from the shoreline, ferrying both men and materials. 
 
    Excellent. 
 
    He sent out three pulses of raw granite magic into the water around him -- short, long, short, and just barely strong enough to reach beyond his own aura. It was a basic pulse, but he dared no communication more complex, more noticeable, than that. As one, the granite army willed itself forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    The rebel army scattered like ants as they hit the north wall, with bodies mounting stairs and taking positions by the score. The battlements were elbow to elbow by the time that Sal got there. He wondered absently if he had been near the rear of the pack -- that is, until he looked back down the Mainway and saw it bursting at the seams with rebels, looking to get their rebellion on. 
 
    Sal took the westernmost stairs two at a time, his footfalls drowned out by dragon shrieks and the shouts of rebel commanders calling orders. Retzu had only been a few steps ahead of him, but when Sal caught up to him, the assassin already had his bow cleared and nocked, and was panning for his first target. Sal scanned right and left along the battlement, looking for anybody who could give him a status update. He spied Aten'rih near the gate's turret, barking orders and sending pages running in all directions. 
 
    "...have to start bringing those dragons down," the massive emerald was saying as Sal trotted up. 
 
    "But our dragons won't---" one soldier started, but Aten'rih cut him off. 
 
    "I don't care! We've never had dragons on our side before, Subcaptain. Pretend that we don't have them now. How do you handle the situation?" 
 
    "Well, we'd---" 
 
    "Don't talk to me about it, man! Go do it!" 
 
    The subcaptain snapped off a crisp salute, and hurried to make himself scarce, barking orders of his own as he went. 
 
    "Aten'rih, what do we got?" Sal asked. 
 
    The emerald cast a sideways glance at Sal, then sighed and shook his head. "Insanity, Sal. We lost a good third of our dragons in the initial attack. Aplos' Flight won't engage the Rank's dragons, and anytime we take a shot at them ourselves, our dragons snap at us like we're the enemy. We haven't had a chance to ask why," he added, sweeping with his hand and taking in the chaos on the battlements. As Sal watched, Cause dragons waffled back and forth between ducking back from Rank attack and defending against it, but none of them actually attacked the Rank dragons. "Pure insanity!" Aten'rih repeated. 
 
    Sal shook his head in agreement, but didn't take the time to commiserate with the commander. He made to thumb his sapphire earring, but paused. He needed as much intelligence as he could get, and sometimes, what a person thought didn't make it into what they said. 
 
    Instead, he touched Sapphire. His diamond eye took on an azure tint as he wielded. Athnae, I need to know what's going on with the dragons. 
 
    The water serpent's response was tense, guarded, as if he were a stranger rather than an ally. Sal, I'm in the middle of--- 
 
    We're in the middle of getting our butts kicked, Athnae, he snapped. And a lot of that is because the dragons are not engaging. I need to know why! 
 
    The dragon was silent for a long moment, but when she responded, Sal felt a dramatic difference in her sending. Far from the distant stranger that she had been a moment before, now he could feel the sheer weight of her emotions, how incredibly torn she was with horror and grief. 
 
    The Rank is using the Prideful Spawn against us, she Whispered. 
 
    Who---? 
 
    Before Sal could finish asking the question, his mind was flooded with images, thoughts, concepts. Faster and faster the sending poured in, almost as if Athnae were downloading the entire history of the dragon race directly into his brain. As the random-seeming pieces fell into place, the reality of their situation became clear to Sal. The Prideful Spawn were their children, the animalistic result of dragon mating with dragon. 
 
    Dragons were a hybrid race, and as such it was necessary for them to take human mates -- as Eshira had taken Menkal -- in order to produce an intelligent spawn. Their culture had long since evolved to account for this necessity, but occasionally a draconian couple would, in their pride, mate with one another. 
 
    As Athnae had with Aplos, apparently. 
 
    Sometimes, a draconian couple produced intelligent offspring. Sometimes. Most often, though, such a pairing would lead to a semi-intelligent beast, an animal, barely self-aware but still possessing all the most powerful traits of their draconian parents. 
 
    The Prideful Spawn were so named for their parents' arrogance, and their shame. And it was that shame, as much as their draconian traits, that the Rank had weaponized in using the Spawn against them. 
 
    Sal was stunned silent for a moment as he assimilated all this. How could he ask the dragons -- their allies -- to kill their own children? In Athnae's case, she could quite literally be fighting her own child. It wasn't as if the Spawn understood the complexities of their existence. All they knew was what their owners expected, and like any good pet, they were eager to please. They simply saw the rebel dragons as the enemy because their masters saw them as the enemy. In their rudimentary minds, they were in the right! How could Sal ask the rebel dragons to kill their kin, simply because they didn't know any better? 
 
    But... wasn't that what the rebels had been doing all along? Fighting to the death with people who were simply misled? Killing soldiers who were under the impression that tyranny was just and the Highest was righteous? 
 
    Sal hadn't grown up in this world, so the Cause's fight was merely one that he had adopted as his own. It wasn't core to who he was. But that was not to say that he didn't fundamentally identify with it. In his world, it had been the Civil War and the American Revolution. Brother fighting against brother, father against son, men -- and women -- dying at the hands of those they loved, for an ideal that they held as more important than life itself. 
 
    It could be argued that the North and South fought over slaves, and that the Colonies and the Crown fought over taxation, but in the end, those wars, like all wars, were fought by people who had the choice not to fight, but fought anyway. Whatever reasons history might ascribe to the wars, the only reasons that actually mattered were those reasons that each individual soldier died for. 
 
    Holding that thought firmly in his mind, Sal returned to Athnae what she had given him -- a litany of images and concepts, his argument for fighting the Prideful Spawn, all boxed up and delivered with every emotion that he had on the subject. She would feel his sympathy for her plight, and his resolve to continue to fight with or without her. As he had felt her love for the Spawn, she would feel the dread acceptance of him following in his forefathers' footsteps, killing those he would rather live in peace with, because to surrender would be far worse. History would look on this battle as it always did, in this world as in his, and it would ascribe right and wrong according to whatever abstract the historian chose. But history would judge him tomorrow. Right now, Sal wanted to survive the day. 
 
    Whisper sent, Sal sighed and wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow. He didn't wait to see how Athnae would respond. Releasing Sapphire, he grabbed Amethyst and Lifted himself to the top of the turret. "Lets do this," he said to nobody in particular as he chose his first target and the appropriate soulgem to unleash upon him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Retzu peered down the black shaft of his arrow, marking a spot just to the left of its point. His breathing was slow, deliberate, as he waited for the perfect moment. Hold... Hold... 
 
    The Rank dragon, a galvanic, stretched its maw wide, shrieking in an almost birdlike fashion. Retzu loosed. His arrow flew straight and true, plunging deep into the dragon's upper palate. The lavender beast fell to the earth almost at once, like a puppet with its strings cut. 
 
    It worked! Retzu whooped his victory, thrusting his fist skyward in triumph. "Aim for the roof of the mouth," he shouted through his sapphire chip to any shol'tuk who might be listening. 
 
    He honestly didn't know if anybody would be able to hear him, save those on the battlements nearby. In theory, he imagined that his Whispers would only go out to those shol'tuk fighting on the walls in Bastion, but it was just as likely that every assassin in the world could hear him! He'd never tried to Whisper to so many people at once. It wasn't as if he'd had opportunity to consult the Heads of Order and Guild about the possible uses of his sapphire chip after he stupidly, stupidly used it in their presence. Assassins lived and died by the secrets that they kept. He prayed the Crafter's mercy that his revelation would not come back to haunt him. 
 
    He nocked another arrow and pulled, scanning the battlefield above and before him. Most of the dragons in the Rank flight fought without direction, seemingly attacking of their own accord, but there were a few with riders, flying back and forth behind the flight, almost like shepherds tending a herd. Retzu picked a likely candidate and let fly, catching the rider just below the cheekbone and throwing his helmet backward off his head. The man slumped backward in his saddle, dead before he even slipped from his perch. Without direction from its rider, the now riderless dragon launched itself into the fray, and the dragons it had been tending grew erratic. 
 
    Retzu reached to his quiver for another shaft, but found it empty. He felt no need to curse the inconvenience -- the dealing of death was fraught with the unexpected. Instead, he tapped the small lump behind his ear. "Take out the riders. They're controlling the Rank dragons," he commanded through Sapphire. He didn't wait to see if his command was effective. He just tossed his bow to the side and dropped to his knees, barely long enough to stroke his bejeweled boots and start for the nearest turret. 
 
    A pair of dragons crashed against the parapet, but Retzu's boots allowed him to keep his feet when those around him stumbled. Pulling a shuriken from his sleeve, he threw for the Rank dragon's eye as he passed. The beast bellowing in pain and anger let him know that he'd struck home. Retzu smiled. It may not have been a killing shot, but it would make somebody's life a whole lot easier. "West sections three and four! Caducean, blind on the left side," he shouted. To his gratification, he saw a iron hilt not too far ahead of him shift his bow around and take aim at the handicapped dragon, loosing as Retzu sprinted past. 
 
    Drawing close to the turret, Retzu bounded with both feet, catching the tower almost halfway up. He planted one foot and shoved backwards, launching out over the bescaled melee. He landed lightly on the back of a Cause dragon, touching down only long enough to push off again. This time, his angle carried him directly toward one of the Rank dragons. He pulled his katana just as he came within range, the keen edge of his blade catching slightly as it parted the beast's underbelly. 
 
    The scaly cut shifted his momentum, and he pinwheeled awkwardly. Below him, a Rank dragon beat its wings to gain altitude against the city wall. Retzu twisted his body around until his feet were below him. He landed on the dragon's shoulder and crouched, timing his jump to leap in concert with the wing's upswing. His sword was in the wrong hand to deal a killing blow to the dragon, so he swept the blade outward as he flew, parting a thin section of the dragon's wing just above the knuckle. His now flightless perch tumbled backward below him as he soared higher. 
 
    He reached the top of his arc and flipped, shifting his momentum. He landed atop the turret, amongst other shol'tuk in various stages of attack and assessment. He turned and scanned the battlements. He found Sal on the roof of the next turret, lobbing magics specifically chosen for his targets -- ice for fire wyrms, lightning for caduceans, what have you. Out over the field in front of Sal, it looked like some of the Cause dragons were finally engaging. He could see Menkal and Eshira, throwing ice and spitting acid at whatever target presented itself. Not a moment too soon. 
 
    Even those dragons who were not directly engaging were doing a fine job of keeping the Rank on the outside of the city wall. Enemies who tried to fly over or around were batted back, either bodily or with their draconian blasts from the defenders. On the battlement below, the Cause took advantage of this pooling, concentrating their efforts on those dragons unfortunate enough to be caught within range of arrow or spear or spell. 
 
    Retzu nodded his satisfaction. Things were less dire than he expected, considering the Rank had had the element of surprise. Sheathing his steel-hilted katana, he stretched his back, his joints singing out as they settled back into place. 
 
    Back at it, Sticks. You can rest when you're dead, he thought to himself as he planted his feet and launched himself skyward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gaelen punched the sky, howling as he wielded. Thunder clapped as a wrist-thick bolt of lavender lightning arced from his outstretched fist, catching a nearby caducean full in the chest. The concussion from the blast knocked the verdant beast from the sky. Spying another green dragon in the corner of his right eye, the Mandiblean mage wheeled and punched, roaring again as he loosed his amethyst magics. 
 
    Absently, he realized how foolish it was, that hollering. It added nothing to his wielding. It charged his spells with no more power. It didn't even strike fear in the hearts of his enemies. Salts, he could barely even hear it himself above the din of battle! But, Crafter take it, he could do nothing to stop it. It just came out of its own accord. 
 
    How undignified, he berated himself. Where's your scholarly detachment? 
 
    He answered himself with a mental shrug and a bloodcurdling cry, wielding again. 
 
    To be honest, he hadn't completely abandoned scholarship, even in the heat of battle. To the contrary, he was in the throes of instruction even now, both as student to the battle and as teacher to those around him. He found that although the dragons were not magical themselves, they had similar strengths and weaknesses as mages of corresponding colors. Caduceans, like emeralds, were weak to amethyst magic, whereas galvanics, like amethysts, were fairly strong to it. Water serpents, like sapphires, had the tendency to channel electricity to nearby targets rather than absorb it themselves. All of these factors came into play as Gaelen selected his targets. 
 
    Thunder boomed repeatedly as lightning leapt from his hands. Each bolt found a target -- sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly through water serpents -- but each new casting took its toll. Now minutes -- or hours? -- into the battle, Gaelen was starting to feel the effect. His ears had started ringing, and his head had started pounding. Sweat dripped from his brow as fatigue slowly crept in. 
 
    He wasn't used to this kind of thing. He was no warrior. He was a priest, a scroll-rider. In another life, he might've continued his more ministerial pursuits, all the way up to Shepherd if el Willed it to be so. But here he was, side by side with warriors and soldiers and assassins, dealing death as efficiently as any--- 
 
    The flagstone beneath his foot bulged, throwing him off-balance. He stumbled forward into the parapet. As he righted himself, a wicked talon landed on the low stone wall mere inches from his own hand. 
 
    A monstrous crimson head rose above the parapet, acrid smoke trailing in thin wisps from its snout. A low, deep rumble emanated from the fire wyrm -- not so much a growl as the tumbling of a dozen boulders against one another. 
 
    Sparks crackled at Gaelen's fingertips as he readied another spell. But before he could cast it, the battlement heaved under him again. He stumbled to the side and clawed at the parapet, barely able to keep his footing. The fire wyrm shrieked. It drew its head back and opened its mouth, ready to strike. 
 
    Gaelen saw stars as something crashed into him. He cast eyes about as he tumbled to the ground, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever had hit him, but there was nothing. Oh, there was something there, alright. He was certain. He'd felt it. But for the life of him, he couldn't see it. 
 
    The fire wyrm shrieked again, but as it opened its maw, a thick spear of ice appeared out of thin air and drove deep into the roof of the dragon's mouth. Blood spurted, and the wyrm shook its head violently, but even in its struggle, Gaelen could tell that it was fruitless. The dragon's eyes had already started to lose a bit of their luster as its talons lost their grip on the parapet. It's cry of rage took on a vacant, hollow sound as the beast tumbled to the ground far below. Gaelen guessed it was dead before it hit. 
 
    Gaelen propped himself up with one hand, and held the other to the side of his still ringing head. He scanned the area, and scanned it again, searching for the source of the icy spear, but to no avail. 
 
    Again, the cut stone bulged under his hand, even more insistently than the last. Now, with a moment to assess, Gaelen realized what it was. 
 
    Jaeda? he tapped out in drum code. 
 
    It's about time, Gaelen! 
 
    I'm sorry, he said, rueful that their code couldn't convey any hint of snark or sarcasm. I was trying to keep from getting eaten. 
 
    That's bad, but here's worse. You've got a granite army coming your way. 
 
    They're already here, he tapped. 
 
    No, not the dragons, his sister pulsed. Granites. Coming up beh--- 
 
    That was all the warning that Gaelen got before Jaeda's warning became reality. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    A rainbow of color streaked across Glyn's field of vision as he sped through the earth under the streets of Bastion, trailing a massive body of granites behind him. Though he could see nothing beyond the varied patterns making up the soil he was Merged with, he could feel the souls in the city above him, and they gave him a sense of position and direction. The tapestry of souls was a varied and brilliant one, made up of both magical auras and of indistinct shadows that he knew to be mundanes. 
 
    As he neared area surrounding Bastion's north gate, the writhing blob of sensations started to separate, becoming individual combatants which Glyn marked on the battlefield taking shape in his mind. Each aura had a specific... flavor was the only word that Glyn could use to describe it, but the term was woefully inadequate. Emeralds had a fresh, vibrant feel to them, moving even when they were completely still. Amethysts were similar but different, their auras more exhilarating, and filling him with exhilaration simply for making contact with it. Sapphire auras were calm, peaceful, implacable, and rubies felt driven, passionate. Every Tile had nuances, specific qualities that made them stand out from the rest. 
 
    While granites could not delve or manipulate these auras the way amethysts could, the granite soulgem allowed them to Sample an aura, to taste it after a fashion. This Sampling allowed granites to learn a mage by their auric nuances as surely as a person with natural sight were able to tell people apart by their faces. 
 
    Most often, this ability was to the granite's benefit, but Sampling required that a granite partake in another mage's aura, their projected essence, and with such a mass of strange auras, twisting and turning and casting and absorbing with such intensity, the Sampling was overwhelming. 
 
    Glyn sent out a pulse of granite magic, conveying the pattern and order of his thoughts. Be mindful, he sent. Keep your wits about you. Many of you have never been in pitched battle, and it would not do for you to be lulled by Sapphire or consumed with Ruby-born zeal. 
 
    All around him, granites pulsed their assent. Some responses tasted of uncertainty, but all were eager to engage. Glyn was a bit giddy himself. He'd never been content to sit back and let his subordinates do all the fighting, as other commanders had. In his mind, a good leader emulated his ideal follower, and he was just as driven as they were to give himself purpose through bringing order to the chaos of battle. 
 
    A moment later, their wishes were granted. 
 
    The body of granites splintering as it reached the north gate, with each Guard picking out a target. Glyn scanned the auras above, feeling about for a likely candidate. Reaching out, he sensed a tower, ahead and to the left. The floors within were stacked with the dim auras of mages not casting their magics, barely holding enough mana to be noticeable. The top of the tower was alight with magic, spells of every kind being cast. 
 
    Glyn was about to turn his attention elsewhere when he noticed that the greatest concentration of spells came from one corner of the turret. The spells from that spot tasted of various magics, and yet, they all seemed to have a common spice to them... 
 
    He jerked to a halt, suspended in midearth by his curiosity. The Oddity? The one that the Highest had had quartered in Schel Veylin Prison, only to escape and join the rebels? Rumor had it that he had ascended about the time that the Rank had lost that rogue granite. The more daring rumors suggested that he was the long-prophesied Prism. Glyn had scoffed at that, but now, he was not so certain. He willed himself upward slowly, observing as he drew close to the turret's foundation. If it really was the Prism... 
 
    At the very edge of his awareness, he sensed the weak but insistent pulse of granite magic, for all the world reminding him of a shout echoing out across a canyon. It felt as if it were born of strong magics, but stretched so thin that only the barest whisper of it actually reached its destination. With the sheer power of Granite raging like a torrent around him, the granite murmur felt... alien, and it drew his attention like a moth to flame. 
 
    Alien, and rhythmic. The pulse thrummed out a pattern -- slow and simplistic, but a pattern nonetheless. Three beats. Pause. A lone beat. Pause. Two beats, a more sustained pulse, and another beat. Pause. Each beat was precise, each sustained pulse exactly the same length. It was no doubt intentional, but Glyn was at a loss for what its purpose might be. 
 
    Turning his attention fully to the pulse, he noted that it stretched from one spot on the wall east of the turret to some point in the far distant north--- 
 
    No. In fact, quite the opposite was true. The pulse started far to the north, and ended at the wall, terminating right beneath an amethyst aura. 
 
    As he studied the pulse, he felt the granite magic lull. The thread of granite magic was still present, but inactive, dormant. In its place, the amethyst aura at its terminus began to beat out a pattern -- not through casted magics as the granite pulse had, but with the mage simply making contact with the earth and then breaking it, slapping the floor of the battlement... 
 
    In code. 
 
    Awareness dawned on Glyn. The rebels had a granite collaborator. 
 
    He launched himself toward the amethyst, riding the structure of the city walls like a conduit. Questions thumped around in his head, begging to be given consideration. The magics of the rebels raged around him, punctuated by the shadows of both their mundane allies and the Prideful Spawn that they were fighting. He blocked all of it out, intent only on reaching his target and taking the mage unawares. 
 
    A few yards away from the amethyst, Glyn emerged from the top of the wall, breaching the stone like a bottlenose, leaping for a sailor's pleasure. He took care to pull his feet from the stone before the amethyst took note of him. He'd heard of granites losing their lives, simply because they underestimated an amethyst's abilities to nullify a mage's magic. The skill was rudimentary, of course, and entirely discouraged by both the Rank and the Academy beyond the most basic applications, but it could still be lethal to a granite that was ignorant of its inherent dangers. 
 
    Glyn kicked out with both feet as he came near, catching the rebel under the chin. The amethyst landed hard on his stomach, and Glyn partially on top of him. The rebel gasped, the air having been driven from his lungs, and drew mana into himself to ready a defense. Glyn didn't give him the chance. Rearing back, he punched the mage in the back of the head, just above the base of his neck. The amethyst went limp in his arms, and his aura winked out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Patrys raced along the battlement, icy spear in her right hand, lobbing icicles with her left as she ran. She considered each combatant only long enough to take aim with her magics and let fly, moving on to the next target without pausing to see if she'd hit her mark. 
 
    She was filled to the brim with Sapphire-laced mana, and extended her influence before her as she ran. If anybody saw through her camouflage, they gave no indication. Patrys was forced to bob and weave through the obstacle course of bodies on the walkway, some living, some dead. Sometimes the crowd was so thick that she had to take to the parapets to find an avenue forward. 
 
    It ain't enough we got dragons t' fight, she grumbled to herself. The sapphire Menkal was calling them the Prideful Spawn. She supposed that he should know, himself astride a dragon of his own... who was apparently his wife as well. Patrys shook her head at the thought, and absently threw another icicle toward the waiting throat of one of the Spawn's riders. 
 
    A man married to a dragon? An old man, married to a scaly, acid-spitting reptilian beast? Crafter shelter the fool. 
 
    No, it wasn't enough to have dragons to deal with. Now we got granites, she complained, angling toward one such aggressor, locked in battle with an emerald Unmarked. Tribean? she thought. 
 
    At the sound -- or impression -- of his name, the Onatae turned to see who had said it, giving the granite a moment to gain ground on him. The emerald cursed and rejoined the battle, no longer caring who had called for him. 
 
    Patrys swore inwardly. With her influence extended as it was, the same magic that cloaked her very likely carried her thoughts as well, and made all the more forceful by her raging blood. So it was no wonder that Tribean would hear his name and be distracted, even from the heat of battle. 
 
    She had only planned on lobbing a half-aimed icy missile toward the granite, but she couldn't leave her fellow Unmarked at a disadvantage, and certainly not one that she'd caused. As she neared, she leapt high into the air and raised her spear, opening her mouth wide to loose a battle cry. Nothing came out, of course, and she wouldn't have been able to hear it over the din of battle regardless. But bellow she did, if only in her own mind. 
 
    And in the minds of others, apparently, for both Tribean and his granite opponent fell to their knees, holding their heads against the force of her mindshout. Patrys drove the spear downward as she reached the granite, its tip piercing the soldier's neck just above his backplate. He screamed, blood spurting in gouts from around the icy shaft. She jerked on the spear and the granite fell in a nerveless heap, twitching as he bled out. 
 
    Tribean whipped his head around, his emerald eyes passing back and forth over Patrys as he searched for her. "Patrys?" he called hesitantly, blindly. His eyes never locking onto her, he smiled and waved his thanks in her general direction, then rejoined the battle. 
 
    Her face cracked in a grin of her own as the emerald's triumphant expression infected her. Yer welcome, she Whispered before moving on. 
 
    Patrys cut a swath through the enemy as she tracked east along the battlement. Often, her efforts brought confusion to her brothers and sisters in arms as they searched for their invisible benefactor. More often, though, her compatriots didn't care about how or why their enemies died. They were just glad for the reprieve, and the chance to regroup and return to the fight. 
 
    As she passed the central turret above the Mainway gate, she spied a Mandiblean mage on the block pathway, down on one knee and propping himself up with one hand. He wore cloth rather than boiled leather armor, pegging him neither as a Rank mage nor an Unmarked. He brought his head up quickly, casting his eyes about him. It was Gaelen, the amethyst from Caravan, the one who had stood as proxy for the du'Nograh woman who'd left them. 
 
    An instant later, the path before her rippled. A granite emerged, squirting from the stone like a fish on a line and angling straight toward Gaelen. The granite kicked out and caught the amethyst full in the face. The two tumbled awkwardly to the ground. With Gaelen at a disadvantage, the granite attacked, hitting Gaelen from behind. 
 
    In all this, Patrys hadn't slowed down a step. She was on the granite as soon as Gaelen crumpled. She drove with her spear tip, barely missing his temple but catching his cheek. The granite screamed his rage and spun to his feet, reflexively drawing his longsword from its sheath at his back. He scanned the area that the attack had come from, his opaque eyes darting back and forth, looking for his target. 
 
    Patrys smiled humorlessly. I'll give ye an honor ye denied me friend, Granite, she Whispered, dropping her camouflage. 
 
    The granite's eyes immediately shot to Patrys. His face betrayed no emotion, but he didn't need to wear his thoughts openly for Patrys to glean them. He was amused that a mere slip of a girl would dare to attack him. He was furious, for the same reasons. He was amazed at the level of skill she demonstrated at so young an age -- her talent for controlling the mind was virtually unheard of, even for mages nearly a century acquainted with Sapphire. 
 
    But all those thoughts stood in the shadows of the foremost thought on his mind. Licking the blood that trailed from his parted cheek to the corner of his mouth, he grinned wickedly at her. He held his sword aloft, pointing directly at her, then pulled it close and dropped into a ready position. 
 
    Raising her spear, Patrys gauged her opponent, and leapt. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    "No!" Jaeda screamed at the dais as the amethyst aura of her brother tumbled to the ground, the brownish blob of a granite landing lightly next to him. Nestor scrambled for words of calming, anything that might help her rein in her emotions before she... 
 
    He felt her gathering her mana for a spell. It wasn't too difficult to figure out what that spell might be, given her state of mind. "You'd never get there in time," he asserted firmly. "He may look close enough to touch on this map, but he's hundreds, thousands of miles away." 
 
    "I have to do something," she countered loudly, tears filling her temporarily translucent eyes. "I Sampled the granite's aura when he kicked Gaelen. It's Glyn Farhaven. I'm sure of it." 
 
    "Knowing who it is doesn't close the distance between Aeden and Ysre. If we're to help Gaelen, we'll have to do it from here. Look," he said, pointing to Gaelen's dimly glowing violet form on the map. Glyn was on top of him... and a brilliant blue figure was coming up behind. As they watched, the sapphire pounced on Glyn, driving him back from Gaelen. "Your brother has help. What we have to do is help them help him. 
 
    Jaeda stared at the map a second longer, then faced him squarely. "How?" 
 
    "I'm still working that out," Nestor admitted. "Can you still feel him?" 
 
    Anxious and confused, Jaeda melted her feet into the flooring, Merging with the earth running between herself and her brother. Nestor felt the sheer strength of her awareness as it extended due south, feeling for all the world like a solid bar beneath the surface, connecting the siblings. "Yes," she said finally. 
 
    "Good," he replied. "You work on trying to wake him up. I'm going to... experiment." 
 
    Not waiting for her acknowledgment, he drew mana into himself and wielded. As his feet Merged with the flooring, Jaeda's connection with Gaelen grew infinitely more evident. Sampling her aura, Nestor followed it southward out of the complex, out of Aeden. As he grew more comfortable with this experiment, he found himself able to push faster. Entire villages passing "overhead" barely merited his notice. He felt a largish town on the horizon ahead of him, only for it to disappear just as quickly into the distance behind him. 
 
    It took a few moments, but he began to feel the intensity of arcane warfare at the edge of his awareness. He was approaching Bastion. Sighting down the bar of Jaeda's awareness, he felt the amethyst that he was headed for -- Gaelen. He Sampled the mage as he approached. Yes, he was still unconscious. It was just as well. With the condition he was in, Nestor would just as soon have Jaeda's brother as far from the action as possible. 
 
    Finally, Nestor's awareness was in Gaelen's presence. The amethyst drifted still, nearing consciousness but still not quite aware of his surroundings or his circumstances. Nestor's eyes firmly on the map, he extended his awareness around Gaelen like a ripple on a pond, waiting for the waves to hit something and bounce back. 
 
    Then he felt him. Glyn. 
 
    The granite's aura carried a curious blend of impressions. He was arrogant, yet cautious, amused, yet deathly serious. These emotions no doubt had everything to do with the sapphire that he was engaged with -- a girl, by the taste of her aura, a mere slip of a lass. That she should challenge the elder and obviously more experienced granite... it was beyond laughable. But she had a confidence about her that seemed at odds with youthful invulnerability. No. This girl knew who she was and what she was about. She tasted of both a scholar and a warrior, well versed in what she was capable of, and more importantly, what she wasn't. 
 
    Her aura extended, closing the distance between herself and Glyn, touching the granite in a way that reminded Nestor of Sampling, but was nevertheless foreign to him. 
 
    Whatever she was doing, she was on Gaelen's side. That meant that she was on Nestor and Jaeda's side. Turning his attention back to Glyn, Nestor prepared to aid his newfound ally. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chill wind brushed Glyn's hair back as the sapphire pressed her attack, her glacial spear passing mere inches from his nose. The granite parried and flipped his sword back, cutting for her midsection, but she brought the shaft of her spear down just as it came close. She canted the spear slightly, and Glyn's sword plunged as it skittered along the icy surface. 
 
    Glyn spat an oath. He should've dispatched this git long ago, but for the life of him, he couldn't seem to get any of his strikes to connect. He'd felt her mind pressing against his early on in the fight, but he disengaged his conscious mind, working to keep his thoughts empty so as to not give the sapphire anything to latch onto. 
 
    It was standard practice against a sapphire who had the uncommon talent for mind control. He would never have expected to need it against an Unmarked git like this one, but he'd refused to underestimate his opponent, and this sapphire was a prime example of why. 
 
    At first, it seemed as if the tactic was working. It should have worked. However talented she was with magic, she was an Unmarked, as inexperienced in the arcane arts as she was in the martial arts. Glyn had been able to fend her off with ease, positioning their fight so that when he finally took her out, it would have the greatest impact on her compatriots. But the longer they fought, the more fluid her attack became, the more refined. He started to see a precision in her attacks that he would have expect from a first year Marked, then second year, then third. 
 
    She swept with the tip of her spear and Glyn batted it away, but only to find its momentum carried to the opposite end of the staff. The sapphire slapped him with the butt end of the spear, catching him high on the cheek. Glyn stumbled back, dazed and angry, and just a little concerned. She shouldn't have known to do that. That was a mark of refinement that Marked sapphires rarely reached, and certainly not Unmarked. But that style, that fluidity, it bore no resemblance to the style of the Sapphire Rank, skill or no. In fact, if Glyn had to label it, he'd ascribe the style to... 
 
    The Granite Guard. 
 
    She's Absorbing me! 
 
    He was thunderstruck by the thought, but shock quickly turned to true fear as the sapphire git standing opposite him paused, her lips stretching in a feral grin. She'd heard him. She knew he was afraid, and she thrilled at the idea. 
 
    Without thought, Glyn wielded, Merging the mere soles of his boots with the ground. He dared not do more than that, lest an amethyst cast a null field about him -- such as the Mandiblean on the ground behind the sapphire, slowly stirring. Glyn moved to pulse to his Guard about the sapphire, but felt the granite aura at his feet, an aura not his own, but still familiar... 
 
    Nestor Veis! 
 
    Ah, Glyn Farhaven! came the reply, almost imperceptible and quite bland, tasting of the countless miles it must have traveled between source and destination. What an unexpected pleasure. How have you been? 
 
    Glyn, still dazed, fumbled for a response. He very nearly paid for it with his life. He didn't see the granite spearpoint coming straight for his eyeball until it had almost struck home. At the last second, Glyn ducked and swept upward with his longsword. It parried much of the strike, but the stone tip still struck a glancing blow on his forehead. Blood flowed freely from the gash, painting his vision crimson. 
 
    He needed to regroup. 
 
    Not giving the sapphire time to press her advantage, he dove to his right toward the northern parapet. He tripped as he came near the low wall, the stone beneath his feet giving way like so much sand. Nestor. He had no idea how the former Chief General was doing it, but it was him. 
 
    Glyn struck the parapet awkwardly and tumbled over. As he fell, he reached out to Granite, but had trouble remembering the proper concepts for Merging. It might've been his surprise over the situation, but he bet it was the sapphire, and it was going to kill him if he didn't do something about it. 
 
    The flat ground at the base of the city wall rushed up to meet him as he struggled to draw on Granite. It almost felt like pulling on a rope that had been coated with minta'hk fat -- it kept squirting through the fingers of his mind. 
 
    Crafter be praised, the closer he got to the ground, the more distant the sapphire's influence seemed. He could feel its azure grip slacking as his death approached. Almost... Almost... 
 
    He pulled on Granite, and his grip dug in. Desperately, he wielded. Time seemed to slow as his spell took shape, the formed mana flooding his body just as his forehead touched the ground. He could feel the pinprick of the pebbles and pea gravel driving forward into his skin, his bone, threatening to find their way deeper. 
 
    His skull exploded in pain, but he held doggedly to his spell. The stars in his vision cleared slowly, and were replaced by lights of a different kind -- the structures of the earth, the minerals and metals that made up the matter. As he traced their intricacies with his awareness, he relaxed. He was still alive. Hurt, to be sure, but still alive. 
 
    He shook his head to clear the cobwebs -- a vain effort, as he and his head were one with the earth, but he did it nonetheless. He needed to regroup, to gather the strength of his forces. He'd determined to not underestimate the rebels, and yet here he was, broken and bleeding, having fled from a teenage whelp of a lass. It wasn't his predecessors' mistakes that he had to avoid now. It was his own. 
 
    Curling his unsubstantial lip in contempt, he willed himself forward, turning options over in his mind, looking for solutions under them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Patrys watched the granite disappear into the ground. If his passage generated a ripple of any sort, she couldn't tell. To be honest, she was surprised that he'd escaped at all, given the skills that she had Absorbed from him. The new knowledge burned savagely in her mind, begging to be turned loose on the nearest enemy. She chuckled, the cloth of her stoma cover billowing out slightly. The look on that granite's face when he realized... 
 
    Gaelen groaned behind her. She turned to find him pushing himself up onto his rump. "What happened?" 
 
    That granite gave ye a knock, Patrys Whispered, then shrugged. I argued 'at it weren't wise of 'im. I think mayhap 'e agrees. 
 
    "My thanks, Milady Mage," the amethyst said, obviously struggling to lock his eyes onto hers. "I don't think we've been properly introduced." 
 
    I know who y'are. 
 
    "All the same... The wind kisses the wheat," he said. Shrugging self-consciously, he added, "I'm a fool for propriety." 
 
    The wind bears the seed to new fields, she sent, the corners of her mouth twitching upward. Patrys Goatherd, at yer service. 
 
    "Gaelen o'Tobin, at yours. You're... a bit young, aren't you? For an Unmarked?" 
 
    She bit her lip to keep her mirth from spreading across her face. He couldn't have been much older than herself -- nineteen summers, twenty at the outside -- and a rebel himself, and yet he seemed so innocent. She found the combination... intriguing. She decided that she liked it. Apparently, I'm old enough t' trounce a granite thrice my age. 
 
    "Granites age slower than the rest of us," Gaelen corrected scholarly. "If he looked fifty summers old, he was likely on the far side of a hundred." 
 
    No matter, she countered, quirking her eye brow playfully. He's totin' a whoopin' like 'is mama shoulda give 'im. 
 
    The amethyst barked his humor, only to throw a hand up to the side of his head to keep its contents from spilling out. Patrys laughed, sympathetically if silently, and brushed a piece of grit away from a scrape near his temple. Yes, she liked him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal's diamond eye throbbed as he cycled through his soulgems, dispatching Spawn dragons according to their weakness. He'd put a sizable dent in their number, but it was just a dent. There were just so many of them, and the power needed to kill them so great, that he found himself needing to find more creative ways to take them down than to simply overpower them. He was running out of steam. Fast. 
 
    He cast a glance over his right shoulder. The sun was now well and truly risen, its rays breaking over the slopes of Mount Ysre almost all the way to its base. Sal switched to Emerald, and allowed himself a moment to Refresh. But just a moment. 
 
    A blue dragon banked past the turret, screeching its bloodlust. Already holding Emerald, Sal lashed out at the beast, withering a spot on its wing and causing it to rip. The dragon's reptilian roar became a scream as it tumbled to the earth far below, hitting awkwardly and breaking its good wing. 
 
    "Not bad, mate," Sal heard from somewhere above him. He looked up just in time to see Retzu, dropping from a passing dragon's talon. He landed beside Sal, sword in hand and dripping with gore. "But can you do the same with a proper blade?" 
 
    "Win today, preen tomorrow," Sal answered in mock protest. 
 
    Retzu shrugged. "Not my fault you can't fight like a man." 
 
    "Not my fault you have to fight from the shadows." 
 
    "Some of my best work is done in the dark." 
 
    "Sleeping?" 
 
    His sen'sia barked a harsh laugh, and clapped him roughly on the back. "A sport best played with a partner. And speaking of partners..." 
 
    "Last I heard, they were boarding the ships," Sal answered Retzu's implied question. "I haven't been able to get up with Marissa since we got to the gate. Haven't had time to try. But Caravan's had plenty of time to loop around the southern coasts of Ysre. They should be on the far side of the island by now, headed north." 
 
    "Excellent," Retzu nodded. "The shol'tuk had started to gain ground on the Rank dragons, but the granites have slowed us down a bit." 
 
    "Yeah, I can imagine," he said, looking over the side of the turret at the narrow battlefield below. He saw two granites engaging a small clutch of Unmarked -- Kiri, Hon'as, and Jelleck, by the looks of them. Sal's lieutenants were doing a fine job of holding the granites off, but they weren't making much headway. Releasing Emerald, Sal touched Amethyst and wielded. A thick bolt of violet lightning tore open the sky between Sal and his target, hitting the granite full in the back and throwing him high into the air, only for him to fall much farther to the Mainway below. Even from high above, Sal saw how the granite landed. He wouldn't be getting back up. 
 
    The attack took his partner by surprise. The granite jerked his head around, looking for the source of the lightning. When he did, Jelleck swung for the granite's neck, neatly parting his windpipe. It was a killing blow, but the granite would have died even if it hadn't been. The magic from Jelleck's cut spread at once, and the granite jerked violently. He threw his head back as he convulsed, his face going from red to purple to black as he stood. Finally, he stopped twitching and fell backward, his body exploding in a puddle of noxious goo across the battlement. Kiri jumped back from the splatters, complaining loudly, while Hon'as raucously cheered his emerald brother. 
 
    "I taught him that," Sal told Retzu proudly. "That one's all me." 
 
    Retzu looked on a moment longer and gave a half-shrug. "Cheat. A shol'tuk is lethal without resorting to magic." 
 
    "I'll remember that the next time you use your boots to..." Sal lost his train of thought as he watched a Spawn dragon wheel abruptly for the plains to their north, followed by a second, then a third, and finally the whole flight of them. The outnumbered Cause dragons roared their victory -- or their relief, Sal couldn't tell which -- and the fighters on the ground added their voices to the triumphant chorus. 
 
    But Sal didn't join in. He followed the Spawn with his eyes, watched them come down less than a mile away, not even a quarter of the way to the ruined fortress that Menkal had established as a base of operations for the dragonriders. They weren't retreating. They were regrouping. 
 
    Sal touched Sapphire. "Look alive, guys," he said, his current soulgem carrying his words to every rebel on or near the battlements. "They ain't running, so don't get cocky. They've already caught us with our pants down once today -- twice if you count the granites. We can't afford another." 
 
    Murmurs of assent rose from the battlements as once-cheering celebrants started wiping blades, restocking arrows, and running down emeralds for healing -- doing what they could to be ready for the next wave of attacks. 
 
    "What do you think they have in mind?" Sal asked. 
 
    Retzu shook his head slowly. "I'm an assassin, mate, not a general. It's all I can do to get my fellas to see their targets as enemies instead of marks." 
 
    "Well..." Sal drawled as he analyzed the situation. "They used the Spawn to throw our dragons off kilter. And they brought the granites in from behind, probably hoping to wipe us out in the confusion. Didn't happen. I mean, we took a beating, but we're still here, and they don't like it. If it's me, I'm probably looking to combine my granites and dragons, maybe use their granite ability to become one with things to make the Spawn harder to hit." 
 
    "Well, whatever their plan is, it ain't good for us," Retzu said. 
 
    "You're a lot of help there, Captain Obvious." 
 
    Retzu quirked an eyebrow. "Sarcasm?" 
 
    "Sarcasm." 
 
    "So what do you wanna do about it?" 
 
    Reaching out to Emerald, Sal wielded, and felt the tickle of frayed cloth as the skin of his back poked through the slits cut in his undershirt. "Whatever their plan is, I say we don't give them the chance to put it in motion." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mik pushed through the canvas flap backward, drawing General du'Chapin's breakfast tray behind him. He squinted against the torchlight within, standing in brilliant contrast to the still darkened campways wending between the Rank tents. 
 
    Entering the pavilion proper, he took his place in line with the other servants, each bearing breakfast plates tailored to their respective master's tastes. In the center of the pavilion stood a large table, about which the leaders of the encampment, du'Chapin included, took meals and discussed the matters of the day. 
 
    "I should have heard from him by now," said the granite that sat at the head of the table. The only granite in the entire detachment, in fact -- High Commander Heramis Veis, son of the former Chief General Nestor Veis. A high value target, if Mik had the opportunity. 
 
    "Perhaps he's still engaged. Sir," said du'Chapin, hastily adding the honorific. He twisted his mouth slightly, as if at something distasteful. Mik couldn't imagine what. It seemed perfectly reasonable for the general to render respect to a superior who, according to his rank, should have been his subordinate. 
 
    Mik carefully schooled his face against the hilarity of it all. 
 
    "Against a band of rebels?" Veis retorted incredulously. "Insurrectionists? We're mere moments from Watchbreak ourselves, halfway across the Mainland, which means that he's had hours -- hours, du'Chapin -- to bring that rabble to heel." 
 
    "I respectfully remind you, High Commander, that he is engaged with the same rabble that defeated and captured your father. Sir." 
 
    Veis' face darkened, like a thundercloud gathering its strength. When he spoke, his words were almost inaudible, but his fury resounded in its silence. "Nestor Veis is a traitor, a heretic, and no father of mine. He didn't fall to that upstart du'Nograh -- he sacrificed his brethren on du'Nograh's altar. And you'd do well to remember that." 
 
    "Of course, Sir," du'Chapin muttered, his gemstone eyes cast downward, as if properly cowed. 
 
    "If Farhaven is still engaged, it still does not excuse his failure to update me on his progress," Veis declared, shifting his feet around where they were Merged with the dirt beneath them. Obviously, he wasn't used to staying in such close communication. Not surprising, as the mage bore a greater resemblance to a scroll warrior than a field commander. "He has the Prideful Spawn, and he has a full compliment of granites. If he has run into... trouble... I need to know about it so I can dispatch reinforcements from Stormhold and Jakar'tei. Farhaven will secure Bastion, even if I have to send nannies to baby-step him through his incompetence into victory." 
 
    "We have every confidence in Farhaven's ability, sir," offered an amethyst seated across from du'Chapin. He was a high commander by his stripes, Veis' true peer in rank if not in authority. And a far more refined bootlicker than du'Chapin. "But perhaps it would be prudent to consider delaying our mission. To ensure the success of his, sir. We are only a day past the Icewater. It would be nothing for us to turn south to either Eastwind Delta or Soleis Harbor, and---" 
 
    "Enough!" Veis shouted, the brown-grey auras surrounding his eyes flaring briefly. At the sound of his outburst, the amethyst issued one of his own, screaming in pain as he grasped his hand, pinned to the table by the granite spine that had shot up from the wooden surface. "We will not turn south. We will not be delayed. We will advance to Aitaxen, as planned, and on schedule. Have I made myself clear?" A chorus of affirmation rose loudly and quickly from the table. Mik imagined that not a one of them wanted to be noticed as the last man to submit to Veis' demands. 
 
    And just like that, Mik's subterfuge paid off. 
 
    Aitaxen. He should have known. The Highest had a history of exploiting the weaknesses of those who opposed him, and no place was dearer to the boys' hearts, and the hearts of those that loved them, than the twins' hometown, the storied citadel of King Titus. 
 
    And it was a good move politically. It sent the message that nobody was safe from the Highest's wrath, should someone think to defy him. The Cause was on the far side of the Mainland, but that meant nothing. Aitaxen was where the Highest could hurt them. And if the people of Aitaxen were innocent, so much the better -- it would hurt them all the more. 
 
    Objective accomplished, Mik's mission altered course, bearing for the next objective. Not only did he have to update Retzu on Veis' plans, he also had to get word to Aitaxen to prepare for a Rank invasion. He supposed that he could just use Sapphire to warn them, but Aitaxen was too crucial to the boys -- well, to Retzu -- to trust to their own defenses. Mikel du'Ander had resources, experience. More than anything, he had a burning desire to not see his friend Titus' land fall once again to the heretic 'vicar'. 
 
    Of course, the ghosts of his past whispered to him, choosing that moment to remind him of the value of remaining in the Rank encampment. As an established servant, neither the Cause nor Aitaxen needed to embed a spy with the enemy. He was already there. But Mik silenced the ghosts as quickly as they spoke up. He was a servant, but not an indispensable one, and he quite likely could not work his way silently into a position of greater importance in time to be effective. No, as a servant, he was expendable, a mere convenience to be discarded as the battle drew near and the enemy closed ranks. Any soldier could cook a pot of gruel, or the occasional mutton, but not every servant could help save a nation. 
 
    And I'm no servant, Mik thought, an evil grin stretching across his face. Time to leave... but he didn't have to leave quietly. 
 
    Mik quickly assessed the enemy resources within the pavilion. Two amethysts, one within arm's reach. Three emeralds. A ruby. Two sapphires. And the granite, Veis. He was the greatest threat, sure, but none of them were insignificant. Mik shifted slightly, rubbing his lower arm against his side, counting the resources in the hidden pockets of his sleeve. Two amethyst darts. Two granites. No rubies or sapphires or emeralds. No shurikens. He did still have three granite chips in his coin purse, but he doubted that he could talk these fine gentlemen into putting them in their mouths. 
 
    So, four darts, plus his tanto. For nine mages, and at least as many servants. 
 
    Somewhat risky, even for him. He'd never be able to get all the mages, not and still make it out of there alive, but he'd definitely let them know he'd been there, and take a fair portion of the Rank leadership with him. Smiling, he cracked his neck, and went about showing them what a diamond-hilted shol'tuk could do. 
 
    Time slowed to a crawl for him as he burst into action. Well, to be fair, time didn't actually slow for him. He was no mage, after all. He was just that fast. 
 
    He threw the tray of gruel up into the air before him, reaching with both hands into his tunic. One hand grasped the granite tassel hanging from under his armpit. The magic of the tassel activated as his hand closed around the runes, allowing him to pull the tanto free from where it was melted into him. The other hand dove inside his sword-hand's sleeve, sweeping the four darts from their hiding places in one motion. 
 
    He extended both hands at the same time, the one whipping the sword around to grasp properly, the other tossing the first of the amethyst darts across the table and into the amethyst mage seated behind du'Chapin. The dart was still in flight when he slashed with his tanto, lifting the nearest amethyst's head free of his shoulders. 
 
    The Rank commanders were just now waking up to the fact that something was amiss. It'd still take them a split second to realize that one of their invisible, expendable servants was not who they thought he was. More than enough time. 
 
    Mik slung his dart hand three more times in rapid succession. The first -- his final amethyst -- found its way into Heramis Veis' neck, burying itself deep. The granite's hand flew -- or, in Mik's sight, crept -- to the hole that the dart had produced. Given enough time, he'd probably be able to dig the enchanted thorn out of his body, thus breaking the null field it cast on him, but by that time Mik would be long gone, leaving the granite unable to follow. 
 
    That took care of the three greatest threats -- the most deadly of the bunch, and the two mages most capable of stopping him. The final two darts, both granite, Mik sent into random Rank commanders, for no other reason than they were sure targets. They each started to discolor as Granite's disintegrating magics spread outward from the point of the dart's contact. The mages were already dead, and they didn't even know it yet. 
 
    At that moment, du'Chapin's tray of gruel took opportunity to come down in front of Mik. Obviously, it was eager to be of use. How thoughtful. 
 
    Mik leapt into the air, spinning as he climbed. He threw out a foot, catching the tray as it fell. The now-missile flew across the tent space, into du'Chapin's waiting brow. Breakfast was served. 
 
    Mik couldn't see the auras of the mages, but his hilt spoke to him, indicating at least two mages readying spells against him. Time to beat a hasty exit. He chopped with his tanto, parting the hair -- and the skull -- of one of the emeralds nearby, then squeezed one of his fingers into the tassel of his hilt. The ground rippled as the tassel's magic took effect, and he slipped away, into the earth and out of the chaos that he'd left as his parting gift. 
 
    Thank you for your hospitality, he thought as he sped away, the soil around him, in him, magically absorbing his laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Sal grunted as he beat his leathery wings. The treetops passed far below him in a reddish, goldish, greenish blur, testament to the speed at which he was pulling himself through the sky, but still he pushed himself faster. Whatever the granite commander had in mind, Sal had to get there first to break it up. 
 
    Idiot, he berated himself for his recklessness, but did nothing to curb it. You never outrun your coverage, bonehead! Never outrun your coverage. 
 
    He tossed his head to one side and then the other, hoping to catch even the slightest glimpse of a wing or a neck. But he saw nothing but open air. He desperately hoped that he was just way out in front, and that Aplos and Athnae and their Flight was hard on his heels, but for all that he could tell, he was the only one in the sky. Idiot. 
 
    It was just like every boneheaded play he'd ever seen watching college football on Saturdays growing up. He could see himself on kickoff return -- the ball settling into his hands and him just taking off, headed for the uprights on the far end of the field. He sprints down the field for all he's worth, kicking up divots and outrunning his blockers so that there's nothing left on the field but him and a whole bunch of defense just waiting to cream him. 
 
    Defense that might not cream him if he'd kept pace with his blockers. 
 
    Okay, so he wasn't playing football. He was fighting against mages with frikkin dragons, but the principle was the same -- you play to your strengths, you don't get overconfident, and you never, ever, act like you're the only one on the field. You've got a team for a reason. No matter how good you are, it's your team that keeps you in the game. 
 
    And here he was, way out in front, driving straight into the heart of the enemy forces, looking to pick a fight with whoever was in charge of the thing, with no clue whether or not he'd have anybody near enough to back his play. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Idiot!" Retzu shouted at Sal, though he was sure his sodu couldn't hear him, as far ahead of the pack as he was. 
 
    Oh, if he wanted to, he could have made Sal hear him. He did have the sapphire chip behind his ear, after all. But however sizzled Sal was in the kippa, Retzu's beratement could only make matters worse. Whatever Sal had in mind, he needed his wits -- sparse as they were -- about him if he was to survive it. 
 
    Retzu dug his heels into Aplos' side, urging him to greater speed. 
 
    "I'm not a horse, you fool," the red dragon protested. 
 
    "Sorry, mate. Force of habit." 
 
    "Give into that habit again, and you'll be walking the rest of the way. Or crawling, depending on how you take the fall." 
 
    Retzu clamped his mouth shut against a retort that begged to be loosed, and leaned forward in his saddle. It probably didn't help the dragon any with wind resistance, as it would a horse, but Retzu had to do something. 
 
    It hadn't taken Retzu long to call the Cause dragons in to pursue. Menkal had already turned a good many of them, and directed those without riders to pick up as many allies from the battlements as they could carry. Aplos, who had lost his rider, had turned to follow Sal as soon as he saw the mage take to the skies, but Retzu called him back. It seemed like a fit match. 
 
    The fire wyrm's surly disposition confirmed it. Retzu couldn't have picked a more appropriate mount. 
 
    They were about the middle of the pack when they took off from the top of the turret, but Aplos was one of the largest dragons in his Flight. They reached the front of the pack in plenty of time to see Sal, about half a mile ahead and all by his lonesome, turn his nose earthward and fold his magical wings back, falling like a javelin straight for what Retzu assumed to be the commander of the Rank forces. 
 
    "Idiot," the assassin muttered again darkly, urging Aplos to even greater speed. With his mind, anyway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You idiots! I said four squadrons. Four of them, over here. Move!" Glyn shouted, using one hand to amplify his voice and holding a bandage to his head with the other. 
 
    The dragon handlers moved to comply, herding the strongest of the Spawn into groups of twenty. The remaining dragons were nearly enough for fifth squadron, but Glyn wanted to hold them in reserve, preferring to rotate them in as reinforcements where needed. The rebels were far more dogged than even he had accounted for, so any victory won here today would be a hard fought victory, one that they could be proud of, having wrestled it out of the hands of a worthy opponent. 
 
    To be honest, it was quite unnerving, the skill with which this band of rebels was fighting off the Highest's men. Even that sapphire with the ruined throat, a bare wisp of a girl and crippled to boot, and yet she was still able to not only survive his attack, but best him! Glyn had come here to mete out the Crafter's justice, at the behest of His Vicar, and here he was, on the verge of failing, just as the other Rank divisions had. It was almost enough to make him wonder if he actually didn't have the Crafter's favor. 
 
    And if he, the servant of the Highest in Ysre, didn't have the Crafter's favor, what did that mean of the man who had commanded him to be here? What if he were actually fighting those that the Crafter did favor? Had he thought to serve the Crafter, only to become His enemy? 
 
    "Form up! Form up! Form up!" he commanded, his voice cracking with strain. The dragon herders redoubled their efforts, and the granites moved in to find their mounts. Had Glyn become th--- 
 
    He looked up into the sky, just in time to see the horrific visage of a mage with disparate eyes -- one natural, and one emerald -- before the mage slammed into him fully, driving him to the ground. He didn't have time to take a breath, let alone become one with the earth. His head slammed hard against the rocky ground, and chaotic stars erupted in his otherwise patterned vision. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emerald fire erupted in Sal's bones as his current soulgem healed the various breaks and scrapes that his nosedive had earned him. The magic spread quickly, but he was in the midst of the enemy camp -- at the center of the Rank army's attention, and sitting on top of their commander -- so he didn't dare allow Emerald time to do its full work. Groaning against the pain, he released Emerald and touched Amethyst, throwing up an inverted null field around himself. 
 
    Just in time, too, as a barrage of magics pummeled the field. The spells all dissipated well before they could reach Sal, but he still felt the remnants of granite castings, showering him in dust. 
 
    He paid the spells no further mind as he raised a fist, bringing it down on the granite's face just long enough to raise it again. He got in three good licks before the granite shoved him off. Sal landed hard on his side, but kicked himself ninja-style to his feet, katana appearing almost magically in his hand. 
 
    The granite didn't seem at all that impressed. Slowly, intentionally, he raised a hand to cast a spell -- a granite sphere, just like the others -- only to watch it dissipate as it hit Sal's null field. 
 
    He didn't look surprised. If anything, he bore the expression of dread acceptance, coupled with fatalistic determination. 
 
    "One of flesh and one of stone," he recited, his voice eerily calm. "Both together, both alone. You really are him, aren't you?" 
 
    "What?" Sal asked, wondering why the granite wasn't jumping him at that moment, or why he wasn't jumping the granite. 
 
    "The Prism. The ender of worlds. It's really you." 
 
    Oh, brother. Seriously? 
 
    "Look, I'm just a guy," Sal protested. "I never asked to be the Prism. I never asked to be a mage. I never even asked to come to this dang world in the first place! I got no plans to end this world or any other. I can't end worlds. I'm just a guy." 
 
    The granite nodded gravely, then drew a longsword from its sheath at his side. "I hope so. I sincerely do." 
 
    "It doesn't have to be like this," Sal said as he started sidestepping in a circle opposite his opponent. "This world doesn't have to be like this. In my world, people are free... well, a heck of a lot freer than they are here. They live their own lives, chart out their own destinies. They grow and better themselves and better each other. And it can be like that here. That's what I'm trying to do, man!" 
 
    "Glyn," the granite replied, taking on an air of formality. "Glyn Farhaven of Schel Veylin, Commander of the Granite Guard, subordinate to High Commander Heramis Veis. I'd really like to believe that you are as you say, milord Prism." 
 
    "But you're gonna try and kill me anyway." 
 
    Glyn nodded. "I have people that I love, and are depending upon me to keep them safe. I want to believe that the same Prism that I grew up fearing is in fact a good man, that we've all been wrong about him our whole lives. But I can't take the chance that he's not." 
 
    Sal sighed, and nodded slowly. "James Salvatori of Caravan, formerly of Earth. I know what it means to fight for love, the choices you have to make. Whatever happens... I forgive you, and I hope you can do the same." 
 
    Glyn Farhaven, Commander of the Granite Guard, raised his sword in salute to Sal, locking eyes with him through the crossbar of the sword's hilt. Then he attacked. 
 
    Glyn showered blows upon Sal, using the dual edge of the longsword to his advantage, striking both on the initial swing and on the back stroke. Sal parried all these away fairly easily, but had a hard time landing any blows himself. It seemed that every time the silk-hilted shol'tuk put his katana someplace, Glyn's longsword was already there, ready to turn it away. 
 
    The granite cut a sweeping blow at Sal's head. Sal raised his katana to block. The longsword skittered along the straight edge, only for Glyn to shift his weight, pulling the strike off the katana's edge and bringing it down hard on Sal's shoulder. Even with his boiled leather armor, Sal felt the impact. Hard. 
 
    With that side already presented to Glyn, Sal redirected his momentum and, taking the arm of that same shoulder, he drove forward. He caught Glyn with a massive forearm, the granite's nose crunching and spurting blood. Glyn staggered back from the blow, completely off balance. 
 
    The granite's eyes flared with a brilliant brown, and Sal readied another inverted null spell, practically begging that Glyn would try and melt. Instead, Sal felt the ground shift under his feet. He stumbled forward, off the shelf of rocky soil and into the dust pile that Glyn had created out of the surrounding area -- the area outside the influence of Sal's null field. As Sal fell, Glyn chopped with his sword, catching Sal just under his breastplate and opening a gash almost a foot long. 
 
    Sal screamed his pain. He released Amethyst and took Emerald again, this time to heal him. But as he did so, Glyn turned loose a volley of granite missiles, one after another in rapid succession. Sal was able to whither some of them, but not all. 
 
    He spun against the pummeling, swinging his sword in a wide arc. All at once, the barrage ceased. Emerald magic flooded Sal's sword as he made his cut. He watched in slow motion as the keen edge caught Glyn right above the jawline... and passed through it without the slightest resistance. Glyn answered the cut with a punch to Sal's chest. In horror, he watched the vaporous hand plunge deep. 
 
    Knowing what was next, Sal spun, not giving Glyn's hand the chance to solidify, to grasp his heart and rip it out, as had been done to Reit. He shifted to Amethyst again, and cast his spell even as he swung on Glyn, the null field solidifying the granite's temple just as the punch struck home. 
 
    Sal heard a cheer rise from around him, but he dared not look to see where it was coming from. At that moment, there was nothing else in the world but himself and the granite. 
 
    He cut a tight sweep toward Glyn's midsection. The granite parried it, but just barely. Sal pushed his advantage, launching a series of chops and cuts and jabs and sweeps. Glyn parried them all, but each strike brought Sal closer to home. 
 
    Glyn chopped desperately from the side. Sal brought his katana up to meet it, and let the force of the blow carry his silt-wrapped hilt forward, driving it into Glyn's throat. 
 
    The granite's hand came up reflexively to protect his windpipe, leaving his chest unprotected. Sal punched for that area of Glyn's chest, shifting his soulgems and wielding as his fist flew. The impact stunned Glyn, and he froze in midstagger, breathless. 
 
    Granite mage and diamond stood there, unmoving for a long moment. In some detached part of Sal's mind, he heard the silence of the battlefield around him, suddenly filled with a chorus of gasps. If he took a moment to let his conscious mind process, he would've noticed that their fight had gathered something of an audience. 
 
    But that was irrelevant. They didn't exist. The battle beyond them didn't exist. All that mattered was the look on Glyn's face, the shock, the horror, the clouded look coming over his already opaque eyes, the tiny dribble of blood pooling on his bottom lip -- colored a slick red in both Sal's natural sight, and in his magical granite sight. 
 
    Sal jerked his hand back to a wet, juicy sound somewhere between crunching and tearing. Glyn fought valiantly to stand a moment longer, before collapsing at Sal's feet with a fist sized hole where his sternum used to be. In Sal's still-outstretched hand, Glyn's heart quivered, sending out blood in erratic squirts as the muscle vainly emptied itself. 
 
    Sal tossed the hunk of meat to the side in newfound horror and knelt beside Glyn. "It didn't have to be this way," Sal insisted. "My fight was with the Highest, not you." 
 
    "O scatt-tt-ttered sh-a-a-ards of heart's-s-s des-sire," Glyn stammered as his breath ran out, ending in a blood-soaked gurgle. Glyn fell in upon himself as he died. 
 
    The split prophecy that Gaelen had talked about. The one that could go in either direction. Glyn could have cursed Sal for killing him, issued some stupid warning about "Blessed is the man whose light is darkness" or whatever the Shadow Magers said. But no. His last breath went to repeating the prophecy that had no definite outcome. 
 
    The sounds of disorder broke him from his musing. He looked around. Sal and Glyn had indeed gathered an audience, both of Cause and of Rank. Everybody had been stunned to silence up until this point, but now that the fight had been won -- or lost, depending on your allegiance -- things were starting to happen. The rebels of the Cause began cheering, their dragons roaring in dissonant harmony. Distantly, some of the granites called for attack, but those calls were few and far between. The greater portion of the granites abandoned their mounts -- abandoned their brethren -- and had melted into the earth, doing what they could to get gone while the getting was good. 
 
    Minus their riders and handlers, the Spawn shrieked erratically, like caged animals looking for a way out. The dragons of the Cause shifted nervously, moving to get between the Spawn and the rebels, but still reluctant to leap back into pitched battle with their "children". 
 
    The Spawn protested the movement, screaming their distrust of the Cause dragons and their abandonment by their masters. They settled back on their hunkers like winding a spring. One of the larger Spawn, a fire wyrm, took on the role of alpha, barking shrill cries and bowing up. Its hind leg muscles rippled under its scaly skin as the dragon gathered its strength to pounce. 
 
    Before it could, a loud blast -- reptilian, but not -- boomed through the air. It was indescribable in sheer power and authority, but if Sal had to describe it, he would've said it sounded like Gabriel's trumpet. All eyes looked up and to the north. Coming in low and fast was a massive water serpent, head and tails longer than Aplos. The trumpet sounded again, but the dragon never opened its mouth. It was still too far for Sal to see anything with his natural eye, but with the help of Granite he saw a figure on the dragon's back, his softer, more pliable skin yellow and orange against the dragon's blue-black scales. 
 
    At the sound of the draconian command, the Spawn bowed their heads low, submitting to whatever the terrible voice was saying as the serpent and its dread passenger soared overhead, past the battlefield and toward Bastion. 
 
    It seemed almost anticlimactic when the last remaining granites abandoned the fight and retreated. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mik emerged from the ground in a ripple, breaching the surface in a wide arc and coming down lightly in the grass beyond. It wouldn't be long before Heramis dug that amethyst dart from his flesh, and he'd likely be after a bit of revenge, so Mik had to make himself scarce. 
 
    Far to the south, rising from the trees on the horizon, he could just make out the smoke of the Rank camp's fires. If he had to guess, he'd say he'd come about a league north, maybe a bit more. Certainly no more than five miles. 
 
    Not near far enough. 
 
    Shifting the grip on his tanto, Mik activated another set of runes, this time connected to the amethyst gems in his hilt. At the contact, Mik Lifted into the air -- more slowly than an actual amethyst mage, to be sure, but the amethysts were pulling double duty, erasing the auric residue of the spell while still carrying him into the air. 
 
    The wind grew chilly as he climbed higher and higher. He stopped about halfway to the clouds, the air getting a bit thinner than he was comfortable with. The sun to his east, just bluing the sky where he'd been on the ground, now caught him full in the face, blazing in all its glory. He shielded his eyes to consider his position. 
 
    Just under the blazing sun, he found the Icewater River, stretching from the Icebreaks far to the north and running south to the swamplands and the deltas beyond. He couldn't see Icewater Ford from where he was, but he could hazard a guess by following the twists of the highroad. 
 
    To his south, the Rank camp was more evident than it had been before, but it was still nearly indistinguishable from the surrounding forests. If not for highroad that ran through the middle of the camp, he'd never have found them. 
 
    He thought for a moment which way he should go. Far to the west, still huddled in the early morning twilight, stood Bayton. It was a massive port city, the only one on the Inland Sea large enough and close enough to cater to the Rank army. He bet that if he pushed it, he could beat the Rank there, but not by much, and certainly not without using the granite artifacts on his tanto, leaving a trail for Veis to follow. 
 
    No, Bayton was out. 
 
    Mik turned his eyes north. To the northeast, nestled into the Icebreak foothills, he could see the crumbling remnants of Schel Caspia. Even from this distance, at least a hundred miles away or more, its broken spires rose high enough into the sky that he could pinpoint the massive ruin, the city of ghosts that dwarfed Schel Veylin. The plains near Caspia were dotted with villages, as Mik recalled, built by scavenging the ruins for otherworldly scraps dating back to the Rending and before. It was possible one of the coastal villages would have an established trade route with other parts of the Mainland. The thought intrigued him, but no. Taking a ship there would just find him back on the Inland Sea, sharing the water with the Rank army -- or navy, at that point. 
 
    So, further, then. Sighing, Mik willed himself forward, and the amethysts in his hilt obeyed. It would take a while for him to get far enough north that he wouldn't have to worry about Veis sniffing out his artificial granite aura, so he decided he'd best get to it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sal stood there for long moments, unmoving, as he let the enormity of his situation sink in. They were still alive. He raised his chin and looked about him, and amended his thought. Some of them were still alive. Judging by the bare handful of dragons he found standing with the rebels of the Cause, opposite the Spawn dragons now cowed and silent, he'd be hesitant to say that "most" of them had survived. 
 
    He spied Retzu at the forefront of the rebel group, climbing down from his perch on Aplos' back. Absently, Sal thought it'd been a good call, putting saddles on all the Cause dragons, whether they had riders or not. Menkal and Eshira had... 
 
    Sal cast eyes about. He searched the rebel lines, from one end to the other. He couldn't find Menkal and Eshira anywhere. He angled toward Aplos, and Retzu met him halfway. 
 
    "Where's Menkal and Eshira?" 
 
    Retzu searched the lines as Sal had. "I don't know. We'll look for them in a minute. How are you doing?" he asked, pointing to his own eye. 
 
    Sal started. He was so drained that he didn't realize that he was still holding Granite. Oh wow, this wasn't going to be pretty... 
 
    "Retzu, I need you to catch me." 
 
    "You need---?" 
 
    Sal didn't wait for him to finish his question. He just released Granite, and the world went dark. 
 
    When he came back to himself, he was still on his feet, with Retzu still holding him up. "Guess that didn't take too long, huh?" 
 
    "You try holding you up, mate," Retzu huffed, pushing Sal ungently back onto his own center of gravity. 
 
    "Right," Sal said with a half-shrug. Turning to his audience of rebels, he asked, "Anyone seen Menkal and Eshira?" 
 
    Heads shook and looks of confusion passed from face to face, human and draconian alike. All except Athnae. The water serpent whipped her head around, peering south and east of their position. She thrummed with silent power, not Whispering per se, but her communication was nonetheless evident. As he watched, her bescaled face grew more grave, more disconcerted. "Blessed Crafter, no." She turned back to Sal, her azure eyes glossy with unshed tears. "Sal," she said. She didn't have to give him any direction. He was already in motion, swinging up into the saddle. They took to the skies, not pausing long enough to see Retzu and the others follow suit. 
 
    Eshira sat on her haunches about a half mile north of the city walls, neck curled around her body. Rebels that had been left without mounts had flooded from Bastion's north gate, looking for wounded allies to help, and wounded enemies to finish off. A number of these rebels crowded around Eshira -- close, but not too close. Sal couldn't tell whether the distance they were keeping was respectful or fearful. 
 
    He dismounted Athnae almost before the dragon had touched down, deciding that fear and respect were equally irrelevant. Something was wrong, bad wrong. Sal rounded Eshira's massive head at a run, thinking to find her wounded. But she was just fine as far as he could tell. 
 
    Menkal, on the other hand, was not. 
 
    Sal fell upon him at once, touching Emerald as he touched the sapphire's body. 
 
    His body. 
 
    He knew that's all the once-mage was now. Sal didn't need Emerald for that -- he could see it with his own eyes. But he had to know for certain. He wielded, delving into Menkal's body, searching for any spark of life. There was none. 
 
    Menkal's body was badly charred on one side, probably the result of a fire wyrm's blast. The other half was wet from where he'd tried to shield himself from the flame, or put it out after getting hit with it. Sal sensed a number of slipped discs in Menkal's spine, evidencing a bad fall or three. The sapphire also had a good deal of pooling in the brain, indicating concussion. But that wasn't what killed him. 
 
    On one side, Sal felt a number of broken ribs. They felt like recent breaks, but not immediately preceding death. There were blood vessels clotted against internal bleeding, some rudimentary swelling and some deep bruising surrounding the breaks. But two ribs were broken through sometime after the fact. One had punctured Menkal's lung. The other one punctured his heart. 
 
    Sal opened his eyes from his examination. With his magical sight, he noted the discoloration in Menkal's vitality. Or lack thereof. He'd already begun to decay. 
 
    He looked up, his eyes meeting Eshira's. There was a hungry look to her's, a desperate hope that Sal might be able to save her mate. A hopeless hope. 
 
    He didn't say a word. He never shook his head. But Eshira saw it anyway. She roared her pain, nearly blowing Sal onto his back. She bellowed, long and deafening, running out of breath before she could run out of grief. Leaping up, she pounced on a broken red body just a few yards away, digging in with fang and talon, ripping the corpse apart in huge chunks, as if she could save her husband after the fact. 
 
    Sal scrubbed the tears from his eyes and called a few people forward to help him with Menkal's body. Eshira looked up immediately, issuing a shriek as feral as anything the Spawn could have produced. Sal's helpers froze in their tracks. Sal lifted his hands and backed away, slowly, leaving Eshira to her husband, to her revenge, and to her grief. 
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    The Maw             
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The ship rocked violently as it eased through the channel. Delana was certain that the sun had come up, though in the storm darkened morning it was impossible to tell. The channel was nearly pitch black, except for brief flashes of angry lightning. Delana thanked the Crafter for Harker having the foresight to tie her to the railing at the front of the aft deck. The Maw was stirred up as bad as Delana had ever seen it, and it was all that she could do to keep the worst of the lightning from striking the ship's mast, to say nothing of keeping her feet. 
 
    "You're doin' fine, girlie," Harker shouted over the storm, his hands strapped to the tiller just slightly behind her. "Best I seen in ages." 
 
    "I should hope so," she hollered back, palms lifted high against the Maw's rage. "My father knew how to use every resource at his disposal. His daughter ascending to Amethyst was something else to factor in." 
 
    "Can't say as I'd do anything different." 
 
    Delana smiled. "Neither would I." 
 
    This was the third channel they'd come to, not counting the myriad pepperings of islands they'd passed, barely submerged or rising above the waves, depending on how the storm turned the waters at any given moment. The Trident was nearing the end of almost a quarter mile of channel, narrowing in some places to a few yards on either side. It was a testament to this crew, human and vi'zrith alike, that they'd survived even this far. To think that they did this for a living... 
 
    The Trident finally breasted the channel mouth and entered a cove of sorts. If Delana had to guess, she'd peg it at about a mile in diameter, with them entering in the middle, but given the rough wind and waters, it was hard to tell. 
 
    "Now!" Harker shouted, and Katka'ran, who was tied to the railing opposite Delana, raised his hands to comply. The vi'zrith's eyes blazed with wielded azure magics, and the storm around them calmed. Somewhat. The water was still incredibly choppy, but nowhere near the chaos that raged outside the bubble of the sapphire's influence. 
 
    "Gotta do this quick," Harker said, loosing his bonds and moving to Delana's side. "He won't be able to hold it for long." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Delana asked, confused as Harker fiddled with her harness. 
 
    "He can only hold the storm back for a few minutes at a stretch, and he's gonna have a powerful headache when he lets go." 
 
    "But why? Why's he even holding the storm back at all? I don---Hey!" she shouted as Harker manhandled her, grabbing her around her waist and tossing her over his shoulder. "What do you think you're doing?" 
 
    "You wanted to swim with the vi'zrith, girlie," he shouted back to her. "Yer fixin' to get your wish." 
 
    Delana kicked and twisted against her captor. She was tempted -- really tempted -- to give him a jolt of amethyst for his troubles, but electrocuting him would mean electrocuting herself. She had to figure out some other way... 
 
    "T'is been a pleasure, girlie," Harker said as he stumbled across the deck to the opening in the railing where the gangplank ran out. "A true pleasure. Say hullo to the water folk for me." 
 
    Delana's stomach lurched as Harker tossed her overboard. Incredibly, Harker was smiling and waving as she fell backward. 
 
    She reached out to Amethyst, frantically forming the concepts to Lift her, when she hit the water, driving the air right out of her lungs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sounds of movement grew less and less as the dragons and their human riders departed, heading off for God knows where. Still the Highest sat, there in his darkened closet, listening to the connection formed between himself and Farhaven. He could see very little. Farhaven's cupped hand didn't cast much of a shadow, barely strong enough to even allow for the connection. Looking around him, he felt humiliated, having so little to work with. 
 
    The closet took on the very form of the shadow in Farhaven's hand, with the bloodied cloth of Farhaven's shirt beneath the Highest's feet and the gigantic hand above, punctuated by Farhaven's ring with its obsidian band, casting magics that only the Highest himself was privy to. 
 
    So pitifully little, and growing less as the sun angled through the dead man's fingers. 
 
    The Highest fumed, wishing desperately for something to kill. The fool. The utter fool. Farhaven had been a skilled granite, nearly sixty nine years ascended, high in the Guard and poised to go higher. He had the respect of his granite brothers, the awe of his Rank peers, and the fear of the people. And to be brought low by... 
 
    What? A myth? Or a messiah? The Oddity -- James Salvatori, he called himself -- seemed an impossibility. The fabled "Prism", able to touch multiple soulgems through the medium of his diamond eye. The man prophesied to save the world or destroy it. But he was still one man, one mage with nobody to train him, no peer to illuminate the path before him. He should have been child's play for Farhaven. At the very least, the Guards that were with him should have been able to--- 
 
    "Milord Highest," came a voice, bouncing through the ether. A different voice, younger...  
 
    "Who is this?" the Highest purred, doing nothing to hide the menace he felt at the moment. He wielded, and Obsidian responded, shifting the view of his closet from the cooling corpse of Glyn Farhaven to the cupped hand of somebody he'd never seen before. The face gazing into shadows of the cupped hand was that of a young granite, no more than thirty, given the still-teenage look of his slowly aging face. "How are you able to speak to me?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, milord. I don't mean to presume, but Commander Farhaven commissioned this ring, in case he needed to send a messenger upon his demise." 
 
    "I see," said the Highest, stroking his beard. "What is your name, boy?" 
 
    "Ferris, milord. Ferris Millstep. Soldier," he added lamely. 
 
    "Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Soldier Millstep," cooed the Highest. "My congratulations on having survived our departed commander. What of your news?" 
 
    "Twofold, milord," Millstep said, the relief evident in his voice. "First, the mission was a partial success. We've captured a large portion of the rebel army." 
 
    "Excellent," the Highest exclaimed, pouring into his voice a pleasure that he certainly did not feel, the news coming from this simpleton. To be humiliated in this way, not once but twice, and in full view of the same population of citizens, and to have the perpetrator of that humiliation escape with his pathetic life was absolutely intolerable. 
 
    Still, the Highest effected as keen a smile and as cheery a voice as he could muster. He could kill the simpleton later. "I don't suppose you know of any prisoners that would be particularly useful as leverage against the rebels...?" 
 
    "Not yet, milord. We're still in the process of moving them. We won't be able to interrogate them until nightfall." 
 
    "I see. And your second piece of news?" 
 
    At this prompting, the soldier's grin took a turn that appeared far too bloodthirsty for such a innocent countenance. The Highest felt his own face twisting eagerly in response. 
 
    A twisting that was thoroughly justified. 
 
    "The traitor, sir," Millstep said. "Nestor Veis. Before Commander Farhaven died, he located him, far to the north. Somewhere in Lost Aeden's Garden, milord." 
 
    "Very well done, Soldier," the Highest purred, this time his praise absolutely authentic. "Or should I say, Captain." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shutters and doors slowly creaked open as Sal and the surviving rebels tracked south along the Mainway, the dragons flying overhead. This close to the north gate, and bordering on the patriarchal district, the residences were upper crust, successful if not wealthy. Many of the faces peeking out at the battle-weary rebels twisted in distrust, even hatred at having brought war to their doorstep yet again. Some of them drooped with sympathy for the lives that had been certainly lost. Sal couldn't look them all in the face -- he didn't have the energy after the battle, or the will after the looks of contempt. But he could hear them, whispering, spitting, gasping in admiration or disgust. But one word cut above the whispers, gently at first, but growing as it was repeated -- el'Yatza. 
 
    Sal looked to Retzu, walking along next to him. The assassin's eyes grew misty at first, at the mention of his brother's honorific, but they began to dance from one side of the street to the other, panicky, as grief turned to horror. The people weren't lamenting Retzu's brother. They were naming his successor. 
 
    He froze in place, refusing to go a step further. Sal's heart went out to him, but there was work to be done. Marissa and the others had to be north of the island by now, en route to the shores on the far side of the Sea of Ysre. They'd have to hurry to catch up. Sal turned southward and continued on, the rest of the rebels falling in behind him. 
 
    As he approached the Stone in the crossroads between the Mainway and the Learned Concourse, the shol'tuk that had fought with them splintered off, stealing back into the shadows of their normal lives. As they left, Sal noted that the whispers continued -- el'Yatza, el'Yatza, el'Yatza. He looked back behind him to see how Retzu was taking it... but the assassin was still frozen in place, now at the very back of the procession. Sal had to crane his neck to see the du'Nograh twin, wedged between Jaren and Senosh, who were urging him forward and goggling the sides of the street as he had been. 
 
    Sal could barely see Retzu himself, but the whispers -- now chants -- of el'Yatza continued, stretching well in front of him where the people of Bastion could not even see the assassin. 
 
    But they could see his sodu, the Prism. 
 
    Oh, dear God in Heaven. 
 
    The looks of scorn continued, though they became fewer and farther between, the further south he pressed. But that reality gave him no peace, because more and more, the contempt was replaced by awe and even reverence. Sal couldn't get out of the city fast enough. 
 
    The Camp of the Unmarked was a shambles, witness to the hasty departure of the people of Caravan. He turned west toward the harbor as soon as he cleared the stockades that marked the northern entrance to the Camp. Thankfully, it appeared that Marissa and the rebels had left them a ship or two to catch up with. He could just make out the pinprick of a mast in the water, rocking in the waves... not a bit? 
 
    Sal picked up the pace, clearing tents at a brisk walk, then a jog, then a run as it became evident to him why the mast wasn't rocking. 
 
    The ship had been sunk. 
 
    The rebels spread out along the western edge of the empty camp, crying out in disbelief and distress to varying degrees, desperate the search the water for survivors but too horrified by the debris field to move forward. Sal's stomach lurched, and his head was abuzz with questions, exclamations, fears that he dared not even allow to solidify in his mind. Unable to touch Sapphire in his state, he raised a shaky hand to his earring. He heard himself calling Marissa's name. Repeatedly. But it sounded so distant in his ears, so unreal, that it didn't even seem to be coming from him. 
 
    Sal... 
 
    He started at the address, casting his eyes about. 
 
    Over there, Sal. 
 
    His eyes settled on a female face, one seemingly familiar to him... Patrys. It was Patrys. Why was it so hard for him to focus right now? 
 
    Look over there, she repeated, pointing south and east toward the center of the camp. His eyes followed her finger dumbly, falling on a number of dragons, descending upon the makeshift street in front of Delana's tent. 
 
    Before he even realized that he was walking, Sal had made it halfway to the pavilion He noted, somewhat disconnectedly, that most of the dragons had Changed, taking on a more humanoid appearance and making room for their fellows and the newcomers. One of the dragons, a blue one... Athnae? She approached him and placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. She knew. 
 
    Had she always known? 
 
    The prophecy... the one about the Prism losing... something... 
 
    "What was the name of the ship?" he demanded of nobody in particular. 
 
    "What?" came a voice to his side. 
 
    Sal turned to look at the voice. Just some guy. Sal didn't know him, but he was as likely a candidate as any. "The ship. The ship that was heading up our fleet." 
 
    "The... ummm... the... uhhh... Emerald Rose, milord Prism." 
 
    The Emerald Rose. 
 
    The stolen Rose to whither lone. The Prism darkened and undone. 
 
    "Marissa was on that ship," he said brokenly, turning back to Athnae. "Wasn't she?" 
 
    Athnae offered a pained smile, the movement catching the morning sunlight in the shimmering scales on her face. "You should speak to the Master." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Our Master, Cao Tzu." 
 
    The name didn't register with Sal -- really, nothing did at the moment -- but he moved forward anyway, pushing through the tent flap to the near empty room beyond. 
 
    Much of the important things had been packed up and sent ahead. With the rest of the Cause. With Marissa. There were a few footlockers in the spacious tent, but they were flung open and empty. All the bulky furniture remained -- the bed, the table, the chest of drawers -- as did Reit, lying on his cart. Argue as they might have, Jaren and Menkal could not convince Retzu to send his brother on with the rest of Caravan. He was the last of Reit's family to remain with him, after all, and he simply would not be parted from him. 
 
    A figure dressed in simple brown linens stood near the cart with his back to Sal, one leathery hand laid gently -- so gently -- upon Reit's chest. "This wasn't supposed to happen," he said softly, tears evident in his voice. "Menkal... Reit... so many things. None of it was supposed to happen." 
 
    "No, it wasn't," Sal said mournfully, testily. "Who are you? Why are you here?" 
 
    The figure acknowledged Sal's question, though without turning around. His shoulders shook slightly as if sobbing... no, laughing. "I was hoping you'd be here," the man said ruefully. "Sometimes you're not." He turned to face Sal... 
 
    ...and Sal's knees buckled almost immediately. That face! That nightmarish face! A face that had haunted his dreams for months since coming here -- the granite that had brought him here in the first place! The man in the white lab coat, with eyes that flashed, orbs of polished rock, brownish grey with black flecks throughout. It was him! 
 
    Sal scrabbled backward, striking his back against the tent pole. "No!" The granite looked exactly the same as he had, all those weeks ago in another world. 
 
    Except the look of anger, hatred. That wasn't there. Instead, it was replaced with deepest sympathy. It was the same face, certainly, but much softer. Why...? 
 
    "Sal..." 
 
    That voice. There was something about it... 
 
    Sal's stomach lurched again as the granite's face converged with another, one that Sal was infinitely more familiar with. It was the face of a ghost, one of the lost that Sal had laid at the feet of the Highest, one of Sal's reasons for wanting to see the tyrant destroyed. 
 
    But not a ghost. Harder, much harder, grizzled with age, but very much alive. 
 
    It sounded like someone else's voice when Sal opened his mouth. "Keth...?" 
 
    The elder-once-younger mage's lips turned in a bittersweet grin, and the visage of Sal's nightmares melted away. "Hey, Sal. It's been a while." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End Book 2 
 
   


  
 

 Appendix: Musings 
 
      
 
    Archivist’s Note: The following is an excerpt from the Musings of Anreid Romal, Patriarch of the Sapphire Order from 3791 to 3813 Post Rending. Readers may note that Romal uses the Post Creation dating method, signifying his devotion to the Crafter alone, rather than the inclusion of His emissary, the Highest. Shortly after the publication of Musings, Romal was put to death for Heresy. But rather than destroy this document, the Highest saw fit to have it catalogued in the Archives. Though heretical in some of its teachings, the text as a whole is an excellent compilation of the known workings of mana, and is used frequently as a discourse to those distrustful of the arcane, or those who are simply curious. 
 
      
 
    Though a very real part of our world, gemstone magic is often baffling to mundanes -- people who are not sensitive to the pure forces of creation. Bearing them especially in mind, I will attempt to shed light on those things which are arcane in nature. 
 
    Magic, in essence, is the ability to effect change in one’s surroundings by way of mentally controlling -- or “wielding” -- the flow of the pure force of creation, known to mages as mana. The effect of such spells can be positive or negative, strong or weak, temporary or permanent, all depending on the caster’s intent and abilities. 
 
    But what is magic, really? How did it come into being? What different types of magic are there? These are questions I will attempt to answer. 
 
      
 
    Origins 
 
      
 
    For millennia, the origins of magic have been lost in the murk of scientific conjecture and popular mythology. It is a subject that reaches to the very foundation of nature itself, and yet is so controversial that the mere study of the subject has led to the imprisonment, or even execution, of scholars would dare explore it. I myself expect to receive much the same treatment following the completion of this discourse, so I shall endeavor to make it as thorough as possible, in the hopes that some future scholar may continue my work. 
 
    To research the origins of magic is to research the origins of our world, so let us start there. The history of the world is revealed, at least in part, in our traditions and legends. As all Archivists know, most legends have their genesis in actual events. Just how accurate the legend is, however, is left to speculation and reason. Or physical evidence, as I shall point out in due course. 
 
    According to the priests, the Crafter created the universe in a collision of elements -- Life, Energy, Fire, Water, Matter, and Darkness. This collision resulted in the forming of our world. By the Crafter’s design, the elements were limited to the physics of the world that they had created. Darkness was the first to be set in place, carving space out of the nothingness that preceded it. It birthed the dimensions of length, width, and height, making it possible for creation to take shape. Matter filled these dimensions, forming the dirt and rock that is the foundation of the world upon which we live, and her sister, the moon. Water moved in to occupy the trenches and low places, becoming the seas and rivers, and surrounded the planet in a blanket of air. Fire provided light and warmth by way of the sun, who commissioned the moon and the stars to reign in his slumber. Life, without a true medium of its own, begged the cooperation of Matter, and together they formed the plants, animals, and later, mankind. Energy, seeing all was in place, bound creation with physical laws, and itself became the medium of mana. To commemorate the creation of the universe, Matter gifted each element with its own totem gemstone, imbued with the characteristics of its represented element. The Crafter looked upon the whole of creation and saw it was to His liking. 
 
    The world flourished, as did her people. In time, they learned how to tap into the mana that surrounded them. They wielded the pure force of creation, and through it they mastered the elements. This also was to the Crafter’s liking. But rather than use mana for the betterment of all mankind, our ancestors wielded for their own selfish reasons. The Crafter, disgusted with the vanity of the mages, sent punishment upon our world in the form of the Rending of Heaven and Earth, alternately known simply as the Rending, or the Day of the Crafter’s Tears, or Ysra Tuk’sheol, or any of a number of other names depending on where the tale is told and by whom. 
 
    Like a bowstring pulled too tightly, the mana field snapped, laying waste to the world as it was known up to that point. The snap shook the earth to its core, dramatically altering the face of Te'ra overnight. In the space of no more than a few hours, continents sank, new landmasses rose, countless millions perished. The aftershocks of the quake plagued the scant survivors for weeks. 
 
    But those who did survive found a truth almost as terrifying as death itself -- they could no longer tap into the pure force of creation. For the first time in centuries, mankind was at the mercy of the elements. 
 
    Not all of the survivors were bereft of power, however. Some mages crawled from the rubble, only to open mutant eyes on a very different world. Those who had remained sensitive to mana found that they were only able touch one of the elements, and that their eyes had taken on the likeness of its totem gemstone, or soulgem, as it was now called. 
 
    Despair and jealousy festered among the former mages, who were now cut off from what they considered to be the very essence of life. They looked upon these new gemstone mages with a mixture of awe and disgust. Jealousy eventually gave way to outrage, and the newly mundane survivors lashed out, attacking those who could still do what they themselves could not. But the new magic was different from the old, as alien as the world had become. Mages were forced to relearn the ways of mana. Thus, for a time, they were helpless. If not for the leadership of one man, an enigmatic mage known only as the Highest, the world might never have recovered from the chaos that followed the Rending. 
 
    Or so the mythologies tell us. The few history books that survived the Rending, however, tell a very different tale. 
 
    These dusty tomes, disputed by some as heretical fictions, depict our world as being much older than the six thousand years we believe it to be. Rather, they suggest that the ancient world was one ruled by technology, not magic. Instead of wielding the elements, Man built tools to harness them. Even today, ancient artifacts litter the display cases of the Archives in Bastion, artifacts that may once have utilized energy or fire or what have you. 
 
    According to the texts, our ancestors were relentless in their pursuit of knowledge, leaping from discovery to discovery, caring not for the wisdom that must accompany all great advancements. 
 
    The hunger for knowledge led to competition between kingdoms, each one frantic to match its neighbor strength for strength. This invariably led to war. One such war was ignited by the birth of mana. 
 
    Rather than a byproduct of creation, the texts describe mana as being a creation of man, a field which was attuned to and harnessed by the soulgems. Though outrageously expensive, the technology was revolutionary, and soon it swept the world. Terminal diseases were vanquished. Labor grew less taxing, more efficient. The production of various goods increased, and at a fraction of the cost. Seemingly, man had reached a pinnacle of knowledge. 
 
    As was inevitable, the technology fell into the hands of the military. Wars for power broke out, followed by wars of vengeance. For almost two thousand years, the world was ravaged by violence, with every kingdom vying for ultimate control of the technology, and with it, the whole of Te'ra. 
 
    Fearing that the destruction of mankind was imminent, a handful of leaders met secretly to discuss the possibility of halting the downward spiral of worldwide violence. They agreed that the world they knew was completely dependent on mana, and concluded that the world would not know true and lasting peace so long as mana was a private commodity. So in a moment of foolishness, they turned the technology on Te'ra itself. 
 
    The plan had seemed sound to them. They would alter their magnetic field -- an energy barrier that surrounds and protects Te'ra -- in such a way that it would actually become a self-sustaining mana field. These leaders assured the populace that the field would continue to perform its natural tasks as it always had, and that the change would present no danger to the world or its people. 
 
    They implemented their plan, thus causing the Rending of Heaven and Earth. 
 
    When a cart is rolling downhill, it tends to maintain its downward momentum. The driver may apply the breaking mechanisms, thus stopping the cart. As the cart slows, the driver feels his body’s tendency to continue forward. This is known as inertia. This same principle may be applied to the Rending to better understand its effects. Te'ra had, until this point, been ruled by a certain set of natural laws. When the change in the magnetic field took place, it upset the current laws of nature, remaking them to fit the purposes of the magic acting upon it. In doing so, it brought about a series of cataclysms, nature in revolt. What emerged from the devastation is the world we know today, the magic with which we shape it, and the eyes through which we view it. 
 
    Which of these tales are true, if either are? Was our world really formed in a collision of elements, or forged in a forgotten war? Is magic a natural reality, or an invented one? Are those ancient texts in the dark recesses of the Archives nothing more than bards’ tales, or are they the history of a world that once was? We may never know. One might as well question the existence of the Crafter, or the words of the Prophets. 
 
    In my research, however, I have found one personal truth. It is the misuse of technology, not technology itself, that is harmful to ourselves and the world around us. And if such technology is in our past, one wonders why we neglect a return to that knowledge. Running from knowledge does not save us from the danger it may present. Rather, it leaves us unprepared to face the danger if ever it arises again. One of the ancient texts poses a similar thought in the words of a philosopher of their day – “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 
 
      
 
    The Soulgems 
 
      
 
    Magical ability is determined by the soulgem that a given mage is attuned to. This attunement is seemingly random. A ruby mother and ruby father may produce an emerald child, or a sapphire, or even a mundane. By the same token, a mundane couple may produce a potential mage. As yet, there is no way of knowing who will become a mage, or what soulgem they will be conformed to. (That issue, Ascension, will be addressed later in this treatise.) 
 
    As stated previously, there are six factors recognized as creational elements. They are the elements of Life, Energy, Fire, Water, Matter, and Darkness. These elements are represented by the soulgems Emerald, Amethyst, Ruby, Sapphire, Granite, and Obsidian respectively. It is interesting to note that the names of the elements and their corresponding soulgems are capitalized when referred to in its proper form, but minimized when referred to in its familiar, much the same way that “father” and “Father” are. This is an odd custom, and one which has no clear origin. But this is mainly for the sake of propriety anyway, and has little bearing on the subject matter at hand. 
 
    Now then… 
 
    A mage is commonly referred to by his soulgem alignment, either by the generic term “Tile”, or by the special term “Order”, which denotes a formal training at the Academy of the Four Orders in Bastion. With the exception of those of the Granite Tile, a mage might be known alternatively by his “Rank”, if he is sworn to military service under the Highest. Generally this involves training at an Earthen Rank training camp, such as the Camp of the Unmarked in Bastion, and receiving the tattoo of the Segmented Fist in the forehead as certificate of training, though it is common for raw recruits to be promoted on the battlefield without having gone for formal training. These are also referred to as Rank, but are looked down upon by other Ranks as they are Unmarked. Granites, finally, are almost always pressed into military service, even against their will, and are referred to as the “Granite Guard”. 
 
    Each soulgem is unique from the others. The abilities and weakness of each soulgem are distinct, and have a tendency to affect the personality of the mage. 
 
      
 
    1. Emerald 
 
      
 
    The soulgem of Life, Emerald, bestows upon its wielder the power to effect physical change to an object, to heal, mutate, or destroy. In order to heal or mutate, the emerald’s magic must be used either directly or indirectly on a living subject. As life must already be present to effect change, Emerald is unable to bring true life to the dead, contrary to outlandish superstition. 
 
    As Life needs the medium of Matter in order to manifest itself, the magic of Emerald is closely related to that of Granite. Likewise, Emerald has the ability to destroy animate or inanimate objects, though to a lesser extent than Granite, and at a much slower rate. Emerald magic is, without a doubt, the most versatile of the gemstone arts. 
 
    Offsetting its versatility, however, is its susceptibility to magical attacks. Emerald magic may be unraveled by any of the other magics, most effectively by Granite. 
 
    Physically, the emerald mage tends to be hearty and hale. Their gemstone eyes are a vibrant green, which tints their primary vision. Their secondary vision is based on varying degrees of vitality or decay, though they tend to “sense” more than “see” a subject’s state of health. 
 
    Emerald mages, by virtue of their healing abilities, tend to be empathic, compassionate. They abhor death, and passionately resist the use of force, exhausting all other options before finally resorting to violence. Those of the Emerald Rank, however, see death as an inevitable part of life, and are able to dispense it accordingly. 
 
      
 
    2. Amethyst 
 
      
 
    Electricity is the overriding medium of the amethyst soulgem, though potential and kinetic energies are also accessible to an amethyst mage. The amethyst mage has the uncanny ability to move things magically, from gusts of wind to levitating stagecoaches, depending on the extent of their skill. 
 
    These mages are known by their enchanting violet colored gemstone eyes, a favorite among poets and minstrels. Their secondary vision is also highly prized. As they are sensitive to all forms of energy, amethyst mages have the ability to see through solid objects, to varying degrees. For example, an amethyst may be employed as a battlefield medic, diagnosing broken bones in the absence of an emerald mage. Or they may be used as scouts, as they are able to see through hills and foliage to a certain extent, thus spotting ambushes lying in wait. 
 
    The magic of Energy is very resilient, unraveled only by Matter, though an amethyst might find his magic turned against him by a knowledgeable sapphire. 
 
    Amethysts tend to be rather dynamic, outgoing, adventurous. Rest or inactivity is almost unheard of among these mages, who are constantly jumping from project to project in an effort to keep themselves occupied. When forced to remain still and silent, their attention wanders, making them difficult students. But the teacher who is able to capture the attention of an amethyst often finds a prodigy. 
 
      
 
    3. Ruby 
 
      
 
    Perhaps the strongest, most volatile magic is that of Ruby, the soulgem which embodies the destructive element of Fire. Heat, combustion, and demolition are the ruby mage’s forte, making them favorites in the Ranks. Their blood red gemstone eyes inspire uncommon valor in their comrades and terror in their enemies. The ruby’s second sight is without peer, seeing the very heat of an opponent’s body, even in the dead of night, and they are able to distinguish one heat signature from another. 
 
    Strong against every other type of magic, ruby spells may be smothered only by a sapphire mage, or in some cases, a granite. 
 
    Rubies are characterized by their passion. Often overzealous, a ruby must maintain strictest discipline at all times, for fear of losing control. They are lusty, quick tempered, and fiercely loyal. 
 
      
 
    4. Sapphire 
 
      
 
    Sapphire embodies the element of Water. As such, a sapphire mage may be found in virtually any community in the world, performing such duties as purifying water, freezing perishable goods, or hydrating the ground for crops. They are highly sought after in mining towns, fishing villages, and mountain outposts for the sapphire ability to produce clean, breathable air in almost any environment -- even underwater. In fact, sapphire mages are so necessary to the nomadic desert tribes of the Mandible that many mages have, in essence, achieved royal status. 
 
    The deep blue gemstone eyes of the sapphire have the ability to see levels of stress or strain, whether it be physical or mental. And though their magic has limited offensive use, sapphires have the ability to put a subject into varying stages of rest, from a calm and cooperative state to actually rendering the subject comatose. This ability make the Sapphire Tile invaluable as guards for magic wielding prisoners, or as interrogators. 
 
    In battle, they are most effective defenders, erecting walls of ice and drowning the magic of Ruby. But they are extremely vulnerable to amethyst magic, not so much sustaining injury themselves, but rather relaying an amethyst’s attack to anyone unfortunate enough to be near them when they are struck. This was inexplicable in the early years of magic, until one enterprising young scholar discovered the relationship between water and electricity. Water receives little damage from electrical current. But being the perfect conductor, it will carry that electrical current to any object in the immediate vicinity. So it is not surprising that sapphire mages tend to stay far from the front lines of any battle. 
 
    While sapphires do tend to be genial and sociable, one should not mistake this for evidence of simple mindedness. Sapphires have intelligence that rivals any amethyst. Sapphires make extremely effective leaders for their ability to maintain calm and focus under pressure. They are also lauded among scholars and teachers as some of the most intellectual and influential people, very fluid in thought and able to work well with most mages in their studies. Rubies excepted, of course. 
 
      
 
    5. Granite 
 
      
 
    Little is known of the brooding Granite Tile. I say “Tile” rather than “Order” as Granites have largely foregone the scholarly teachings of the Academy in favor of the more practical applications of their magic in the Granite Guard, a branch of military service a part of, and yet separate from, the Earthen Ranks. The Granite Tile’s notoriously secretive society remains tight lipped, even under the best of circumstances. Most accumulated knowledge of Granite comes from interviews with newly ascended granites, and blind speculation, so you must forgive any inaccuracies that may be found in this section. 
 
    As wielders of the element of Matter, granites have the ability to shape and reshape anything that has physical form. They’ve been known to forge swords out of tree branches, open doorways in solid walls, or create complex structures out of plain sand. They have the most disconcerting ability to melt into the ground and travel great distances at the speed of thought. They are even able to disintegrate objects, their targets turning to dust with a touch. As Granite’s magic is closely related to that of Emerald, it is thought that those of the Granite Tile might have the ability to heal themselves -- to “effect self repair”, as it were. However, there is no evidence available to either confirm or refute this theory. 
 
    Unlike other gemstones, the eyes of a granite mage are completely opaque, allowing no light to reach the optic nerves. This has the unfortunate effect of nullifying their primary vision, forcing them to rely completely on their secondary sight. As their magic is based on strength and weakness, the secondary sight of a granite mage sees in terms of structure and form, which may help to explain how a granite can change a piece of wood into a metallic object. In essence, the world becomes one large schematic to the granite mage, with everything represented in its most basic form. 
 
    Trent Mulqueen, granite mage and patriarch in Bastion from 4835 to 4903, briefly addressed the issue of granite sight in a rare candid session of the Patriarchal Council. The following is an excerpt of that text. 
 
      
 
    At first, when I touched the Tiled Hand and felt the mana surge through me, I was elated. My most wanton, selfish dream of becoming a mage was being fulfilled. 
 
    My ascension began, bringing the pains of Rebirth. Having expected them, still I looked to my mother for comfort. 
 
    Blessed Crafter… 
 
    Her beauty -- the whole world’s beauty -- drained before my very eyes. Her face changed from a creamy peach to an awful orangish color. I could see the bones beneath her skin, for Prophets’ sake, glaring yellow within the orange! 
 
    I watched in horror as the colors of the entire world shifted. The sky, once a powder blue, was now white, and the moon’s once white glow was powder blue. The sun had vanished from the sky, as well as the shadows. I found no darkness anywhere, even in the dead of night, save for the darkness behind my closed eyelids! The water in our rain barrel had gone red. The tiles on the Hand went to varying shades of dark blue. I begged the Crafter to wake me from what I was sure was a nightmare, to reopen my eyes to reality. Later -- much later -- I came to understand that I’d never seen reality so clearly. Beyond the colors were patterns that I’d never seen with my natural eye, patterns which made up everything around me, from the tiniest pebble to the greatest mountain. I found that I could see everything -- absolutely everything -- at its most basic level… 
 
      
 
    The Patriarch’s story mirrors that of granite novices that have been interviewed. The color spectrum of granite vision is thought at least in part to be related to the structural integrity of an object, from the near black of metal to the light pink of steam. 
 
    Typically, granite mages become reclusive not long after ascension. They tend to grow bitter, resentful over the loss of their past life. As time passes, the bitterness fades, replaced by an intense devotion to logic and practicality. We are at a loss as to the reason for such a dramatic shift in personality, but it is believed to be related to the deprivation of any relief from the granite’s secondary vision. In essence, the total reliance on granite sight drives the granite to totally immerse himself in the characteristics of his magic. Whatever the cause, the granite mage is tenacious, single minded, and deadly. 
 
    Granite magic is, of course, very strong. A spell cast by a granite mage is extremely difficult to break, though it can be affected by emerald and, in some cases, ruby magic. 
 
    Most often, granites can be found in the employ of the Highest, as he prizes these mages for their magical fortitude and their dogged determination. The Highest’s personal guard is entirely composed of granite mages, and they also fill positions in the Earthen Ranks from time to time. It is no wonder that the Highest has held sway over the world for countless centuries, with these magical juggernauts at his beck and call. 
 
      
 
    6. Obsidian 
 
      
 
    As the Highest is the only known obsidian mage -- the only one in recorded history, in fact -- and has never met his true equal in combat, very little is known of his complete range of power, abilities, or weaknesses (if any exist). We must rely totally on supposition. 
 
    According to our histories, the Highest has lived for at least five thousand years. Even the earliest pre-Rending documents in the Archives make mention of him, to include the historical tomes from which much of the material in the section “Origins” is derived. This has led some to believe that there may be a secret society, an Obsidian Order, and that “the Highest” might actually be a political position passed from one obsidian to another. Interviews with the Highest’s personal assistants, however prove otherwise. Many have worked with him for over half their lives performing various duties, and have watched each other -- and themselves -- grow old and die, while the Highest ages not a day. 
 
    Due to his seemingly eternal life, the Highest is revered by most of the known world as a demigod, possibly even the Crafter in the flesh. Some speculate that this is impossible, as the Highest commands only one of the six elements. 
 
    In any case, his long life serves to illustrate the connection between the elements and the soulgems. Where the latter elements are in a constant state of flux -- Fire flickers, Life ages, Water flows from point to point, and so on -- the primal element of Darkness is unchanging. It’s under every bed, fills every corner, and though light can drive it back, it is never damaged, and it always returns. It has been thought that Fire or Energy could banish Darkness, as a torch or a lightning bolt does to the shadows, but few mages in recorded history have ever been strong enough, or foolish enough, to challenge the Highest. As the Highest still lives, it is safe to assume that those few mages shared the same fate. 
 
      
 
    Ascension 
 
      
 
    As stated previously, it is currently impossible to predict just who has the potential of becoming a mage and who does not. Many theories exist -- too many, in fact, to give them all proper credit or rebuttal. Therefore, I shall constrain my findings to what may be readily proven. 
 
    Extensive research shows that whatever the trigger may be, it happens around the time when a child reaches puberty. The voice changes, muscles fill out, the body prepares for its reproductive years. It is during this time that the adolescent first senses mana, both in himself and in the world around him. He feels the flow of creation, the connection that binds it all together. He feels the storehouse of mana welling up inside him, and may possibly feel such a storehouse within certain others. 
 
    Traveling recruiters move from town to town, meeting with all children who have recently come of age. They have the sole purpose of finding children that have the potential of becoming a mage, and initiating ascension in a carefully monitored setting. An accidental ascension, without an experienced mage present, could have disastrous consequences, both for the new mage and for the general public. Untrained mages have been known to devastate entire communities with their unfettered magics. 
 
    Finding a subject that is sensitive to mana, the recruiters counsel the young man or woman, as well as the family. Once all are made fully aware of the child’s potential, and the dire consequences of leaving a potential mage unascended, the recruiters initiate ascension. They do this either by way of the Tiled Hand or, if one is not available, by cooperative effort of members of the five non-obsidian Tiles. 
 
    The potential mage makes contact with his soulgem, and this contact induces ascension. The body fills with mana as the link to his soulgem is established. Seconds after contact, the body is racked with pain as mana fills the child’s being to overflowing. The eyes begin to crystallize, changing from organic tissue to living rock, taking on the likeness of the soulgem. 
 
    Often, it’s at this point that the child loses consciousness. There are some, however, that panic and try to fight the ascension. Before long, they too faint. While the child is asleep, the mana continues to increase to extreme levels. One in three hundred children do not survive. The rest adapt to the influx of mana, instinctively erecting internal barriers and conduits through which the mana may flow, and eventually be controlled. 
 
    The process of erecting these barriers may take anywhere from a few hours to two or three days, depending on the potential strength of the individual and how hard they fought the ascension. Ruby mages tend to take roughly thirty six hours, which is the longest predictable time. Granites tend to take much longer, since they are more apt to panic as they lose their primary sight. 
 
    Once the barriers are complete, the newly ascended mage awakens. Immediately, he is given instruction on how to constrict his mana conduits, slowing and even cutting off the flow of mana. Once that precaution is taken, the mage may be safely trained in the use of mana. 
 
    Rarely, a renegade mage is found. This is generally a potential mage who refuses to accept ascension, or an ascended mage who refuses proper instruction. In order to prevent loss of life, these mages are put down as quickly and painlessly as possible... 
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