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Chapter 1
“Sit.” Dul Tarsten looked old and tired. His rumpled, dusty clothes revealed that he hadn’t even taken the time to bathe after attending the public hearings for his province. He gestured to the chair opposite him.
“Thank you.” Eliam sat. His frown tugged the scar slashing down his cheek and through his neat beard. He touched the insignia on his tunic, absently fingering the silver sparrow pin as he collected his thoughts. He didn’t know why he’d been summoned to meet with the senior legislator, but the message had been urgent and the wording cryptic. 
The older man opened his mouth, then snapped it shut, his scowl familiar to those who worked with him. He sat back in his chair, eyeing Eliam. “I wonder, young Dul, exactly where your loyalties lie.”
“With the emperor, the senate, and the people of Talmor, of course,” Eliam said out of habit as much as genuine feeling.
Tarsten ignored the political answer. The rifts in the senate were well-known and plentiful, even in Vol, this city that housed only eight of the empire’s legislative body. All proclaimed loyalty to the emperor, naturally, but the fractures were deep and the splinters sharp. 
“You grew up with the Ulbrich boy, didn’t you? Went to the same schools, the same parties, ate at the family table?”
Eliam grew still. This was dangerous ground. His closest childhood friend, Korbin Ulbrich, was the son of Dul Graiphen Ulbrich, inarguably the most powerful man in Vol’s Council of Eight. Such a relationship might mean power and influence for Eliam, if only Korbin and his father were on speaking terms. “I knew him, yes.”
“So careful,” Tarsten murmured. 
Did the old man blame Eliam for his caution? If Eliam confessed that he had contact with Korbin, the disgraced and disowned disappointment to the highest-ranked man in the city, would the revelation help or hurt his position? Dul Graiphen had seen fit to tell people his son had left to study elsewhere. Who could say whether he knew his statement wasn’t true and was guarding his family’s reputation? Eliam wouldn’t be the one to challenge him.
As though reading Eliam’s thoughts, Tarsten chuckled. “I might be equally cautious in your position.” His smile never reached his eyes, and the laughter died in awkward silence. “I need your help.”
“Of course.” What could a senior Dul such as Tarsten require from him, a junior legislator with little influence? And what did his need have to do with the Ulbrich family? If the request was regarding support for a political agenda, the call would have come through official channels, a scribe would be recording their meeting, and an imperial messenger would have brought the invitation, not one of the Talmor Riders. No matter the answers, he had little choice but to agree to whatever the old man asked of him. Unease prickled Eliam’s skin. “What do you wish from me?”
Dul Tarsten stood and removed a half-empty canvas bag from a trunk on the opposite side of the room. As he returned to his seat, his face twisted with disgust. The bag landed on the table between them with a soft thud. “Look inside, but I wouldn’t touch.”
Eliam reached for the sack. He glanced up at the Dul but found no reassurance in the older man’s expression. “What is this?”
The senior Dul scowled again. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
Careful to open the bag only as far as necessary to peek inside, a sickening smell invaded Eliam’s senses. He grimaced at the strange collection of hair and bones, sticks and ripped fabric, burned remnants of leather and wax. After a cursory inspection, he folded the edges of the sack over, closing it. The scent lingered, causing a twist in his stomach. “I don’t understand what you think I might know. This looks and smells like something you’d find behind a foreign battlefield healing tent.”
“Foreign, yes. Healing? I don’t think so. I’ve been in touch with members of several temples. They say these are objects used in Kilovian witchcraft.”
Ah. Now the summons made sense. Parstelia, the province Eliam represented in the senate, almost exclusively contained the inner population of this great city. Vol housed a large Kilovian immigrant segment in the lower east quarter, where the people practiced their native religion. No one made too much of a fuss about the fact that the community shunned the eight Spirits worshipped in Talmor, even though heresy was technically still a crime.
The immigrants were mostly poor refugees, but they didn’t cause much trouble. Their hard-working nature allowed the citizenry to overlook their peculiarities. Still, in the seventeen months Eliam had represented the province, he’d spent most of his time dealing with Talmoran citizens and merchants, rather than the poorest of his constituents. After all, they couldn’t vote.
“Where did you get these things?” he asked, daring, for once, to be direct.
The older man didn’t appear to take affront. “Dul Graiphen Ulbrich’s private home in the city.” Before Eliam could ask why any decent Talmoran would possess such accoutrements, Tarsten added, “Priests of Nyloc suggest these items have been used to curse him.”
Eliam laughed. Kilovian witchcraft was a cartload of nonsense, superstitions for foreigners and the weak-minded. 
When he saw Tarsten’s expression, the chuckle turned to a dry cough. “You wish me to direct the city watch to investigate a break-in?” Eliam’s personal involvement was hardly necessary. Perhaps the senior Duls were being polite by informing him of such a sensitive case. The city was within his constituency.
The Dul leaned forward. “No, you idiot boy. I want you to find someone to remove the curse.” When Eliam started to respond, the elder man held up a hand. “This is no laughing matter. Graiphen Ulbrich is very ill.”
“Ill?” Eliam repeated, confused. He’d heard no such reports. He thought back, realizing he hadn’t seen Dul Graiphen in months. Because of his relationship with the senior legislator’s son, the lack of contact had relieved him rather than raised concern. When was the last time I saw Graiphen?
“Yes,” Tarsten said slowly, as though weighing how much to reveal. After a few moments, he appeared to reach a decision. “His mind has grown addled. He has nightmares, even when awake. Visions.” He paused. “No one must learn of this. I’m placing great trust in you.”
“How long has he been sick?”
“I noticed the first signs months ago, but they didn’t become alarming until recently.”
“If Dul Graiphen is as ill as you say, shouldn’t the senate be informed? The emperor even? The people—”
“It would be detrimental to his position if the people thought their most beloved senate leader suffered from a prolonged illness. And if they believed him cursed by some foreign god? No. First, we find out what these things are. I’m not making official declarations until I am certain what has happened and how to undo the damage. The less public involvement, the better.”
Eliam sat back, staring thoughtfully at the canvas sack. A bag of smelly bones might make the air unpleasant, but they couldn’t make a man mad. If, in fact, Graiphen Ulbrich had lost his grasp on reality, his days in the senate were numbered. Soon, the axis of political power in the empire would shift. On the other hand, if Eliam did this favor for Tarsten, he’d have earned the man’s gratitude regardless of the true source of Graiphen’s ills. 
“I can ask around,” Eliam said.
“Be discreet,” Tarsten warned him. “No one can suspect the truth.”
“What about Korbin?”
“So you’re still in contact with him?”
Eliam nodded. “From time to time. He lives in Chelotti Strand.”
“The slum along the river?” Tarsten blinked. “Here in Vol?”
Populated by working class people, Chelotti Strand was by no means a slum, although the wealthiest avoided it. Even merchants looked down their nose at those living there. Which was why the section was a perfect place for Korbin Ulbrich to hide from his wealthy, noble family. 
Eliam shrugged. “He enjoys a simple life.”
“I had no idea he stayed in the city.” Tarsten frowned thoughtfully. “The family estrangement is a source of ire for Dul Graiphen and isn’t a matter we discuss. I hope they’ll reconcile one day, but today is not that day. I’m not even sure Graiphen would recognize his son at this point.”
Especially not with Korbin dressed as a Talmor Rider. Eliam wondered what Graiphen would think if he saw his son earning a wage, bartering with merchants, drinking with the riffraff. Of course, the Dul would be horrified, incensed even. But surely part of him would be proud of the hard-working side of his son. Korbin had always insisted that was romanticized crap and that his father had never been proud of him and never would be. 
“So you’ll do it?” Tarsten asked. 
Eliam’s reverie was broken and the Dul’s stare weighed on him. “Yes.” With disgust, Eliam reached for the canvas bag. “I’m not convinced about any witch’s curse.” He stood, holding the sack away from him as though it contained venomous snakes.
“Neither am I.” Tarsten struggled to raise his ample girth as he rose as well. “This line of inquiry is my last hope. We can’t lose the Dul to our enemies.”
Our? So by taking this assignment, he’d become a member of the higher Duls’ inner circle? “I’ll inform you if I find any useful information.”
“Hurry. Dul Graiphen grows more confused by the day. We don’t have much time, I fear. It’s getting difficult to contain him.”
Eliam frowned and nodded. Had he stepped in over his head? He didn’t like the way Tarsten said contain.
∞
Octavia walked along the riverside path, her mind occupied with thoughts of that night’s task. Although the sun had already set, a twilight haze lightened the Western sky, and she couldn’t begin her ritual until full dark. Still, the timing gave her the opportunity to focus. 
Tonight’s job was small, in terms of difficulty, but her customer paid well. A Talmoran merchant’s wife lost her marriage ring, claiming the trinket slipped off her finger while working. Octavia suspected the woman removed it while with a secret lover. 
In two days, the merchant would return from a purchasing trip to Arcciosca. The ring had to be located before then. The wife gave Octavia fifteen declani to attempt to find it and promised another fifteen if she succeeded. The deposit would pay Octavia’s rent for a month. Of course, if the woman had been Kilovian or her cause just, Octavia never would have taken so much for the trivial task. She and her mentor Rhikar laughed about such jobs, calling their high fees a tax on Talmoran morality.
She was only able to command high prices from the Talmorans who dared invoke what they referred to as foreign witchcraft because she was successful more often than not. Naturally, much of her success stemmed from her ability to discern the truth of a situation. Often, her assurances alone relaxed her customer enough that they found the solutions themselves. Octavia was given credit most times. People, she discovered, believed what they wanted.
A shuffling in the darkness broke her reverie. Although she felt safe in her own quarter, Talmorans didn’t hold the Sennestelle to be a sacred class as Kilovians did. A prickle of fear made her shiver.
A whisper came from the shadows. “Senne?” 
The use of the Kilovian honorific put her at ease. “Yes, child?” She was a young woman, and the man who stepped into the yellowing lamplight was more than twice her age, but he took off his hat and bowed his head to her. 
“Someone has been asking about you. A Talmoran.”
“Oh?” At best, a stranger might be a potential customer. Or perhaps the jealous husband of her current customer—or a man like him. The idea didn’t please her. “Do you know what he wanted?”
“He claimed he needed help for a sick wife, Senne, but I’m not sure I believe him. He has your name, though, and said he’ll return tonight.”
She nodded with a frown. “What troubles you about him?”
“He dressed like a merchant, but wrong.”
“Wrong?” she repeated.
The man shuffled his feet. “It was his voice. He sounded high-born.”
She nodded again, trying to relax, to erase any traces of concern from her face, although the root of her worry remained. “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “Long may your fires burn.” 
A soft smile broke his craggy face, as though her words carried more power than if a weaver or baker had bestowed the same traditional blessing. “The power of the One forever guide you,” he replied, a phrase often uttered to practitioners. He bowed his head again and they parted ways.
Within a few moments, she was pushing open her front door. She was not in the habit of locking up until she went to bed for the night; her neighbors watched out for her. In return, she performed small tasks for them, gave them medicines and herbs or just a small word of blessing or comfort. Back in Kilovia, she would not have even needed to lock her door while she slept. 
Beyond the threshold, a staircase rose immediately and led to the second level. She paid six declani per week to a Talmoran landlord for a modest set of rooms on the upper floor. Kilovians didn’t own property in Vol, for the most part, although a few traders had grown wealthy and influential enough to purchase small shops and market stalls. 
She lit the lamp on her workbench, and the flame cast shadows that stretched until the brightness banished them. Where a family might have comfortable seating, Octavia had a long table for cutting and grinding herbs, another for preparing wax and bone. She stored various ingredients necessary for her work in a shrouded high cabinet. Several shelves contained books in her native tongue. 
She performed her nightly rituals in this room, invoking the power of the One, channeling her knowledge of the earthly and the divine to aid her community… and to pay her landlord. She removed a pouch from her belt and placed it on the bench. It contained a handwritten note from the owner of the marriage ring, a small cloth with a few drops of the woman’s blood, and a silk ribbon. 
Octavia had told the woman she needed an artefact of some importance to the man she loved, with the promise the item would be returned in perfect condition the next day. At first, the woman offered a crest of her husband’s, a token of Ja’al, one of the Talmoran Spirits of Light.
“Only you can determine if this is the best representation of the man your heart beats for,” Octavia had said. “Remember, my success depends on the true worth of the item to its owner and the owner’s worth to you.”
After some thought, the woman declared that she had a better idea. She had left Octavia in her formal receiving room and returned a few minutes later with a length of silk ribbon. “This has little value in declani, of course, but when I wear it, my love knows he is in my thoughts.”
“Better,” Octavia said, understanding the woman’s love and her husband were different people. Although her marriage ring had little to do with the second man, the ribbons would connect Octavia to the woman’s true heart more than an old religious symbol owned by a man she feared more than loved.
Octavia laid out the items and gathered the required materials from her stores. All the while, she wondered about this high-born man who had been asking about her. Experience both in Kilovia and now in Talmor taught her not to trust the noble classes. A man who worked to feed his family could be relied upon. One who had wealth bestowed upon him expected the accident of high birth to provide, regardless of the character of his heart or his effort.
She waited, not wanting to begin her ritual lest she be interrupted by this strange Talmoran who sought her by name. Just when she had decided this man would not appear so long after nightfall, a knock sounded. As she descended the stair, she breathed deeply to calm her nerves. Why did she feel suddenly troubled? She scolded herself for assuming the worst. He had most likely gotten her name from one of her Talmoran merchant customers. Though they were sworn to secrecy, they sometimes gave her name. One who was determined and persuasive could find her. If the new customer was high-born, she could charge him more than she would a shopkeeper. Maybe two months’ rent, or even three.
She opened the door no more than a hand’s width. “Yes? Can I assist you?” She enunciated her words the way she’d learned to do when speaking with Talmorans.
“Are you Sennestelle Octavia?” By the lamplight near the door, she saw the man wore the clothing of a merchant, but every piece was new, with not so much as a worn spot on the knee or elbow. He had a small scar that disrupted perfectly trimmed facial hair. He used the Kilovian name for her guild, so he was more educated than most of his countrymen, but he used it incorrectly. The address should have been Senne Octavia, and she was a member of the Sennestelle. Still, the effort warmed her to him despite the warning in her gut.
“I am called Octavia,” she said, not moving aside. Although practitioners were tolerated in the city, she’d learned to be cautious. Talmorans believed their eight Spirits to be the only true gods and some didn’t take kindly to those who practiced other ways. Kilovians were, at best, regarded as ignorant savages. 
“I need to speak with you.” He glanced down the empty street.
“Who are you?” she asked.
After a beat of hesitation, he said, “My name is Dow.” She felt the lie more than heard it. The truth mattered little. She’d discover his identity eventually. It was difficult to hide from a conduit connected to the ancient power of the One. Still, the attempted deception was interesting.
“What is your need, Dow?” She emphasized the false name.
“My need is urgent and private. May I come in?” He shifted his weight and the lamp’s glow caught his pale blue eyes. Grey circles ringed the iris, seeming almost to change colors with the angle of light.
“And what do you offer?” she asked. His answer would determine whether she closed the door or opened it further. Most Talmorans flashed gold at this point. Usually, she would accept. In this foreign land, she had to buy food like everyone else. 
“Only emptiness,” he replied.
Octavia blinked. How did a high-born Talmoran know the proper response? “Come in,” she said, momentarily at a loss for further words. She held the door open and watched him closely as he passed her in the narrow entryway. He carried a sack, holding it awkwardly, as though afraid of what it contained. She shivered for the second time that night, despite the warmth of her fire.
 



Chapter 2
Eliam ascended the narrow stair, acutely aware of the Kilovian woman who studied him. He was surprised how difficult it had been to find her. The strange, ancient religion of the One was practiced openly by the immigrants, but when inquired about practitioners, or as they called them, conduits, they grew secretive. 
He’d started by asking merchants but was told no one would reveal a Sennestelle’s identity to a Dul. Every Kilovian knew at least conduit, but they protected them fiercely. So Eliam covered his face with a hooded cloak, dressed down, and walked the streets disguised as an ordinary merchant. He didn’t trust the task to a servant or page. Oh, a servant might have blended in more easily, but he feared some word of his quest would get out. Neither he nor Duls Tarsten and Graiphen wanted that to happen.
Gold loosened lips, but only when he reassured the Kilovians he questioned that he had no desire to cause trouble. He’d even made up a story of how the Talmoran Spirits had abandoned him and swore that he desperately needed help. Somehow, as the day stretched on, a dying wife had been invented.
This Senne Octavia had been identified as the best practitioner in the city, worth every declani he’d pay her. If she couldn’t heal his wife, they told him, the lady was destined for the afterlife.
“What troubles you, Dow?” she asked when he reached the top of the stairs, her tone betraying both wariness and fatigue.
Eliam hesitated. He’d spent so much energy trying to find her, he’d not put as much thought into what he’d say afterward. Now, faced with this fierce woman who appeared to see through his careful disguise, he felt uncertain. “I’m here for a friend,” he said.
Her expression flickered with recognition. “What is your friend’s trouble?” she asked, amusement quirking at the corner of her mouth. “Difficulty satisfying his woman? Will his staff not stay straight?” She walked to her workbench and opened a few small doors in its top structure, fetching fragrant herbs. “It’s a common problem.”
“No,” he said, stammering with embarrassment. “Not at all.” How strange that he, an accomplished man, was reduced to babbling by someone he’d never met.
“No? I know already you’re not here about a dying wife.”
Eliam flushed. He should have expected those he questioned would report his words. “It’s complicated,” he said. “I’m sorry, but the lie was necessary. I must protect my friend’s identity. He’s an important man.”
Octavia put down the herbs. With a weary sigh, she rubbed her temple. “All men think they’re important.”
“We believe he’s been cursed.”
Her expression darkened. “What makes you say that?”
He held out the sack, which he’d kept with him all day. He’d not wanted to leave it lying around in case the magic might affect his home or servants. Not that he believed in such things. Still, if there was any risk, he’d prefer to take it himself, rather than anyone in his household.
She raised a finely arched eyebrow and accepted the sack.
“I was warned not to touch the items.”
She opened it and peered inside, then froze before muttering a string of words he didn’t understand. Putting down the bag, she went to her workbench to retrieve a thin pair of black gloves and a piece of black cloth. She slipped on the gloves and knelt on the floor, spreading out the dark canvas. Gingerly reaching into the sack, she removed the gruesome items one by one and laid them out on the cloth. 
In the flickering light, he recognized that the wax pieces were molded to look like faces. Octavia’s expression contorted with disgust as she sorted through them, arranging them in some kind of order he couldn’t distinguish. Among the pieces were segments of wire, some bound so tightly over the small wax heads that no features could be discerned. Only filthy tufts of hair attached to the wax bits told him those shapes represented a person. Other figures had long, thin needles shoved through.
He let her work in silence, watching each twist of her mouth and knot in her furrowed brow. A sinking feeling of despair settled over him. He’d expected her to tell him the items were nothing, a silly joke, an attempt to frighten. This small, stern woman had not a jot of humor about her. 
She glanced up and spoke to him in the Kilovian tongue. After a moment, she shook her head, then repeated herself in her heavily accented Talmoran dialect. “These are items of darkness, created by a worthy Kilovian conduit. Your friend is in grave danger. He is still alive, yes?”
“These things could kill him?” he asked, anxiety twisting his gut.
She stared down at the array of strange objects in front of her. “These are designed to torture more than kill, but few men could withstand the pain.”
“Can you break the curse?”
“Bring your friend to me at first light. I will take what I need from him and begin work immediately. We must not delay.”
“Impossible.” There was no way Tarsten would have Dul Graiphen brought here, if his condition would even allow the move. “I can possibly arrange for you to be brought to him.”
“This is no trivial matter. I need to make preparations, to take samples from him with tools I have here. I won’t be certain how to proceed until I meet him. Do you intend to move my entire workshop to this man’s house? Are you so desperate to avoid him being seen in the immigrant slum you’d risk his life?” She shook her head.
“What if I have the samples collected and brought to you?”
She snorted and began to carefully replace the items in the sack. “So you’re a conduit for the One now? You know the strands to take? How much blood to draw and from which part of the body? You know the incantations to whisper and which star to draw upon as you work?” She held out the sack. “Bring the man here or I cannot help you.”
“There is no other way? Please. I beg you. I’ll pay whatever you ask.” He reluctantly accepted the bag from her.
“A thousand declani.” Her eyes flashed with defiance.
A huge sum, but Tarsten would agree without thinking twice. “Very well,” he said. “But I still can’t bring him here.”
She blinked and raised her eyebrows high on her smooth forehead. Perhaps he should have negotiated. Did it look suspicious that he didn’t? Eliam berated himself. A thousand declani was too much for a merchant to pay. If she hadn’t seen through his disguise before, she would now.
“I can make an attempt with the help of a blood relative: his father or his brother would be best. I cannot guarantee success, but if the blood is strong, the link may suffice.”
Korbin. “At first light?” Eliam asked. He wasn’t sure he’d find his friend at this hour or if he’d be able to convince him to help, but would try.
She muttered in the Kilovian tongue again. “Put the sack in here.” She pulled back the lid on a heavy metal chest beside her workbench. “It’s not safe for you to handle those things. I will dispose of them after I’m finished.”
Eliam did as she asked, watching as she cautiously closed and locked the lid, then placed the black cloth over it and sprinkled dried flower petals on top. Remembering what he’d been told to expect about the transaction, he removed fifty declani from a pouch at his waist. “This is all I have with me.” He placed the five large coins on the workbench. “I will send more with my friend’s son in the morning.”
She met Eliam’s eyes, studying him. “Fifty more when the job is done and you will have paid the debt.”
“We agreed to a thousand, Sennestelle. I honor my word.” A thousand declani was a mildly inconvenient amount to him, but it would keep this woman for years. If she healed Dul Graiphen, her help would be worth every coin. He bowed. “The power of the One forever guide you.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “May the Talmoran Spirits of Light and Shadow protect you, Dow. And your friend.” With a glance to the iron chest she added, “He has made a powerful enemy. One whose hand I do not know. This worries me greatly.”
Eliam bowed again, feeling more uneasy than when he’d arrived. He bid Octavia goodnight and descended into the streets. Heading toward Chelotti Strand, he prayed he’d find Korbin at home.
An hour later, he rapped on the door of Korbin’s tiny flat, located off a narrow back alley. A scurry sounded from amongst the refuse piled nearby and made Eliam shudder. The area seemed dark, menacing even, the kind of place most would avoid even in the daylight. Chelotti Strand wasn’t as rough as some places, but it was a long way from the palaces of North Circle.
When no answer came immediately, Eliam decided to check a few of the pubs Korbin frequented. In the first establishment, Eliam had no luck. A quick glance within told him his friend wasn’t inside. A few small coins in the owner’s palm revealed Korbin hadn’t been around for a couple of days.
He had a similar experience in the second place, but in the third, he found Korbin tossing coins onto a gaming table, one after the other. 
“Four Spot,” his friend said grimly, tapping the tiles in front of him. His dark, untamed curls gave him a roguish look. When he’d lived with his father, his hair had always been close cropped. Dul Graiphen didn’t believe curly hair was dignified. Now Korbin wore it like a badge of honor.
“Yer a fair liar, Korbin,” laughed a snaggle-toothed man. His accent was local and his calloused hands spoke of years of hard toil. “I declare seven.”
A third player flipped over his tiles as he shook his head in amusement. “Beats my three square any day.”
A younger man sat on Korbin’s right. His clothes suggested he was slumming, coming to the worker’s quarter of the city for serious gambling and hard drinking, away from the prying eyes of society. Eliam didn’t recognize him, which meant he wasn’t of Vol’s noble families, but he could very well be a resident student, a relative of a minor Dul from the provinces. 
“Six to the round,” the young man said, a touch too carefully.
The local worker grinned, nodding to Korbin. “I think he’s full of shite.”
“Aye,” Korbin said, having adapted his once-polished accent to suit his current lifestyle. He scratched at the several-days-old whiskers on his chin. “Tis you what troubles me, Crandell, and that’s no lie. You’re a crafty badger.”
Korbin’s opponent grinned and glanced up at Eliam. “Best make a move then and leave the games to the men. Looks like yer boyfriend has come callin’.”
With a sideways look, Korbin nodded at Eliam, then stood. “I’m out anyway,” he said, flipping over his tiles one at a time. “I know ya too well, Crandell.” He not only had four spot, he had five. Clever. “I do want to see if you have that seven.”
“If our friend here pays the price, I’ll show you all,” Crandell said with a nod toward the young man. “What of it, lad?” He tossed more coins onto the table. “For five declani, you can see my stones.” He laughed at the old gamblers’ joke.
The boy carelessly pitched a matching sum into the center of the table. “So show them, old man.”
“Stupid kid,” Korbin muttered, shaking his head.
Crandell cackled, flipping his stones over. He not only had seven spot, he had them in sequence. That would beat the boy’s six to the round, if he even had such a high hand.
“Come on,” Korbin said to Eliam. “This is turning out to be an expensive night for me.” 
When Korbin turned, Eliam saw a large bruise along one side of his face. “Spirits take me. What happened to you?”
Korbin hesitated, as though not sure what elicited the comment. “Ah, this? A misunderstanding.”
He took in Eliam’s clothing. “Where’ve you been dressed like a merchant who’s recently won at the tables?”
Eliam glanced down at his attire. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”
Korbin shook his head with a chuckle. “You want a drink?”
“A favor,” Eliam said. “Can we talk?”
With only a momentary pause, Korbin nodded. “Sure. Here or outside?”
“The fewer ears, the better,” Eliam said.
“My place then.” He led Eliam out, pausing to return a friendly shout of goodbye as he made his way to the door. No one gave Eliam a second look, so his disguise couldn’t have been all bad. A Dul would attract much more attention. This was, after all, part of Eliam’s constituency. Still, he tugged his hood closer around his face, not that common workers paid any more mind to individuals of the higher classes than the nobles paid of them. That was the way of things.
They were only two streets away from the alley that led to Korbin’s flat. Within a few minutes, they walked inside, and Korbin lit a lamp beside the window. He pulled down its canvas shade.
Eliam had always been struck by how neatly Korbin maintained his home, but then, he didn’t spend that much time here, preferring the company in gambling rooms, pubs, and entertainment houses. His job as a Talmor Rider kept him away half the time, so when would he have the opportunity to make a mess?
“What’s troubling you?” Korbin asked. When Eliam paused, Korbin raised an eyebrow. “That bad? Tell me.”
“It’s your father.” Eliam took one of the lumpy, creaking chairs.
Korbin stiffened but didn’t interrupt.
“He’s fallen seriously ill. I’m sorry.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“That’s the reason I’m here, actually,” Eliam said. “Someone apparently cursed him.”
A spurt of laughter burst from Korbin’s mouth. “Besides me, you mean?”
The reaction was understandable. Talmorans were enlightened, following the precepts of the eight Spirits of Light and Shadow. But Eliam felt the pressure of time. Octavia’s response to what she saw in the sack told him the matter was more urgent than he or Tarsten had realized. 
“A Kilovian practitioner.”
Korbin’s smile faded. “You’re serious?”
“I’ve found someone willing to try to undo the curse. To do so, she needs help from a close relative of your father’s.”
“You found a conduit?” Korbin asked, tiredly running his hand over the whiskers on his face.
“She recognized the items I showed her, things discovered around your father’s manor. She said he was in grave danger from his enemies. The curse placed on him was a torture ritual.”
Korbin sighed. “What does my father want me to do? I hope you didn’t tell him where I live. Frankly, I’m surprised he believes in curses. I’m even more surprised he would ask for my help.”
Eliam shifted in the uncomfortable chair. “He didn’t. From what Dul Tarsten said, your father might not even recognize you. His mind has been altered.”
“Altered,” Korbin repeated, his tone flat. He sat opposite Eliam, staring at a wall as he contemplated. 
“It was Tarsten who asked for my assistance, and I sought out this woman Octavia. She claimed she could help, but she needs a male blood relative, someone close.”
Korbin exhaled slowly, looking more tired in the dim light than he had in the pub. “This sounds like some kind of tale. Cursed?” He looked thoughtful, as though trying to work out how he was being conned.
“I would have thought the same thing, but I trust Tarsten more than most politicians,” Eliam said with a chuckle.
“What do you know about this Octavia?”
“Not a lot. The Kilovians proved very protective of their conduits. When I did finally get any answers, hers was the name that came up. Well, hers and someone named Rhikar, but nobody seemed to think he was in the city.”
“I’ve heard both names,” Korbin said. “Nothing definitive, but you saw how the Kilovians are about the Sennestelle.”
“I learned as much today, that’s for certain. She wasn’t easy to find.”
Korbin nodded. “Not for you, but every Kilovian in her district will know her. From what I’ve heard, the conduits do take work from outsiders, so after a bit of runaround, they will give up a name if they think your intentions are honest.”
“Will you help us?” Eliam asked. When Korbin hesitated, he added, “He’s in grave danger.”
“My father made his bed. Should he not have to lie in it?”
It was Eliam’s turn to pause. “This may be your last opportunity to reconcile with him.”
The expression that crossed Korbin’s face said he didn’t care. Their parting had been acrimonious and words said by both men would not soon be forgotten.
“Does this buy you a seat at the table?” Korbin asked.
“Don’t do this for me,” Eliam said shaking his head.
Korbin chuckled. “My friend, that’s the only reason I would do this.”
Eliam felt ashamed at his relief. Korbin had hit on the truth, of course. It would buy him favor with two of the most influential men on the Council of Eight. Still, he hoped this would be a way for father and son to reconcile, or at least see they had each been wrong and stubborn. A sentimental thought, perhaps, but a selfish part of him wanted his friend back. As long as Korbin lived as a common rider, that couldn’t happen. “First light. She said we shouldn’t delay.” He handed Korbin a slip of paper with the address.
Korbin nodded with a troubled frown. “First light, then.”
∞
Octavia sat across from her mentor, watching deep lines in his face collect into a frown. She’d come as soon as the man who called himself Dow left her home. She’d tried to maintain her calm in front of her new customer, but the items he’d brought sent a shiver down her spine. Although she had a great deal of experience, for this, she wanted advice.
Sen Rhikar cast her a glance with eyes of frozen blue. “You know what this means, I assume.”
She nodded. “A new conduit in the city. Someone powerful. Do you recognize the work?”
With gloved hands, he turned one of the wax pieces in his fingers, then sniffed its surface. “High quality. No expense spared.”
“The victim is high-born. I suppose his enemies are as well.”
“Perhaps some, but not all,” he said in a pragmatic tone. “The wealthiest always have more than their share of enemies.”
“Gold draws darkness.” She muttered the old Kilovian saying. For a moment, she wasn’t sure if she wanted the promised thousand declani fee. Instinct told her to have nothing to do with him, and yet, if there were a new conduit in Vol, one who practiced such dark rituals… 
“Do you know what you intend to do?” That had always been the way Rhikar had taught her, asking more questions than he answered.
“I won’t be permitted access to the victim or information about the conduit,” she grumbled. “These fool Talmorans don’t understand what they’re dealing with. They bound my hands.”
Rather than answer, Rhikar gave the barest of shrugs.
“I’m planning to use a blood-bond reversal. It’s the best I can do.” Frustration surged that she couldn’t do anything more direct. 
Rhikar nodded. “It’s what I would do.” He sat back. “You are more than capable of this, child. Your talents will someday exceed my own. Of that I have no doubt. Still, if it were me, I’m not sure I’d involve myself.”
With a grim nod, she surveyed the items she’d laid out. “I can’t believe we’ve not heard so much as a rumble of this new conduit’s reputation.” She used a slender silver stick to flip one of the figures. “The work is remarkably precise, and yet, there is something about it.”
“What do you sense?” Rhikar watched her closely.
The frost in his gaze made her feel like a novice. “There is hatred.”
“We all channel the darkness when necessary.” Of course, he knew what she meant, but she understood he was forcing her to articulate her thoughts as part of the lesson.
“Yes, but this is less controlled.”
“You think the practitioner who created these items is a novice?”
“No. To the contrary. No novice would have the focus.”
“So uncontrolled but focused?” he asked, amused.
Finally she said, “The bindings too tight, the needles too many, the stitches too small. The power is great, but something is off. Overdone.”
“Your perception has always been one of your greatest skills, child. I saw the same signs. Might I offer a suggestion?”
“Of course, master,” she said with a bow of her head.
“If you do choose to attempt this, use only silver instruments. Do the first breaking in the daylight, another in the moonlight. Take root blood, but avoid the frenzy.”
She nodded. This had been her plan, but she felt relieved to have her thoughts confirmed. These days, Rhikar hardly offered suggestions, but she took comfort in his guidance. “I stored some of my own essence. I will spend it.”
Rhikar raised an eyebrow. “For a Talmoran high-born?”
His reluctance didn’t surprise her. A female conduit’s essence was valuable, her blood containing the very core of the One. “I will make more. Besides, this is evil work,” she said.
“There is no such power as evil,” Rhikar chided, using a saying he’d so often uttered before. 
Still, looking at these accoutrements of dark work in front of her, Octavia was not convinced. There was something very wrong in this pile of wax, bone, and blood. “The One is all things,” she said, completing the mantra.
Rhikar sat back, watching her. “How much did this high-born offer you?”
She hesitated, not wanting to admit what she’d been promised. It was too much, despite the difficulty and seriousness of the task. “A thousand.”
The old man’s mouth opened, then he snapped it shut. It was the first time she’d seen Rhikar shocked, and a flush of embarrassment flooded her. 
“I tried to tell him a hundred would be enough.”
“You could take a few years off. Devote yourself to study, research, or even travel,” Rhikar said.
She shook her head with a smile and handed him five declani. “Your share of what he’s paid me so far.”
Rhikar took the offering with a smooth motion and slipped the coins into his pocket. “I mean it.”
She frowned at him. “And where should I travel?”
He sighed. “Perhaps I’m the one who should leave. These Talmorans exhaust me with their pettiness.”
A pang of sympathy shot through her. “Maybe you should retire. You’ve earned a break from your long years of service.” When he didn’t answer right away, she realized he must be seriously considering her words.
“I have considered concluding my work as a teacher,” he said with a rare show of tiredness. “I’ve given a lifetime, and what I’ve gathered here would keep me.”
Octavia touched his hand. She didn’t want to lose him as a mentor, but she also hoped he would find peace. The Sennestelle had to work for Talmorans to survive in this city. Their immigrant countrymen couldn’t pay enough to sustain them. But the price for the trade-off was high. “I would miss your advice, but you look exhausted. Perhaps it’s time to rest.”
He smiled. “You are my best student. You always have been.” He patted her hand gently for a moment, then stood. Going to a side cabinet, he pulled out a long, silver blade. “Take this,” he told her, offering her the instrument.
She accepted it with a bow of her head. “Thank you, master, but…” She wanted to argue that it was too fine a piece to give away, but she knew her place. She couldn’t contradict the man who’d taught her everything. “Thank you,” she repeated.
Suddenly he winced as though a piece of iron had shot through his gut. Something was wrong, but it was clearly something he didn’t want to tell her. Was he ill? The most she dared was to make a subtle offer. 
“If your stomach troubles you, I can bring some bronis root tomorrow.”
He nodded. “That would be kind. I’ve run out, and I haven’t taken the time to forage for more.”
The swamp where the bronis grew was not an easy place to traverse, and cutting the root was difficult. “I got more than enough for my own needs two weeks ago. Let me bring the extra.” She weighed how much she should suggest he needed help. “Perhaps I should take one or two of your students for some of the smaller tasks?”
“Wanting to pave the way to take my place?” His voice was soft, but she detected a warning.
“Of course not, master. I only mean that if you’re unwell, I could teach them things that are beneath your talents.” She bowed her head to him. “I mean no disrespect.”
He sighed. “I know you don’t, child. Forgive me. My stomach has been bothering me, and the tullus stone is not responding.”
She nodded her acceptance of the rare apology, determined to bring him more than just the bronis root. Rhikar had given her everything. She would share her stores of blood essence with him. Such a powerful material would boost the efficacy of the bronis and tullus both. Sadly, there existed maladies beyond their skills, and she worried he might be carrying such an ailment. She needed to find out, but her position wouldn’t allow her to question him.
In fifteen years, she’d never heard him talk of retiring. This thought troubled her even more than the collection of dark objects in front of her. If Rhikar left, either by retirement or illness, to whom could she go to for help? What if the conduit who created these items and cursed Dow’s “friend” was more than she could handle alone? No matter what happened in the far future, she did hope Rhikar would wait a little while longer before taking his rest. She needed him.
 



Chapter 3
In summer, the sun rose earlier than most men, except perhaps bakers and street cleaners. Korbin rarely saw this time of day, partly due to the fact that he rode late most nights. 
He shook his head and glanced toward the conduit’s upstairs flat, reminding himself he was doing this for Eliam, the one friend who’d remained faithful after Graiphen disowned him. Even though Korbin had turned his back on a lifestyle of high-born politics, he understood how things worked. It barely mattered if Graiphen survived, which he likely wouldn’t if he was as ill as Tarsten claimed. 
Korbin respected the Kilovian religion because he respected the Kilovians he’d known over the years. Their religion was an odd mixture of secret rituals and herbalism. Neither of those things could fix what ailed Dul Graiphen Ulbrich, the highest-ranked politician in all of Vol, one of the few who had met their famously reclusive emperor face to face.
Korbin knocked three times. He considered leaving even as he heard light footfalls descending toward him. When a woman opened the door and looked up at him, he stared into her deep brown eyes, locked as though she read his soul. A moment of panic took him, but he couldn’t turn away. Why couldn’t he stop? 
 “You’re here for Dow?” 
In an instant, the spell was broken. Korbin nodded. He’d chuckled when Eliam had told him the false name he’d given the woman, the nickname of a boy they’d despised in their youth.
“Come in.” She pulled the door open. “What is your name?” she asked when he stepped into the entry.
“Korbin.” He removed his boots and placed them on a small mat near the door. When he’d finished, he bowed his head. “Senne Octavia. Will you bless my way?”
After a pause, she relented, giving the expected answer: “I will guide you through the darkness and into the light, child, through the light and into the darkness.”
When he met her eyes again, he saw her thoughtful frown. It was perhaps unusual for Talmorans to know the Kilovian ritual words, but Korbin mixed in strange circles. He understood the words were more than habit to her people.
“The power of the One forever guide you,” he replied.
“Do you know the meaning of the words you speak, child?” she asked. He felt a twinge of discomfort at her calling him child. She couldn’t be any older than he was, yet she spoke with such authority.
Another test, he knew, and a simple one. Talmorans were loath to confess ignorance, especially high-born ones. A Kilovian, on the other hand, took almost a perverse pride in revealing they knew nothing on a topic. Which did she want from him? The answer of a high-born Talmoran or the response of her own people? Neither fit, and both would be a lie. 
“I know only what my Kilovian friends have been gracious enough to teach me, Senne, that the One guides a conduit into wholeness. What that means is beyond my experience.” 
Her eyes softened. “It is beyond most men. Come. We must finish before the sun reaches its zenith.” She turned and ascended into the small flat.
At the top of the stairs, she indicated a straw mat on the floor. “Sit,” she said, and he did as instructed. For several minutes, he watched her lay out silver tools in a long row. Most were small and plain, but of evident quality. The value of the metal alone might have fed her for years, but he suspected she would starve before selling them.
She knelt in front of him and placed several bizarre objects that fit Eliam’s description of those found in Graiphen’s manor. The sight of them filled Korbin with disgust.
When she looked up, her eyes lacked focus, her voice barely more than a whisper. “What is your relationship to the man these poppets represent?”
He frowned at the macabre dolls. These strange objects were meant to represent his father? “I am his son.” He spoke quietly and without conviction. 
Her eyes flashed, picking up on the tone. “You’re a bastard?”
The words sliced at him. He might as well have been. His father disowned him. If not for the fact that Korbin’s mother had left him a small inheritance when she died, he wouldn’t have a single declani more than any other common rider. All he could do was shrug. A simple question with a complicated answer.
She grumbled something under her breath about high-born men. “I wondered why a commoner appeared at my door this morning,” she said, retrieving a long silver blade. “I’d expected a fancy boy in ruffled shirts.”
“I’m not fancy,” Korbin said softly.
With a tilt of her head, she conceded the point. “For this to work, your lineage must be pure. You’re certain this man is your father?”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
Questions flitted over her expression, but she didn’t voice them. “Give me your wrist.”
He held out his arm and in a flash of movement, she drew blood with the needle. 
“Ouch.” He pulled his hand back.
She ignored his complaint and touched the needle to a small silver tray. “That didn’t hurt.” Her accent made it sound like hoort.
Of course she spoke the truth. He barely felt the puncture, but her action had surprised him. He knew Kilovian conduits dealt in blood, but he hadn’t been certain what to expect this morning.
She took a small stoppered bottle and dipped a clean needle inside it, retrieving a single drop of the liquid. Carefully moving to the speck of blood on the tray, she let the fluid fall and mix with his blood. It hissed and snaked toward him. With a firm nod she said, “Good.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means your blood tie to these items is strong enough for me to work.” With a swipe of a black cloth, she cleaned up the droplets and put the tray and needles aside. “Why are you here?” she asked, gazing at him levelly.
“For Dow.”
“Yes. He is your friend?”
“We knew each other as boys, but our lives took different paths.”
She seemed to weigh his words. “It would be difficult for a high-born man to be friends with a commoner, even if they were suckled by the same midwife. The fault is not his.”
“I know.” He started to say more but closed his mouth. Eliam had stressed that no one should learn Graiphen was sick. Best for Octavia to believe her client was just some faceless lord.
“This man who is your father, do you hate him?”
“No.” After a pause, he added, “Sometimes.”
She nodded. “I must draw on the darkness, then.” With a matter-of-fact wave of her hand, she said, “Strip to your smallclothes.”
He hesitated only a moment. She wasn’t the type of woman one argued with, and besides, she was a conduit, not some woman looking for a tumble. Her manner had all the sexuality of a stern priest’s.
She continued preparations while he undressed, taking out a lidded ceramic jar. When she opened it, he smelled something like hay or fresh clover overlaying a sickly scent. She dipped a gloved hand inside and came out with a strange, reddish-brown paste. With one finger, she smeared a large portion of it onto another silver plate, then she cleaned the glove, not wasting even a smudge of the paste.
Korbin felt exposed when he returned to his seat, even though she didn’t look at him with anything like desire. Perhaps her lack of interest was what made him uncomfortable.
After a few moments, she opened a small glass jar. She removed the stopper from the end of the jar and let some of the colorless liquid seep onto a piece of dark fabric. “Hold this to your nose,” she said without looking at him.
“What is it?” He accepted the cloth.
“It will relax you,” she explained. “Most men do not care for this procedure.” She held a small silver knife with a wicked, curved point in her hand.
“Just inhale?” He lifted the fabric to his nose. “What’s it made of?” 
“Seaweed.”
He breathed in deeply and felt as though someone had hit him in the back of the head with a hammer. The world went black in an instant. When he came to, she was leaning over him in a blurry haze, chanting in a foreign tongue. Her words pulled at him, compelling him to listen.
Touching him in almost an impersonal way, Octavia tugged back the scant fabric covering what was left of his modesty. He felt pressure, then warmth, then a flick of stinging pain in his groin. Unable to move or object, he lay in a stupor. 
Flopping his head to the side, he watched through warped, glassy vision as she mixed a spoonful of fresh, bright blood with the paste she’d prepared earlier. Once she finished her mixture, she pressed a cloth against the point where she’d drawn blood. He tried to speak but couldn’t form the words.
“Shh. Your part is over. Close your eyes. I will do the rest.”
He wanted to object, but he could only groan. His eyes were heavy, and he could form no rational reason to refuse to comply. Without another sound, he drifted away to the rhythm of her voice raised in a chant. The more frenzied her chanting, the more his thoughts retreated.
∞
When Korbin awoke some time later, listless but awake, he was covered with a small blanket. While he’d been unconscious, the remnants of the poppets had been removed and all the tools put away. 
Octavia was burning a small bunch of fragrant herbs, wafting the smoke with her hands. The south window stood open, and the bustling sounds of mid-day activity filtered from the street.
Turning his head toward the distant commotion, he heard Octavia’s voice, but he couldn’t yet make out the meaning of her words. With a sweeping motion, she descended toward him. Her expression was softer than before, and he noticed she looked tired.
With a gentle touch, she tilted his face toward her and placed a small poultice over part of his face. He smelled the fragrance of fruit, and the paste cooled his skin. “That was a nasty bruise,” she said softly.
The dull ache he’d grown accustomed to over the past few days faded. The bruise had come from the boot of a highwayman who’d managed to knock Korbin off his horse on a recent run. Despite the cowardly ambush, Korbin had managed to keep his parcels and fend off the attack without losing much more than his dignity. If the man hadn’t been alone, though, Korbin might’ve faced troublesome questions. Riders were not attacked often, as they didn’t transport declani. By law, only Imperial messengers could do that. Still, certain papers were worth a lot more than a pouch full of silver coins.
“Thank you.” The mumbled words flowed oddly from his mouth. What had he inhaled? Struggling to sit, he took her arm and let her assist him.
“Slowly,” she said. “You took in a large dose.”
Strangely, his head didn’t hurt. If alcohol had knocked him out so thoroughly, he would have felt like death. As the fog parted, he didn’t have much pain or disorientation at all. 
After a few minutes of breathing fresh air, he removed the poultice and handed her the remnants. “What was that mixture you gave me?”
She smiled and stood. “A conduit secret.” She fetched his clothing and handed it to him.
He half-expected her to turn her back or allow him access to a private room to dress, but instead she went back to tidying her workbench. Hesitating only a moment, he threw back the blanket and was surprised to find a smear of blood on his smallclothes. He frowned and pulled his trousers on, wriggling to tug them over his hips. By the time he finished dressing, he felt almost normal. 
Octavia glanced his way. “Go slow if you are dizzy.”
“I’m fine,” he told her. “So what happens now?”
She shrugged. “All that remains is to dispose of the pieces. I will do so tonight at the river after the sun goes down.”
“The curse is broken?” he asked, still not sure if he believed in such things.
“All that is broken are those particular instruments,” she said. “They were impressive work, fashioned with care and dark intent. The conduit who created them may have other pieces, other means. Without meeting your father, I cannot know for certain.”
Korbin nodded and stood. “I’ll tell Dow.” He took a large pouch from the inside pocket of his cloak. He felt the substantial heft of it and had to confess a certain reluctance to part with this much money. It wasn’t his, but Eliam’s—or more likely, it had come from Tarsten or Graiphen. He set the pouch on the end of her workbench. 
Octavia cast a frown in his direction but said nothing. He knew customs were different in Kilovia and wondered if he’d done something wrong by paying her at this time or in this way. He opened his mouth to offer a formal apology.
She cut him off. “A search should be made of your father’s home. Look under wooden floorboards or in narrow places. Gather any stray bits of metal, particularly red or black iron. Check for sharp protrusions in inconspicuous spots. These may be designed to cause a small prick. Most would see this as a mere annoyance, but a trap that draws a single drop of blood is useful to a competent conduit.” She took a small bag from her case. “Take this. Any items found should go in here. They should be touched as little as possible. Whoever undertakes this task should be careful.”
Korbin nodded. “I’m going to see Dow now. I’ll tell him.” He paused and met her eyes, then bowed. “Thank you, Senne Octavia.” Custom dictated he say something like “my family is in your debt,” but he couldn’t bring himself to form the words.
She smiled with compassion, as though sensing his reluctance. With a tender gesture, she reached up and adjusted his collar. “If a time comes when you need my help, do not hesitate to ask. You seem lost, Korbin, gone astray in this realm of men.”
For a moment, he was at a loss for what to say. He would normally say something glib, but the sincerity in her tone stopped him. “Thank you, Senne.” He added a polite goodbye and walked down to the street, stunned at the brightness of the afternoon sun. The colors around him appeared stark, as though he’d fallen asleep in a hazy world and woken to sharp sounds and intense light.
His mind was filled with questions as he headed for the North Circle, where both Eliam and Graiphen Ulbrich lived. He was also near Causin Hall, where all elected legislators had offices. Korbin expected to find Eliam there.
With a well-practiced gesture and a look of indifference, he showed his identity token. “Confidential message for Dul Eliam,” he said, his tone neutral. He hated being here. At any moment, he might see someone who recognized him, despite his clothing, long hair, and several days of stubble on his face. All it would take would be a flicker of recognition, one Dul or page who paid more attention than most. These men didn’t rise to their positions by being careless or inattentive.
“Dul Eliam is not in the chamber today,” the guard told him and held out his hand to receive the parcel.
“Sorry,” Korbin said, ducking his head when he recognized someone down the corridor. “Instructions were specific: Only by the hand of the Dul himself. I’ll return tomorrow.” He wanted to get away as quickly as possible. The guard shrugged, so Korbin backed away, knowing the other man wouldn’t care one way or the other.
Korbin left the legislative chamber, worried he might be recognized at any moment. He wished he’d thought to wear his Talmor Rider’s cloak. The uniform would give him a shield against anyone who might look too closely.
Like his position, Eliam’s house had been inherited from his father. The manor was one of the most prominent in the city, resting at the apex of the North Circle. The main streets here were wide and the paving stones polished and sparkling. Only people of a certain rank would dare walk them. It was like the court on parade, a way to see and be seen. Korbin made his way down the back alleyways only servants and workmen used. 
He cautiously approached the back door of Eliam’s manor. As he would have done if delivering a parcel, he stepped inside the servants’ entrance. Noise came from the kitchen and the pitter-pat of maids scurried about on an upper level. Quietly, he moved from one corridor to the next, ducking back when someone approached. It took a few minutes, but he finally found Eliam in his library. He rapped gently on the open door and stepped inside. 
“It’s done,” he said.
Eliam looked up from his papers. He stared as though he’d been lost in thought and needed a moment to reorient himself to the present. “Good,” he said. “That’s very good.” He stood and motioned for Korbin to close the door. “What happened?”
Korbin didn’t want to admit he’d been unconscious for most of the event. “She took some blood and performed a ritual. She also gave me some instructions.” He told Eliam what Octavia had said about looking for iron and sharp objects in suspicious locations. Even though he’d sensed her sincerity, he wasn’t convinced anything she had done would have any effect on Graiphen, not if he was truly ill.
Eliam scowled. “I hadn’t considered that not all the witchcraft materials might have been found, but I should have. I’ll have someone search the house. The servants may talk…”
“No. I’ll do it,” Korbin said. “I know every crevice in the house, and Senne Octavia told me how to deal with anything we might find.” As much as he didn’t believe in Kilovian witchcraft, someone with malevolent intent had placed those objects. No need to risk the servants. They might hurt themselves on a trap intended for Graiphen.
Eliam glanced up sharply. “Are you sure?”
Korbin shrugged. He felt numb about his father, but at the same time, he knew the old man was suffering. The thought didn’t please him. He didn’t like the realization that he wanted one last chance, even if that chance was to say goodbye.
Eliam nodded. “Good. You’ll do a better job than anyone else, I suspect. Can you go now? I’ll tell Dul Tarsten. Graiphen is surrounded by nurses of late, but you won’t have any problem getting in. We’ll join you soon.”
Korbin wasn’t certain what his reception would be in his father’s household, but he didn’t give voice to the concern. “I’ll see you there.”
Graiphen’s manor wasn’t far, and Korbin approached it as he had Eliam’s, by side streets reserved for servants and tradesmen. Although he’d spoken as though what he planned to do was an easy thing, his feet felt heavy and his heart full of dread.
The rear of the home had a flower garden for the family. On the other side of a decorative brick wall lay a plot where Graiphen’s cook had planted fragrant herbs and a patch of fresh vegetables. These were used for the servants’ meals, with the household food delivered every second day from fashionable markets. Even still, the smell of mint always reminded him of home.
Not wanting the servants to see him yet, he went into the family garden. Although it was maintained, Korbin knew Graiphen wouldn’t be there, and they had no other family. With a sudden shock, Korbin realized that if anything happened to his father, this house would become his. The thought repelled him. The structure was elegant, but this wasn’t his life anymore. He had too many bad memories stored in every brick.
Stepping inside, Korbin immediately sensed something was wrong. His father’s study smelled of dust. Korbin took a moment to light the oil lamp on the table and looked around for the things Octavia described. He found nothing, but no one other than Graiphen entered this room. The risk of anyone entering would be great. As he searched, he wondered how the cursed items were placed. Did that mean one of the servants was involved? Truthfully, it wouldn’t be difficult to enter the house during the day. Doing so unseen, on the other hand, would be a challenge for one who didn’t know the structure and the rhythms of daily life within. 
With grim thoughts filling his mind, Korbin slipped into the corridor, realizing he’d have to make his presence known soon. There was no way he could search the entire house without being noticed. Too many servants roamed the manor, going about their business. 
He inhaled, smelling the familiar scents of home, steeling himself for the moment. Without warning, a maid ran past, nearly knocking him over. She stumbled into the wall, turning and staring at him, her eyes wide with fear.
“Genna,” he said. “It’s me. Korbin. Don’t be afraid. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Dul Korbin!” Confusion and fear played across her features in equal measure as she worked to regain her balance.
“Not a Dul anymore.” Something was wrong. Graiphen’s servants didn’t run in the house, and they weren’t careless. “Where’s my father?”
She licked her lips, and he noticed how pale she was. “Upstairs,” she breathed.
“Tell me what’s wrong. I heard he was ill.”
The petite young maid shook her head. “Not ill, Dul.”
“Tell me,” he repeated.
Her mouth moved, but she made barely a sound. “The Shadows have taken him.”
A shiver of fear prickled his skin. Before now, the danger seemed unreal, the previous events like a game. The expression on this woman’s face was not a thing to be mocked. The four Spirits of Shadow were not easily invoked on the tongues of Talmorans. 
“Slondaemon can be cruel,” he said. The Shadow Spirit’s realm was illness, disease, decay, and deformity.
She shook her head, her eyes pressed tightly closed. “Braetin.” She touched a signet on her collar, the symbol of Dartin, one of the four Spirits of Light.
Braetin. Goddess of nightmares.
“Upstairs?” Korbin asked. Stalling for a few minutes. Dreading what he might find.
“Yes.” With that, she turned and ran, as though Korbin was the embodiment of fear itself.
Alone in the hall, Korbin paused before heading upstairs. The closer he came to the elder Dul’s rooms, the more sounds he heard. Those sounds disturbed him, echoes foreign to the household of his childhood: the splintering of wood, shouts, yelps of pain. He rushed toward them, only to find a cluster of servants huddled outside the master chamber. 
“What’s going on?” He put more authority into his tone than he had in a very long time.
Four sets of eyes turned to him. “Dul Korbin!” one of the higher ranked maids finally said. “Spirits of Light bless you. You’ve come.”
A head manservant shooed the others away. “Let Dul Korbin pass, you silly girls,” he said, but there was no malice in his tone, only deep concern, barely masked. The others backed away, seeming relieved.
“Is he alone?” Korbin asked as something crashed against the wall.
“Yes, Dul,” the servant replied.
Korbin exhaled, then nodded, staring at the large door. “Duls Eliam and Tarsten are on their way. Please show them up when they arrive.”
“As you wish,” came the reply, accompanied by a deferential bow and a few steps backward.
Korbin waved the man away. He had to face this alone. After a moment’s breath, he opened the door. His father sat inside, dressed in a tattered robe that looked like it had been savaged by a wild animal. Graiphen still had a strong, jutting jaw, short salt-and-pepper hair and sharp cheekbones, but his eyes were wild. 
“By grace,” Korbin muttered.
Graiphen stared up, his expression slack. “Grace, grace... what of it? I have none. None at all. The demons took it.” The Dul giggled. “They won't return it to me. They won't. They won't.”
Korbin’s chest tightened. This man could not be his father. 
“I am leaving.” Graiphen’s fearful expression showed none of his usual commanding confidence. “I must go, boy. Don't you see? Yerwood is trying to kill me.”
“Father? Who is Yerwood?” The name sounded vaguely familiar, but Korbin couldn’t place it. 
“Yerwood the Great, they call him. Ridiculous! Great indeed. No one is greater than I. Soon the world will call me Jorek the Great.” Graiphen lowered his tone. “I must kill him before he kills me.”
Jorek? Jorek had been emperor two hundred years before. Korbin exhaled loudly.
“You are Dul Graiphen Ulbrich. I am your son, Korbin. We are at home.” When Graiphen offered no response, Korbin repeated, “Home, Father?” This place hadn’t been home to Korbin in a long time, but he hoped his words would help break his father’s delusion.
Graiphen spat his disdain. “Home? I have no home. It's infested with rats and spiders. Shadows lurk in every corner.”
Unsure what to say, Korbin replied, “Father, you’re safe here.”
The Dul stiffened. “You’re trying to protect me, boy? I have fought on the bloodiest battlefields and not only survived, but came through unscathed. I have commanded legions against overwhelming odds and burned cities to the ground. You do not need to tend me.” The glazed eyes came into sharp focus. “Where am I?” 
“Your manor in Vol.”
“Who are you?” Graiphen stared at Korbin. “I know you.”
“Korbin Ulbrich. I am your son.” 
Clarity returned to Graiphen’s eyes. He nodded and gave Korbin an appraising stare. “I need your help. Someone is trying to drive me mad.” He reached out and Korbin went to him. His father so rarely touched him, even as a little boy. Graiphen grabbed Korbin’s arm and pulled him down so he knelt beside Graiphen’s seat.
Korbin’s heart clutched at the desperation in Graiphen’s eyes. “What do you want me to do?” This man that he’d come so close to hating now needed him. Korbin didn’t want anything to do with him, but a sense of duty compelled him. Was duty enough?
“Find the one who is doing this to me, son.” His eyes glinted. “I have so few moments of clarity. But something happened this morning. I feel better. Stronger. Still, I need help.”
The only thing Korbin could do was nod. Could Octavia’s magic have made a difference?
“I’ll search the house for items of black magic,” Korbin said. “Eliam and Tarsten believe you have been cursed by a Kilovian witch.”
Graiphen scowled deeply. “Cursed,” he murmured. “By an enemy.” 
Korbin opened his mouth to speak, but Graiphen cut him off, behaving more like himself than he had since Korbin arrived. 
“We must find out who. Find him and end him.” Suddenly Graiphen winced. “Before he ends me.”
Out in the corridor, voices rose. Eliam and Tarsten.
Graiphen tightened his iron grip on Korbin’s arm. “Don’t trust anyone. Not even those who claim to be my allies. Promise me, son. I need your help.”
Korbin felt trapped. The words sounded like an order. They filled him with an equal measure of anger and dread. Nothing good would come of this, but could he turn his back on his father? What if the old man was simply going mad, sending Korbin on some dangerous chase with no true enemy at the end?
A knock at the chamber door saved him from having to answer Graiphen’s request. Dul Tarsten entered without waiting for an invitation, and Eliam followed close behind, his eyes full of concern.
“Graiphen, my friend,” Tarsten said. “You look better than I’ve seen you in weeks.”
The older man frowned. “My head aches.” An odd confession from a man who never complained.
“Don’t worry,” Tarsten said. “We’re going to take care of this.” He glanced at Korbin. “Come, son. We need to talk.”
Korbin glanced at Graiphen, who responded with a curt nod. “Go. I need to rest.”
“Very well.” Korbin watched his father for a moment, mystified at the quickly changing moods. The dread that had threatened him earlier settled in the pit of his stomach as he followed Tarsten out of the chamber.
 



Chapter 4
Korbin had reported to Tarsten and Eliam, who assured him Graiphen’s state was, in fact, much improved. Afterward, Korbin conducted a thorough search of the house. He found five small metal sharps jutting from beside mirrors or on the underside of a table, always in places only Graiphen would be likely to touch. On one bit of iron, Korbin noticed a smear of blood and shuddered.
Following Octavia’s instructions, he wrapped the objects in a clean cloth and placed them in the black bag she’d given him. He’d been reluctant to leave once he finished. Strange, considering that he’d thought never to set foot in this house again. But now he noticed the softly padding servants, most of whom expressed relief at his return. Was one of them feigning the mood? Surely no one outside the household could have placed these items, but who among them would knowingly participate in dark Kilovian witchcraft?
He wasn’t a big believer in the power of the eight Spirits of Light and Shadow. Oh, likely they’d once existed. He’d learned enough of the histories to believe that at some point, possibly, they had been real. But the gods were dead, if they’d ever actually lived.
By comparison, he’d always thought the Kilovian religion seemed backward, simplistic. He had many Kilovian friends, though, and they seemed to feel the same way about the Talmoran Spirits. The Kilovians didn’t even have a god. Just this concept of the One that he didn’t fully understand.
Poison, however, explained everything, and he felt more comfortable with a logical, concrete explanation. He wondered if Octavia knew anything about poisons. Would she be so blinded by her beliefs that she wouldn’t consider a mundane line of enquiry? Not that Korbin was committed to making enquiries, despite his father’s plea.
When he left Graiphen’s house that afternoon, he’d wandered the city, pondering the request. For a fleeting moment, he’d even wondered if Graiphen had perhaps poisoned himself. The suspicion vanished quickly. The great and powerful Graiphen Ulbrich would never take such a risk, and what reason would he have? Still, he was devious and manipulative enough to undertake such a ploy if doing so would serve some purpose. But no, Korbin couldn’t think of a good reason for his father to have taken the risk. None of this made sense.
By early evening, he headed home and ate a solitary meal in his flat. He rarely dined there, but he wasn’t in the frame of mind to enjoy the company of others. He kept hearing his father’s voice: I need your help. Graiphen was a schemer, a calculating, controlling man who never cared about anyone else. Why should Korbin run to his aid? Was there even anything that could be done? 
Graiphen needed a healer, and if no medicine or treatment worked, he should retire in quiet dignity. Korbin could, at least, help with that. But an investigation? Into what? A few sharp objects and a couple of bloody dolls? He would have laughed at the ridiculousness of the tale if he hadn’t seen Graiphen’s confused condition for himself.
Suddenly, Korbin didn’t want to be alone any longer. He grabbed a cloak and draped it over his shoulders on the way out. He headed toward a nearby pub, but the raucous laughter filtering into the streets kept him at bay, so he walked on.
None of his haunts appealed to him. Troubling thoughts wormed through his head, both those of the present day and memories of long-passed arguments. The old hatreds and conflicts didn’t seem to have hope of resolution. He wandered the streets, prowling from one district to the next.
When Korbin looked up, he stood beneath Octavia’s window. The sun had long since set, and the light from her flat filtered into the quiet street in a yellow haze. Shadows occasionally blocked the light, and he imagined her up there, moving around the room.
A sound in a nearby alley spurred him to move from his place. He couldn’t loiter all night gazing up at a woman’s window, especially not a conduit’s. Her neighbors would be looking out for her, and they wouldn’t hesitate to send him on his way with a few bruises as a reminder not to interfere with the Sennestelle.
Before he could think twice, he was rapping on her door, but no answer came. He waited a few moments, then tried again, louder this time. Certain the banging would wake the entire district, he knocked a third time. Relief filled him when her soft footfalls sounded on the other side of the door.
The wood creaked when the door swung back, and he was shocked to find her clutching a loose robe around her body. Her hair lay about her shoulders, untied and unkempt, and a sheen of sweat glistened on her face. Her eyes shone and had a wild look. When she met his gaze, she exhaled, as though catching her breath. For a moment, he wondered if she had a man upstairs. 
“Come in,” she said finally. 
He followed with some trepidation, both curious and wary. At the top of the stair, he saw lit candles on every surface, with only a clear spot in the center of the room large enough for her to sit. The scent of fragrant oils filled his senses, along with the delicate aroma of a feminine body. On a small, worn silver tray sat a poppet. This one was different from the ones found in his father’s house, but it had long ribbons binding it in a strange way.
Korbin glanced up to see her watching him. “What is this?”
“This?” she asked with a smile. “This is my work. Which you have interrupted.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, confused. Should he go or stay?
She sighed. “The green sash on the door means I’m not available. Did you not see it?”
He hadn’t. He hadn’t even known to look for it. Shaking his head, he muttered another apology. “Do you want me to leave?”
“No,” she said. “The focus is already broken, and I haven’t the energy to try again tonight. Tomorrow is soon enough.” She spoke the final phrase like an old saying. “What purpose brings you here?”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out the black cloth bag. “I found these things in my father’s house today.”
“Wait,” she said and picked up the items around the room, extinguishing the candles in a round pattern, working from inside the circle outward. When she finished, only one small oil lamp remained lit. She turned its metal key to brighten the flame.
Methodically, she wiped her tools and stowed them in a drawer, handling the poppet with care, as though performing a dance and every motion needed to be precise. Only when every item was cleared did she speak again. “Show me.” 
Giving her the bag, he said, “This was all I found.” 
She nodded and unwrapped the items with caution, frowning as she handled each one, careful to only touch with the edge of the cloth. 
“My father is much improved. Or so they tell me.”
She held one small metal bit to the light and it gleamed. “Silver. Not iron. Curious.” With a glance, she asked, “Your father is a powerful man?”
Something in the way her voice caught surprised him. She sounded afraid. Of what? Of Graiphen? “No matter how much he achieves, the great Dul never thinks he is powerful enough. He might be the emperor himself and not believe he had enough power.” When her eyes snapped to him, he quickly added, “He’s not. Of course.” He laughed nervously. Why had he said that? “He’s just some Dul. Nobody, I suppose.” The lie felt bitter in his mouth.
“Everyone is someone,” she said quietly.
Korbin tried to smile. “He’s nobody good, then.”
“Good?” She looked thoughtful. “Do you understand the concept of the One?”
He hadn’t expected that question. “Not really. We Talmorans acknowledge the Spirits and no other gods.”
She shook her head. “The One is not a god. Every person, every moment has equal measure of good and bad, positive and negative, but some traits, some influences are fostered more strongly. To touch the One is to accept both darkness and light. A good man or a bad man, they’re merely men out of balance. Many fight their nature or perhaps hide it.”
Korbin frowned and watched the flickering light from the oil lamp play across the wall. “You don’t believe in good and evil?”
“Oh no,” she said. “Good and evil are real. But they’re only half. Your Spirits of Light and Shadow are incomplete. How can death exist without life? Health without disease? Loss without possession?”
He considered. “It can’t. Maybe that’s why there are eight, not four.”
She smiled, and he noticed her lips were slightly crooked. “There is only One, Korbin.” She paused. “What really brought you to my street tonight?”
“To bring you the bits of metal,” he said, then realized he sounded defensive. Why had he come? “I was worried they might be poisoned.”
She nodded, but her expression told him she saw through the excuse. “They’re harmless on their own. Merely tiny traps to gather blood for further rituals.”
“One drop of blood is enough to do harm?”
“Yes. Harm. Or great good, such as you did this morning to help your father. Is that what brought you back? You have questions about the ritual?”
He did, but that wasn’t the foremost topic on his mind. “When I went to see my father today, he appeared lost and confused. For the first time in my life, he asked for my help.” He glanced at his hand, rubbing the callouses he got from holding horses’ reins. A few years ago, his hands were soft.
“A man under the influence of such a powerful curse might say many things,” Octavia said carefully.
“This wasn’t that. His mind had cleared, but he slipped in and out, raving one moment and calm the next.”
“That’s to be expected,” she said. “His mind will settle. Still, I cannot promise he’ll again be the way he once was.”
Korbin chuckled and met her gaze. “That might not be a bad thing.”
“What did he ask of you?”
“He wants me to find out who did this to him. Is it possible to find the conduit with what’s left of the poppets?”
Octavia’s expression darkened. “It might have been, but I disposed of the pieces. Their influence was destroyed this morning, but to be certain, I cleansed them in the river. I understand his desire, but it was more important to break their usefulness.”
Korbin felt unsettled. She seemed defensive. Did she intentionally destroy the only means of finding out who placed the items? If so, why would she? Would she protect another conduit, even if that conduit had done something evil? She had a loose concept of right and wrong. Perhaps there was some code amongst conduits that he didn’t understand. He barely grasped basic Kilovian culture. This was something deeper.
“Will you search for his enemies?” she asked.
“It wouldn’t take much to find an enemy of my father’s. He’s not a likeable man.”
“There is dislike,” Octavia said, her tone serious. “Then there is hate. This bond was strong, the magic fierce. This required more than dislike.”
Korbin frowned. She was right, of course. Even if he wasn’t certain what he believed in, the desire to place a curse like this wasn’t an ordinary action. Someone wanted Graiphen to suffer. But who? An enemy in the senate was the most obvious answer. The Dul had few interests outside his political life, but he’d trampled many people on his climb to the top of the mountain. “I honestly don’t know if I want to be involved. If the positions were reversed, he wouldn’t help me. Why should I entangle myself in his affairs?”
Octavia shrugged. “There is a certain wisdom to not enmeshing oneself in the troubles of others. Life brings us enough of our own. No need to drink from a common well.”
He’d expected her to try to convince him to help, lecture him about loyalty and family. It’s what Eliam or Tarsten would have done. But Octavia wasn’t like anyone he’d ever spoken to before. Despite how little he understood her, he felt safe in her presence, an unfamiliar sensation that made him reluctant to leave.
“You know what you want to do, Korbin,” she said quietly. “I will not try to persuade you when you have already convinced yourself which path to take.”
“There doesn’t seem to be one right or wrong answer.”
She chuckled and patted his hand before standing up, a clear signal it was time for him to go. “There never is, but at least you’re learning.”
He followed her lead and stood, then made his way to the top of the stair. He didn’t want to face the night, but he had to leave. The hour was nearing midnight, and he had no excuse to stay. 
“Can I return sometime?” he asked, wishing it didn’t sound so much like he was trying to court her. Although she was beautiful, a woman like her was out of his reach and always would be. He merely liked her company and wanted to know more about her and her world, to hear more of her wisdom.
She smiled. “What is fated to happen cannot be avoided, Korbin.”
He bowed, confused by her response. Did that mean yes or no? When he descended the stairs, he felt her gaze on him all the way to the door. As he reached it, he turned, but she was gone.



Chapter 5
After returning two days later from a run to Iszle for the Talmor Riders, Korbin received a message from Eliam. Although he had expected the request, it put pressure on him. During his journey, he’d thought of little besides his father’s request and also, surprisingly, of Octavia. She’d opened a door for him into a new way of thinking, but where that door would lead, he was uncertain.
Both Imperial messengers and Talmor Riders travelled the empire in all quarters, so meeting with Eliam wouldn’t look strange. Still, they shouldn’t linger too long anywhere Korbin might be recognized. In his commoners’ clothes and with his long hair, he felt fairly safe, but he didn’t want to take too many risks. 
Just past midday, Korbin took the servants’ entrance into Eliam’s manor. The servants knew Korbin, but they’d been discreet about his occasional appearances since his father disowned him. Most guests would have been given an escort to Eliam’s study, but the head manservant merely gave Korbin a friendly nod. 
“Good day, Dul,” he said. Nearly two years, and they still called him Dul. No matter how he dressed, that he worked as a rider, and that everyone in the city knew Korbin no longer had the right to the title. He thought of the honor as their defiance against convention.
“Good day, Phinian. Is he in his study?”
“Yes. I believe he’s expecting you. Shall I send refreshment? Dul Eliam usually takes a light meal at this hour.”
“Not for me, thanks. I don’t expect to be long.”
“Very good, Dul.” With that, the manservant returned to his work.
Korbin approached the study and knocked. When he entered, Eliam glanced up from a sheaf of papers. How many times had Korbin seen his friend doing just that? Every time, he’d been grateful the upper class worries were no longer his. He loved riding from city to city, tending the horses, living a simple life with little pressure. 
The dark circles under Eliam’s eyes indicated he hadn’t been getting much sleep. 
“You look like you had a night with Ness herself,” Korbin said. The Shadow goddess’ realm was that of lost souls. As soon as he spoke her name, his thoughts turned to Octavia. Perhaps she was right and he was the one who was lost.
“How was Iszle?” Eliam asked, putting his papers aside.
“Cold,” Korbin said and took a seat. “It’s always bloody cold in Iszle.”
Eliam chuckled at the saying. Despite being a nice coastal city, the brutal winter winds off the sea gave Iszle the reputation of being an unforgiving place. “I’m glad you’re back. Your father has been asking for you.”
“Has his condition improved?” Korbin had kindled a hope Graiphen would be fully restored to his reason. Then the old man could run his own investigation. Their relationship would return to its previous state of ignoring one another.
Eliam tapped his fingers on his desk as he considered. “I suppose yes is the correct answer.”
Korbin frowned. “You suppose? What’s wrong?”
Eliam stood and went to a large lockbox fitted into a shelf on the wall. He retrieved a leather pouch similar to the one he’d given Korbin a few days before. “The rest of Octavia’s payment. Will you take it to her? I’d stand out too much there, even in my merchant’s clothing. Or I can give the task to a servant if the timing is inconvenient.”
Korbin accepted the pouch and thought about Octavia, what he’d like to ask her. His mind was blank. He didn’t often feel tongue-tied with women, but she was more complicated than most. “I’ll do it. Less risky that way.”
Eliam nodded his appreciation. No matter what the reason, dealing with a foreign witch was not something a man of Eliam’s standing could be seen doing. That his friend approached her personally in the first place surprised Korbin, but likely Tarsten wouldn’t have trusted anyone else to explain Graiphen’s situation without revealing the identities of those involved.
“So why do you say you suppose he’s improving?”
“Your father is more himself, definitely. More in control of his faculties. On the other hand, he’s less rational. He’s obsessed with finding whoever did this to him. He’s so maniacal on the subject, I’m afraid he’ll call unwanted attention to the fact he was sick in the first place. Mostly, he’s accusing Dul Ursin, although none of the senators have escaped his denunciations. Keeping him quiet now is even more difficult than when he was more strongly under the influence of the curse.”
“Why’s he asking for me?”
“He’s convinced you can discover what happened and who was responsible. Telling him you would come upon your return from Iszle is the only way we managed to prevent him from going into the senate. He intends to question our senate colleagues. He even threatened to demand an official inquiry from the emperor.”
Korbin winced. That would be a disaster. The emperor might just as likely remove Graiphen from the senate as investigate his claims. No one of standing would wish to be associated with Kilovian witchcraft, lest they be seen as anti-theists—that is to say anti-Talmoran, a dangerous accusation. 
“Surely he wouldn’t,” Korbin said.
“The old Dul Graiphen, no. But he’s not himself.” Eliam paused. “Have you considered his request? He thinks you can discover things no one else could.”
“For the past two days, I’ve thought of little else. Honestly, I don’t see what I can do. Does he want me to approach this as his son, or as a rider? Does he even know that’s what I am now? As his son, I have little influence and years of disgrace to my name. Who would talk to me? As a rider, I’m nobody.”
“Riders are seen but not noticed. You fit in everywhere,” Eliam said. “Will you try?”
“I shouldn’t,” Korbin said.
“Is this about Tainali?”
Hearing her name made a blade of pain slice through Korbin’s heart. She had been the young woman who brought his lifetime of arguments and troubles with Graiphen to a head. Graiphen ruined her father both politically and financially because he believed her unsuitable to consort with his son, the Ulbrich heir. After her father committed suicide, Tainali left the city to live with charitable relatives in Engette. 
She left a note asking him to never speak to her again. Her words were cruel but true. He tried to win her back, but she rebuffed every effort. When she married someone else, he stopped trying. 
“No,” he said with a sigh. “This is not about Tainali.” He made himself say her name to prove that he could. 
Eliam looked as though he had more to say but held himself back. 
For that, Korbin was grateful. “I’ll go see him. I may as well. He knows I’m in Vol. Soon, everyone else will, too.” To think his new friends and neighbors would learn his true identity filled him with dread. He’d be forced to leave Chelotti Strand. 
Maybe he should think about another city. The bitter cold of Iszle might suit him more. He’d always liked the sea. The riders had people posted all over the empire. He worked hard, was well respected. He wouldn’t have trouble getting a new post unless Graiphen decided to make life difficult. Korbin sighed. Of course his father would make life difficult. In fact, Korbin was surprised his superiors hadn’t called him in already. Any day, they might demand he return his token. 
There were few places in the empire where Graiphen didn’t have influence, but maybe Korbin could leave quietly. Become anonymous again. Choose a new name. Perhaps Rilian. His mother told him she wanted to name him Rilian after her uncle. Graiphen had refused, saying it sounded like a woman’s name.
When he looked up from his musing, Eliam was watching him. “You’re thinking of leaving.”
Korbin shrugged, not wanting to think about it too much. Starting over didn’t appeal to him, but the situation left him little choice. For a fleeting moment, he considered Kilovia. Would they welcome a Talmoran? Probably not.
He put the coin pouch in his cloak pocket and secured it to a band inside, a rider’s trick. “I’m off,” he said. “What is fated to happen cannot be avoided.” Repeating Octavia’s words gave him a shudder, as though a shadow had danced across his grave.
∞
“Thank the Spirits you’re here, Dul Korbin,” one of the younger manservants said.
Korbin had used the servants’ entrance again. Despite the fact that he felt certain his identity would soon be revealed, he wasn’t ready to stroll down the tiled streets of the North Circle. Another servant approached, then suddenly he was surrounded by people fussing over taking his cloak, inquiring as to his well-being, all while maneuvering him toward Dul Graiphen’s quarters. Their behavior was so uncharacteristic, he went with the flow, allowing them to escort him to his father. As before, he sensed their fear and their hope that his presence would fix the problems haunting their existence. 
The scene disturbed him. Hadn’t Tarsten said Graiphen’s state was improving? Finally, he agreed he would stay for a meal and that it wouldn’t hurt if the maids made up his old room. He had no intention of spending one night under this roof, but these people’s lives depended on the stability of the household. As long as Graiphen was in a bad state, they lived with uncertainty. Why had no one thought of the consequences for the household?
He knew the answer, of course. Tarsten was thinking of the consequences of Graiphen’s condition on him, as Graiphen’s ally, on the senate, on the emperor, and thus on the nation. If Talmor believed the head of the senate was mad, what would happen? The emperor might be forced to intervene.
The head manservant arrived, and his sharp tone snapped everyone to attention, even Korbin. “What is going on here?” He recognized Korbin in the center of the clutch of people, and his eyes widened. “Dul Korbin. My most humble apologies.” He barked at the others, “Back to work. Now.” He turned back to Korbin. “Forgive us, Dul. We’re all a bit unsettled.”
“You have nothing to apologize for,” Korbin said. “It has been a difficult time. Tell me, has my father’s state not improved in the past two days? I’d had high hopes.”
“Oh, yes, he’s much improved since your last visit, Dul,” he said, but the shadow across his expression didn’t give Korbin any comfort.
Straightening his shirt, Korbin nodded. He needed to project confidence, though he felt anything but. These people had been loyal and deserved better than the chaos they’d been living with. “I’ll see him now.” 
“I believe Dul Graiphen is in his sleeping chamber,” the servant said and bowed. After a moment of hesitation, he handed Korbin a key. “Please understand. We were following Dul Tarsten’s orders. We didn’t know what else to do.”
Korbin accepted the key. The servants had locked Graiphen in his room? “I understand,” he said, but he didn’t. The hairs on his neck stood up. What was Tarsten up to? Korbin walked down the final corridor alone. His mind spun with unwelcome thoughts.
When he arrived, he touched the door handle. It was indeed locked. He slipped the key inside and opened the door. Inside, the room was dark, the lamp on the table at its lowest setting. 
“Father?” he called softly.
“Korbin?” Graiphen’s muted voice sounded from the adjacent dressing room.
Korbin approached the table and adjusted the lamp, the light banishing the long shadows. He glanced toward the doorway. The head manservant hovered outside. Softly, he closed the door to the corridor.
Korbin waited until the servant’s footfalls retreated down the corridor before approaching the dressing room. Inside, he found Graiphen gathering clothing and putting it in neat stacks.
“Good, boy, you’re here.” 
The tone was so contrary to what Korbin had expected that he stood dumbly. 
Graiphen raised his chin and met Korbin’s gaze. “They gave you the key, I hope?”
“Yes.” Korbin reached for the pocket where he’d slipped the key. 
“This is bordering on treason,” Graiphen said with a grumble. “Imprisoning the head of the Council of Eight. I wouldn’t have given Tarsten credit for such nerve.” His eyes were sharp and clear, showing none of the uncertainty or frenzy he had on Korbin’s last visit. “I can’t find my travelling bag.” 
“You kept it in the top compartment of the tallest wardrobe.” Korbin pointed to the cabinet on the far wall. “Where are you going?”
Graiphen followed the direction of his gesture. “Good lad.” Opening the wardrobe, he found what he’d been looking for. Korbin’s question hung for a moment while Graiphen took a set of clothes and packed them into the bag. “I’ve had visitors in the past weeks,” Graiphen explained.
“Have you?” Uneasiness settled over Korbin. 
“I keep in touch with representatives of all eight temples, as is appropriate for my position.”
Why did he sound defensive? The close relationship between the temples and the senate was common knowledge. He waited for his father to continue. He’d thought Tarsten kept visitors away. Why would he not do so with temple priests? Surely it would be as dangerous for them to learn of Graiphen’s condition as anyone.
As though answering the unspoken questions, Graiphen said, “They tried to send them away, of course, but some were more persistent than others. I’ve developed close ties with a few higher priests. One might say friendly relationships.”
Korbin frowned, watching his father pack. He wasn’t aware Graiphen had ever had friendly relationships. “And these priests visited you recently?” 
“It was they who first recognized the influence of Kilovian witchcraft. Tarsten thought I was overtired, overworked.” Graiphen snorted with derision. “I’ve never been overworked in my life, and I work twice the hours of most men.”
Korbin couldn’t disagree. His father had labored tirelessly as long as Korbin could remember. 
“The priests searched the house themselves. I would have, but…” His voice trailed off.
“They presented the evidence of witchcraft to Tarsten?”
Graiphen packed a few remaining items into the bag and fastened its latch. “I… I’m not clear how everything happened.”
The admission that he didn’t know everything that occurred in his own house must have cost him dearly. Korbin had never seen him at a loss. “You don’t trust Tarsten?”
“No.” Graiphen glowered.
“But he was the one who reached out to Eliam, who then contacted me. I went to the conduit who unbound the curse. If Tarsten were working against you, surely he would have left the matter alone.”
Graiphen paused and seemed to weigh the thought. “Perhaps,” he conceded. “It pains me to admit I don’t have the clearest picture of the past weeks.”
“You seem much improved,” Korbin said. “I don’t understand why the door is locked.”
Rounding on him with a fierce look, Graiphen spat, “Exactly. Why indeed?” The outer chamber had windows, but Graiphen wasn’t the kind to escape his own house by climbing down a trellis. 
The North Circle was always watched. There was a common expression in Vol, “It happened on the Circle,” which meant an occurrence was public knowledge, something no one could deny. Whatever his plans, Graiphen didn’t intend to go public with his suspicions of Tarsten’s treachery.
Korbin hoped Eliam wouldn’t get caught in the aftermath. “Where do you plan to go?” he repeated.
“To those who will help me in this dark hour.” Graiphen uttered the words softly, as though quoting a prayer or poem. After a pause he added, “The temple of Braetin.”
Korbin froze. Braetin? Why would he turn to the Spirit of Shadow whose realm was nightmares?
“I know what you’re thinking,” Graiphen said. “But only through her priests’ knowledge can my mind be made whole again. They brought clarity to my thoughts when I had forgotten myself. They understand the minds of men, as does the Spirit they serve.” He spoke the final words with hushed reverence reserved for believers. 
Korbin shivered. “If you think it will help you, you should go. What of your duties to the senate? To Talmor?”
“With the help of the goddess, I may serve Talmor in a more significant way after today.”
Korbin didn’t know what his father meant, but he didn’t press. Graiphen’s mind seemed clear. He was more focused, impassioned, and intense than Korbin remembered seeing him. He considered if he should ask Octavia if this was normal, considering what he’d been through. Maybe she could help, and her assistance would be less costly. A conduit would accept gold. The priests of a Shadow Spirit, on the other hand, might demand something greater. Their aid always came at a price.
Korbin slipped his fingers into his pocket and took out the brass key. “Here,” he said, holding it out to his father. 
Graiphen stared at the proffered object as though he didn’t understand its purpose. “No, no,” he said. “You must take me there. Tonight. After dark.”
“To the temple?” He’d been to the central temple complex many times throughout his life, but he’d only been in the Shadow goddess’ house twice. Neither visit had been particularly pleasant. Just remembering the heavy smell of incense made him shudder. “Why not go now?”
“What is the hour?” Graiphen asked. “We should wait until dark. Fewer people to see where I’m going. Tarsten has come every day before the dinner hour. We’ll talk to him tonight, then eat. We’ll slip out after the servants retire.”
“We?” Korbin asked. “Surely you don’t need me. You seem perfectly capable.”
“I am,” Graiphen snapped. His expression softened before turning into a frustrated scowl. “I still get clouded. It’s difficult to admit I need help.” He met Korbin’s eyes. “I need your assistance. I’ve never asked you for anything before. Only this.”
Despite Graiphen’s cold and relentless stare, Korbin found his plea compelling. If he’d been weeping or babbling, Korbin might have helped him out of guilt, but not wanted to. Not that he wanted to now. No, everything told him to run, but this might be his last opportunity with his father. If he turned his back now, there may be no returning home till the end of his days. 
He sighed. “Okay. I’ll let the kitchen know there will be two for dinner. Or shall I say three? Will Tarsten stay?”
“That snake? I wouldn’t eat with him if it was my final meal.”
“Father, I believe he has tried to help. When I spoke with him and Eliam, they appeared genuinely concerned.”
Graiphen shook his head pityingly. “He wouldn’t be much of a politician if he couldn’t make his concern seem genuine, would he?”
“No,” Korbin said, mostly to avoid an argument. “You’re right.” Suddenly he felt sixteen and back in the same helpless position he’d been in all his life, conceding to his father’s demands. 
Just this one final thing, he told himself. Then I’m off for Iszle and never looking back. The words sounded hollow, even in his own mind, but there was little he could do. Walking away was no longer an option. Just this one thing.
 



Chapter 6
Korbin’s day had been difficult and long, his father’s company no easier to bear now than two years before. The servants brought what Graiphen considered a simple meal, but what was, in fact, far richer food than Korbin was used to. They’d eaten in uncomfortable silence, every bite punctuating the difference between the past and present, widening the gulf between the two men.
As planned, Graiphen faked a raging temper at the end of the meal, throwing a half-full decorative platter against the door. Korbin frowned at that. His mother had bought the piece in Domen when he was a small boy.
Servants rushed in to clean up the mess, and Korbin pretended to restrain Graiphen in the adjacent sleeping chamber. Acting as though he was upset and dismayed wasn’t difficult. The servants understood when he asked to be left alone. They kept away from the family section of the house, creeping through the corridors, keeping out of sight. When the time came for Korbin and Graiphen to make their way to Graiphen’s study, they didn’t have any difficulty so long as Korbin moved ahead and signaled when the coast was clear. 
A couple hours after nightfall, he led his father out the back door and into the side streets. Graiphen wore simple clothing, but Korbin had to remind him to slouch. The man’s back was straight and his neck stiff, the bearing of a soldier and someone who expected others to get out of his way.
As they moved through the streets, Graiphen’s condition began to rear its head. He snapped and muttered, stumbling on occasion. When Korbin slowed, Graiphen hissed, “keep going” from beneath his hood.
Korbin encouraged his father to lean on him, as though drunk. The ruse wasn’t comfortable for either man, but it looked more natural and would explain anything an onlooker might find odd. 
Over the last half of the journey toward the temple district, Korbin realized he didn’t know this man at all. He felt less kindly disposed to him than he would a stranger. Their blood was the only thing that bound them.
Korbin’s thoughts turned to Octavia. She would probably say blood was the only thing that could bind two people. He winced when he recalled the “root blood” she had taken from him to break the curse. Of course Graiphen hadn’t said so much as a simple “thank you” for the sacrifice.
The temple district was dark and quiet at that late hour. Some temples would conduct nighttime rituals on occasion, but fortunately, none were being held that night. It was as though fate had intervened to make one aspect of this unbearable situation somewhat easier. For that, Korbin was grateful.
“We’re here,” he whispered to Graiphen, who leaned on Korbin in earnest.
“Are we?” Graiphen looked at the tall, blackened structure honoring the Spirit of Shadow. Moonlight reflected on his glazed eyes.
Jutting barbs covered the temple’s long, severe spires. The few windows were small, high, and shuttered from within. The building looked like a torture device, and Korbin wondered what kind of person would devote his life to serving this particular Spirit.
Korbin approached the imposing double doors. Before he could announce their presence, a flurry of red-robed priests emerged. Most wore the dark red of acolytes, but one was robed in the pure, bright red of a high priest. As he watched the younger men gather around Graiphen, he chanted, “Oh Lady of Shadows. Guide our brother home.”
The acolytes picked up the ritual words, as they gently moved Korbin out of the way and surrounded his father. The tortured scowl faded from Graiphen’s face, replaced by an expression Korbin had never seen on him: profound relaxation and gratitude.
They led Graiphen within, leaving Korbin stunned and bewildered. The high priest met his gaze before shutting the temple door, but Korbin couldn’t read his expression. After the door closed with a heavy, hollow thud, a lock ground into position.
Korbin felt cold, bereft, and empty. More than anything, he wanted to leave this place. As he walked away, he worried he’d delivered his father into the hands of madmen. But then, he’d done as asked. Still, had he done the correct thing? Graiphen wasn’t in his right mind, but on the other hand, the priests were unlikely to harm him. Korbin didn’t know much about Braetin’s temple, nor did he feel comfortable with the little he did know. He did, however, understand enough about the Spirits of Light and Shadow to realize comfort wasn’t always the goal. Perhaps they would provide what Graiphen needed.
∞
Peering into the dark streets, Sen Rhikar waved Octavia inside. “Come in. Quickly. Were you followed?”
“Followed?” His agitation surprised her. “What is it? What’s happened?”
He shuffled back into the depths of his house, the scant candlelight casting long shadows as the pair passed. As they approached his main reception room, he told her, “Lettoria is here.”
Octavia and the other conduits in Vol knew each other well. They worked under Rhikar’s supervision. It had been a few years since Octavia trained, though, and Lettoria was just finishing her advanced studies. The two women didn’t like one another, and Octavia chalked it up to professional jealousy. Lettoria was a passable conduit, but not capable of great magic. She resented Octavia’s abilities, but there was nothing Octavia could do to lessen the sting. She tried to be kind, but Lettoria made that difficult.
“Hello, Lettoria.” Octavia did her best to smile.
“Octavia,” the other woman replied.
Rhikar motioned to an empty chair. “We were just discussing the work of the new conduit.”
“Or an old one.” Lettoria glanced toward Octavia.
“Do you have a suspect?” Octavia crossed her arms.
Rhikar frowned. “Lettoria brought up the possibility this conduit is one we’re already aware of, but who is, shall we say, branching out.”
“Impossible.” Octavia shook her head.
“What makes you so certain?” Lettoria asked. “There are five talented conduits in the city. Have you considered each of them?”
Octavia gave Lettoria a level glance. “If you’d seen the materials, you would be certain, too. This was masterful work, far above the level of Sonna and Minny. And frankly, I can’t see Pendra as our mysterious rogue.” Pendra followed every rule and precept of their order, but she wasn’t much for the darker side of the One.
“No,” Lettoria conceded. “That leaves you and me.” She stared hard into Octavia’s eyes.
“Well, I know it wasn’t your work,” Octavia said. “The approach was far too imaginative.” Before Lettoria could interject, Octavia added, “And it wasn’t mine.”
She glanced at Rhikar, wondering if he agreed with her assessment. He was the senior-most conduit in the city, responsible for every member of the Sennestelle within the region. He kept his own identity almost invisible in Vol, masquerading as a foreign merchant under a different name. Talmorans believed the great Rhikar to be a mere legend. Even most Kilovians wouldn’t be certain. That was the way of conduits, though. The higher-positioned someone was, the less likely they were to be seen by the average person. 
“As I was asking when you arrived,” Rhikar said, “why would Octavia bring the poppets to my attention if they were her own work?”
“Who can say?” Lettoria snapped. “Some people crave recognition.”
Octavia stared. She knew Lettoria resented her, but this accusation indicated the bitterness went deeper than she imagined.
“No, no,” Rhikar said. “I have trusted Octavia from the beginning. I won’t hear any more on it. Those poppets were not her work.”
“Yes, Sen.” Lettoria bowed her head submissively.
“Still, the talk on the streets worries me,” Rhikar said. 
“What talk?” Octavia asked.
“That one of the legislators was poisoned by a Kilovian witch.” Lettoria used the Talmoran slur, not even masking the glee in her voice.
Octavia blanched. “A senator?” Surely not. Dow had said the victim had been a powerful man, yes, but a senator? She never would have involved herself with that circle. Korbin didn’t seem like a senator’s son, but then, he was a bastard. Talmoran men took upon themselves the right to disown their sons, even though doing so went against the natural order of the One. A human being can’t disown blood any more than the earth can disown sunshine. Talmorans had funny ideas.
“You didn’t know?” Lettoria asked, her tone betraying her incredulity. “I’m surprised, considering your reputation.” She couldn’t have sounded more derisive of either Octavia or the esteemed way in which the community regarded her.
“Is a victim’s position now related to the magic wielded against him?” Octavia snapped.
“It certainly speaks to the quality of his enemies.” The corner of Lettoria’s mouth turned up in an unpleasant smile.
“That’s enough,” Rhikar said. “Lettoria, thank you for bringing this news. I need to speak with Octavia alone about her next steps.”
Next steps? Octavia fought not to shudder. Who had she gotten mixed up with? She needed to find out what the rumors were, but she wouldn’t give Lettoria the satisfaction of asking. Silently, she thanked her mentor for sending Lettoria away.
“Of course, Sen,” Lettoria said. “Do you have further instruction for me in these dark times?”
Anger flashed in Octavia’s chest. Dark times? That was a bit overstated. This wasn’t wartime Kilovia. Those had been dark times.
“Just keep listening.” He opened his mouth as though to say more, but instead he shook his head. While he escorted the other conduit to the door, Octavia stretched her neck, trying to break the tension in her body. She didn’t like Lettoria, but she had never seen the other woman so aggressive. 
The two voices filtered from down the hall, but Octavia couldn’t make out the hushed sounds. When Rhikar returned, his brow was knitted into a frown.
“How bad is it?” Octavia asked.
“Did you get paid when you finished the breaking ritual?”
She fetched her coin purse. “Half. The other half when they see evidence of recovery,” she said as she counted out Rhikar’s share. This split payment was the usual arrangement, and rarely would a seeker not pay the full amount. If she did get cheated, it was nearly always by a Talmoran, another reason she preferred working with her own people. Still, Talmorans desperate enough to reach out were unlikely to refuse to pay, for fear she would cast a spell to compound whatever problem had sent them to her in the first place.
“That’s a substantial sum,” he said. When she finished counting the coins, he watched her thoughtfully before saying, “Keep it.”
“What?” Octavia blinked. The contribution of one-tenth to one’s mentor was a tradition as old as those who channeled the One.
“You are no longer my student,” he said.
The words shocked her, and she sat back, her mouth agape. “What have I done wrong? I consulted you at every step. I followed the code.”
“What have you done?” He looked at her pityingly. “You have successfully performed magic that would have challenge even me. When I saw those poppets, I knew this would be your final test. It’s time.”
“But, Sen, I’m too young.” If he released her, she could take on students of her own. She might even move to another area to broaden her web of influence.
“Does the number of your days determine your talent, child?” His rebuke was gentle.
“No. Of course not. I’m just stunned.”
“I hadn’t planned to send you so soon, but the signs are there. You should take your earnings and go.”
“Where?” She hadn’t expected this.
“There’s always need at the capitol,” Rhikar said.
“Under Betram?” She’d met the senior conduit a long time past, but didn’t know him.
Rhikar shrugged. “Durjin is an immense place. I’m sure you can work out something with him. He’s aging as fast as any of us, and he has no students as promising as you. Your talents are extraordinary. You shouldn’t underestimate them.”
Octavia bowed her head out of habit, even though now, technically, she and Rhikar were of equivalent status. That would take some getting used to. Would she then be Betram’s equal as well? She supposed so, but would the man allow her to set up a practice in his city without a word of protest?
She felt shaky, unready. “What really happened today?” She wouldn’t ordinarily question him so closely, but he’d dismissed her as his student. He could now only make suggestions, not issue commands. “Is this about what Lettoria heard, or is there more?”
Rhikar looked as though he had to stop himself from rebuking her bold question. He might also need time to grow accustomed to a new relationship: that of colleagues. After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. “There is more. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Lettoria. Not yet. But I heard a rumor. Dul Graiphen Ulbrich has disappeared.”
“What?” She didn’t keep much track of politics, but everyone in Talmor knew that name, that face. She frowned, thinking of Korbin. Could he really be the son of the most powerful man in Talmor’s second-largest city? As far as she knew, Dul Graiphen had no bastards. That didn’t mean much. Talmorans had strange morals and habits. And who was this Dow person? Was he also a Dul? He certainly hadn’t been the merchant he pretended to be, but she figured him for a minor lord. On the other hand, compared to Dul Graiphen, every lord was a minor lord.
“What do you know of this?” Rhikar asked.
“Nothing,” she said in a rush. “I swear to you. Nothing.” Was this a coincidence? Perhaps Graiphen was not the victim of the curse she’d broken. Politics was full of intrigue and deceit. She didn’t want to be rushed out of town, severed prematurely from her mentor without being certain of the cause. “What else have you heard? Could these events not be unrelated?”
“The rumors are restricted to the whispers of servants so far. Nothing official has been announced.”
“No,” she said softly. “They wouldn’t unless they had to.”
“Still, I think it would be wise for you to lie low. If Dul Graiphen was the victim of the curse you unravelled, you may come to the attention of the conduit who bound him in the first place. I would strongly suggest either departing immediately or, at the very least, fortifying your defenses.”
Octavia sat for a moment, weighing the options. “I’m not running away.”
“I could bar you from practicing in the city,” he said.
She cast him a level stare. Was he really so afraid that he would force her to leave?
“Octavia,” he said gently, “You have been like a daughter to me. I do not wish you to come to harm.”
The words astonished her as much as they warmed her heart. Rhikar was not a sentimental man. If he said he thought of her as a daughter, he meant it literally. She took his bony hand and squeezed it. He blinked at the unexpected show of affection, but his surprise softened into a smile. 
“I’m not running until I’m sure I have something to run from. These are only rumors. The incidents may not be related. And,” she said, “I’m not convinced I’m ready to move on. I still have much to learn.” She set the coins on the table, exactly ten percent of what she’d been paid.
With a resigned sigh, Rhikar nodded. He glanced away as though the sight of the money pained him. “Be careful,” he said.
“Always.”
 



Chapter 7
Dul Tarsten pled with the other members of Vol’s Council of Eight, avoiding Eliam’s eyes. “Of course I tried to talk sense into him, but there was little I could say. He insisted on going to the temple at once. He feared for his life.”
The remaining five members muttered.
“Naturally.” Dul Ursin’s long, thin face stretched into a pained grimace. “And who are we to thwart the will of our highest member or deny him the refuge of the Spirits?”
“Precisely,” Tarsten said. “I should reiterate that I have no formal evidence against his son. I believe the issuance of the warrant was premature.”
“Agreed,” Eliam said. “Although the Council of Eight has a right to do such a thing, I’m disturbed that I wasn’t consulted before the order was issued.”
Ursin spread his bony hands in a placating gesture. “Time was of the essence. All we want is to talk to the boy. But he must be prevented from going underground again. He’s been hiding nearly two years.”
Eliam fought a yawn. Dawn was still two hours away, and he had been summoned here at a most unreasonable hour. He did wonder why Tarsten had gone to Dul Graiphen’s home so late. Why had the elder Dul begged Tarsten to take him to the temple, and why had the temple issued this remarkable statement? Tarsten was either lying or obscuring the truth, but Eliam couldn’t yet determine where the falsehood lay.
He let his gaze wander the page in front of him. Written in an elegant script was the temple’s demand: arrest the witch responsible for Graiphen’s condition.
During the first hour of the meeting, the rest of the Council questioned Tarsten and him about what, precisely, Graiphen’s condition was. To his credit, Tarsten thought well on his feet, and gave reasonable explanations for everything, including the events of the previous evening. He expressed surprise at the mention of black magic, however.
Ursin tapped his copy of the letter demanding they gather immediately. Although no member would confess to being comfortable with what was tantamount to marching orders from one of the temples, none wanted to be the only senator who didn’t appear.
“This seems to indicate that you,” he said, indicating both Tarsten and Eliam, “were well aware of the accusations of black magic. There were questionable items found at the Dul’s home?”
Tarsten shrugged. “One of the servants did bring some items to our attention, but honestly, senators, who among us would believe such a ridiculous fancy? Black magic?” He scoffed. “There is no such thing. There is only the power of the Spirits and nothing more.”
Eliam nodded gravely, hiding his admiration. Tarsten had made a shrewd move. No one would dare admit the foreign religion had any real power, but none wanted to argue with the assertions made by Braetin’s servants, either. Eliam did wonder why the temple had sent the letter in the first place, and why, of all times, they would do so in the middle of the night when any decent person would be sleeping.
Ursin glanced at the other members as though gauging their reaction. Ivarly nodded at Tarsten’s assertions. Blackwater merely shifted. He’d never been a supporter of Graiphen or Tarsten, so his lack of response was no surprise. Junis had a noncommittal expression, and Seba seemed to weigh everyone’s words carefully.
“What happened to these items?” Ursin asked. “Perhaps we should see them and decide for ourselves. Really, Tarsten, you might have informed the Council immediately.”
“It pained me not to, my friend.” Tarsten’s expression conveyed deep regret. “Dul Graiphen swore me to secrecy. I realize now I should have, of course, but I hoped he would recover quickly.”
Dangerous, Eliam thought. This story would only hold as long as Dul Graiphen was not there to challenge it. However, everyone knew of Tarsten’s support for Graiphen. Who would dare accuse him of any wrongdoing where the elder Dul was concerned? Still, the account disturbed Eliam. Too many things didn’t fit.
“And the items?” Ursin repeated.
“Destroyed,” Tarsten said. “Despite what the foreign cultists might claim of their power, we of Talmor know better.”
“What of the demands of Braetin’s servants?” another of the Eight demanded. 
“Surely the arrest of Korbin and the witch Octavia satisfy their request?” Tarsten said, glancing to Eliam for support.
Seba indicated the paper. “What I find curious is that there’s no mention of how the temple came to accuse these two in particular. Until today, I believed the boy to be in the far reaches of the empire.”
“I’d like to know that, too,” Eliam said.
“It seems a member of Graiphen’s household claimed Korbin visited there recently,” Tarsten said carefully. “They also gave the name of the witch, whom they must have overheard him naming.”
Eliam shifted uncomfortably. Regret filled him. He should speak the truth. Forgive me, Korbin.
Ursin glanced at Eliam and Tarsten in turn. “Even if we could be certain this particular witch is the one responsible, does it not disturb you to know that black magic has been practiced in your own constituency?”
“We still have not seen proof this is what occurred,” Eliam said, refusing to meet Tarsten’s glare. “Braetin’s servants assert this as fact, but there are eight temples. The senate must maintain its independence. We must wait for proof and not be seen to align with one faction.” The room went still. Perhaps calling leadership of the most powerful temple a faction hadn’t been wise. “I’m saying we shouldn’t focus too tightly until the truth is certain. The temple may be reacting to pressure from Dul Graiphen, and he, by their admission, is not of the soundest mind.”
Ursin frowned. “What are you suggesting? That we round up all the Kilovian practitioners in the city? Question them about their involvement and demand answers as to the practices of their cult?”
When a flurry of agreement went around the room, Eliam knew he’d trapped himself. “But of course, that would bring unrest to the immigrant community,” he cautioned.
“What of the unrest in the citizenry?” Blackwater asked.
Tarsten nodded. “We agree, senators. We cannot allow any harm to come to the citizens of Vol from the foreign witches. We have been accommodating of their ways, but they have attacked the seat of our power. This can’t go unanswered.”
“I suggest the orders go out at once, then,” Seba said. “We must get answers for the citizens of Talmor to assure them their legislators as well as their sacred temples will protect them from harm.”
A sinking feeling settled in Eliam’s stomach. Seba had always been the quiet one. If he was set on this path, Eliam had no hope to convince the others.
“What shall we say about Dul Graiphen?” Tarsten asked. “I have tried to keep his ailment hidden for the sake of his reputation as well as ours. If his condition became known, the emperor may be call upon to intervene.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Ursin said. “Yet.” He held up a hand to stop the protest of another member. “We wait, as Dul Eliam said, until we have facts. Meanwhile, we act in the best interest of the empire. The emperor himself could demand no more.”
“Agreed,” Tarsten said.
“Agreed,” Eliam said reluctantly, and the others echoed him.
“So by order of the Council of Eight, all Kilovian practitioners will be arrested and questioned immediately.” Ursin gave a grim nod.
Eliam frowned, knowing he could do nothing to stop what they were setting in motion. “Will we not reconsider the arrest warrant against Korbin Ulbrich? Despite what the temple claims, we have no sound evidence he was involved with the attack on his father. There is no crime in him having been at his father’s house. I find it difficult to believe he would do what he’s been accused of.”
His relationship with Korbin had not yet come out, but every time he started to say something about it, Tarsten cut him off. Eliam knew that contradicting Tarsten’s claims on the matter would be signing his own political death warrant.
“We know you were once friends with the boy,” Ursin said gently. “But how can you ignore that Graiphen’s own servants claim he conducted a thorough search this very night, likely in an attempt to remove evidence? If Dul Tarsten had been but an hour earlier, he might have discovered the boy doing so.”
Boy? Did they not recall that Korbin was the same age as he was? Did they think of him as the boy senator? Probably, he thought with disgust, realizing how very little power he had. “I would suggest, then, that when he is apprehended, he be treated with the greatest respect. Unless I hear from Graiphen’s lips that his son is guilty, I would not want to be the one to bear responsibility for a public blot to his family’s name.”
“Of course,” Dul Junis said with a thoughtful nod. “We must instruct the city guard to behave with absolute care and discretion.”
“Very well,” Tarsten said. “Dawn is approaching, and we have already worked a full day. I suggest we adjourn and await the unfolding of these events.” He glanced at Eliam. “You will sign the recommended orders?”
Eliam closed his eyes. “I will.”
∞
Several hours of wandering the streets didn’t soothe Korbin’s mind. He’d accomplished what had been requested of him, offered all the help he could, and been as reasonable as anyone might expect. He’d certainly done more than he wanted to.
He wondered what would happen when people realized Graiphen had stolen away in the night. Korbin doubted anyone would notice until some time the next day, although his father was known to be an early riser. Probably the first request for help would be to Dul Tarsten. Or perhaps himself, but then, did anyone know where to find him? They would soon enough, he thought, and a feeling of gloom settled over him.
Before long, his legs were heavy and tired and he needed to return home, even though it wouldn’t be home much longer. As he rounded the corner, a hand reached out of the shadows and grabbed him roughly. His instincts kicked in, and he struck out, hitting a large figure squarely on the jaw before recognizing his face.
“Saqine?” Korbin said incredulously. “What are you doing here?” The man was one of Eliam’s most trusted servants.
“Waiting for you, Dul,” he whispered, holding his face where Korbin had clouted him.
“Sorry about that,” Korbin muttered. 
“No need, Dul.”
“Shhh. Don’t call me that here.” He glanced at the windows overhead. The homes behind them were dark and silent.
“My apologies,” Saqine said and bowed. “I have a message for you. You can’t go home.”
Korbin could almost hear him choking on the unspoken title. Such habits were hard to break. “Why not?”
The servant pulled out a sheet of heavy paper, the kind that was often posted on placards around town. In the darkness, Korbin could only make out one word at the top: Criminal. His stomach clutched. 
“What does it say? It’s too dark to read.”
The servant lowered his voice to an almost inaudible level: “Criminal. Korbin Ulbrich. Criminal. The witch Octavia. To be detained for criminal heresy and practicing black magic.”
“Criminal heresy? I need to speak to Eliam.”
“He suggests that you leave Vol before daybreak. Bad things are coming. You must go.”
Korbin nodded, even though he hadn’t quite taken the news in. “Octavia,” he whispered.
Saqine handed Korbin a pack. “I gathered a few of your things. I was stopped when I came out. They are watching. You must go. Quickly.”
“Were you followed?” Korbin asked.
“No. Of that I’m certain.”
“Do they know where Senne Octavia lives?”
“No. Dul Eliam told me to reassure you they do not.”
“It won’t be long before they do,” Korbin said. Despite the immigrant community’s efforts to keep the names and locations of the Sennestelle quiet, she couldn’t stay hidden in her house forever. He had to get to her quickly. “Thank you,” he added. “And give my thanks to Eliam.”
“Of course. Be well, Dul Korbin.” The servant bowed slightly, and Korbin hoped no one saw him. 
He didn’t bother hushing the man about the use of the title. Eventually, everyone would know. Probably as soon as the sun rose and these notices appeared in the public square. With a nod, he hefted the pack over his shoulder and folded the notice. He’d need to approach Octavia’s without being seen, but the cover of darkness would help. He muttered a prayer for Nyloc’s blessing that he might arrive at Octavia’s before the imperial soldiers did. 
It was well past the darkest hour when Korbin reached Octavia’s street. He’d travelled at a steady lope, using the normal pace any Talmor Rider would when on a messaging run. Although few messages or parcels were sent at this hour, no one would question his movements. But then a thought occurred to him: he was a wanted criminal. The word echoed unpleasantly in his mind. Surely whoever had made this accusation knew of his position with the riders. Perhaps wearing the insignia and cloak hadn’t been a good idea. As the logic hit him, he moved even faster, taking care to stay away from the brightest spots of lamplight.
Light streamed from her window and tell-tale shadows moved within her flat. Fortunately, this time, there was no green sash, so he knocked discreetly. 
A curtain moved aside in an adjacent window, and someone emerged from a nearby entrance. Before the watcher could intervene, Octavia’s door opened and she peered out, signaling to the neighbor with a calming wave. 
She glanced up at Korbin. “What do you want?”
Her tone surprised him. “Forgive the late hour, Senne. I need to speak with you. May I come in?”
Her eyes narrowed. “I think not.”
“Have I offended you?”
Another neighbor’s door opened, and a man’s figure lurked in the shadows. “Senne?” a deep and lyrical voice asked, followed by a string of questions in the Kilovian tongue.
Octavia sighed and shook her head before answering in brief, clipped tones. She looked back at Korbin. “You may come inside, but only briefly and only because I do not wish to bring the entire district down upon us.”
He bowed to her and, as before, followed her up the narrow stairway, wondering about her change in demeanor. 
At the top of the stair, she turned, crossing her arms. “Your father is a Dul?”
Korbin nodded, confused. 
“Is your father Dul Graiphen Ulbrich?” Her knuckles were white, as though the prospect frightened her and she was holding herself for dear life.
With a sigh, Korbin nodded again.
Her breath caught. “You idiot,” she said.
Korbin frowned, not knowing whether she was talking to him or to herself. She paced, muttering a low string of what sounded like recriminations.
“How did you find out?” he asked. She cast him a glare, and he realized this wasn’t the most pertinent question. “Did you hear about the criminal charge, then?”
With a start, she shook her head. “What charge? What are you talking about?”
“I’m so sorry I’ve brought so much trouble to your door, but you need to come with me. It’s not safe for you here.” He handed her the notice and watched her dark eyes as she took in the words on the page.
“Criminal heresy?” Her hand went to her mouth and she paled. “I’ve heard of this charge, of course, but for years the Sennestelle has practiced in the empire and been tolerated.”
“It’s an old law,” he explained. “Nobody really pays attention to it anymore. Kilovians aren’t the only immigrants who do not embrace the Spirits of Light and Shadow.”
“What happened? Why the change?”
“My father clearly has enemies.”
She frowned as though that didn’t answer the question. “I heard he disappeared.”
Korbin frowned and shook his head. “Already? We only left at dark. They shouldn’t have discovered his absence so quickly.” 
“I heard this rumor when I visited my mentor earlier this evening. It couldn’t have been more than two hours after nightfall.”
Korbin explained his father’s strange request and Saqine’s cryptic warning.
Her hand trembled, and she leaned against her worktable. “It’s happening again,” she muttered.
A sickening knot formed in Korbin’s stomach. Suddenly the situation was much more real. He’d grown used to a life in the shadows, avoiding the people he once knew. It had been almost a game. But looking into Octavia’s frightened eyes, their situation didn’t seem like a joke. “The man you knew as Dow was Dul Eliam Kerstone. He—”
“The senator?” Octavia interrupted.
She looked like she might collapse. The change shocked him. She’d always seemed so unshakeable.
“Why? Why would he come here? Why would he do that?”
Korbin guided her to a seat. “He is my friend. He was trying to help my father.”
“You said you were a bastard. You’re friends with Dul Eliam? The man who runs this entire province? He was here. Right here. In my workroom.” She shook her head in disbelief and with a small moan added, “Now they know where I live.”
“Eliam’s not like that. We should go to him. I believe he can help us.”
“You lied to me,” she whispered. “You’re a Dul.”
Korbin didn’t know why, but it was important that she believe him. “I didn’t. My father and I had a falling out a couple of years ago. He disowned me.” He showed her the insignia he wore around his neck. “I’m a Talmor Rider, a simple deliveryman.”
She stared at him incredulously. “Yet today, you helped your father escape his enemies.”
“Please, Senne Octavia. I want to help you.” He took the second half of the promised payment and put it on the table beside her chair. “You don’t have to come with me, but I think I can protect you. Eliam will shelter us until we find out who is doing this. He’s a powerful man.”
She gathered her collar and pulled it closed. “I’ve had enough of powerful men.”
“As have I,” he said softly. “Please come with me. I’ll take us to Eliam’s. If he can’t assist us, I’ll take you wherever you want to go. I’ll look out for you. I swear it.” He pressed his eyes closed. “This is my fault, my father’s fault. We brought this on you. Please allow me to pay my family’s debt by giving you what protection I can while we find out what’s going on.”
She tilted her head as though considering, but the deep frown didn’t lessen on her brow.
“This is a political move, and you and I are merely caught up in a bad moment. But my father is fine and he doesn’t wish to make any accusations against us. He can make these charges go away. Only the emperor himself or an act of the entire senate can countermand my father’s decree. I know where he is. We just need shelter until we can get to him. I can provide that. Then your life will return to normal.”
Doubt played across her features, but eventually she let out a breath and nodded. “I need to gather a few things.”
Korbin helped her rise. Her fingers were small but elegant. He hadn’t noticed that before. “You should hurry. The sun will be up in a couple of hours. I know a place we can lie low for a while. We’ll go to Eliam first thing in the morning. The fewer people who see us arrive, the better.” He hesitated, then added, “Do you have any clothing that is less distinctive?”
She glanced down at her long, flowing robes. “You mean less Kilovian?” 
The accusation in her tone stung, but it was what he’d been getting at. “They’re looking for a conduit, thus a Kilovian.”
“You think I could pass for a Talmoran?” she asked sharply.
“Not on close inspection, of course not.”
She pulled her hand back from his. “I’m going to get what I need.”
It took all his self-control not to urge her to hurry again.
 



Chapter 8
Korbin took Octavia to a small riders’ outpost just inside the city gates. Close to the main station, it was rarely used, and he hoped they’d be safe for a couple of hours. Soon word of the arrest warrant would spread, and even his fellow riders might be looking for him. Fortunately, no reward had been placed, or every one of his neighbors in Chelotti Strand would be banging down the door of the local constabulary to offer information. His only hope was people’s natural reticence to involve themselves with the authorities.
The small outpost building was designed as a place travelling riders could catch a short rest. But the provisions were meagre and the four narrow cots uncomfortable, so most preferred one of the city’s many inns. Saving a few coins wasn’t worth the muscle knots one would get from the miserable pallets provided.
Still, for Octavia and him, on that particular night, the outpost was safer than going someplace more comfortable. She’d managed to lie down and close her eyes, although her breathing told him she didn’t sleep much more than he did. She was frightened but coping well.
He admired her strength. Trying not to watch her, he sat on a bed opposite hers and stared toward the door and the ever-lightening sliver that told him night was waning. All the while, he wondered about her and what had brought her to this city.
He wanted to ask her a million questions about her past, her life, her family. She was young, likely not far from his own age; however, she had a timeless way about her, as though the soul of an old woman inhabited a young body. Calling her old wasn’t fair because her mind was alive, alert, and curious. But now wasn’t the time to satisfy his curiosity. He needed to focus.
Her long, dark eyelashes fluttered, and he had an almost irrepressible desire to touch her face. He couldn’t shake the feeling that she had something he needed, or maybe she knew something he didn’t. He suspected she held the answer to a question he hadn’t yet thought to ask. He wanted to win her trust, to prove that although he came from an important family, he wasn’t like those she’d learned to fear.
Outside, pattering footfalls of the earliest workers had begun to move about the city. “It’s time,” he said softly.
Her eyes opened and he noticed the haunted look within them. Instead of giving voice to her fears, she sat up and smoothed her hair. 
The door handle rattled. In a rush, Korbin darted over to Octavia and pushed her back on the bed. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his mouth close to her ear.
She stiffened but didn’t resist. Her heart pounded and her breath quickened.
“Whoa,” came a voice from the door. 
Korbin spoke softly to Octavia. “It’ll be okay. Follow my lead, and keep your face hidden.” Her clothing was still a touch odd for a Talmoran woman, with dark bands woven around the hem, but nothing made her stand out as a conduit.
Korbin glanced up at the door and tried to look abashed. “Sorry. We were just leaving.”
The other rider, a man named Deto, gave a tolerant grin. “You know you’re not supposed to bring companions here, Korbin.” 
Korbin turned, and Octavia sat up next to him, burying her face in his shoulder, playing the part of a woman caught in a dalliance. “Just don’t tell Captain Parsetrosic.” He stood and helped Octavia to her feet. 
“We’ve all done it at one time or another,” Deto said, chuckling.
“You just in?” Korbin asked, surprised at how relaxed the other man was.
“Yeah, rode through the night. I’m exhausted.”
“Get some sleep,” Korbin said.
Deto nodded, then grinned. “I could say the same to you.” With a cheeky bow in Octavia’s direction, he said, “A pleasant day to you, good lady.”
“Come on,” Korbin said to Octavia, shooting Deto the obligatory exasperated stare. He led the conduit out of the room by the hand, grateful that Deto hadn’t yet seen the posters bearing their names. This would certainly be the last time they could take shelter in an outpost.
Once they were outside, Octavia dropped his hand and regained her normal, cool demeanor. “Don’t apologize,” she said as he opened his mouth to do just that.
Hesitating only a moment, he nodded. “All right. Let’s go. And quickly.” Side-by-side, they walked toward the North Circle, trying to avoid the notice of the few people already on the streets: a baker, a laundress, a street cleaner, a lampsman, a farmer taking a cart toward the market square, a pair of priests, and a tired-looking comfort-girl. Soon, the city would be bustling.
Taking the backstreets, Korbin guided Octavia toward Eliam’s house. “We’re almost there. It’s going to be okay.” 
She seemed to grow more uncomfortable with every step. Her doubtful look told him she already regretted her decision to follow him. He didn’t blame her. For all she knew, he was leading her straight to someone who would arrest them both. For a moment, he wondered why she trusted him at all.
At the rear entrance to Eliam’s street, Korbin paused. “Stay here.” When she stiffened, he added quickly, “Try to look like you’re waiting for the butcher’s across the way to open. I’ll only be a moment. If I’m not back before they open…” What?
She’s on her own? He couldn’t bring himself to say that, but he wasn’t confident what would await them at Eliam’s. If the senate knew Korbin was a rider, did they also know of his friendship with their youngest member?
She pressed her eyelids closed and nodded. “I understand. Thank you.”
He wanted to offer her a reassuring squeeze of the hand, but such a gesture hardly seemed appropriate. “No need to thank me, Senne. I got us into this mess.” Before she could agree, he ducked into the next street and moved toward the quiet path leading to Eliam’s manor.
There were servants about, but none appeared alarmed when he showed his face. Instead he received the usual polite greeting and quick bow as they went about their business, careful not to interfere with his.
“Is Dul Eliam up yet this morning?” he asked a manservant, who replied with a raised eyebrow, making Korbin feel a fool. Of course Eliam wouldn’t be up. Gentlemen of rank didn’t rise early unless they were as driven and obsessed as Korbin’s father.
“I believe the Dul had a late engagement, sir,” he offered. “Perhaps it would be best to check in shortly before midday.”
“Of course,” Korbin said, wondering if that late engagement had anything to do with his arrest warrant. He wandered away casually, resisting the urge to watch for the man to go inside. Instead, he relied on his hearing. When he could hear no more activity in the back garden, he returned to Octavia. She looked calm yet wary and uncomfortable in front of the butcher’s shop.
He nodded to her and she stepped over, visibly relieved. Once off the road and on the access slip to Eliam’s, he took her hand, surprised to find her fingers trembling.
At the last moment, he hesitated. Surely some of the servants would know about the arrest warrant. What if someone reported that Korbin had been there? All three of them could end up in even more serious trouble.
He glanced at Octavia, watching her knit her eyebrows. “Come on,” he said. “We need to be quick and avoid the servants if possible.”
She frowned. “I’m ready.”
They slipped in through the back door, the usual morning clanking and chatter coming from the kitchen nearby. He led Octavia toward the main stair, knowing the servants would be taking their own passages to the main rooms. He was able to take her to Eliam’s study without being noticed, and he motioned her toward a chair.
“Wait here,” he said. “If someone comes in, tell them to return later. Say it with enough conviction and they’ll believe you’re entitled to be here.”
Octavia sat stiffly in her seat, looking as though she expected the ceiling to crash down on her and that she might bolt at any moment.
“I’ll be right back. I promise. Nobody should come in here at this time of day.”
He waited for her to nod before stepping back into the corridor. On the way to Eliam’s private rooms, he ran into two of the maids. One of them jumped with surprise. He held a finger to his lips and winked at her and she blinked twice, as though uncertain what to do. Had she heard about the warrant?
The maid glanced at the other, who shrugged. “Good morning, Dul,” the second girl said. “Dul Eliam isn’t up yet. He asked to remain undisturbed this morning.”
“I won’t tell him I saw you, then,” Korbin said with a smile. “Nobody will blame you.”
The first girl appeared relieved. “Thank you, Dul,” she said, and the pair retreated down the corridor.
Finally, he arrived at Eliam’s room and went inside. As expected, Eliam wasn’t asleep at all, but sitting at a desk in his receiving room. He looked pale and shaken.
“Dear Spirits. What are you doing here?” He stood and walked over to Korbin and embraced him as a brother. “You’ve heard, I suppose.”
“Yes. Thank you for sending Saqine.”
“It’s not safe here. You should go.”
“We need help,” Korbin said. “More than that, we need answers.”
“We? So you have spoken with Octavia?”
Korbin let out a small laugh. “You could say that. She’s in your study.”
“What? By Ja’al. What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking that it’s my fault she’s in this mess. Mine, my father’s, and yours, albeit unintentionally. We have to help her. Surely you don’t support this criminal heresy nonsense? You know she only did what you asked her to do.”
“Of course,” Eliam said. “I’m sorry. It’s been a very long night. For all of us.” He had the decency to look apologetic. After all, he was still free to be in his own home. After a brief pause, he said, “Give me a few minutes to change, and I’ll meet you in the study.”
“Thanks.” Korbin gave a quick nod of acknowledgement and left Eliam alone. 
He retraced his steps to the study, and Octavia jumped when he opened the door. He was relieved to find her sitting exactly where he’d left her. 
She put a hand to her chest, as though trying to slow her heartbeat. “There have been many footsteps outside.”
“Dul Eliam is on his way,” Korbin told her. He suddenly felt less certain Eliam would have the answers. He’d assumed his friend could easily put a stop to the warrant and clear everything up, but now he feared the solution might not be so simple. He hoped he hadn’t led Octavia into deeper danger.
They sat in an unbearable, stretching silence as they waited. After what felt like an eternity, Korbin heard his friend’s voice filtering from down the hall, instructing a servant that he had a lot of work to do and didn’t want breakfast.
In the brighter light of the study, Eliam looked even worse than he had in his reception room. The dark circles under his eyes were puffy and his few wrinkles appeared even more pronounced, as though he hadn’t slept for a week. His skin was pale, but he greeted the pair politely.
Octavia’s mouth tightened. “Dow,” she said, putting a healthy measure of venom in the false name.
Eliam closed his eyes for a moment. “I apologize sincerely for all of this. The fault is mine.”
“What happened?” Korbin asked. “One moment, I’m doing exactly what my father wanted, taking him to a temple, and the next, there’s an arrest order hanging over my head.”
“Someone at the temple issued a statement to the entire Council of Eight,” Eliam explained. “Including an accusation of black magic.”
“Against me?” Korbin said in disbelief.
“Someone in your father’s house gave the temple your name.” After a beat, he added, “Both of your names.”
“How would they know her? Octavia never entered the house.”
“I’m not sure,” Eliam said, “But Tarsten and I met there. We must have been overheard.”
“May Usher take whoever did this,” Korbin muttered.
“Once that information was submitted to the senate, it couldn’t be ignored.”
Korbin’s chest tightened. “Did you at least speak for us? You control this city. You could have told them everything.”
“Of course I tried, but you’re mistaken if you think I control anything. This city is my constituency, yes, but I’m no more than a junior legislator. Your father controls more of this city than I do.”
Korbin sighed and glanced at Octavia before turning his attention back to Eliam. “So what happens next?”
“The best case for you is if we speak to Graiphen and he clears you of any wrongdoing. The Council will attempt to contact him this morning.”
“What about me?” Octavia asked, her voice surprisingly clear and steady.
Eliam looked away. “I’m sorry. That’s going to be more difficult. There is a rising tide of discomfort at your practices. I can give you money to help you get out of the city.”
“I was paid for my practices,” she said. “Things I did at your request. I don’t need more of your money.”
“This isn’t right,” Korbin said. “She didn’t do anything wrong. She doesn’t practice black magic.” His mind went back to the night when he found her working with the poppet on the floor and he’d interrupted a ceremony. Could he really assert with conviction what she did and didn’t do?
“This work done against the Dul was accomplished by a talented practitioner,” she said. “One with a great deal of experience and power. I can assure you, none of the registered Sennestelle in Vol were responsible.”
“You’re sure?” Korbin asked, and she answered with a flat stare.
“There’s a registry?” Eliam couldn’t hide his surprise.
“My people need me,” Octavia said. “You’re the second person to try to convince me to leave the city in as many days. But if Kilovians are going to be deprived of the help and guidance of the Sennestelle, do you really expect me to abandon them? To leave them to the mercy of those who would force them to take up the rituals of the eight Spirits? Can you not put a stop to this? You started this. End it, Dul. Please. I beg of you.”
Eliam sighed. “I have a guest house.” He took a key from his desk drawer. “It’s shuttered for the moment, so I can let you stay for a short time.” He gave Korbin a level look. “A very short time. A day or two at most. If I’m discovered harboring you, I could face the emperor himself. Do you understand?”
“Of course,” Korbin said. “Thank you.” He took the key and stood, and Octavia followed suit. 
“Stay out of sight. I’ll send you a message when I know something definitive. Lie low. If you don’t hear from me by tomorrow…”
“Then we’ll look for other options,” Korbin finished for him.
Eliam bowed to Octavia. “I’m very sorry to have brought this on you. I’ll do my best to clear your path.”
With a frown, she nodded. “See that you do, Dul Eliam. The Kilovian community will not take kindly to the arrest of its conduits. You underestimate the consequences, I believe.”
Eliam looked at Korbin. “Be careful, my friend.”
∞
By mid-morning, a knot had settled in Eliam’s stomach and he barely kept down his coffee. He didn’t dare indulge in his usual mid-morning meal of sweet bread and salted meat. Instead, he tried to busy himself with the growing pile of papers and orders. When a servant announced Dul Tarsten’s arrival, the knot tightened. “Show him in,” Eliam said.
“Certainly, Dul,” the servant replied with a bow and left.
Eliam’s mind had been turning over the night’s events, and he no longer knew whom to trust. Tarsten had been Dul Graiphen’s ally for many years, but his behavior last night was strange. Why hadn’t he stood up for Korbin and decried the arrest warrant? He almost seemed ready to let Eliam take the blame, if need be. He knew how easy it would be for any condemnation to fall on him.
When the door opened, he rose. “Welcome, Dul,” he said to the older man.
Tarsten waved for Eliam to sit, a gesture which irked him. It was, after all, still his house.
“What news do you have?” Eliam asked.
“I’ve just returned from Braetin’s temple,” Tarsten responded with a scowl and sat.
“How is Dul Graiphen?”
“They won’t let us see him. Said the Dul is unwell and spending time in quiet contemplation and meditative healing with the high priests.” Tarsten made a face as though he’d swallowed something bitter.
Eliam shifted uncomfortably. The Council had an uneasy relationship with the temples. At one time in the empire’s history, the temples controlled everything. Now Talmor had moved to a more democratic method of governance, with the priests having little room to interfere with politics. Still, they were not without power, having enormous sway over the common people. The temples were respected in political circles and their advice listened to, but only so far.
“I have to ask,” Eliam said. “We’re sure he’s still there? After all, he begged Korbin’s help to get him away from his enemies. If we can’t see him at the temple, are we sure he’s not moved on?”
Tarsten narrowed his eyes. “I hadn’t considered that, but even if he has left, there’s nothing we can do without challenging the temple. I’m not going to be the one to do that. If there’s one Spirit the people are still frightened of, it’s Braetin. Those priests haven’t lost their touch. Just a few weeks ago I heard rumors of them starting up some of the old practices, asking followers for sacrifices. They convinced many to bring others to do the same, claiming it would lessen their own nightmares and struggles. Seems theism is on the rise in Talmor.”
Eliam was surprised to hear him talk this way. It felt dangerously close to heresy. “So what now?”
“Braetin’s priests want to question any Kilovian practitioners we locate.”
With a shudder, Eliam shook his head. “We can’t allow that. They’d torture them.”
“Can we stop them?” Tarsten asked. “Think, boy. Do you want to be the one to explain to your constituents that our highest ranking official was targeted by a Kilovian witch, and you’re protecting the ones who did it, refusing to allow them to be questioned?”
“When we find the person responsible, we will question them.” He paused. “What of Korbin?”
“Have you seen him? Do you know where he is?”
The light in Tarsten’s eyes made Eliam question his motives. “Of course not,” he said. “He’d be a fool to come here.”
“Graiphen always told me that boy was a bad seed,” Tarsten muttered.
“We brought him into this,” Eliam said, exasperated. “He was living a quiet life until I asked for his help.”
“Are you certain of that? How do we know this Octavia woman wasn’t the one who performed this black magic?”
“Because I went to her.”
“Or so she wants you to think.”
Eliam slammed his palm on the table. “Do you hear yourself? You sound as paranoid as Dul Graiphen in one of his mad fits! You approached me. Do you suspect me now, too?”
Tarsten looked at him with a shrewd glare, then slowly shook his head. “No. You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I’ve grown distrustful of everyone.”
A thought occurred to Eliam. “Have you searched your house? To look for dark articles? If Graiphen was targeted by a political enemy, it may be one you both share.”
A green pallor crept over Tarsten’s skin. “Do you think…”
“I don’t know,” Eliam said. “I’m planning to comb through my home from top to bottom.” He hadn’t actually thought of doing so until that moment, but it couldn’t hurt. “We should be vigilant.”
“Of course. You’re right again, my boy.” 
Eliam hated being called boy, but he knew Tarsten was doing so out of habit. He’d probably still be calling Eliam that in forty years’ time.
“Has the Council considered approaching the other temples?” he asked.
“As if problems with one isn’t enough?” Tarsten said.
“If as you said, Braetin’s priests are gaining strength, the other temples won’t like it. The power of the eight Spirits in part comes from their balance. Would the others really be happy with Braetin’s priests controlling the most powerful legislator in Vol?”
Tarsten’s color began to return as he latched on to the idea. “No. No they wouldn’t. We could perhaps convince them to help us negotiate, to at least see Dul Graiphen, make sure he is there of his own free will. We have only the word of a servant that his estranged son took him there. For all we know, the boy might have led him anywhere.”
“But we have the missive from the temple,” Eliam reminded him.
“That piece of paper isn’t proof. Anyone could have written it.” Tarsten’s eyes darted as he considered. “This is good thinking.” 
The sense of dread returned. Eliam didn’t, under any circumstances, want to be credited with suggesting Braetin’s temple was issuing untruths. Still, the other seven temples could give the Council some leverage and help relieve the pressure. What they couldn’t help with is the plan to round up conduits. He only hoped he could sort out the situation before Korbin and Octavia were arrested. He mused again that this entire situation could be avoided if only Graiphen would speak up. What was going on inside that strange, black temple?
 



Chapter 9
After a day hiding out in the dark and dismal house, Korbin was climbing the walls. He’d stayed close by rather than prowling the streets as he might have done if he’d been alone. On the first night, they’d explored the house, deciding where they’d each sleep and how to manage without any light. They’d settled on inside bedrooms on the second floor with an adjoining door between them.
On the second evening, Korbin did go out once to get food. When he returned, he found Octavia had set a table for them. She glanced up when he entered, her eyes narrowing into a frown. “I am going out after we eat,” she said. “As soon as the sun has set.”
Korbin nodded. “Okay. Is this something you need to do alone, or can I help?” As much as he wanted to stand guard every minute, Octavia wasn’t a storybook damsel in distress and she wouldn’t thank him for treating her as one.
“I had hoped we’d hear something by now,” she said.
“Me too.” The lack of word from Eliam told Korbin this wasn’t going to be settled as quickly as he’d hoped. What bothered him more than anything was the uncertainty. “Are you planning to leave the city?”
“No. My people had to travel a long way to get here. Some were fleeing persecution, some had homes or shops destroyed in the many Kilovian wars. Many conduits also fled. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more of the Sennestelle in Talmor now than in Kilovia itself.”
“Why? What happened? I thought all Kilovians had the same religion. Why would you have to leave?”
She shook her head and picked up the bag of food, distributing the portions between two plates. “Kilovian leaders are no different from Talmoran politicians. They seek to control. They attempted to regulate conduits’ work and prosecute those they felt were practicing dark magic. Which, as it turns out, is any magic they don’t approve of. They demanded we track our clients and the requests made of us, in case any of them wanted inappropriate magic done.”
“What did they deem inappropriate?”
Octavia handed him one of the plates and they sat across from one another in the vast kitchen. “It might have been anything or nothing, but they expected us to spy on those they believed to be their enemies. Any conduit who didn’t comply was accused of practicing black magic.”
“Is that why you left?”
Octavia pushed her food around on her plate with a fork, wrinkling her nose at the hearty stew. Korbin chastised himself for not asking her what she liked before he went out. She took a small bite and chewed slowly before saying, “My mentor was accused. I could have stayed. In fact, he encouraged me to, but my own sister had been arrested, and my mother begged me to go. She hoped I would find a safer life.”
“You have a sister? Is she all right?”
“I have seven sisters and two brothers,” she said, then corrected herself. “Had seven sisters. Trinity was executed by the state after being accused by a wealthy lord for whom she refused to perform a curse. The truth didn’t matter. He had powerful friends, but she did not.”
“I’m so sorry.” Korbin put his cutlery down. Suddenly, the beef seemed heavy and unappetizing. He wanted to ask if there wasn’t some magic by which the conduits could have defended themselves, but he supposed if they could have, they would have.
“It was years ago,” Octavia said, but the quaver in her voice told him that it wouldn’t matter how much time passed. She’d never be over the loss.
They ate the rest of the meal, what they could each stand to finish, in silence.
Finally, she spoke again. “Do you have people who can aid you if Dul Eliam cannot?”
Korbin shook his head. “Not really. I have been living in Chelotti Strand for a couple of years, but I don’t have any real friends there. I travel a lot with my work and keep to myself. The Talmor Riders won’t be able to do anything. They’re a government-run service. I have friends there, but I wouldn’t ask them to risk helping me, and they won’t offer.”
“And what of the North Circle?” She gestured toward the wealthy quarter of town. “Surely you once had friends there.”
“My father disowned me two years ago,” Korbin said. “All my friends but Eliam abandoned me. I have some money, left to me by my mother. Enough to disappear if I wanted.”
“But you don’t want to go,” she said quietly.
“No.”
“Why not? What holds you here?”
It was, he realized, a good question. He quickly dismissed the idea that it was his father and their unresolved difficulties. He reminded himself almost daily that this particular situation was unlikely to change. Even if he was willing to forgive, his father would always be the same.
“Memories, I suppose,” he said. “My mother’s grave is here.”
She watched him closely, looking at him with an expression he couldn’t interpret. She didn’t seem to believe him, but he didn’t quite believe himself either. “I think perhaps it is hope that binds you to this place more than memories. Your mind knows you cannot return to the happiness of your childhood, but your heart longs for the innocence of the past.”
Korbin considered for a moment, then nodded. He wasn’t sure he agreed, but he couldn’t come up with an argument that contradicted her.
“I’m going to seek out community leaders and try to learn the fates of the other conduits in the city. Then I plan to visit my mentor. I will try to find someone who will shelter us. Kilovian culture demands certain protections of the Sennestelle.”
Someone who will shelter us? He wasn’t sure at what point she had decided to trust him, but he was grateful. He needed to make this right, to pay the debt his father incurred by requesting her help in the first place. In the back of his mind, he also considered that someone had indeed invoked black magic against his father. He never had the opportunity to find out who was responsible, but the idea of running away after such an attack made Korbin angry. 
He’d been running far too long, and he didn’t intend to be chased away by one of his father’s political enemies. If only his father would emerge from the temple, he could put all of this nonsense to rest. Why was he not coming forward to clear Korbin’s name? The answer set heavily in Korbin’s gut, taunting him with the belief that his father didn’t, and never had, cared what happened to him.
Korbin and Octavia washed the dishes and put everything away, erasing the traces of their presence. They’d be pushing it to stay another night, but he still held out hope that a messenger would arrive at any moment.
When darkness fell, his hope faded.
“Come,” Octavia said. “We will speak to some of my people. I want to determine if there is a new conduit in the city, one who could be responsible for the attacks on your father.” She paused. “When we invoke the power of the One, we touch all life. Negative forces can carry a great deal of power. Still, we are ethical in the way we use this influence. We have a code. I saw the items used against your father. These were objects crafted with a great deal of emotion. The conduit who invoked these links had a personal link to your father.”
“She did?” Korbin leaned against the door jamb. “You’re certain?”
“Or he. Not all conduits are female, although we do have an inborn advantage.”
Korbin studied her face. He wondered if this is why she was allowing him to come, why she was sticking with him when she could easily run. She believed a conduit had wronged Graiphen, and by extension, Korbin. So perhaps this was her way of trying to make it right, to pay the debt. It seemed a bit crazy, considering he felt the same way—that he was to blame for her being in trouble. Whatever the motivation, he was prepared to accept it if it meant that she wasn’t going to leave him out in the cold.
How could a conduit have had a personal vendetta against his father? Surely Graiphen would not associate with a Kilovian practitioner. On the other hand, the relationship need not have been mutual. His father was a well-known public figure. Anyone might have fixated on him. But that would mean the person who did this was unhinged to have gone so far.
He considered asking Octavia about the theory, but decided to wait. If she was going to arrive at that conclusion, he’d rather she did so on her own. Suggesting a conduit was insane might insult her more than suggesting one of them performed black magic.
“So where do we start?” he asked.
“There are four other working conduits in Vol in addition to our mentor, each in a different sector. We will need to speak to community leaders.” She hesitated. “I am trusting you a great deal, but I must if justice is to be done.”
“You don’t have anything to fear from me,” Korbin said.
Her eyes betrayed her doubt, but she nodded. “We should go.”
They left the house, careful to do so quietly and making sure no one was watching. Fortunately, Eliam’s guest house was in a wealthy residential section of the city, which meant doorways were often not facing the street and there weren’t as many people loitering. On the other hand, the few people about were perhaps more likely to notice two strangers. Octavia pulled her cloak up to cover her features, and Korbin huddled close to her as though they were speaking softly to one another. 
Once they were out of sight of the house, he kept a more respectful distance. “Which way?”
“South.” Her voice was so soft he barely heard her in the darkness.
Just under an hour later, they were near the furthest city gate, approaching the crowded slums of Four Keithing. There was no cobble on the roads here, and Korbin’s boots sank into a deep puddle in the center of the street. He felt the cold and stepped quickly to pull his foot from the frigid slosh.
“This way.” Octavia led him into a side street that smelled of rot. 
Korbin wasn’t sure if it was just his imagination, but the air felt tense and quiet. No music poured out of the taverns; the usual night sounds seemed to have been stilled.
Octavia put her hand against a large door and rocked her knuckles back and forth, creating a soft, rhythmic tap. The door opened and a figure peered from within the brightly lit crack. “Senne?”
“Yes, child. I am Octavia.”
Light spilled into the dismal street as he opened the door. “Come in,” he said but stopped short when he saw Korbin. “Who is this?”
Octavia glanced at Korbin. “Someone to whom I owe a debt. Will you allow us to enter?” she asked, a slight challenge in her tone.
“Of course. My apologies. These days turned dark quickly.”
“Yes,” she acknowledged. “They have.” She entered, and Korbin followed closely behind. “I am seeking word of Senne Pendra. Has she gone into hiding?”
“Yes, Senne Octavia,” he said bowing his head as he showed the pair into a meager sitting room filled with silent, watchful Kilovians. Korbin wondered if they were relatives or they’d come into some kind of gathering, but no one offered introductions.
“Good,” Octavia said. “Does anyone here need assistance?”
The man bowed again. “You’re kind to ask, but no. We are all well enough.”
Korbin thought he saw a flicker of disappointment on Octavia’s face. She’d wanted to help.
“What of the other conduits? Any word?”
The man glanced at Korbin, then flicked his eyes back to Octavia. “None have yet been arrested.” He paused. “Is this the man called Korbin?”
Korbin sighed. His name would be all over the city.
“Yes,” Octavia said after a moment’s pause.
“There is a reward for information about his whereabouts,” the man said. “And for yours. We thought you left the city when no one heard from you for nearly two days.”
“A reward?” she asked, knitting her eyebrows together.
“Fifty declani.”
“Fifty?” Octavia gasped. “That would feed and house a poor family for a month. We should go,” she said to Korbin.
“Wait,” Korbin said. “I thought Kilovians would protect a conduit at all costs. Surely no one here would give you up for money.”
Octavia ignored the statement and looked at their host. “What have you heard?”
“We’re in a difficult position, Senne. When an accusation comes from one of the Sennestelle against another, who are we to choose a side?”
“A conduit accused us?” Korbin asked. “Which one?” He looked at Octavia and lowered his voice. “This might be the one we’re looking for.”
“No,” she said with a sigh. She nodded to the man and the silent onlookers in the dank, crowded room. “Thank you for your time. We will be leaving the city as soon as possible.”
“What?” Korbin couldn’t believe what she was saying.
“Well, I will be leaving. What you do is your own concern, but it’s time for me to move on.”
He didn’t understand the abrupt change, but he couldn’t argue with it, not with the hungry way the Kilovians were looking at him. They might not turn Octavia in, but nobody said they would protect him. For all he knew, the city watch would be on the street within minutes.
She added gently, “Just until we clear our names. We cannot put these people at risk.”
“I’ll go,” Korbin said. “If you’re safe here, you should stay.”
She smiled at their host. “I won’t keep you any longer. Long may your fires burn.” 
“The power of the One forever guide you, Senne Octavia,” he replied.
“One question before we go,” she said. “You know of the main conduits in the city, of course, but is there a new practitioner offering services to the community? Someone outside the Sennestelle, even?”
“Outside your order?” the man asked, clearly confused. He looked to the others in the room and received blank stares in response. “I don’t think so, Senne.”
“No rumors of a rogue, even? Someone young? Maybe it seemed like a prankster. Nothing harmful, just gifted. If there is someone new, they may not be under the protection of the Sennestelle. I want to be certain none of my fellow conduits are in danger, even if they aren’t formally trained.”
The man relaxed. “Of course, Senne. Very kind of you. But I don’t know of anyone like that. Maybe one of the others has a new apprentice?”
“Perhaps. Fortunately, in that case such a person would be looked after.” She smiled again, and Korbin wondered how she could be so patient and generous at a time like this. “Thank you again.”
The man bowed. He showed the pair out and seemed happy to do so.
When the door closed behind them, Octavia moved at a quick pace, and Korbin hurried to catch up. “We need to get away from here,” she said.
“You think they’d betray you?” he asked, incredulous.
“If they thought I betrayed them? Perhaps. Someone has fed them lies.”
“You know who, don’t you?”
“I believe I do,” she said, her face grim in the yellowing lamplight.
“So what are you going to do? Are you really planning to leave the city?”
“Of course not,” she said. “Now we go visit my mentor. He will likely try to convince us to go, but he can at least tell us where the others are hiding.”
“Do you think he will?”
“Why wouldn’t he? He trusts me implicitly.”
“What I don’t understand is why you want to find the others. Now that we know they won’t help you, wouldn’t it be better if we find a place to hide on our own? I can go to Eliam again. Or I can get some money in the morning. Buy us some new clothing and a place to stay out of the way of prying eyes.”
“You can do those things if you want,” she said, directing him toward a surprisingly nice part of town, not a part of any immigrant quarter. “But with all the Sennestelle in hiding, that leaves only one conduit working in the city. Me.” She met his gaze. “And none of my people, or yours for that matter, have any defense against whatever that conduit may call from the power of the One.”
“What do you think this person’s plan is?”
“I don’t know,” she said, “But I doubt it is yet finished.”
∞
A knot of uncertainty settled in Octavia’s stomach as she led Korbin toward Sen Rhikar’s home. Her mentor, or perhaps she should now consider him her former mentor, was notoriously secretive. His life in Kilovia had been difficult, and he trusted few people other than the conduits he trained. 
She glanced at Korbin. The two of them had incurred a debt to one another. More precisely, the entire Sennestelle were obliged to his family if wrong had been perpetrated by one of their members. If a rogue practitioner had done this, then Korbin was the key to finding the criminal and putting an end to his vile practices. Although she wasn’t certain, she thought of this adversary as a man. She reminded herself to be cautious about that assumption. One couldn’t tell simply by the stitching on a doll whether its creator was male or female. Still, something niggled at her instincts. She’d have to consider whether she noticed something she wasn’t remembering, or if she simply projected a wishful idea.
Korbin himself, although close to her age, was nowhere near her level of understanding or maturity. He seemed to have a good heart, but he tended toward carelessness and had devoted his existence to rebelling against a father who didn’t notice or care. His every move was one of spite while desperately wanting that same father’s approval. She hoped his quest to either destroy or rebuild his familial relationships didn’t interfere with her search for the dark conduit.
That phrase stuck in her mind: dark conduit. Every practitioner had to open herself to both sides of the One, but whoever had done this was more than open. The idea made her shiver.
“Are you cold?” Korbin asked.
“A little.” It was a question borne of kindness, and she was curious what he would do to alleviate her discomfort. If he had no intention to do so, why ask? Talmorans were a strange people. Even after several years amongst them, she wasn’t comfortable with their social niceties and peculiar habits. When Korbin simply nodded, she said, “Here,” and she gave a subtle gesture to a fine tobacco shop on the corner.
Korbin appeared surprised. “I’ve been in here before,” he said, as though that meant something. 
Octavia reached into a slot near the door and pulled on a lever. A bell clanked inside. “My mentor owns this shop.”
“I think I remember a Kilovian working here. I didn’t realize he was the owner.”
She didn’t answer. Few people expected an immigrant to own a shop. They would be even more surprised to learn he was a citizen of Talmor. Not an easy feat for one not born here.
Within a few moments, Sen Rhikar opened the door. When he saw Korbin, he hissed through his teeth. He shot a sharp glance at Octavia. “What are you doing bringing someone here?”
“I have questions,” she said.
Rhikar grabbed her by the arm and pulled her inside. When Korbin stood motionless for a moment, Rhikar said, “Well, get in. Quickly.” He muttered, “Standing out on the street where anyone can see.”
“No one saw us,” Octavia said. 
“How can you be certain?” Rhikar shot back. “It’s a busy street.”
“Not at this hour.” She stared at him levelly. What was wrong with him? “What’s happened? I went to see Hammil in Four Keithing. He indicated all was not well with the order in the city.”
Rhikar sighed. “Come through. We should indeed talk.” He shuffled down the dimly lit corridor to the living quarters behind the shop. 
When they arrived in the small seating area, Octavia noticed the dark circles beneath his eyes. “You haven’t slept.”
His expression softened a fraction. “No, not very much. And neither have you.”
She shrugged. She couldn’t deny it. Their night at Eliam’s guest house had been a strange and uncomfortable one. She couldn’t remember the last time she slept away from her flat, and she was surprised how much it felt like home. “These are difficult times.”
“Quite.” Rhikar gestured to the seats, watching Korbin closely as though he was a poisonous snake. She wondered if he’d ever had a Talmoran guest in his home. She doubted it.
“Lettoria has been speaking against me. Hammil practically accused me outright.”
Rhikar shrugged, but he looked troubled. “She’s wrong, of course. I know that. Don’t worry.”
“Her words are hurting our people more than they hurt me. When the squads came for us in Kilovia, it wasn’t only conduits who suffered. People remember that. People remember friends and family turning on one another to save themselves.”
His expression darkened. She could almost see the memories dancing in his mind, and a pang of regret shot through her at having brought up such painful images.
“Where have you been?” Rhikar asked after a moment.
“One of Korbin’s people gave us refuge,” she said. Rhikar would never betray her, but she owed Eliam a debt, and neither would she betray him.
Rhikar nodded. “That is good. Few will think to look for you among the Talmorans.”
Octavia shifted uncomfortably. “We cannot stay there. Where have you hidden the others? Are they together? In the city?”
“You should leave Vol,” Rhikar said. “As I plan to do.”
Nothing could have surprised her more. Of all the conduits, Rhikar was the least exposed. He owned a Talmoran business. Had a shop. Had even attained citizenship. “Forgive me, Sen, but that’s madness. Leaving would draw more attention than staying put. You must gather your nerve and be patient.”
He opened his mouth with an expression that said he planned to deliver a sharp reprimand, but he stopped short and sighed. “In two days, I’ve had almost no patrons. Those who did enter the shop left soon after asking to speak to the Talmoran owner. They did not want to do business with a Kilovian.”
“This is temporary,” Octavia said. “A panic caused by misinformation. We will learn the truth quickly, and things will return to normal.”
The doubt in his eyes told her he didn’t agree. “This is what you plan to do? Stay and learn the truth?”
“Of course,” she said. “Running would be to accept the blame for the attack on Dul Graiphen. But there is more than just my own reputation at stake. All Kilovians will be tainted by the accusation, perhaps even forced into devotion to the eight Spirits. And this is no small Talmoran outpost. This is the second largest city. If we are driven away from here, where in Talmor can we go?”
She felt Korbin watching her, but he said nothing. Concern was etched over his features.
Rhikar finally sighed, a sound signaling his resignation. “I will stay put for a short while,” he said. “A few days, at least. Perhaps there is no harm in that.”
“Where are the others?” she asked again.
“You mean to seek them out? Even though they have likely turned against you?”
“Only Lettoria speaks against me. I can handle that one.”
With a sideways glance at Korbin, Rhikar seemed to weigh his words. “Dramworthy.”
Octavia blinked. “I do not know this place.”
Speaking for the first time since their arrival, Korbin explained, “It’s a farm about ten minutes past the gates, down the Southern road. Quiet place. Near Ancothy Wood.”
“All the conduits are there?” Octavia asked with a frown.
“All save you and me,” Rhikar said. “Others as well, of course.”
She nodded. “What of food? Supplies?”
“They are taken care of,” Rhikar reassured her. “And as you said, we hope the need for refuge will not be ever present.”
She looked at Korbin. “We must go there. I wish to question the others of the Sennestelle, to try to learn something of the identity of the dark conduit.”
“You do not believe it’s one of our own, do you?” Rhikar asked. “We discussed this.”
“No.” She tried to give him a reassuring look, but inside, she worried. Could one of the others be capable of more than she realized? With a smile for her former mentor, she stood. “We should leave.”
“You will go to Dramworthy now?” Rhikar asked, standing with them.
“We must see one of Korbin’s contacts first. We believe he may know someone who can give us some information. I plan to be at Dramworthy tonight. If fortune favors us, we will not need to stay long.”
“I hope you’re right,” Rhikar said. “Octavia?”
“Yes?”
“Don’t return here. Not until the storm has passed. If the winds continue to blow, I won’t be here anyway.”
“Of course,” she said, smiling despite inwardly being taken aback. “Of course,” she repeated, trying to sound more confident the second time. “I would never intentionally put you in danger.”
Rhikar’s eyes turned to Korbin, and she saw an accusation in her mentor’s expression. She already had, she realized. But what choice did she have? She owed a debt. If one of their own had unjustly attacked his father, they all owed recompense to his family. And she meant to see that debt paid and her name cleared.
 



Chapter 10
The robed conduit walked into the shuttered room, moonlight pouring through the uneven slats. Sinewy hands gripped a wooden beam and slid it into place across the door. The conduit’s skin tingled with excitement.
With a sharp nudge, the shutters flew open and a beam of light brightened the dusty room. The conduit shrugged off the robe and let it slip against bare skin and into a soft puddle of fabric on the ground.
The conduit turned, admiring the brightness that glinted off the tools, which were kept polished and waiting on the workbench opposite the window. A smile curved upward, then lips parted as a sigh of delicious expectation escaped.
Muttering an opening chant, the conduit selected the necessary tools: a lump of soft wax, a slim silver blade, some black wire barbed with sharp-bladed stars, a fine linen handkerchief, stained with blood, and a round coin with a hole bored in the center.
As the conduit prepared, the flow and power of the One became evident. Focus grew clearer and stray thoughts vanished. Lighting a series of candles slowly and deliberately helped sharpen the senses even further. By the time the salt circle was drawn upon the floor, the conduit felt steady and calm.
Kneeling in the center of the room, the conduit spoke softly and clearly, invoking the power of the One, using the shared memory of the universe to recall a time when the One had been all that existed. Surrendering to that ancient power took little effort. Within moments, the conduit had become the One, light and dark, void and existent, perpetual and ephemeral. 
The power of the One flowed from the moonlight, through the conduit’s skin, into muscle and bone and blood. Using those tools, the soft wax could be manipulated. A crude body emerged from the shapeless mass. Cutting the bloodied part of the handkerchief away from the clean portion, the conduit wadded it into a ball, then formed the wax around it as though the ball was a small, beating heart. Then, with care, as the knife pressed defining lines inward, a face took shape atop the poppet. With the blood of the father and the Rider’s token as a guide, the likeness was made from the heart of the universe, a rudimentary but compelling copy.
Taking the round coin, the conduit pressed it into the chest of the poppet. Hard. Until the wax squeezed through the small hole. With a smile, the conduit picked up the wire. Now it was time for the fun to begin. Opening to the darkness of the universe, the vast unknowable expanse, the seed of hatred grew. Evil tendrils of malice spread from heart to fingertips, flooding every sense until naked skin slickened with sweat.
Tension built from temple to toe, from heart to groin, pulsing and quivering in this fragile human form. Bodily fluids surged as muscles trembled. Every breath was ragged as the late night air suddenly felt cold and sharp against the fevered quaking body which raged in the night.
Shaking fingers picked up the barbed wire. Lust for power, hunger for revenge, fury, and scorn all combined in a roiling angry wave of hatred as the conduit began to gleefully inflict pain.
∞
Octavia watched Korbin with a measured degree of concern. He’d begun to sweat, even though the cold stone floor in Eliam’s office sent a chill from her feet all the way up her legs. Because of the late hour, they’d managed to get into the house without being seen, but she wondered how long into this mess before Eliam demanded Korbin return the key to the back door.
The two men had a curious relationship. They seemed distant in some ways but like brothers in others. She wondered if it was simply her Kilovian upbringing that prevented her from understanding the subtleties. Although she’d had Talmoran clients, she hadn’t spent more time with them than necessary.
Korbin shivered and mopped his brow.
“Are you all right?” Eliam asked, as though noticing for the first time that his friend wasn’t himself.
With a wave of his hand, Korbin dismissed the concerns and gestured for Eliam to continue. “I’m fine. It’s just a headache.”
Eliam nodded and continued to talk, but Octavia wasn’t listening. Her skin prickled and a familiar buzzing passed over her body. Her stomach clutched as she realized what was happening. Just as she turned, Korbin winced and tugged a leather thong from around his neck.
“What’s happening?” she asked, her tone sharp. “Where does it hurt?”
Korbin shouted, “Holy eight, that burns!” He pulled on the thong, but it caught on something.
“Hold still,” Octavia said and she knelt in front of him and opened his shirt. Muttering an oath of her own, she pulled her hand back. The token around his neck was blistering hot, and his skin was growing an angry shade of red all around it. He continued to pull, but the token wouldn’t budge. “Don’t,” she said. “You’ll only pull the skin away.”
Panic built in his eyes, and she put her hands over his. “Shh, I know it hurts, but you must stay calm.” She turned to Eliam. “I need a knife. The sharper, the better.”
“What’s wrong?” Eliam asked.
“Now,” she barked and then softened her tone. “He’s being attacked. I need the blade, quickly.”
“Right.” Eliam leapt into action, opening a cabinet door behind his desk.
“Korbin,” she said, turning to stare deep into his eyes. She put her hands on his face. “It’s going to get worse. Much worse. You must be strong.”
His eyes wide and face covered with a sheen of sweat, Korbin nodded. “Okay,” he said through gritted teeth. The redness on his chest deepened and spread further.
Eliam hurried to her side and handed her a small knife. “All I have is this letter opener. Will it do? Or should I get something larger?” 
Silver. Perfect. Not as sharp as she would have liked, but it would do. “It’s fine.” She took the blade and muttered an incantation to bless it with the power of the One, cleaning it physically and spiritually.
Korbin moaned through clenched teeth and his eyes rolled back.
“That burn is bad,” Eliam said. “Should I get water?”
“No,” she said sharply. “Water will only make it worse. I need rags. Clean ones.” Not daring to wait another moment, she sliced the blade down her left arm. She clenched her hand and opened it, then repeated that many times over. The cut stung, but blood flowed as desired.
Eliam dashed to the hall and shouted something she couldn’t make out. She focused on Korbin and the dark power centered around his token. With all her concentration, she poured power into her arm. Placing her hand over the token, she stood so her body would be higher than her arm and the blood would flow more freely. The ruby liquid ran in rivulets down her fingers and over his chest, dripping onto his shirt and skin.
When Eliam returned with a bundle of clean rags, he gasped. “Dear gods alive.”
A twitch of annoyance fluttered through her, but she brushed it away. She couldn’t afford the distraction. There was a reason conduits rarely worked in front of others. She could hardly demand he leave his own study, but she needed him away from her, lest he break the focus required.
“I need a green apple,” she said. “And a narrow red cloth, a black pouch, and fifteen flawless hairpins.”
“Hairpins?” Eliam asked.
“Now,” she told him, maintaining eye contact with Korbin.
“Okay,” their host said, scurrying away.
Korbin smiled through the pain. “An apple?”
“I panicked,” she muttered. 
“You could have just told him to wait outside.”
“Bah. He is a Talmoran Dul. I am but a foreigner.” She paused. “Shush.”
“Yes, Senne,” he replied with a grin, which faded in an instant. He cried out, arching his back. 
“Damn him,” Octavia grumbled. “He works fast.” She didn’t want to be impressed, but she couldn’t help it. She recognized the method, of course, but the precision was impeccable. She felt more certain than ever this was the work of a man. Although female conduits certainly had the capacity to be vicious, this attack had a blunt force that she associated more with the power men wielded.
“Who?” Korbin asked, his breathing labored. He cried out again as another lash of pain hit him.
“Your enemy,” she said, then added, “and mine.”
“Who?” Korbin repeated, more faintly this time. 
She couldn’t let him succumb to the pain. She needed his help. “Look at my blood,” she said, smearing it over his chest where the power had burned him.
He glanced down. “It’s helping.” He winced as another wave of pain struck him.
Carefully, she smeared a thick layer of blood over the token, covering it completely. She could no longer make out the Talmoran lettering carved into it. When the writing was entirely obscured, she lifted it from his body. Pulling the thong over his neck, she held the object away from him. 
His breathing calmed as soon as she removed the token, but he inhaled sharply when she soaked one of the clean rags with blood and wrapped it around the coin. “It’s not over,” she said. “Where does it hurt?”
“It’s better now,” he told her. When she gave him a sharp stare, he relented. “My shoulders.”
“Take your shirt off.”
He did as commanded, much to her relief. Talmorans had strange ideas about nudity and shame. When he pulled the cloth over his shoulders, she struggled not to show her shock. His upper back looked as though he’d been repeatedly and severely struck with a whip.
With as gentle a motion as she could make, she took some of the blood that had dropped onto his chest and had him turn so she could smear it over his wounds. With all the focus, and drawing as deeply as she could from the power of the One, she sought to soothe and heal, using her own blood as a shield to protect Korbin from pain.
Soon, she felt tightness in her shoulders and the sharp sting of pain across her own back.
Unfortunately, the flow of blood in her arm had begun to slow. She didn’t dare cut again. She was already lightheaded. Dividing the pain between them, she muttered every benevolent word of protection she could recall, focusing on his injuries as tears splashed down her cheeks. She caught the precious droplets in her hands, then spread them over his back, offering the all-encompassing love of the power of the One, the purity and unadulterated light to offset the grim darkness that had been used against him.
After long moments passed with no further strikes, Korbin asked, “Is it over?”
“I think so,” she said, nearly breathless herself. “I feel no more lashes.” She leaned back against the soft arm of the wide double seat. 
He turned and looked at her, no longer fevered or disoriented. His eyes widened. “You’re pale. Too pale.” His glance took in the blood-soaked rags and the deep cut on her arm as though he’d only just seen it. Taking one of the remaining clean cloths, he wrapped her arm. “You lost a lot of blood.”
“You needed it,” she said with a stiff shrug. In truth, she gave too much, but she’d never been witness to an attack like this before. She hadn’t known what else to do. This was beyond her experience. Perhaps not her knowledge. Of course, she’d learned of such things, but only in theory. She understood why the dark conduit had attacked Korbin and not her. She would have had too many protections and been able to use her blood internally without hurting herself or him. This way, the attack affected them both.
“Was someone trying to kill me?” Korbin asked.
“Perhaps. Men have died from pain.”
“Is this what my father endured?”
Not wanting to answer, Octavia asked, “Do you think Dul Eliam will allow us to stay tonight? I’m very tired.” It pained her to admit it, but she didn’t think she could easily make her way across town to the house they’d hidden in the previous nights, and she didn’t feel up to finding her sister conduits, either. If she was honest, she didn’t want them to see her so weakened. Although blood was a conduit’s main tool, they were taught how to carefully regulate its use. She’d never seen anyone so recklessly and wastefully pour their precious blood like she had.
“I hope so,” Korbin said.
Just then, Eliam entered in a rush. “Will pears do? We don’t have any apples.”
“It’s no problem,” Octavia said softly. “I was able to devise another method. Your friend will be fine now.”
“You have blood on your face,” Eliam said with a frown.
“Do I?” Octavia remembered wiping her tears away to add to the mixture of her blood.
“You’re both a mess. You can’t go out like that,” he said grimly.
“We don’t want to be a bother,” Octavia told him.
“I can’t send you out covered in blood. People will think there’s been a murder.”
“There very nearly was,” Korbin said. “Will he try again?”
“Perhaps,” Octavia said, “But not too soon. It takes more energy to work with the dark forces than with love and light.” She paused. “Well, that’s not true. But they take more energy to control. This conduit employs an impressive amount of control.” This was both a good sign and a bad one. Although their enemy would have expended a lot of energy, the sophistication of his technique showed he had the capacity for a great deal. She couldn’t predict how long before he would be capable of attacking again.
“You should rest here for the night. I won’t hear of you leaving,” Eliam said.
“We’ll go before first light,” Korbin assured him. “I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
Eliam sighed and sat opposite the pair. “I’ve never seen magic practiced before. It all seems real now.” He absently touched a broach he wore on his waistcoat, a symbol of one of the eight Talmoran gods.
Using a clean cloth to wipe the blood off her face, Octavia said, “Yes, indeed it does.” Her mind was focused on their enemy. If he chose to attack again, she wasn’t certain she could defend Korbin through a second encounter. She only hoped they would have a little time before that happened.
 



Chapter 11
The room Eliam gave them was a guest chamber intended for children. It was out of the way and, according to Eliam, hadn’t been used in years. Inside, they found two narrow beds and furniture that was about three-quarter-sized with a small adjoining room for a nurse. 
When they arrived, Korbin had tried to offer Octavia the nurse’s room, since it had a full-sized bed. He planned to take one of the children’s beds. Although it was a touch short for his frame, if he bent his knees, it proved comfortable. In the past, he’d certainly slept in less desirable spots.
But Octavia insisted that they sleep in the same room in case Korbin’s attacker made a second attempt during the night. He hoped that wouldn’t happen. She tried to hide her exhaustion, but protecting him had cost her. 
She took the second child’s bed, although with her small stature, she didn’t seem to find it uncomfortable. When Eliam offered to have a trusted servant draw a bath for them, she declined, instead wanting only a hand basin and some clean cloths. Eliam brought the required items and she thanked him, seeming surprised a Talmoran Dul would do such things himself.
She wrapped Korbin’s torso in the clean cloths, leaving the now-dried blood on his skin like a salve. “I know it might be repellent to you, but my blood will protect you,” she explained.
“After everything I’ve put you through, everything you’ve already done for my family, I am amazed you would sacrifice so much, putting yourself at risk to save me.”
She hesitated before tying off the bandages. “I would do the same for anyone.”
“That’s what makes you a remarkable person. I don’t think anyone would have done the same for someone they barely knew. So thank you.”
“I’d like to think any of the Sennestelle would have.” Her voice betrayed a lack of conviction, however. She glanced around the small room. “It’s astonishing that people have such wealth.”
Korbin frowned. The room was nothing spectacular. Half the furniture was covered by white dustcloths. “I know you’ve had a difficult life,” he said. “Having to leave your home, always looking over your shoulder. That couldn’t have been easy.”
“I’ve always thought rich people had no worries.” She gave a half smile. “Many of my clients have been such people. They always ask for help with trivial things, usually to get something they want that they don’t have, never realizing how much they do have.”
“Their worries are the same as anyone else’s. Money doesn’t change as much as you might think. When my father and I parted ways, I was surprised how little I missed all the things.” He waved his hand around the room.
Octavia nodded, washing her hands in the small basin, wiping up the blood that had splashed on her clothing. “I’ve spent much of my life surviving. I’m not sure I can imagine what a life like Eliam’s would be like.”
Korbin nodded to her blood-stained clothing. “I’ll ask Eliam about getting you another dress. We shouldn’t risk going back to your flat, but I don’t think that is going to come out.”
She sat on the bed opposite him. “Dressing as a servant would allow me to pass through the city without drawing attention. Something plain.” Drying her hand on a rag, she avoided meeting his eyes. “I judged you too harshly when we first met.”
The statement surprised him. He hadn’t noticed her treating him harshly. In fact, she’d gone out of her way to help. He waited for an explanation, but instead, she slipped off her shoes and tucked herself under a blanket without saying another word. He didn’t remember closing his eyes, but weariness overcame him and he dropped off to sleep.
She was sleeping when he woke a few hours later. The sun hadn’t yet risen, but he could hear the subtle footfalls of servants moving quietly down the passageways. As promised, none entered their room.
He dressed, his back still stiff from the attack, but otherwise feeling well enough as he snuck to Eliam’s chamber down the corridor. His friend was awake when he entered and clearly hadn’t slept much either.
“Good morning,” Korbin said, softly closing the door behind him.
“Good, you’re up. Where are you going today?”
“To see my father,” Korbin told him. “All this could be solved if he would tell everyone it wasn’t me or Octavia who attacked him. I’m surprised he hasn’t done so already.”
Eliam tilted his head, a look of compassion on his face. “I hope you’re right.” 
Did he believe Graiphen wouldn’t exonerate his son? “You don’t think it’ll be that simple? But you came to us. How could we have been responsible for the attacks?”
“I know. You’re right.” Eliam went to a wardrobe. “Here,” he said, removing a plain, white shirt from a shelf and tossing it to Korbin. “That one is ruined.”
“Sorry about the mess last night,” Korbin said. Eliam waved it away, so Korbin went on. “Can Octavia stay here for a bit?”
Eliam’s expression darkened. “How long is a bit?”
“Just while I’m gone today. I’ll return as soon as I can, probably in an hour or two, and we’ll leave after that. Either my father will clear our names and we can go back to our homes, or we’ll have to come up with another plan.”
Eliam considered. “If she’ll stay in her room, then yes. I do trust my servants, but I think it’s best if as few people know of your presence as possible.”
“Of course. We’re wanted fugitives. I know what it would cost you if our presence were discovered.” Changing his shirt for the one Eliam had given him, he tucked it in and then fastened the cuffs. It was much nicer than what he usually wore. 
With a word of thanks, Korbin slipped out, wanting to leave before it would be impossible to go without being observed. He stopped to tell Octavia his plan and found her awake but still in bed. She had recovered some of her color from the previous night, but Korbin encouraged her to stay in bed for a while, telling her she wouldn’t be disturbed. 
Surprisingly, she didn’t argue, and he wondered if her magic the previous night had cost her more than he realized.
“I don’t think you will be attacked again today,” she said. “It’s possible the dark conduit doesn’t even realize his efforts were blocked.”
“No?” Korbin frowned.
“I didn’t actually prevent his magic. I only relieved you of some of the pain and damage.”
Not understanding the difference, Korbin nodded. “What about that?” he asked, gesturing to the bundle that contained his Talmoran Rider badge. He shivered to think how it had turned against him.
“I can clean the dark magic from it,” she said. “But later.” She suddenly appeared tired again. “When we go find my sister conduits, they will have the materials I require.”
“If it goes well with my father today, you can return home this afternoon.”
She wore the same pitying expression Eliam had before. “I hope so.”
Korbin nodded, uncertain what to say. He closed the door behind him and made his way through the house, careful to avoid the servants busy about their work. Fortunately, their attention to duty made it easier to avoid them.
Out in the street, he moved carefully, even though the sun hadn’t yet risen. He felt jumpy, as though every dark corner held someone searching for him.
He travelled across the city slowly, creeping from one block to the next, hesitating every time he heard footfalls in the streets or felt someone approaching. Only some tradesmen were about, preparing for the day of work. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he looked like he was skulking.
When the tall spires of the temple complex came into view, relief washed over him. He felt almost as though he was closer to salvation with every step. Despite their differences, Korbin believed his father wouldn’t allow him to be arrested for something he didn’t do, not when Graiphen had the power to put an end to the crisis with a simple word.
Korbin listened to the rush of the immense fountain as he waited in the main plaza of the temple complex. He gazed up at the eight looming structures surrounding the well-manicured area. There were a few other people about at this hour. He could make out only figures and shadows in the dim, pre-dawn light. He wondered what kind of grief or troubles had brought them to the temples so early in the morning.
Of all the temples, the one devoted to the Spirit of Shadow Braetin had always struck him as the most ominous, with its dark, curving spires and tiny, high windows. He’d been surprised when his father wanted to come to this of all the temples, but they’d promised him help. What kind of comfort they could have offered him, Korbin had no idea, but Graiphen wasn’t a man to be argued with, even in a weakened state.
As Korbin stared at the doors and reflected on the odd circumstances that caused him to bring Graiphen here in the first place, the doors swung open. Two red-robed priests fastened them back on the outer wall. He stood and rushed forward, not wanting to spend one more moment than necessary in the public plaza. People of all stations and areas of the city came to the temple complex regularly, and sooner or later, someone would recognize him.
“Qardone?” Brother? Korbin said, bowing to the priests.
One of them tilted his head in acknowledgement and raised an eyebrow. “Do you wish to make a sacrifice?”
“I’m not here for prayers, qardone. My father is a guest here. I wish to speak with him.”
The two priests glanced at one another, the elder of them creasing his forehead into a frown. “Your father?”
“Graiphen Ulbrich.” Judging from their expressions, they knew precisely who he meant. 
“Of course. Come. Let us pray to our mistress of shadows.”
The younger of the two bowed and silently excused himself. Korbin hoped he was going to fetch Graiphen, so he allowed the remaining priest to usher him into the main worship room. On all sides loomed tall, dark red pillars with ancient script carved in black lettering.
A large chair loomed on a dais at the head of the room, and in it sat a figure in red so bright, it shone. A hood covered his face, leaving only his jawline exposed, but his presence filled the room with palpable tension.
On either side of the figure sat two rows of both male and female acolytes in faded red robes that extended just below their knees. They chanted a slow, rhythmic song that made Korbin feel warm and sleepy.
He and the priest stayed at the back of the room, and the priest watched Korbin take in the scene. “What do you value most in life?” he asked Korbin.
“Loyalty,” Korbin answered without thinking, surprising himself. But as he considered a moment, he realized it was true.
The priest nodded, seeming pleased with his response. “Our mistress also values loyalty, and to her servants who show this quality, she is most benevolent.”
Korbin fought to not show his surprise. Braetin’s realm was nightmares, fear, even envy, all qualities associated with obsession perhaps, but loyalty? It wasn’t the first word that came to mind.
As though reading his thoughts, the priest gave a small smile. “The road we in Braetin’s service travel is difficult and dark, but through adversity a man’s true qualities are revealed. Would you prefer a friendship that had been forged in fire, or one that had only ever seen fair weather?”
His thoughts went to his friendship with Eliam, one that had been proven over and over in difficult times, the only relationship that had survived him being ousted from Graiphen’s home and losing his status as a Dul. He realized he’d come to trust Octavia, too. Not because of her words or her position as one of the Sennestelle, but because of her actions during adversity. She was unshakeable. “A forged friendship is the only kind that can be trusted,” Korbin finally replied.
“Exactly,” the priest said. “Our centuries-long loyalty to our mistress has begun to bear fruit at last.”
“What do you mean?” Korbin asked.
“Only that your father has brought us a great gift.”
“Has he?” Korbin turned to meet the priest’s eyes, but the other man’s attention was locked onto the figure at the head of the room. As though by habit, the priest mouthed the words of the acolytes’ chant.
“Once, the Spirits of Light and Shadow walked this realm, spoke with men, and in exchange for our devotion, they granted powers to the faithful.”
Korbin was not a particularly religious man, but he knew the tales every Talmoran child learned in school. 
“But over time, loyalties faded, the sacrifices became fewer and more superficial, and the Spirits withdrew their favor, preferring younger, more devout realms to our own.” He glanced at Korbin. “Your father is a powerful man.”
“He’s a politician,” Korbin said flatly.
“He’s much more than that.” The priest gestured to the head of the room. “Look,” he said.
Korbin glanced up again, this time trying to notice details. He was missing something. Then he realized the figure had a familiar form and bearing. “Father?” he whispered, looking to the priest for confirmation.
“He will be in meditation and making preparatory sacrifices for the next full day and night.”
“Preparing for what?” Korbin asked in disbelief. Graiphen was wearing the robes of a high priest. How could this have happened in just two days?
“Our mistress has awakened, and your father has found much favor with her.”
That was no kind of answer, but Korbin was too stunned to know what questions to ask. “But I need him to clear my name. I’m being accused of things I didn’t do, and with one word, he could help me and my friend, who is also falsely accused. Surely he could spare a moment to at least write a letter on our behalf.”
With a motion of his arm, the priest guided Korbin out of the hall of worship. “Then you, too, are making a sacrifice for the benefit of our mistress, and she will be pleased with you. She will teach you to bear the pain of your cost like the honor it truly is and you will find glory in her presence.”
“This is ridiculous,” Korbin said and turned around to go back to the hall. He strode up the main aisle, directly to the chair where Graiphen sat. “Father, I need your help. The senate believes I attacked you. I need you to tell them Octavia and I didn’t do anything wrong.”
The figure didn’t move, nor did the chanting of the acolytes slow.
“Father,” Korbin said. “Please.” Now that he was close, he could see Graiphen’s mouth, chanting softly along with the acolytes. Korbin wasn’t even certain Graiphen could hear him. “Father?”
He stood in front of Graiphen’s seat for long moments, but his father didn’t move nor overtly acknowledge his presence. Only a slight shift of his head made Korbin certain Graiphen knew he was there.
The priest who led him in appeared at Korbin’s side. “He will be in a state of meditation until he begins his final sacrifice later this morning.”
Final sacrifice? A shiver ran down his spine. He hoped that wasn’t as ominous as it sounded. “When can I speak with him?” Korbin asked, turning away from his father and facing the priest.
“Tomorrow,” he said.
“I’ll come back in the morning.”
“No. Be at Centennial Square at midday,” the priest said. “He will speak with no one before then.”
Korbin sighed. He should have known Graiphen wouldn’t make anything easy for him. With a final glance at his father, he nodded, then turned to leave. He could wait one more day, he supposed. One more, but no longer. One way or another, he would make his father do the right thing, if not for him, then for Octavia.
Without another word, he left the worship hall and walked into the morning light, relieved to be away from the oppressive darkness of Braetin’s temple.
 



Chapter 12
With his meditations complete, Graiphen felt calm, centered, refreshed—things he hadn’t felt in as long as he could remember. Standing in a small, dark room, he extended his arms outward as two acolytes removed his red robe. He reflected on his son’s plea and was not without sympathy. The senate had gotten out of control, and clearly Graiphen’s enemies were attempting to use Korbin to further their political agenda.
Soon, their efforts would mean nothing and Korbin would discover the truth. Still, although his intentions had been good, he had involved himself with a witch. This was where Graiphen’s sympathies ended. 
A shadow moved across his thoughts, and he let it float away rather than dwell on the unpleasantness as he once would have.
“Bal qardone.” A voice interrupted Graiphen’s reverie, calling him by a title he wasn’t sure would ever feel familiar. Elder brother.
“Yes?” he replied without turning to see who it was. He recognized the voice of the priest who had escorted Korbin into the worship hall earlier that morning.
“The others are ready for you.”
Graiphen nodded. He didn’t mind keeping the priests waiting. One of the most important tools in a politician’s arsenal was to be able to evaluate the relative power of every player in any situation.
These priests were but tools, and interestingly, they seemed to understand and even relish their position as such. They had fashioned themselves into tools of their goddess. Every moment of their day was dedicated to making themselves better, more efficient, more worthy tools. Graiphen appreciated that in the same way he might appreciate any devoted servant. He only wished those of his household were as loyal to him as these priests were to their goddess.
He would not, however, keep Braetin waiting. The shadow goddess demanded respect, and his relationship with her was only newly forged. She had given him freedom from the vile witchcraft that had plagued his mind for many months and which had nearly driven him to insanity. Now he felt clear, focused, and eager.
The priests told him that all the Spirit of Shadow wanted in return was for Graiphen to facilitate a return to the old ways. The legislator might have scoffed had he not seen evidence of her power. She paid handsomely, and she paid up front. He could have walked away, but why would he? This was true power, not the silly, scheming games of old men played in dusty libraries, trying to use technicalities to entrap one another, their most effective weapon being gossip and scandal. Soon, none of that would matter.
“Very well.” Graiphen cast a glare, and the two acolytes helping him change his robes hurried to finish their task. After removing the red garb in which he’d performed his meditations, they wrapped him in pure white, a color only worn during sacrifice ceremonies. When the last strand of his woven white belt was fastened about his waist, he signaled for his caller to lead the way.
“Of course,” the priest began as they navigated the temple’s catacomb-like underbelly, “I will not be allowed to enter with you. You may take as much time as you need, provided you complete the sacrifice by morning.”
“It won’t take that long.”
“Perhaps, but there is no need to rush. Remember those qualities that will most please our mistress. Consider this an act of worship, not merely a task to be completed.” He paused. “You will have no difficulty, I assume.”
A question lingered in the statement. “I understand what is required,” Graiphen said.
“Good. I will be among those observing from above. You will not see us.”
Graiphen didn’t care who would be watching, and he wasn’t certain if their presence was meant to comfort or to ensure he performed the rite correctly. Some of the priests were nervous of how quickly he attained a position of power and were loath to trust him with temple secrets. Those voices were few and had been quickly quashed by others who understood the opportunity he afforded them. 
If the Spirit of Shadow delivered what these priests had promised, he was more than happy to usher in the societal changes they desired. If She did not, Graiphen would simply slip back into his old life, his former persona. The thought brought him little pleasure, but he believed the possibility of their failure to be remote. For the first time in his life, Graiphen had faith.
They stopped on the lowest level in front of the sacrifice chamber. “This is where I leave you,” the priest said. 
Graiphen fought impatience. “Very well.” He swung open the large door, stepped inside, and heaved it closed behind him.
He hadn’t been told who he would find inside, but he had worried it might be his son. He felt deep relief when he saw the figure chained upright in the center of the room was a middle-aged woman.
He recognized her as a servant who scrubbed floors at his manor. In all the time she’d been a part of his household, however, he’d never noticed her comely figure. But now, seeing her naked and bound, arms and legs splayed, he felt a spark of arousal.
“Dul!” she said when he approached. “Thank the Spirits you’re here. Those fanatics kidnapped me only this morning, and I thought none would know where to look for me.” Her eyes were wild and bright.
“When the priests brought you here, what did they say was the reason you had been chosen?”
“Please, Dul, take me down and cover me. I can’t bear for you to see me like this. I’m begging you.”
“Answer me.”
His tone shocked her into obedience.
“That was the crazy thing. They said I was disloyal to you, that I brought witches into your house.” Struggling to meet his eye, she said, “Never in my life would I betray the Ulbrich name.”
“I’ll have the truth.” As his brother priest had told him, Graiphen had all day and all night to finish the job. “Someone came to you. Someone asked you to place an item in the house, or perhaps to remove something.”
“I’d never steal from you,” she said, mustering as much dignity as she could with her heavy breasts exposed and swaying, the flesh of her pubis exposed to view.
“So you placed something in the house.”
She looked startled, shaken, as she realized he wasn’t moving to release her from her bonds. With a hard jerk, she made a futile attempt to wrest herself from the clanking chains. She turned her attention to him again. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
A clever cover. She didn’t answer the accusation directly, just stated her belief that what she had done wasn’t wrong. Graiphen allowed himself a smile. He’d barely noticed the woman before today. He felt a strange wistful sadness, thinking her life as a servant had been wasted. He’d seen high-born women who couldn’t lie so well.
He strode forward. Closing his fist, he struck her squarely across the jaw. It was a good first hit, a solid one. A fine mist of blood sprayed from her mouth and landed across his white robes. He would not be finished until the vestments were crimson. When told he’d be allowed no tool except his bare hands, he’d thought it wasteful, but as he saw the fear in her eyes, he understood. The mistress demanded pain and terror in a sacrifice, and Graiphen would supply it.
“No!” she screamed just before he hit her a second time. “Dul, please!”
Her effort to persuade him of her innocence was wasted. After less than an hour, she had confessed all. Sadly, she didn’t know who was behind the plot to infect him with foreign magic, but she gave him the name of the person who persuaded her to help.
This man had wormed his way in to the heaving cow’s bed with little difficulty. The stupid woman had believed his request that she place odd items around the manor to be a test of loyalty, a dangerous lark. She claimed she had no idea they were unholy. Whether she was lying about her motivation or not, Graiphen would know before the day finished. In truth, he didn’t care. He stopped hitting her in the head only because he didn’t want her to lose consciousness. She needed to be capable of fear.
He needed more blood to stain his robes crimson. Letting her breathe for a moment, he pondered how to cut the flesh. He could break her arm and use the bone, but she might pass out. He would rather not risk it, but that remained an option. Sometime before, he’d heard the clink of a tooth hitting the stone floor. It would be small but might prove useful.
The effort he’d expended beating her had caused him to sweat. He felt a compulsion to remove his clothes as well. In her agony, the woman had become a work of art, driving him to frenzy with the beauty of her pain. Still, he had to keep the robes on. This had been explained to him. He could do anything he wanted, take as much or as little time as he needed. He could even allow her to live, although that outcome seemed unlikely if he was to dye his robes with her blood.
He touched her breast and she flinched, causing him to tighten with pleasure. Her hands were calloused from hard work, her back slightly bent, her knees had clearly seen much use as she scraped and cleaned in her daily work. But she had also soft, delicate places.
He ran his hand down her body to the cream of her tender belly, supple as any high-born woman’s. Graiphen went to his knees.
Through swollen eyes she stared at him. “What are you doing?” she wailed. “Dul, no. What are you doing?” She thrashed at her chains. 
He wondered if this would be her last great effort. His face close to her body, he smelled her blood and her fear. Using the only cutting weapon he had, he lunged forward and bit through her buttery flesh. The tang of blood filled his mouth and her screams filled his ears.
Pressure built in the room and the stone floor shook. The mistress was coming.
∞
Korbin kept his face down and his pace steady, taking care when he approached the large houses of the North Circle. After today, he wouldn’t come here again until his name was cleared. He couldn’t allow Eliam to continue to endanger himself. A senator couldn’t explain away harboring a criminal.
Before Korbin arrived at the manor, he saw Saqine standing near the turn to Eliam’s manor. He subtly beckoned Korbin. When he approached, Saqine greeted him as though the two were friends. At least he hadn’t called him Dul this time.
“Hail,” he said, then lowered his voice. “I have instructions where you should meet my master.”
“But what of Senne—”
Saqine cut him off. “Your lady-friend is safe.”
“Did something happen?”
“My master didn’t tell me. He only said to give you this message.”
“Very well.” There was no point blaming Saqine for Korbin’s worries.
With the merest of bows, the servant said, “The Twining Rose.”
Korbin blinked. This was a brothel in the center of the city, an establishment frequented by merchants and those of the upper class. Still, once the initial shock wore off, Korbin realized this wasn’t a terrible location for a secret meeting. They were known to be discreet.
“A bit early in the day for such a place, isn’t it?” Korbin replied lightly.
Saqine shrugged. “I couldn’t comment on the habits of those above my station.”
Korbin could almost hear the implied honorific Dul at the end of the sentence. He nodded his thanks before turning to go.
A half-hour later, he stood in a side alley off one of the city’s busier streets, outside The Twining Rose’s main entrance. He was relieved to be away from the growing throng. On one hand, the crowd gave him cover, but on the other, it was only a matter of time before someone recognized him.
Any time someone met his eye, he feared the spark of recognition, so he avoided looking directly at anyone. It also seemed there were more of the city watch on the streets and in larger groups that he’d encountered before. He considered whether he was only noticing them now in his paranoia.
When he entered the brothel, he found it deserted. A shiver of fear crept up his spine, and for a moment, he wondered if he’d been betrayed.
“Dow?” a woman’s voice called from across the wide reception room.
“Yes,” he said after a moment of surprise. Of course Eliam wouldn’t have given Korbin’s true name.
“This way,” she said and turned to climb some curving stairs.
He followed her into an upstairs corridor, surprised she looked like any high-born Talmoran woman. He would have expected a woman in this establishment to dress more provocatively, but then, perhaps she was not a prostitute.
When they arrived at one of the doors, she turned and nodded, a look of amusement on her face as though she’d read his thoughts. He felt the urge to apologize, but she didn’t give him the chance. “A good morning to you,” she said and left him.
With a glance at the heavy wooden door, Korbin knocked.
“Come in,” Eliam called.
Korbin was relieved to hear his friend’s voice. He felt a wave of shame that he’d considered Eliam or one of his servants might betray him. He pushed the door open. 
Eliam sat alone at a large, round luncheon table, having toasted bread and tea.
“Where is Octavia?” Korbin asked, closing the door behind him.
Eliam signaled to an interior door. “In the bed chamber. I asked her if we might speak alone.”
“Interesting choice of location,” Korbin said, taking a seat across from Eliam.
With a shrug, Eliam drank the last of his tea. “This isn’t the first meeting I’ve held here. The proprietor told me once only half the transactions that go on in this place involve the expected activities for such an establishment.”
Korbin wondered how far the proprietor could be trusted, but he imagined Vol’s wealthy and powerful paid well for their secrets to remain undisclosed.
“I hope you understand why I didn’t think it wise for you to return to the house.” A frown of worry etched across Eliam’s brow.
“Of course. I understand the risks you’re taking.”
“How did it go with your father?” Eliam’s tone betrayed that he didn’t expect it had gone well.
Korbin sighed, flicking an invisible crumb off the tablecloth. “I saw him, but he wouldn’t speak with me.”
“What? Not at all?”
With a shake of his head, Korbin explained what he’d seen and the priest’s instructions. “It was strange. My father’s never been a religious man. I can’t help but think that curse will have lasting effects. Octavia did her best, but perhaps we were too late to save him from the worst of it.”
“Maybe he needs time. It’s possible these priests can help him. Still, I find it odd that he’s going to appear in Centennial Square tomorrow. They didn’t say why?”
“No, only that he would be there at midday.”
“I can’t think why there and at that particular time. Perhaps he intends to make an announcement. I’ll see what I can find out. Are you really going to risk going? It won’t be safe.”
“I’ll think about it. It’s not too difficult to blend into a crowd. With this weather, I can cover my hair and part of my face without looking out of place.”
“Be careful,” Eliam said. “There were two arrests this morning.”
“Who?” Korbin glanced up sharply. 
Eliam pushed his plate away. “People believed to be Kilovian practitioners.” 
Korbin frowned. “I doubt they were. The real practitioners left the city days ago.” It was nearly true. Only the one called Rhikar, Octavia’s mentor, and Octavia herself still remained within the city walls, if Rhikar was to be believed. And perhaps the dark conduit. Korbin only half-hoped one of those arrested was the one who had attacked him the previous night.
“Who told you that?” Eliam asked.
A flicker of distrust crossed Korbin’s mind. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Eliam, but more that he didn’t want to betray any of Octavia’s people to the authorities. Eliam had loyalty to Korbin, but he was standing by and letting practitioners be rounded up for no reason other than they were of the same race and religion as Octavia and presumably the dark conduit.
“I’ve been asking around,” Korbin said. 
The vague answer seemed to satisfy Eliam, because he didn’t press. “You and Octavia can stay here today and tonight. I’ve paid for privacy and meals. That should at least get you through to when you need to meet with your father.” He paused. “If things shouldn’t go well tomorrow, I’ve come up with a possible solution. I have a cousin who lives by the sea in Arcciosca. He owns a fishing business. He does quite well. I’ve written to request that he take you on. It would mean working out at sea, but I know you. You’d pick up the necessary skills quickly and taking the job would get you away from all this. You could leave tomorrow afternoon. He’ll be expecting you.” He handed Korbin a sealed letter. “Here’s your introduction.”
“What about Octavia?” Korbin asked.
Eliam’s expression darkened as he frowned. “I can’t help her.” Lowering his voice, he said, “You know what she is, and she can’t stop being that. If anyone ever found out that I sheltered a Kilovian conduit after everything that’s happened here…”
“Right.” Korbin sat back in the chair. “Of course not.” His words indicated agreement, but he felt anything but agreeable. He couldn’t abandon Octavia. He put the letter in his pocket. “Thank you.”
“Will you go?” Eliam pressed.
“It depends what happens at Centennial Square tomorrow. I haven’t given up hope my father will clear our names.”
“Korbin, you have to prepare yourself for the worst. Your father proved how much loyalty he has to you a few years ago when he cast you out. What kind of man does that to his only son?”
“You know my father,” Korbin said and tried to chuckle, but his humor fell flat.
“It’s time to consider that we may never know who attacked Graiphen and that we may not be able to restore things to the way they were before. At moments like this, currents move quickly in political circles. The atmosphere in Vol is changing fast, and not for the better. It may be prudent for us to do what we must to save our own skins.”
Korbin wasn’t certain if the message was that he should abandon Octavia, or that Eliam was about to abandon them both. “I’m not ready to give up.”
With a nod and a sigh, Eliam stood. “I’m both impressed and dismayed at your optimism. We both know what kind of man your father is, what kind of men the upper ranks of the Council is comprised of.”
“We’ll see what tomorrow brings,” Korbin said, standing as well. “Thank you for arranging all this. You’ve been a good friend.”
“Stay safe.” And with a final word of farewell, Eliam left.
After a moment, Octavia stepped out of the bedroom. She was dressed not as a Kilovian conduit or a Talmoran servant, but as a merchant-class woman of Vol. Her dark eyes and high cheekbones gave away her heritage, but none would question her. She looked stunning. Korbin was at a loss for words.
As though both pleased with and annoyed by his reaction, she flushed. “I heard his offer to you,” she said.
“I won’t leave you alone. It’s our fault you’re in trouble, that your sister conduits are in danger and some of your countrymen have been arrested.”
She sat in the chair Eliam had abandoned, moving with surprising grace and ease in the Talmoran costume. With her proud bearing, she seemed underdressed, as though she were a noblewoman masquerading as someone of mere middle class, not a fugitive disguised as a merchant’s wife or daughter.
When she didn’t answer, he said, “I’m sorry we have to stay here. You’d talked about going to see the other conduits. If you want to leave, I understand.”
“Soon, but not yet.” With a low voice, she added, “I won’t abandon you either, Korbin Ulbrich. One of my people attacked your family. I will find out who and make this right.”
“How are you going to discover this? Have you recovered from last night?”
She flushed as though using her blood to protect him had been shameful and something she didn’t want to be reminded of. “Almost,” she said, lightly touching her sleeve where she’d cut her arm. 
He wondered if her magic offered her any help with pain and healing. He hoped so. “Do you think he’ll attack again?”
“Most certainly. And I intend to be ready. I will protect you as best I can.”
He thought of the bizarre spectacle of her covering him with her own blood. It had been a strangely intimate moment. “Is there any way I can help?”
“No. I need to buy a few things, but I should go alone. Your face is perhaps too easily recognized. You’ve been taking too many chances of late.”
He wanted to argue, but there was little he could do but agree. “Do you need money?”
“No, but thank you. I couldn’t take another declani from your family. I have more than enough from what you already paid me.”
He wasn’t certain why she seemed to feel ashamed. She’d earned every coin when she broke the curse on Graiphen, an act which cost her freedom.
“Very well,” he said. “If you think of some way I can help, let me know.”
“Don’t worry. Your part is not yet finished. But for today, I intend to weave a web of protection to help when you face your father tomorrow.”
Face him. Korbin nodded, taking in her odd choice of words, wondering if she knew something he didn’t.
 



Chapter 13
During the day they’d spent hiding in the brothel, Korbin and Octavia talked, took meals together, and rested. She spoke about herself and her beliefs, making some effort to educate him about the nature of the One. The more she revealed, the more mysterious she and her practices seemed. Every sentence out of her mouth made him want to ask deeper questions.
A few times, she’d flinched without explanation, and he’d worried they were about to be attacked again. When he asked what was wrong, she simply shook her head.
She’d gone out in the early evening after making him promise not to leave. When he tried to discourage her from going, she gave him a level look that made him regret giving voice to his protective instinct. She didn’t seem to think twice about being seen coming and going from such an establishment, even at an hour when customers might arrive. He wasn’t sure if it was her nature or simply confidence that no one would recognize or question her in her current disguise.
After an hour of her absence, Korbin began to worry, but he did as promised and stayed put. He paced, barely paying any mind to the meal brought in the meantime. Telling himself he was being ridiculous, he tried to avoid the scenarios playing in his mind. What would he do if she was caught and arrested? Without much hesitation, he acknowledged he’d have to turn himself in and speak up for her. He couldn’t let her be accused of something he knew she hadn’t done.
He only hoped Eliam would do the same. It occurred to Korbin that perhaps this was why Eliam was helping them. He didn’t want to deal with a situation where he’d have to testify on behalf of someone for whom he’d issued an arrest warrant.
When she did finally return, she walked in and met his eyes, a look of relief on her face. Had she expected him to leave despite his promise not to, or was this about something worse? As was her way, she refused his gesture of help with the heavy bag she was carrying, instead taking it into the bed chamber, closing the door behind her.
He stared at the door for a moment, then shrugged. She was independent and clearly had her own way of dealing with their worries. While he waited, he uncovered the dinner and poured two glasses of wine.
When she hadn’t emerged for some time, he decided to eat. The food was already cold, but for all he knew, Octavia didn’t plan to come out at all. As much as he liked her, he didn’t pretend to understand her.
He was halfway through dinner when she opened the bedchamber door. She’d removed the Talmoran dress and was once again wearing her Kilovian attire. He couldn’t quite reconcile how different she looked, even more so now that her hair was loose and disheveled, some sticking in a sheen of sweat on her face. She appeared pale, but not as much as she had been at Eliam’s. Korbin knew at once she’d been practicing magic.
He stood, not sure what to say, and waited for her to speak.
“Hold out your hands,” she said, her eyes focused and serious.
He did as commanded, and she reached over and pushed up one of his sleeves. Taking a bit of dark twine from a pouch, she wrapped it around his wrist three times, then tied it off before repeating the same on his other wrist. The twine felt damp in places, and he realized his wrists were smeared with what looked like blood. Once again, she’d given her life essence to protect him. 
One last piece went around his neck like a choker. “Try not to let it get wet or expose it to air. I have a scarf you can use to cover it tomorrow.”
He searched for words to thank her, but felt none of the ones that came to mind would suffice. Instead he nodded, unable to speak because of the lump of emotion in his throat. They didn’t say much more to each other that night. Octavia looked tired, and Korbin settled into a pensive mood.
The next day, he arrived at Centennial Square about half an hour before midday, surprised at the large crowd. Octavia’s dark wool scarf covered the lower part of his face. She insisted she would only stay away from the square if he swore to be more careful than he had been.
He worked his way through the crush of people, keeping his eyes down but trying to observe and listen. The place was abuzz with word of more Kilovians’ arrests.
He heard his father’s name mentioned more than once from those he would not expect to be interested in politics. It was as though the emperor himself was due to arrive, and Korbin found the heady sense of anticipation almost disturbing.
Settling into position on the steps of a moneylender’s office facing the square, he stood on a raised platform. A wide column hid him from view. He was surrounded by people and felt certain he didn’t stand out too much. Due to a bitter wind, many were just as covered as he. Those who weren’t looked miserably cold.
From his vantage point, Korbin could see much of the square. He was surprised to notice that not only was Eliam present, but also most of the Council of Eight. In fact, as he continued to scan that section of the crowd, he realized all of them were there, except, of course, his father.
As time passed, the streets grew more and more congested until people were pressed in so tightly that leaving would have proven difficult. Onlookers, from high-born to merchant citizens to servants and the poor, struggled to find a place. Beyond the square, many more hundreds of people filled side streets. 
Trepidation tightened in Korbin’s stomach. What did his father have planned? 
He didn’t have long to chew on the question before a rumbling passed through the crowd. Craning his neck to see around a ridiculously ornate hat worn by a woman beside him, Korbin caught sight of a line of red. Despite the crush of people, the crowd miraculously parted before a solemn row of crimson-robed priests.
As one person after another realized what was happening, a reverent hush fell over the square. After eight priests came a robed figure Korbin knew at once to be his father, despite the covered face. He recognized the bearing and the broad shoulders. Behind him walked eight acolytes, and behind them, the crowd melded together like a wound closing itself.
The strange procession approached the stand at the center of Centennial Square. The priests arranged themselves on the platform, two at a corner, with Graiphen in the middle. The acolytes copied the priests’ positions, but they stood on the ground by the crowd, looking outward. Those citizens nearest to them kept a respectful distance, despite the pressing number of people.
Graiphen waited a moment before throwing back the hood of his robe, revealing his face to the public. The crowd responded with an appreciable gasp.
“You knew me as Dul Graiphen Ulbrich.” There was a metallic quality to his tone, something unpleasant that demanded attention. “I am now Ultim Qardone Graiphen.”
A wave of shock went through the crowd, and Korbin felt the pulse of it wash over him. The title literally meant High Brother in the old tongue. Somehow, Graiphen had become the head of the temple of Braetin. Korbin’s mind reeled.
“I survived a cowardly attack, orchestrated by a petty rival seeking glory for himself.” Graiphen shook his head. “You have heard of the foul deeds done to me by a Kilovian witch, practicing a vile and foreign art.”
The crowd was enraptured as he revealed what he’d been through, from his incapacity to how he fled to Braetin’s temple. He described how he acted on faith as imparted to him by Her priests, who visited him many times during his illness. They brought him to an understanding of the power and protection the Spirit offered.
As Graiphen spoke, Korbin turned his eyes to the remaining seven Vollian senators. They glanced at one another, some whispering furiously. Clearly they hadn’t expected this admission of weakness. None looked any guiltier or less surprised than the others; even Eliam appeared not to have known what was coming.
“I didn’t expect this position. I only went to Braetin to beg her mercy, for shelter from the nightmares which plagued me. The Spirit gave me more than I would have dared ask. One does not associate hope with our mistress’ name. And yet through pain and sacrifice, hope has emerged.
“For too long, the Spirits have found us wanting. We have turned away from faith and instead have come to worship power, politics, and money.” He spat the last words with disdain.
“We invited foreigners into our cities, the very same immigrants who brought the false god they call the One.” He laughed with a mocking tone, and several in the crowd picked up the uncomfortable tittering.
“But,” Graiphen said, his tone silencing the crowd once more. “The faith of a few has protected us from the wrath of the Spirits. Once again, our mistress’ eyes are turned to this realm. Some,” he said, glancing toward the senators, “have grown corrupt.” With a light shrug he added, “Others have remained faithful.
“I used to concern myself with small things, with money and political power. But through adversity, I have learned of something far greater. I will guide you as we turn this city from a heathen den of carelessness and vice and return it to the glory of the days when all eight Spirits walked among us.”
The crowd was enthralled, excited, and agitated. Korbin glanced around, wondering if there was any way to slip out. He found none.
“I give you this one warning, people of Vol. Turn from your selfishness. Return to the worship of your fathers. Our lady Braetin walks this realm once more. She has awakened, and before her time amongst us is at an end, men shall weep.”
Graiphen lifted his arms to the sky, and the eight acolytes stepped toward the crowd. “Come Mistress!” Graiphen cried. Flames erupted in his hands, and a line of white fire extended to the eight acolytes, who burst into flames.
Screams of terrified onlookers filled the square as people shoved and climbed over one another to get away. The sense of anticipation exploded into panic. Korbin clung to the pillar next to him as those around him tried to scramble to safety. 
Unable to move, Korbin watched the eight acolytes screaming and writhing in pain. What he’d at first assumed to be some kind of trick turned into an unmistakable and sickening display of death.
Those on the outskirts of the square escaped first, but not before some near the center had been caught by the acolytes’ fire. The smell of burning flesh and smoke filled the air.
Looking back to where his father had stood, Korbin found the platform empty and Graiphen gone. When had he vanished? Had he been injured by the fire? How could he have escaped? In the frenzied crush of the crowd, it was impossible to tell.
Within moments, the square emptied except for the burning corpses of the acolytes, whom no one dared touch, and the bodies of the unfortunate, burned or crushed as people fought to flee.
Korbin passed a few stunned stragglers. He felt numb with shock, but his feet carried him onward, away from the square and toward the temple complex in the heart of the city. 
He’d been promised a conversation with Graiphen, and he would have one, but he realized now it would unlikely be the conversation he had expected or even hoped for.
 



Chapter 14
Sickening dread filled his stomach, but Korbin pressed on, forgetting the danger to himself or worry that he might be discovered. No one looked his way. Screams and shouts had filled the streets of Vol only a few minutes before. Now the square stood eerily silent as though the city held its breath, the quiet occasionally punctuated by a distant wail.
When Korbin approached the temple complex, he wondered if Eliam had escaped the chaos. Then his mind quickly turned to Octavia. He hoped she would be safe at the Twining Rose. After today, Kilovians would be in danger of much more than discrimination or harassment. And conduits? All would be in jeopardy, but none as much as Octavia herself.
With that thought, Korbin rushed into the temple, accosting the first acolyte he ran across. “Where is my father? Where is Dul Graiphen?”
The acolyte tilted his head slowly, as though nothing of import had happened that day. With his haughty glare, he silently chastised Korbin for his abrupt and disrespectful behavior.
Korbin didn’t care. “Where is he?” he repeated.
A peevish look passed over the young man’s face. “Ultim Qardone Graiphen arrived only moments ago. I expect he is in solitary meditation after today’s exertions.”
After today’s murders, Korbin thought, barely able to keep himself from voicing the condemnation. “He will see me.” Korbin‘s tone of command was one only those born to the higher classes used easily. 
The young acolyte was not swayed. He opened his mouth, clearly prepared to argue, but was interrupted by a distant voice.
“Ah, Dul Korbin. The Ultim Qardone is expecting you. This way.” 
Korbin didn’t recognize the female priest who spoke. She looked like every other, and he couldn’t recall if he’d seen her at the square. Her pale hazel eyes were alight with an excited glow that told Korbin she had been. The memory repulsed him, more so as he realized everyone at the temple must have been reveling in a spectacle they deemed a victory.
She gestured toward a side corridor and beckoned him to follow, then turned to retreat into the temple’s halls. Korbin followed, wondering exactly what the priests had planned. Today’s display was a demonstration of power, and he didn’t know how the trick had been pulled off. 
But today’s events had only been partly a trick. Eight acolytes had lost their lives, and a few onlookers had been killed, either burned or trampled. That much was painfully real. 
Korbin doubted Graiphen would face charges, even though he murdered those people as surely as if he’d drawn a sword across their throats. Would the Council of Eight dare make a move against the temple? The answer depended, he supposed, on the reaction of the public. He could only imagine the frantic meeting that must be taking place in the senate that very moment, assuming they had escaped the square.
Korbin had been so lost in his speculation he nearly collided with his guide when they stopped. Fortunately, she stepped aside in time.
“You’re deep in your thoughts, Dul Korbin,” she said. “I hope you include our mistress’ greatness in your meditations.”
Staring at her for a moment, he was at a loss for how to reply. Finally, he said, “Those acolytes who died in the square. Did they know what was coming? That today would be their last?”
She smiled, her eyes bright. “Of course.” Her tone was wistful. “Only the most faithful were selected by our Lady.”
Korbin tried to hide his disgust. “I would think she would have wanted the most faithful to live, to help spread the word. How can the dead serve her?”
The priest appeared puzzled at his lack of understanding. “Don’t you see? Their deaths will usher in a new era of devotion, a return to the old ways. Our people will again serve the Spirits as we were intended to. They will walk amongst us again, blessing the faithful with power and glory. Who would not wish for such a meaningful end to life in this realm?”
Korbin gave the only response he could think of: a respectful bow.
She appeared pleased that she’d been able to enlighten him. With a graceful motion toward the door, she opened it, then stepped back. “Ultim Qardone Graiphen awaits within,” she whispered.
When Korbin entered, he found his father, still dressed in the red robes he had worn in the square. He sat on an ornate wooden chair in the center of the room looking for all the world like he fancied himself the emperor. His eyes glowed golden, an eerie reflection of the fire in the hearth.
Graiphen raised his eyes and met his son’s gaze. “Korbin,” he said, the word sounding odd and meaningless on his tongue, as though he barely recognized his son.
So many questions flooded Korbin’s mind about the day’s events, but he decided to focus on the important questions at hand, lest they get lost in a speech about the “greatness” of the Spirit Braetin. “Father,” he said. “I need your help.”
“Yes,” was Graiphen’s only reply, as though the statement were an obvious one. 
Korbin doubted they were referring to the same thing. “I’ve been accused of being involved in the witchcraft that made you ill. But you know I was only brought in to help because I’m your son, and the conduit who aided your recovery needed my blood to perform the healing ritual. I need you to talk to the Vollian senators, to force them to remove the arrest warrant unjustly placed on mine and Octavia’s heads.”
Graiphen looked away, clearly disturbed at the memory of what had been done to him.
Korbin pressed on. “You needed me, Father, and I helped you. Now I need you to clear my name. One word is all it will take.”
With a hard stare, Graiphen spoke again. “You allowed one of those false witches to touch you, to take the blood of our family.” 
The accusation took Korbin aback. “If she hadn’t broken that curse, you would still be a babbling mess.”
“No!” Graiphen slammed his hand on the arm of the wooden chair. “Our Mistress Braetin broke the hold of the one who cursed me.”
“If it wasn’t for Octavia’s intercession, you wouldn’t have even been coherent enough to ask me to bring you here. Which I did, by the way, at much cost to myself. It was that action which led to the suspicions placed on me now.” Anger boiled within him, matching Graiphen’s furious glares.
“Our Lady will tolerate none of the so-called conduits of the One in Vol or in any city in Talmor, her chosen kingdom. And as our reach expands, soon there will be no place in this entire realm for false gods.”
“Even though she saved your life?” Korbin was incredulous. “Is this how you repay those who help you?”
“Our Lady’s word on the matter is absolute.”
When Korbin started to speak again, Graiphen raised a finger.
“Because of your loyalty to me, and because you did as I requested, thus bringing about my salvation and rise to favor with the Spirit, I will forgive the action which tainted your blood.”
“Tainted—”
With a swift wave of his hand, Graiphen silenced him. “But I can only allow a reprieve, time for repentance. The witch Octavia may leave the city safely. Today. The Red Manus will turn their eyes from her for one day only.”
“The Red Manus?”
“You shall know them soon enough.”
“And me? Will you speak for me to the Council?” Korbin’s stomach turned. He felt unsteady and weak at the comprehension dawning on him. His father was completely insane. 
“The Council will soon be irrelevant. It is the favor of our Lady you must seek.” After a brief pause, Graiphen said thoughtfully, “She knows of your service in bringing me here, of course, and of the cost to yourself. It is a good start.” For the first time, Graiphen looked pleased, as though hatching a plan. “Only through pain and sacrifice can we truly please the Spirit. If you show yourself to be determined, you will earn a rightful place under her protection.”
With those few words, viewing the mad glow in his father’s eyes, the last remnant of hope for Korbin returning to a normal life vanished. His father was lost and using his substantial power to decimate the city of Korbin’s birth, his home. He couldn’t organize his thoughts or formulate a plan. His legs felt weak, and he faltered, gripping a nearby table for support.
“You’re overwhelmed,” Graiphen said. “It’s understandable. I felt the same way when the priests first told me the honor the Lady had chosen for me.”
“You’ve changed,” Korbin said numbly. Everything had.
Graiphen smiled. “I’ve grown. And quickly.” His voice grew distant. “I’m not the man I was even two days ago. Certain things alter you forever.”
“What of finding the one who attacked you? Do you still plan to root out conduits to find him?”
The hard glare returned to Graiphen’s face. “I have a suspect. I believe it was Dul Ursin who attacked me. He’s always hated me and thwarted me at every turn. Our Lady will deliver him to me, never fear. I do not forget that you accepted this commission from me, but let it worry you no further. He cannot hide from what is coming any more than anyone else can.”
Breathing in to gather his strength, Korbin stood upright. “I should go deliver your offer to Octavia.”
“She would be wise to accept it.” Graiphen’s tone carried a warning.
Korbin bowed slightly to the stranger before him. “None who have met her can doubt Octavia’s wisdom.”
“I hope you’re right,” Graiphen said. “For after tomorrow, she will find no mercy from me. I have given all I can without offending my mistress.”
“Thank you.” The words tasted bitter in Korbin’s mouth. He turned to go.
Once outside the chamber, the oppressive air lifted, though the sourness of the encounter turned his stomach. He followed the female priest back the way they’d come, but he couldn’t breathe easily until outside the temple. 
He glanced up at the grey sky, which spit cold rain. The bleakness suited his mood, and he walked slowly toward the Twining Rose, trying in vain to formulate how he would explain to Octavia that her life in Vol was over.
∞
Octavia spent the morning in silence, opening herself to the One to renew her strength after the ritual bloodletting of the previous night. She healed more quickly than most, but she was only human. The power of the One could enhance her body’s natural abilities, but she still had to pay the price.
About an hour after Korbin’s departure, she sensed a rush of movement in the building. Footfalls pattered down the corridors and distant voices took on an urgent tone. Uneasiness forced Octavia to break her meditation and go to the small window. The angle to the main street obscured her view. All she could see was a blur of rushing figures. After a few moments, it stopped and no more people passed.
Breathing deeply, she worked to release the disturbing assumptions that attempted to invade her mind: that Korbin was at the center of whatever was happening, that the dark conduit had attacked him, or that he’d been arrested and would be forced to lead soldiers to her doorstep. In the end, with each worry growing worse than the one before, she stood. It was time to join her sisters in Dramworthy.
She moved quietly and slowly, using flowing movements to facilitate an easy mind. By the time she’d packed her things, she felt calmer, stronger, more focused. As much as her instincts told her to run, to not allow herself to be trapped here, she found herself waiting for Korbin. She took her time, hoping he would return safely before she had a chance to leave alone.
The feelings surprised her, and she took a moment to examine them. A friendship had grown between the pair. He listened so intently, possessing an open mind and a curious spirit, different from most Talmorans she’d known, so different from her expectations of the high-born especially. When she’d learned of his situation, she’d written him off as a young Dul only playing at being a commoner, a man trying desperately to punish a father who’d ignored and perhaps abused him.
Over time, she’d come to see his sincerity. Where she’d assumed he’d maintained his relationship with Dul Eliam in order to keep a connection to that world, she understood now there was genuine affection and loyalty between the two men.
Perhaps his motivation was still primarily related to his twisted relationship with his father, but there was hope for him. He was more than he seemed on first glance, and the waters of his soul ran deeper than they appeared.
Heavy footfalls sounded from the corridor, and Octavia tensed. Perhaps it was nothing. It was the steps of only one man, possibly a client for one of the establishment’s comfort girls. Even while telling herself these things, she knew them to be false. Something in the approaching sounds told her it was Korbin. The lumbering steps had none of his usual light grace. Hope and impending despair fought for primary place in her emotions. 
She stood in the center of the main room, frozen in place as the door handle turned. The door swung open suddenly, and Korbin shuffled into the room, disheveled and pale. His eyes met hers, pleading silently for help. Without a word, she rushed to him, holding him as his knees buckled. 
Helping him to the ground, she then closed the door quickly, lest a passerby see the young Dul collapsed on the floor. While he sat, leaning against the side of a plush chair, she pulled his shirt aside at the neck and wrists, checking to see if her protective bands were in place. She was relieved to find them not only intact, but with their power undiminished. He had not been attacked, at least not by a conduit, or the blood bands would have felt thin and brittle.
With the door closed, she smelled smoke on his clothing, a pleasantly musky sort of scent that made her wonder if he’d been standing near a bonfire. She wanted to ask him about the events at the square, but she wasn’t certain how coherent he’d be.
Rising to go to the small table in the sitting room, she poured him a drink, then quickly returned to his side. “Here,” she said, handing him the glass. “This will settle your nerves.” He took it obediently and let her lift it to his lips. If only she could go home, she could burn some reinweed under his nose to clear his mind.
After a few moments, the color returned to his cheeks. “Thank you,” he whispered.
“What happened? Did you see your father?”
A sudden, humorless laugh snapped out of Korbin’s mouth. He looked away as though ashamed. “I saw him. Yes. Everyone saw him.”
She made herself comfortable on the floor beside him. “Tell me.”
Gripping the glass, he raised it to his lips again and this time drained the amber liquid within. Without meeting her gaze, he told the story of what he’d seen that day, clamping his eyes tightly shut when he got to the part about the deaths in the square.
Octavia pressed her lips together and stayed silent throughout the recitation. When he told her about his father’s “offer” for her to leave the city within one day, she still said nothing. She didn’t need to. Korbin’s expression told her he understood precisely what this meant for all Kilovians and specifically to her.
She had to warn the other conduits. Her mind went to Rhikar, and she wondered if he was all right, if he’d fled to a place of safety. Fleetingly, she let herself question whether she would ever see him again.
“What will you do?” she asked.
Korbin’s eyes became more focused, and he met her gaze. “We need to meet with the others of the Sennestelle, tell them what’s happened, and warn them to leave Vol. I have a little money. I’ll get what I can if it will help. I don’t know what this Red Manus is, but I have a terrible feeling we’ll find out soon.”
“The Red Hand.” Octavia could only guess at Graiphen’s intentions.
“What?” Korbin asked.
“That’s what manus means in the old language of this part of the realm, before we were divided into the five kingdoms that exist today. We conduits use the tongue in our incantations still.”
“What do you know about the eight Spirits of Light and Shadow?”
“Very little,” she said. “We Kilovians are not taught much about Talmoran history and religion other than in the ways it touches our own, which are scant.”
Korbin appeared lost in thought. After a moment, he asked, “How do you think my father did the fire trick?”
On this point, Octavia remained silent. She shrugged, but his description bothered her. In the ancient legends, when Talmor and Kilovia were first rent into separate kingdoms, there were stories about fire mages, but they were only fables designed to entertain children while teaching them a moral lesson. 
“It doesn’t matter,” he said finally. “But I think before it’s over, I will have to expose him for what he truly is.”
“Do you know what he is?” Octavia’s tone was gentle.
Korbin sighed. “He’s quite mad.”
“The dark conduit has much to answer for,” Octavia said. “Without his influence, none of this would have happened.” Although she could tell Korbin’s attention had been diverted elsewhere, finding this conduit had suddenly become of even greater importance.
“Do you think this is what he intended?”
“I don’t see how he could have,” she replied. “Even you, Graiphen’s closest relative, could never have predicted his reaction to the attack and that he would retreat to the temple to begin this new awakening.”
“There’s teaching from the temples that talks about the awakening of the Spirits,” he told her. “We learn it as children. Still, I never thought I’d see the day someone would believe they could achieve it.”
“Do you think Graiphen does believe it?” Octavia asked. “Or do you think this is a charade designed to garner power?”
“No, my father was never a very good actor. He never had to be. And besides, I know him. I would swear he believes every word he is saying.”
“That’s not good news.”
“No. It’s not.” Korbin sighed and got to his feet. “Shall we go?”
“Soon,” she said and rose as well, a thought kindling in her head. “For now, I think you need to rest. Let me test the protections I’ve placed on you and develop some for myself as well. If the dark conduit is not involved in today’s events, he will be watching and waiting. It is a good moment for us to work while he is distracted. If he is involved in what happened today…” her voice trailed off.
Could someone really have orchestrated something so bizarrely complicated with any hope of success? She wasn’t sure, however, if she hoped the unfolding events were planned or if they were separate, joined only by the natural laws of cause and effect.
“I don’t know how long we’ll be safe here. The owner of this house surely realizes we’re hiding. He will shelter us for the sake of Eliam’s loyalty and custom, but if my father’s prediction comes true and the Council becomes irrelevant, there’s little Eliam can do.”
Octavia nodded. “We have a few hours. I don’t care to go out in the city while it’s on edge. After a short time, people will begin to venture out again and will seek some kind of normality. Even in hard times, people must work; they must eat. I want to allow the city a moment to breathe. Meanwhile, we prepare ourselves.”
“Very well.”
“You take the bed. You’re exhausted.”
“I couldn’t possibly sleep,” he insisted.
“I know,” she said, “but you should close your eyes anyway.” She knew he’d be unconscious within minutes.
Despite his moment of weakness when he first returned, she saw great strength in him, a fortitude and willingness to confront what was coming that many men would not possess. His unfailing loyalty and offer to give his last declani to the Sennestelle surprised her further. Yes, he could do as Eliam suggested and take work in another town, but what some would cling to as a source of security, he would give up without hesitation.
After he lay down, she closed the door and went to the sitting room to call on the power of the One. She would need every aid to face what was coming.
 



Chapter 15
Korbin’s eyes fluttered open while he drifted within the deep fog of sleep. Distant voices brought him closer to the surface, and the smell of smoke on his clothes brought reality crashing on him like a sudden, violent thunderstorm. Unpleasant memories made his gut lurch. He sat bolt upright, hoping to keep from heaving what little remained in his stomach.
As the world came into focus, he heard Eliam’s voice in the outer room. When had he arrived? His voice sounded impatient. Worrying what this might mean, Korbin swung his feet to the floor and took a deep breath, bracing himself to face whatever news his friend had brought.
Before he could stand, the bedroom door opened, and Eliam let himself in, closing the door behind him. When he saw Korbin’s face, his eyes narrowed. “Are you all right?”
In truth, Korbin’s head felt like it was splitting in two, but he nodded. “Fine,” he said. “I’m glad to see you made it away from the square. How many dead?”
“It’s difficult to say because so many aren’t leaving their homes. So far we’ve confirmed twelve dead, another six with serious injuries who likely won’t survive, and probably two dozen others with minor issues. For now, the city has gone quiet.”
“People are scared,” Korbin said, glancing toward the door and thinking about the woman on the other side of it. Would she be safe from citizens whose fear of Kilovians his father had inspired?
“With good reason,” Eliam said.
“What is the Council’s reaction?”
“Not as divided as I would have expected. Although our views on parts of the issue are fractured, we all agree Graiphen must be stopped.”
“Good luck,” Korbin muttered. “I saw him today…” He couldn’t think of how to describe what he’d witnessed in his father’s eyes.
“As have I,” Eliam said. 
“Did you?” Korbin asked.
“I spoke to representatives of all the temples today. The others are understandably worried about what this means.”
Korbin frowned. “Why? I would have expected the other temples to be pleased at a return to the old ways. A rise in Talmoran devotion could only benefit them.”
“But this isn’t a return to the old ways, where all eight Spirits were part of a balanced whole. The temple of Braetin is refusing to even engage with the others.”
“A grab for power, then. Led by my father.” Korbin sighed. “I should have known.”
“I spoke at length with Brother Wolging of Dartin’s temple. He’s not so sure your father is at the heart of this.”
“No?”
Eliam shook his head. “It seems there have been rumblings in Braetin’s house for a while. Many months before your father was even known to be afflicted. It makes me wonder. His illness was a great boon for Braetin’s servants.”
“You think they had something to do with him being cursed?”
Eliam shrugged. “I wouldn’t have thought it. On the other hand, Brother Wolging did ask some interesting questions on that point.”
“Braetin’s followers aren’t the only ones who benefit, though. We all know that the temple aside, there are more than a few people who would wish my father out of the way. Senators, even.”
“What are you saying?”
“We both know he had enemies within the senate. He himself believes Dul Ursin a good candidate. The better question is: where did my father not have enemies?”
Eliam shook his head. “Ursin? No, the temple is at the heart of this. I’m sure of it. Brother Wolging said Braetin’s temple has been preparing for this day for months, perhaps even longer. It’s worth investigating, I think.”
Korbin knitted his eyebrows together as he thought. Graiphen had tried to steer Korbin away from looking for the guilty party who had started this whole thing. Had he done so because he knew the trail would lead Korbin straight to his mistress’ house?
“There is one bit of good news,” Eliam said.
“I could use some good news.”
“Brother Wolging has offered you shelter in Dartin’s temple. You’d be protected not just from the arrest warrant on your head, but also from your father.”
A hint of suspicion crept over Korbin. “And what does he want in return?”
“Want? Nothing. He wants only to help you. When I told him of your situation, he was most sympathetic.”
“And Octavia?”
“Korbin, you have to understand. This is a critical time in the history of Talmor. We have to make sure that no one temple is permitted to seize this city’s government by force, and I have no doubt that’s what your father has in mind.”
“You mean Brother Wolging has no doubt.”
“It’s not only him. All the temples have expressed the same concerns.”
“And what have they promised Vol’s senators if Braetin’s temple is not permitted this dominating force of power?”
“Are you implying we’ve been bribed?”
“Of course not,” he said. “Only that there are many players in this game with a great deal to lose, as well as a great deal to gain.”
“With the other seven temples behind us, things will soon return to normal. You have to believe the emperor will never tolerate what Graiphen has done. If you want to avoid his wrath as well, you’d do well to align yourself with one of the peaceful temples.”
“And in doing so, leave Octavia to her own devices to face whatever ire my father has riled up against her people?”
“I can offer her safe passage from the city. That’s the best I can promise. None of the temples would shelter a conduit. You must understand that.”
“Even if hers is a peaceful religion and she harmed no one? I find it curious that your offer so closely echoes my father’s.”
Eliam bristled. “I’m not sure I like what you’re suggesting.”
With a sigh, Korbin nodded. “I’m not even sure what I’m suggesting. This nightmare feels like it will never be over.”
Eliam relaxed his defensive posture. “I understand. Look, when you leave here, go to Dartin’s temple and ask for Brother Wolging. He will help you. I’m sure any of the temples would, but his was the first to offer. In one hour, I will send men to collect Octavia and escort her away from the city. It’s the best I can do, but I can promise she’ll be safe.”
Korbin couldn’t find the words to explain that no matter how well intended the offer, Octavia would never take kindly to the idea of the city watch coming to take her away, even on Eliam’s promise of safety.
When he didn’t reply, Eliam said, “Even with everything that happened today, I believe Graiphen’s display was not a trick. Neither do the other temples. They believe that Braetin has awakened.”
“And you? What do you believe?”
“I know our Spirits to be true and living gods, as do all faithful Talmorans.”
There was a strange fervor in his eyes Korbin hadn’t seen before. “Be careful,” he warned. “My father seems, well, quite mad. I hate to say it, but if you saw him today, perhaps you saw it too. His eyes have changed. And if this is something that has been in the planning for a long time, they will be prepared for whatever the senate might do to try to stop them. You must be careful. My father plays to win, no matter the cost. That combined with his proven willingness to kill the innocent, there’s nothing he won’t do.”
“Which is why you need the protection of the other temples.”
Korbin nodded, but he didn’t truly agree. Getting involved with the other temples would only make him even more of a pawn in the game. “Thank you for taking the time to stop by. And thank you again for giving us this place of shelter.” He stood and extended his hand.
Eliam nodded and shook Korbin’s outstretched hand, gripping it for a moment. “I have to go. Don’t forget what I said, and take care.”
“You as well,” Korbin said, and Eliam left. 
When Korbin emerged, he found Octavia waiting in the outer room.
“What will you do?” she asked.
“You heard everything?”
She nodded. “A remarkable turn of events. None could have predicted this.”
Korbin frowned. “It doesn’t seem possible, does it? Too many things would have had to go right for this to have been the intended consequence.”
“Will you do as Eliam suggested and investigate Braetin’s temple?”
“What do you think? Do you think it’s possible they either have a conduit amongst them or have hired one to attack my father?”
Octavia remained silent and thoughtful for a moment. “Hired, perhaps, but I cannot imagine who amongst the Sennestelle would associate with the Talmoran Spirits at any price. Light or dark, trained or not, no, that is too much to believe. And don’t forget, whoever created the poppet I broke had a personal grudge against your father.”
Korbin felt relieved to have her agree with his own instincts. “Then we stick to the plan and go to Dramworthy Farm to warn the others. They may have heard by now.”
“I think it likely they have, but they should be safe where they are. For the moment.”
“The emperor himself will have heard by now,” Korbin said, wondering what such an event would mean and what actions his father had taken to prepare for it. Graiphen Ulbrich would have planned for any eventuality.
 



Chapter 16
In the late afternoon, Korbin led Octavia through the city. After the dramatic events that morning, people still regarded one another with suspicion. Octavia dressed in the Talmoran clothing Eliam had given her, but her darker skin and tilted eyes drew glances as they passed. Only her proud bearing kept anyone from giving voice to their thoughts. Had she looked more downtrodden, more frightened, or even slightly out of place, Korbin worried she might have been viewed as easy prey for those who wanted to vent their fears about immigrant witches.
Korbin felt a rising tension, as though every alleyway and upper window housed a potential enemy. He was constantly aware that the dark conduit seemed to have direct access to attack him. Although Octavia had given him protections, he didn’t understand how a few strands of bloody twine could stop whoever it was who wished him harm. 
As tough as he’d talked earlier, a part of him wanted to leave everything behind and let Vol sort out its own mess. Admittedly, running away wouldn’t be a long-term solution. What he’d seen that morning had all the hallmarks of a problem that would spread. To make matters worse, he had no idea if distance would protect him from the influence of the dark conduit. What if he did run away, leaving Octavia behind, only to discover he was more vulnerable without her protection?
He felt better once they passed through the Southern gate and were on the road to Dramworthy Farm. The walk would take over an hour, more if they had to leave the road to avoid notice. Fortunately, this way led to nowhere but farming communities and so was trafficked mostly by merchants and travelers.
They walked in silence, Octavia lost in deep meditation. Her lips moved occasionally, but she seemed aware enough of her surroundings to avoid rocks or muddy patches.
When they approached the path into Ancothy Wood, a wagon full of farm workers lumbered near. The driver looked askance at the walking pair. That Octavia wasn’t dressed as the sort of woman who would journey on foot had been one of Korbin’s worries.
The flinty look in the driver’s eye told Korbin the man wasn’t planning to offer them a ride. The rumble from the workers in the back made Korbin’s hair stand on edge. He wished he was armed, but his knives were safely stored away in his flat in Chelotti Strand, and he hadn’t dared return there.
But when the moment came for the man to speak, Octavia waved a hand in a slow, fluid motion and muttered something in Kilovian. Her eyes were unfocused and shining. When she moved, he noticed she also had a bloodied band wrapped around her wrist, and from it hung a tiny silver talisman that caught the light. It mesmerized him.
A gentle touch of her hand brought him back to his senses. He glanced up at the driver, who had suffered the same reaction. The sharp expression was gone, replaced by a muddled, vacant look. The workers had stopped their agitated grumbles.
“Come,” Octavia whispered. “We should hurry away from here.”
Korbin readily agreed, and they moved down the road. Following Octavia’s lead, he didn’t dare speak or look back. Only when they’d arrived at the fork to Dramworthy did he feel more at ease. Still, Korbin was alert, listening hard to every tree branch that swayed in the winter wind.
The agitation he felt during the encounter resurfaced over the walk down the smaller cart path. His nerves prickled and he had to fight not to constantly glance behind them. He expected to feel relief when they came into view of the crofter’s dwelling at Dramworthy, but instead, the sight of the grazing meadow and the large fields brought him no comfort.
A dry stone dyke enclosed the croft. The only indication there were more than the usual tenants within was the heavily laden washing line behind the workers’ cottage.
“It’s too quiet,” Octavia said, her words echoing his thoughts.
“Perhaps they heard us approach.”
“Perhaps,” she agreed, but her expression was etched with concern. They slowed their pace as they neared.
A man stepped out of the crofter’s dwelling, likely the tenant farmer himself. “What brings you this way?” He squinted in their direction.
Octavia put her hand on Korbin’s arm. “I’m looking for my sisters, who I believe passed this way.”
The farmer hesitated as though trying to reconcile her racial features with her manner of dress. After a moment, he jerked his head toward the workers’ cottage, then turned and went inside.
Korbin wondered what induced the man to shelter conduits of the Sennestelle. It wouldn’t surprise him if the farmer was beginning to regret his choice. Surely by now he would have heard what happened in the city this morning. News travels fast, especially grave news.
A burlap curtain shifted in a small, dirty window.
“Sonna? Minny? Pendra?” Octavia called quietly. “It’s Octavia.”
The curtain opened wider, revealing a narrow, frowning face.
“Lettoria,” Octavia muttered and then sighed. Raising her voice, she said, “I bring word.”
The door opened, and the woman at the window glanced sharply toward it, as though she was displeased at the intrusion. Another woman peered out the door. She had a softer face and a plump figure to match. “Come in,” she said and motioned to Octavia. Casting a sideways glance at Korbin, she stepped aside to let the pair enter.
Inside huddled a half-dozen Kilovian women and a handful of men. Korbin could tell easily which ones were the conduits. They had the same calm, confident bearing Octavia possessed.
All eyes turned to the visitors.
“Welcome,” said another one of the conduits. 
“Are we?” Octavia asked. “I hear someone has been spreading lies about me in our own community.”
The blunt challenge surprised Korbin, especially so immediately after their arrival. 
A few of the observers looked ashamed, including a couple of the younger conduits. The others bore a thoughtful expression, except the pinch-faced woman.
“Lies?” she asked, her voice full of scorn.
“Your pettiness astonishes me, Lettoria,” Octavia said, her voice seeming unconcerned and bored. She gestured to the others in the room. “But what shocks me most is that you would vent your jealousies at a time so dark and dangerous for the Sennestelle. We should be banding together, not seeking divisions.”
Another of the conduits cut in. “Is it true that Sen Rhikar released you from your position?”
“Another sign that even our master doesn’t trust her,” Lettoria said. “And now she’s brought him here.” She nodded pointedly at Korbin.
Octavia ignored Lettoria. “Rhikar said that my last work would have challenged even him, and thus he gave me his blessing to take students of my own.”
The other conduits exchanged glances, then gave Lettoria a sharp look. This was clearly not the story they had heard from her. One of the youngest exclaimed, “You said she was cast out in disgrace!”
“I never said that.” Lettoria crossed her arms tightly in front of her chest. “I said I didn’t blame Sen Rhikar for pushing her out of the city.” She narrowed her eyes at Octavia. “Tell them what your last work was. Do you deny that you altered the mind of this lunatic Graiphen, who just this morning murdered a dozen people and is responsible for the threat that now hangs over all our heads?”
“He was under attack from someone manipulating the dark side of the One, and I used a blood-bond reversal to release him from the dark conduit’s hold. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to cure the effects of the prolonged torture he suffered.” She paused. “No one could. Not even Rhikar.”
The other women nodded and murmured their agreement while Lettoria stood, scowling her disapproval. “And who do you accuse of being this so-called dark conduit? Which of us would you have us believe has betrayed our code?”
“I didn’t come with accusations, but a warning. I wasn’t certain word would have reached you yet of this morning’s events.”
Lettoria gestured to one of the men who sat around a small, square table. “Dremmei was there. He came immediately to tell us.”
“Good,” Octavia said. “Korbin was also there, and he spoke to Dul Graiphen afterward. The temple intends to see us all arrested and questioned, and they’re employing what he called the Red Manus.” The phrase elicited another round of murmurs, and even Lettoria frowned with worry. “I was given one day to leave the city and told that no conduit would be safe in Talmor after today. I came here to advise caution.”
“Do you think we have been playing while you’ve been in the city? That we don’t understand the risks?”
“I believe that if you understood what is coming, Lettoria, you wouldn’t be wasting time stirring up false rumors about me when you could be helping our people. We should separate, so that if one is captured, not all suffer the same fate. We must do as we did during the wars in Kilovia: move from house to house, staying each place only a few nights and risk telling no one where we will be next.”
Lettoria looked as though she’d been slapped, but recovered quickly. Turning to the table of men again, she asked, “Dremmei, you didn’t mention anything about this Red Manus. Did Dul Graiphen speak of such a force in the public square?”
He shook his head, but Octavia cut him off before he could give a verbal reply. “He gave this warning as well as the offer of one-day’s safe passage to me privately, through his son.” She gestured to Korbin.
Lettoria’s eyes glittered with victory. “You brought the madman’s son here, and you now admit you’re still in league with the Talmoran Dul, even after today’s massacre? These do not sound like the actions of an innocent woman. What I can’t understand is why you’re bothering to pretend. Is it because you have more planned?”
Octavia shook her head. “You’re insane, Lettoria.” She turned to the others. “The conduit who attacked Graiphen for all those months was strong and proficient. His mastery of the dark side of the One was fluid and complex.”
“He?” one of the girls asked.
For the first time since arriving, Octavia hesitated. “Of course, our adversary might be a woman. I cannot be certain, but something about the work seemed masculine to me.”
Lettoria snorted. “Even a novice knows you can’t tell the gender of a conduit by their work.” With a glance to the other women, she said, “Now you see why I doubt that Sen Rhikar would have blessed her to take on students.”
“The dark conduit attacked Korbin in my presence and I witnessed his power. It was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Only blood empathy was able to stop it, and even then, it nearly cost too much.”
Korbin didn’t understand exactly what this meant, but by the way some of those listening flinched, he assumed her words indicated something bad. The thought was confirmed when one or two of them cast accusing glares at him, as though he’d intentionally forced Octavia to use dangerous magic.
“What proof do you have that—”
Before Lettoria could finish the thought, Octavia pulled back the fabric of her dress and turned. 
Korbin was shocked to see the state of her back, and she’d only revealed a quarter of her flesh. But covering it were fresh scars of thick welts. Their placement matched exactly the lashes he’d received at the hands of the dark conduit. Shame and remorse filled him. She’d taken his wounds on herself and borne them in silence. He started to speak, but a sharp look from Octavia swept the words from his mouth.
“That is dark work indeed,” one of the other conduits said thoughtfully. “Senne Octavia is right. We are not safe here, nor prepared enough to deal with something of this nature.”
Another chimed in as Octavia covered herself. “It’s bad enough the threat from Dul Graiphen and his temple, but to be attacked by one of the Sennestelle? It’s unthinkable.”
Lettoria cleared her throat. “I think we should—”
“I think we’ve had quite enough of what you think,” the round-faced conduit said.
“Pendra,” Octavia began, her voice soft. “I understand the instinct to be angry with Lettoria, but we must work together if we’re to overcome this threat. We need every conduit available to help our people through this difficult time.”
“I’m sorry, Senne. Of course you’re right,” Pendra said. “What should we do? What do you need from us?”
“I believe if we work together, pool our resources, we can perhaps learn more of this dark conduit, his identity and perhaps location. He will not be expecting a coordinated response. Then, when we are finished, we should separate. Perhaps Dremmei and some of the other men can help you each find a safe house, since it may be unwise to show ourselves too much inside the city.”
“You think we should stay in Vol?” Pendra asked, sounding alarmed.
“If you wish to leave, no one will blame you. I would recommend the capitol. It will likely be one of the last places to feel Dul Graiphen’s influence, since I doubt he will challenge the emperor yet.”
“Yet?” Korbin interjected. The others glanced at him as though they’d forgotten he was there.
“I don’t think there are any limits to his ambition or to the hunger of the Talmoran Spirit he serves,” she replied. 
Pendra nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps the capitol is the best place for us. Forgive me, Senne. I understand your desire to stay, but what can we do against someone like Dul Graiphen, who can kill with this strange power granted by his god by merely flicking his wrist? And how can we serve our people if we’ve been arrested by his Red Manus?”
“Go if you must. I know you will find a way to serve no matter where you travel, as you always have done. Will you stay long enough to help me cast a counter-divining against the dark conduit?”
“A counter-divining?” Lettoria scoffed. “That will take half the night. If the need is as urgent as you suggest, surely we could do a sympathetic reading based on what you have already felt of him.”
“No,” Octavia said sharply. “A sympathetic reading requires that we open ourselves to him. It would give him access to our essence. Such work should never be employed against a conduit.”
Korbin could tell she was holding back much harsher words, but she stopped herself.
“I agree that a counter-divining is time-consuming, but I believe it offers our best chance. If you don’t want to stay, then go. No one is forcing you. In fact, the men should go. They can begin the search for safe houses and return before dawn to take you to the locations they’ve found.”
“But—” Lettoria began, but she was cut off by loud noises coming from up the road. It sounded like dozens of people on horseback.
“Who is there?” Pendra asked and rushed to the window.
Korbin reached out to her before she could pull back the curtain. “Stay back,” he said. “Is there another way out?”
“Yes,” Pendra replied. “There’s a door in the back.”
“We should go. Now.” He cast a worried glance at Octavia.
“You brought them here!” Lettoria shouted the accusation.
“Quiet!” Octavia hissed.
Pendra grabbed Octavia’s hand and pulled her toward the back of the worker’s house calling, “This way, everyone.” Korbin followed quickly behind the two women, and the others didn’t hesitate.
Unfortunately, there was no cover near the worker’s house except the hip-high dry stone dyke that surrounded the entire croft. Beyond it were grazing meadows and fields sown with winter crops.
One of the younger women turned to him. “What do we do?” she asked as shouts of soldiers came from the road.
“Run!” he said. “Head for the woods.” He had little hope they might make it.
“Use your talents, sisters,” Octavia said. “Their minds are focused, so yours must be as well. Quickly.” She hiked up her long skirts and clambered over the wall. Once she was on the other side, she motioned for the others to follow. “Help them,” she said to Korbin.
“Spread out,” Korbin said. 
At first, it seemed the women were too frightened to move, and then in a burst, everyone ran. Korbin grabbed Octavia’s hand and they took off together, leading the way to the woods. 
Shouts followed them, and he could hear pounding hoofbeats. While they moved, Octavia spoke ragged incantations, much as she had done on the road from Vol. The other conduits did the same.
When Korbin glanced back, he saw their efforts had not prevented them from being captured, however. Pendra was surrounded by three circling city watchmen. Her face was calm and she didn’t stop her chanting until one of them cuffed her hard on the side of the head. Alongside the city watchmen were interspersed red-robed priests with barbed clubs hanging from their belts. His first glance of the Red Manus.
Octavia tugged his hand. “We must not be captured,” she shouted. They ran until they reached the edge of Ancothy Wood, and she urged him onward.
Korbin didn’t want to think what would happen to those left behind. 
“How did they find us?” he asked as they scrambled over thick roots and past scratching branches.
“I don’t know,” Octavia said. “We only told Sen Rhikar and Eliam of our intentions, but the Dul didn’t know the exact location. It may have been one of the others already here, of course. I do not know this man Dremmei. He was in the city today. He may have been followed back.”
Korbin didn’t believe that, of course. If Dremmei had been followed, the Manus would have arrived before he and Octavia, and he felt confident they hadn’t been tailed that afternoon.
The realization that they’d been betrayed made everything worse. He couldn’t suspect Rhikar. Although he was both a Kilovian practitioner and a man, Korbin felt certain Octavia would have sensed if he was the dark conduit.
That left Eliam as the only person who had known their intended location. A sick feeling swept over Korbin. Please don’t be true, he said to the thought that invaded his mind and wouldn’t leave him.
 



Chapter 17
“Are they sure it was Korbin and Octavia?” Eliam asked, his heart sinking further into bleak dismay with every word out of Dul Tarsten’s mouth.
“The temple claims that two of the captured witches confessed to being in league with them and that both were present at the croft where the fanatics were hiding.”
“Fanatics?” Eliam raised an eyebrow.
Dul Tarsten shrugged but looked slightly guilty. He’d begun using the language of the temple’s edicts without even noticing. “Devotees, conduits, witches. Whatever you want to call them.”
“I still don’t understand why the prisoners were handed over to the temple. Are we no longer a city of laws?”
Tarsten didn’t answer the question. They’d gone over it several times. Eliam understood; he just didn’t like the answers. The senate had always been a fractious group with shifting loyalties, full of men of wealth and ambition. The eight who made up the ruling circle of this province were no exception.
Graiphen had somehow managed to straddle the line of government and religious power. He used his new position with the temple to persuade the rest of the council, bar Tarsten and Eliam, to vote to allow this Red Manus to question those captured at Dramworthy. It would, he’d argued, allow the council to keep their hands clean while ensuring the necessary information was gleaned in the quickest and most efficient way.
Just remembering Graiphen’s tone at the meeting the previous evening made Eliam’s skin crawl. Every senator had appeared equally uncomfortable. Only he and Tarsten voted to keep the prisoners in the hands of the city watch.
Seba had looked like he wanted to support them, but he didn’t dare cross Graiphen openly. Eliam had argued that no one temple could be seen to have more influence with the council than the rest. To hand over the province’s system of justice to one would cause difficulty with the others.
The withering glare he’d received from Graiphen had made his stomach clench. Eliam had not imagined the man could be more intimidating than he had been as head of the Council of Eight. All seven of the other senators seemed to feel the heat of Graiphen’s new-found influence, and in the end, only Tarsten voted with Eliam, and he did so reluctantly.
“We’ve been reduced to hearing about decisions by temple messenger and gleaning what we can from veiled hints. This may be the quickest, most bloodless revolution in the history of Talmor.”
“Be quiet, boy,” Tarsten said testily. He glanced around his study as though afraid the paintings on the walls might report what was said between the two men.
“We have to do something about this,” Eliam persisted. 
“No, we don’t. You don’t seem to understand. We’ve lost what influence we had. Our biggest strength before was our alliance with Dul Graiphen. Now that he’s Ultim Qardone Graiphen, he’s no longer an assistance to our cause.”
“And what is our cause? Sanity?”
“Talk like that will get you nothing but trouble,” Tarsten said, then added with a mumble to himself, “There’s nothing left but to do it.”
“Do what?” Eliam asked.
“We must inform the emperor.”
Eliam blinked. The emperor was a reclusive figure in Talmoran life. He still held enormous power and sway, but his influence went beyond political power. He was Talmor. The senators always acted with the motivation of keeping their cities and provinces running in such a way that they didn’t attract the emperor’s gaze. Although Talmor had a representative senate, the emperor’s word was law and would instantly quash any illusion of democratic governance. The more reclusive and uninvolved he was, the better. If Tarsten wanted to involve him, Eliam could only assume the senior legislator saw no hope of controlling the situation.
“Surely there’s another way,” Eliam said. 
“What way?” Tarsten shot back. “Braetin’s temple is effectively taking over the senate in Vol. You said yourself it’s practically a revolution.”
“I was being dramatic,” Eliam said, knitting his brow. “Have you spoken to the other senior legislators?”
Tarsten nodded reluctantly. “Only Dul Ursin seemed amenable to my words.”
“Ursin? Since when have you two agreed on anything?”
Tarsten snorted. “Since I agreed with his long-standing opinion that Graiphen is wielding too much power.”
Eliam shook his head. “I wouldn’t like to see Ursin garnering as much power as he’d like, either. On the other hand, he voted with Graiphen last night to allow the temple to question the prisoners. If he believed Graiphen wielded too much power, why didn’t he support us? Seba looked like he wanted to join us as well. Why did they vote the way he demanded?”
“Because a few days ago, Graiphen shot fire out of his hands and killed twenty people without recrimination. Only a fool would have voted against him.”
“We did,” Eliam said, then nodded when he saw the look on Tarsten’s face that said they had taken a huge risk by doing so. “But surely Graiphen wouldn’t attack senators. That would be madness.”
“Indeed,” Tarsten said, but his heart wasn’t in it.
“What is Dul Ursin willing to do?”
“So far, nothing,” Tarsten said. “He asked me the same thing. When I said I had no immediate plan for how to deal with Graiphen, he told me to come back to him when I did. I may speak with Seba, but he’s got even less influence in the senate than you do.”
Eliam sighed and ignored the slight. “If anything untoward happens to the prisoners, we could use that as leverage to show that Graiphen can’t be trusted to uphold the law. That is our entire function in Talmoran society, Tarsten. Have you forgotten that?”
Tarsten scratched his white beard and pondered. “That’s a fair point. But more importantly, we have to find something we can use to discredit Graiphen, to diminish his personal influence.”
“I can’t believe it’s come to this,” Eliam said. “A week ago, he was our ally and we were working to save his position, his sanity, and perhaps even his life.”
“I haven’t survived this long in the senate and garnered as much influence as I have by lamenting what should be. Instead I deal with what is. Graiphen has become a threat. Not just to you and me, but to Talmor itself.”
“So how do we discredit him?” Eliam asked.
“Someone attacked him with black magic. We find out who and see what they know. If we could somehow connect Graiphen with the practitioner, then that would discredit him both with the people, the senate, and even with the temple.”
“But why would anyone believe Graiphen had ordered the attack on himself? That doesn’t make sense.”
“It doesn’t have to. People are scared. We don’t even have to find the same practitioner. It just needs to be someone people believe is involved with black magic. This isn’t about truth, but about reality. Graiphen is already suspected by some because of the accusations against his son.” Then Tarsten’s eyes lit up, and he glanced at Eliam. 
As though reading his mind, Eliam felt a shiver of dread. “No,” he said. “We can’t accuse Korbin and Octavia. We were the ones that involved them!”
“All the better,” Tarsten said. “That means no one else knows the truth.”
“No. It’s not right.”
“Is it right to allow the temple of Braetin to take over the senate, the city itself? Do you think Graiphen’s little demonstration of power at the Centennial Square yesterday was the last of its kind? That those citizens were the last to die at his hands? That these prisoners captured yesterday will be the last to be taken and tortured in the name of justice?”
“No,” Eliam reluctantly agreed. “What if we enlist Korbin’s help instead? He and Octavia might be able to lead us to the person who did actually attack Graiphen. Perhaps if he did it once…” He let his voice trail off.
“Are you suggesting we get him to attack Graiphen again? That we consort with practitioners of a false god?”
“No,” Eliam said quickly. “Of course not.”
Tarsten appeared somewhat mollified.
“I’m simply saying that no one would blame us for wanting to find this person. It would appear for all who observe that we’re supporting Graiphen’s efforts, and would take the heat off after we disagreed with him in the senate last night.”
“When in fact we’re going to use this person for our own ends?” Tarsten scratched his beard again, something he often did when deep in thought.
“To gain information,” Eliam said. 
“Do you know where Korbin and Octavia are now? The missive from the temple said they eluded capture.”
“No, but Korbin trusts me. I could draw him out of hiding.” He paused. “I want your word that nothing bad will happen to either of them if I do this. He might be Graiphen’s son, but he is my friend, and I owe him my loyalty. I will not see harm come to him because of my actions.”
“Of course not,” Tarsten said. He reached over and patted Eliam’s hand enthusiastically. “This is good, my boy. It gives us an option other than involving the emperor. What we learn may give us something to draw in Dul Ursin’s support as well.”
Eliam nodded. “I’ll have to think of exactly how to reach out, but it shouldn’t be difficult. Korbin trusts me and my faithful servants. If he’s in the city, or even near it, he’ll come to us once I send out word using my people.”
“Don’t waste any time. We have no idea when Graiphen will act next, and I doubt very much that he’s being idle. The entire nation may be at stake.”
Eliam didn’t quite trust the gleam in Tarsten’s eye, and he prayed to the Spirits of Light that he wasn’t making a huge mistake. At this point, however, he didn’t have a choice.
∞
Sometime near midnight, Octavia knocked on a weatherbeaten door just a few streets down from her now-abandoned flat. Korbin carefully watched the quiet street. 
He had to admit he’d had second thoughts about returning to the city, but now with the arrests of so many at Dramworthy Farm, he had more trouble weighing on his mind than before, even more to atone for. 
Octavia had questioned him relentlessly about whether or not they’d been followed, about who he might have spoken to in the few moments they weren’t together. Like him, she seemed to be trying to work out how they had been betrayed. By the look on her face, she blamed him. She never said so, but she didn’t have to. 
No one answered the door. Octavia glanced his way, clearly worried.
At that moment, he came close to offering to leave, to go it alone. He needed her protection; that much he understood. Another attack like the one he’d suffered previously, and he’d likely not recover. But if it had been Eliam who had brought the city watch and the Red Manus down on them, had them followed to Dramworthy, Korbin would never forgive him, or himself.
Octavia knocked again, rolling her knuckles on the wood. After a few moments, footfalls approached, night slippers sliding along the floor. The door opened a crack. “Senne?” a man said from within.
“Yes, Navetta,” she said. “My companion and I need shelter. Two days. No more.” None of the formality Korbin would have expected, no blessings or Kilovian sayings, just short and to the point.
The man at the door also seemed to notice her grave and terse tone. “You have done much for my family,” he said after a few moments’ pause. Octavia waited patiently while he considered, but Korbin’s skin itched with the need to get off the eerily quiet street.
Finally the man opened the door. “I have a new baby,” he said.
“I know,” Octavia replied. “Do you not recall me coming two days after the birth to tend to Brigid when she couldn’t rise from the bed?”
“Of course.” His tone was defensive.
“Two days,” Octavia repeated. “No longer. I promise. We will stay out of sight.” She led Korbin inside, and he felt an urge to apologize to their host. How many people would put themselves in danger for him? How many people would suffer the same fate as the conduits at Dramworthy? He didn’t like to think what they were being subjected to, if they were even still alive. 
A small, thin child’s cry came from the back of the house. A woman’s soft voice muttered soothing sounds.
“We’re sorry to have arrived so late, Navetta,” Octavia said. “Has there been word about further arrests?”
“None since the ones yesterday. Do you think they’re still alive?”
“I hope so.” Octavia’s voice sounded strong.
If Korbin hadn’t known her so well, he never would have realized she was hiding behind a mask of strength. He wanted to take her hand, but she wouldn’t thank him for it.
“I can only take that as a good sign. If they’d been executed, I expect it would have been done publicly,” Octavia said.
Navetta nodded, not looking reassured. “I lost my job. No one wants to employ a Kilovian anymore.”
Octavia offered words of sympathy, and Korbin’s mind turned to Rhikar and all the other Kilovians he’d encountered recently. If all of them lost their work, their ability to survive, what would become of them? Would Rhikar lose his shop? He’d seemed willing enough to leave, but that place must represent years of work. 
A woman’s voice stirred Korbin from his reverie. Brigid stood in the doorway, a small woman with intense, dark eyes and black hair parted in the center. She bobbed a small child on her hip. “Did you tell them about Dow?” she asked her husband.
The name made Korbin’s heart stop. “Dow?” 
She cast her husband an impatient look. “Tell them,” she said.
Navetta looked up apologetically and shrugged. “A man was going from shop to shop in this area earlier today. He said if anyone saw you, to tell you Dow was looking for you. You are to go to the place you last met with him. He has made arrangements.”
Octavia frowned. “What do you think?” she asked Korbin.
“I’m not sure.” He didn’t like to admit he suspected Eliam of having betrayed them. He felt disloyal for merely thinking it. But he couldn’t lead Octavia into a trap. Not after what had happened at Dramworthy.
“Does anyone else know that name?” she asked.
Korbin was hesitant to answer. He would have sworn that no one knew about Dramworthy. Could he be more certain of this? “We’d never used it before. It is a recent fabrication. The name was one of a mutual friend a long time ago.”
She nodded, as though understanding his cautious answers. “Was there anything else?” she asked Navetta.
“No, Senne. Only those words.”
“What of the man who delivered the message? What did he look like?”
“He was tall for a Talmoran,” he said. “Darker skin than most, a bald head, and a large belly, as though he’d drunk too much. Pale eyes.”
“That sounds like Saqine,” Korbin said. “He’s one of Dow’s most trusted friends.” He’d been about to say servant but realized he would be giving too much away even with that.
“So the message could be authentic,” she said.
“Yes,” Korbin told her, but even if it was Eliam who sent the message, could they trust him? After all, he had signed the arrest warrants. He’d never made an adequate explanation about that. Was he just trying to draw Korbin and Octavia in now that the other conduits had been found? He’d been working for Graiphen before. What if he still was? Or worse, what if he’d been working for the person who’d attacked Graiphen?
Would that actually be worse, Korbin wondered. His thoughts went round and round in circles, but he couldn’t make any sense of their situation or reach any logical conclusion. He hated himself for suspecting Eliam. He’d been a loyal friend over many years.
“We should consider before we decide,” Octavia said. “Discuss and meditate on our next move. The morning will be soon enough. If Dow does indeed wish to aid us, he will still be willing in a few hours.”
“The message did say to come at once,” Navetta said, then looked down in shame at Octavia’s glare.
She appeared put out, but Korbin didn’t blame the man for not wanting anything to do with the Sennestelle. The crofter who’d hidden the conduits in Dramworthy had disappeared along with those he’d sheltered.
Brigid sighed. “Take our room, Senne. You are welcome in our house, of course. Forgive my husband. It is late, and the baby has been keeping us awake at night.”
Korbin expected her to refuse to take their room, to not want to be any trouble, but Octavia graciously accepted. Brigid took a moment to put fresh linens on the bed and clear out a few things, including the baby’s cradle.
“I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” he said to their hosts.
“It is an honor to be of service to the Sennestelle,” Brigid said defensively.
The couple’s bedroom was small, and Korbin and Octavia likely would have been more comfortable on the spacious living room floor with a rolled up blanket for a pillow, but now he understood. She accepted their hospitality as a member of the Sennestelle. It wouldn’t have been right for a conduit to be apologetic. She was appreciative and respectful, but she also accepted what they gave her with the sense that it was right that they offered. In their culture, he supposed it was.
Once they were alone, he asked quietly, “So what do you think? Do we return to the Twining Rose tomorrow?”
“Perhaps you should go by yourself. I intend to seek word of Sen Rhikar, but I must do that on my own. My guess is that he’s gone into hiding, but I cannot be certain. If he has, I won’t find him. If he’s still at his home, he will not thank me for bringing you there a second time. I will be safer alone.”
The last statement hit him in the gut. It was at last an acknowledgement that he was the cause of the danger.
He opened his mouth to speak, but she interrupted him. “I’m sorry,” she said.
The apology caught him off guard. “For what? You’re right. You’re safer without me.”
“I still need your help,” she said. “You’re my link to the dark conduit.”
“You’re waiting for him to attack again,” he said.
“This time, I’ll be prepared. I’d hoped to have my sister conduits’ help, but since I must do this without their aid, I will.”
“Why hasn’t he attacked again before now?” Korbin asked.
“I think perhaps recent events are affecting whoever hired him as much as they are us. This is a clue to the identity of the one behind it all. This is no common man or merchant. This is someone at the heart of everything transpiring in the city right now. That’s a small circle.”
“And if we figure out who is behind it, we can find the conduit himself.” Korbin considered the men of the Council of Eight. He knew of all of them, but hadn’t had contact with them for years. With everyone looking for him now, how could he get close enough to find out more? 
“Yes. Or the other way around. We find one cockroach, we find another. We need to know the identities of both.”
“Has it occurred to you that the conduit may have been one of those arrested yesterday?” Korbin asked gently. “If so, we might not have anything left to fear.”
Octavia pressed her eyes closed. “It has occurred to me,” she said. “Time will tell. Meanwhile, we keep up our defenses and I prepare myself for the next attack.”
“And tomorrow I go see what help Dow has to offer.”
After a short pause, Octavia asked, “Do you trust him?”
Korbin frowned. “I’ll be careful.”
 



Chapter 18
The cold, drizzling sky perfectly reflected the miserable atmosphere in the small apartment. Navetta wanted Octavia and Korbin to leave as soon as possible, saying they should go before the sun was too high, lest people see them. Korbin sympathized with his worries. Brigid and the baby were both fractious, likely caused by a lack of sleep.
Korbin arranged through Navetta to send a message to the Twining Rose, saying he would meet “Dow” that morning. Although Octavia didn’t think it wise to give Eliam warning, Korbin planned to go early to see what, if anything, was waiting for him. That row housed several taverns and inns where Korbin could observe the Twining Rose for at least a couple of hours.
Every moment of his lifetime of experience with Eliam told Korbin his suspicions were unfounded, but a niggling doubt preyed on his mind. Now he had to worry not just about his own safety, but of Octavia’s as well. If she were captured, he had little hope of surviving a second attack from the dark conduit.
As shops were opening for the day, he prepared to leave. He wrapped up warmly, Octavia’s scarf doubled around his neck to hide the protective twining she’d made for him. “I’ll be back as soon as possible.”
Her eyes betrayed her doubts. “Be careful,” she said for at least the third time since they settled on their plan. “Return by a winding route.”
The words cut him. She feared he would lead more soldiers to their hiding place, as, he supposed, she thought he did at Dramworthy. Or perhaps it was his own doubts speaking. If she really believed he had betrayed them, even accidentally, surely she would not stick with him. But then, she was obsessed with finding the dark conduit. 
She’d talked of little else all night. Since neither of them could sleep, they lay on top of their hosts’ small, cozy bed and she told him about the dark side of the One. She had to find the person who had done this to Graiphen, to all of them. He, she insisted, was responsible for the chaos that followed, the deaths at Centennial Square, the arrests at Dramworthy, and perhaps much more they didn’t know about.
She planned to complete her preparations while he was gone, then she would look for Rhikar. He was reclusive, had no contact with the community directly, and took in no work in their craft. His main purpose as Vol’s senior conduit had been to train and direct those students under his care. She told Korbin that Rhikar spent much of his time learning and experimenting with the efficacy of various medicinal herbs, stones, and metals in conjunction with forgotten incantations. With a wistful smile, she talked about how he’d been so excited to discover that red iron flakes combined with moon blood would boost a bonding incantation, while common chalk facilitated breakings.
Before Korbin left, she checked his protective twining one last time and arranged his scarf to cover it. She met his eyes and patted him gently on the chest. She opened her mouth, then closed it. He assumed she was resisting the urge to tell him one last time to be careful.
He put his hand over hers. “Everything will be all right.”
She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, then exhaled a sigh. “I hope you’re right. I’m worried about my sisters. I wish there was some way we could learn their fate.”
“I’ll find out what I can from ‘Dow’ today.”
He gave her hand a squeeze and left through a side door. He walked into the early morning light and tried his best not to look furtive. It took him nearly an hour to reach the road where the Twining Rose stood. Strolling along, trying to look as though he belonged amongst the other travelers, he stepped into the first inn on the avenue. 
It had a small dining room with a limited view of the Rose. He stayed only long enough to have a hot drink before moving on to the next. Two other places didn’t serve the public, only guests of the inn, but he could tell that vantage point wouldn’t allow him a much better view.
By the time he got to the fourth, it was only an hour before his appointed meeting with Eliam. He stepped onto the wide wooden porch that wrapped around the inn and greeted the woman sweeping outside. “Do you serve a morning meal?” he asked. “I’m due to meet a friend, but I’ve arrived in the city early. I could use a taste of something hot.”
“Are you looking for a room?” she asked.
“Maybe,” he said. “Depends if my friend offers his hospitality or not.” He shrugged. “We haven’t seen each other for a long time, and his wife has never liked me much.” Despite the tension twisting his gut, he tried to give a winsome smile.
Just then, a familiar voice sounded in the still-quiet street. Eliam. Korbin couldn’t resist looking, even though his instincts told him to hang back. He turned his head and saw his friend walking down the road, deep in conversation with Dul Tarsten. The pair had such an air about them that no one who looked on could doubt they were important men.
Eliam’s approach surprised Korbin. He’d expected his friend to be more discreet, but then, two legislators visiting an establishment like the Twining Rose wouldn’t arouse suspicion.
Korbin realized he’d missed something the innkeeper had said. “I beg your pardon?” He turned to her.
She went pale. Her broom clattered to the ground. Her small, calloused hand clapped over her mouth and she gasped in surprise.
The entire world seemed to grind to a halt, and Korbin’s every motion felt like it took ten times longer than it should. He had the peculiar sensation of moving through the air as though it was quicksand.
By the time he’d turned back to where she pointed, the narrow street was filled with men in red robes, at least ten of them, the one at the head carrying a lit torch. They surrounded Eliam and Tarsten.
“What is the meaning of this?” Tarsten demanded.
Onlookers backed away, and the innkeeper dashed inside and shut the door behind her, leaving Korbin alone and exposed on the inn’s broad porch. He was frozen, fear and dread rooting him in place.
The men grabbed the legislators and one of them shouted, “You have been found guilty of heresy. None shall stand against the Spirits of Light and Shadow.”
Korbin backed toward the inn’s door, looking for an escape route. He scrambled to a narrow alley on the right. His mind wouldn’t accept what he was seeing. Eliam was being arrested by the Red Manus.
Heresy. The same crime he and Octavia had been accused of.
Eliam and Tarsten struggled against their captors, and the struggle turned quickly violent.
Don’t fight them.
They’ll only hurt you. Just go along.
Shouts and the sound of hard strikes told him how wrong he was. The two legislators didn’t stand a chance. Within a few moments, both men were bound with ropes and pushed to their knees.
One of the red-robed men wielded a huge hammer. Korbin watched in horror as it swung in a large arc over the man’s head. He thought for sure it would shatter bone when it landed, but instead, the instrument clanged against metal. He was driving some kind of long, ringed spike into the cobble street.
Tarsten continued to protest loudly, his expression and words betraying more anger than fear. Eliam was quiet but equally disbelieving. 
Within moments, ropes were fastened tightly to the iron stake. One by one, the priests took out a flask and splashed something in their prisoners’ faces. Both men spluttered and shouted.
Then, in a quick, horrifying display, the man with the torch lowered it to Tarsten and all the priests backed away from the pair. His scream echoed in the street. Eliam struggled in panic, but the fire leapt the short distance from Tarsten to him, blazing bright orange.
“Hail Braetin, Mistress of Shadows,” one of the priests shouted. The others picked up the call, and they began to chant.
Korbin’s stomach turned and tears sprang to his eyes. “Eliam,” he whispered. There was nothing he could do to save the man who’d been like a brother to him. He clenched his fists as the men’s screams wracked through his mind. After only a second’s pause, he stumbled into the alleyway and started to run.
He fled from the scene, giving no thought to which direction he was heading. Only when he reached the city’s western gate did he realize where he was. He stopped to breathe, but his mind wouldn’t focus. All he could think was that he needed to be somewhere far away.
Eliam’s screams echoed in his ears. He didn’t know how far he’d have to run to silence them, but he’d go as far as needs be.
∞
Octavia sat in uncomfortable silence with Rhikar. She’d never seen her mentor so beaten and depressed. “There’s been no word at all?”
He shook his head slowly. “Not even a whiff of a rumor.”
The city watch had denied they were holding the conduits. Rhikar asked around as much as he dared. His position as a Talmoran citizen gave him some leeway, but in the end, he was Kilovian, and everyone he encountered regarded him with suspicion. They were being blamed for the deaths in the square, for angering the Talmoran gods. There was no rational argument that could combat such unreasonable thought.
Octavia sighed. “What is fated to happen cannot be avoided.”
“You think this madness is fated?” He shot her a dark look.
“I am searching in all the teachings I’ve received over the years for something that will help me accept and understand, but I’m finding nothing.”
His shoulders slumped. “I have been learning for much longer than you, child, and I’m running into the same obstacle. Dark times lie ahead for all of us.”
“And yet you’re still here,” she said. “I wasn’t certain I’d find you again.”
“After today, you won’t.”
“You’re leaving the city?” she asked. “But what about Lettoria, Sonna, Minny, and Pendra? What if one or more of them were not arrested? They may be hiding and need our assistance.”
“You were there,” he said. “Did you see any of them escape?”
“No, but I was running for my life. It’s possible. We can at least ask around. We must think. Where would they go if they escaped Dramworthy?”
“My best guess is that they would come here,” Rhikar said.
“Perhaps, but perhaps not. We talked about keeping moving, staying separate, like we did during the war. They may be doing as I am, and staying with a faithful Kilovian in their district.”
“Don’t tell me where,” he said quickly. “If I am taken, I don’t want to be able to give those madmen any information.”
She hadn’t planned to tell him, but the stark fear on his face made her feel more uneasy than before. She’d hoped he would be calm and reasonable as always, have words of comfort to offer, but she found no comfort here.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “By tomorrow, we will be in a new place.”
“We? You still stay with the Talmoran boy after what happened at Dramworthy?”
“He was attacked by the dark conduit directly. I was there. I believe a second attempt will follow, and I intend to be ready. I will find this person and put an end to his abuse of our sacred teachings.”
“Don’t,” Rhikar said. 
“What?” Octavia couldn’t believe her ears. “You of all people should understand why I must do this.”
“You did what you were hired to do, and it’s brought you nothing but grief. Tell the boy to leave the city. I feel certain if he does, he won’t be troubled again. Clearly he was targeted because of his father, but things have changed since Centennial Square. Whoever wanted Graiphen out of the way now has bigger concerns than his son.
“Meanwhile, you should hide. Go underground if you must stay in the city. But don’t risk yourself to search for Lettoria and the others.” He blinked, fighting back tears. “They’re lost to us, and we should not die trying to save what cannot be saved.”
She’d never before heard such talk from him, seen him so defeated and morose. “We must fight this, Rhikar. We cannot abandon our people. I’m not ready to give up on the idea that at least one of the others might have escaped as I did. If we find the dark conduit, he may have materials left that we can use to further unbind Graiphen’s mind. If we can heal him, the temple may lose their hold on him.”
“Oh, child. The Spirit he serves will never let him go, no matter what we do.”
“Why are you so stubbornly willing to believe the worst?” she shot at him.
“Why are you so eager to die?” He asked the question softly and without malice. “Save yourself, Octavia. I could not bear it if…” His voice trailed off. After a long pause, he added, “This is my fault.”
“How?” she asked. “How could any of this be your fault?”
“I should have seen it coming. I should have told you not to take the commission from Dul Graiphen. It was foolish to accept the job not knowing who the target was.”
“Had I known, do you think anything would have turned out differently?”
“You wouldn’t have accepted the job,” he said.
Octavia wasn’t certain. If she had met with the man and seen his condition, could she have turned her back on him? She doubted she could have. Her only hope had been if the name scared her so much she refused to meet with him, but would she have refused? Uncertainty plagued her thoughts. Part of her said yes, but the doubts refused to go away.
“We cannot change what has already passed. You know this. You were the one who taught me the virtue of remembering that fact. We must deal with what is, not what we wish could be.”
“Of course.” He sighed loudly. 
She’d never before wanted to slap him, but she did now. He needed to be awakened from this stupor. “So help me. Together we can use Korbin to entrap the dark conduit. I still have the talisman. With it, we can draw him out.”
“You kept it?” 
“I’d planned to cleanse it, but it occurred to me that such a thing might prove useful. It’s protected, of course.”
Rhikar’s eyes grew sharp. “There is no protection against this man. You cannot best him, Octavia. Leave it. Please. Don’t you see how dangerous it would be to try to draw him out, as you say?”
“With your help—”
“This is insanity,” Rhikar interrupted. “I will have nothing to do with this. Is the Sennestelle not wounded enough with four captured conduits? Shall we sacrifice ourselves, too?”
“We can protect ourselves. We will be careful.”
“No,” he said, his voice rising as he stood. “No. I will not hear of it. You will not attempt this. You will go into hiding with our own people and send this boy away. We will leave Graiphen for the Talmorans to deal with. Many are not any happier with his new rise in power than we are. This is not ours to fix.”
Octavia stared, stunned. He was forbidding her? “I’m no longer your student,” she said.
“This is for your protection, Octavia. People are dying. Your sister conduits, my students, are dead. I am certain of it.”
“You know something.”
“I feel it. I have trained each of them, worked with their blood. They’re dead.”
“The One revealed this to you?” 
His nod was barely perceptible, and with it, Octavia’s hopes were crushed. If anyone could make such a claim, it would be Rhikar.
“They have returned to the source of all life, and their beauty and wisdom enrich us all.” She said the blessing without feeling.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you feel responsible. I had hoped to spare you my insight, but you’re so stubborn.” He started to smile, but instead choked with tears. “Please, Octavia. Do not persue this madness. Promise me.”
“Rhikar—”
“Promise me!” He grabbed her hand. “Swear it before the One.” His eyes were wild and desperate.
She felt trapped. How could she refuse him? But she could not make such a promise. “I will take no undue risks,” she said. “I swear to that.”
“You will hide?”
“Yes,” she said. “I will.”
He exhaled his relief. “Thank you.”
“I should go,” she said. “But before I do, I wanted to ask—”
A scream interrupted her thoughts. She glanced at Rhikar, but her thoughts went immediately to Korbin. The Twining Rose was only three streets over from where she sat. She hated to assume the worst, but her heart started to pound. Without thinking, she stood and rushed to the front door, swinging it open.
“No,” Rhikar shouted from behind her, running to catch up. “Only a moment ago, you swore to take no risks. Are you mad?” He pulled her back and closed the door. He went to the window and peered out. People were rushing by. Another scream sounded, then another. 
“Something terrible is happening,” Octavia whispered.
“We must leave this cursed city,” Rhikar said, pressing his eyes closed and pulling the curtains shut. 
The sound of hurried footfalls, shouts, and chaos came from outside. Octavia had trouble making out the words in the hurried Talmoran speech, but she did hear the word execution over and over. She would have feared it was her sister conduits, but Rhikar said they were already dead.
“I must go,” she said.
“It’s not safe out there,” Rhikar insisted. 
“I will blend in the crowd in the chaos. Dressed as a Talmoran, no one will look twice at me. Please. I must go.” She pictured Korbin and prayed to the One the screams she heard were not his. She knew the One didn’t work that way. What would be would be. What was fated could not be avoided. Still, she whispered heartfelt pleas.
Rhikar’s resigned expression showed that he knew she would not be swayed. “Be careful.”
“Of course.” She kissed his cheek and wondered if she’d ever see him again.
Outside the shop, she watched people rushing by. A small boy was weaving through the crowd, and he ended up very near her. She reached out and grabbed his arm. “What has happened?” She didn’t dare speak to an adult or anyone who might notice her Kilovian eyes.
“Two legislators have been executed,” the boy said. “Lit aflame in the middle of the street!” 
Octavia recoiled from the glee on the boy’s face. She let him go without another word, and he scampered into the crowd.
“Dul Eliam,” she whispered. She couldn’t deny the certainty in her soul. Another person who had helped her was now dead. It took a moment for her to realize she’d been standing in one place too long. Steeling her courage, she stepped into the throng and let the frenzied movement of Talmoran feet carry her away.



Chapter 19
The pressing crowd had thinned and slowed by the time Octavia returned to the safe house, but even here she saw evidence of unrest. Someone had broken a window in a nearby shop. Shouts sounded from around a corner and she could hear still more shattering glass and splintering wood.
Her heart pounded as she walked, and her usual meditative exercises did nothing to calm her. She felt the weight of the stares of passersby, and she expected a troop of soldiers or priests to jump out in her path at any moment.
By the time she rapped on Navetta’s door, the panic had nearly overwhelmed her. It took everything in her to keep a calm exterior, and she didn’t know how long it would last. It felt as though an age passed before Brigid answered the door.
“Greetings, Senne,” Brigid whispered as though afraid a neighbor might hear.
“Has Korbin returned yet?” Octavia swept inside without waiting for an invitation. She could not stand being on the street one moment longer. 
“No,” Brigid said. 
“Where is Navetta?”
“What is happening? I can see you are worried, and I hear the sounds of many men on the streets. I’ve been afraid to go out.”
Octavia sighed. “Two Talmorans were publicly executed today.”
“What? Why?” Brigid lowered herself into a chair.
“I haven’t heard what the charge was, but one of the people was a friend of Korbin’s.”
“Dow?”
Octavia frowned. Brigid really was far too insightful. “No.” They’d only given their hosts the name Dow, and soon everyone would know Dul Eliam, the representative for this city, had been executed by the temple. No need to connect the two. If their hosts knew the pair had been killed because of their connection with Korbin and Octavia, their gracious acceptance of tradition might come to an abrupt end. Octavia needed their hospitality just a little bit longer.
“Was Korbin there when it happened?”
“I don’t know,” Octavia said. “He left before I did.” Her tone was sharper than she intended, but she couldn’t think straight.
Korbin likely had been there. Did this mean he’d been arrested? If so, she should move to another location before the Red Manus showed up at the door. He might not want to betray her, but nobody could withstand torture indefinitely. She felt a weight of guilt on her chest. If anything happened to Brigid, Navetta, and the baby because of her…
“Do you have family nearby?” she asked.
“My mother lives near here in—”
“Don’t tell me where. You should go there. Now. Don’t take anything. If you arrive with a bag packed, it will draw attention. I will wait for Navetta and tell him to follow.”
“But—”
“Now, Brigid. For your baby’s sake.”
“How long?”
“A few days at least.”
The woman nodded, looking like she might cry. She looked around, as though deciding if she really could go without taking a thing. In the end, she went to the back of the house and fetched the baby from the bedroom. He began to cry, his hair matted to his head as though he’d been awakened from a deep sleep.
Brigid rocked back and forth to soothe him, pressing her lips to his head. She glanced at Octavia. “You will stay?”
“Only until Navetta and Korbin return. Then we will move on. Thank you for your hospitality. Long may your fires burn.”
“May the power of the One forever guide you,” Brigid replied without feeling. She sighed deeply, then grabbed a small blanket from beside the door and wrapped the crying baby against the cold wind. “There is a stew just starting to cook. If you’re still here this evening, help yourself. If you leave, please take the pot from the fire.” 
“Of course,” Octavia said. “Thank you again.”
Brigid shifted the baby in her arms, managed to pull her coat on, and left.
The baby’s cries carried until they reached the end of the street, and then Octavia had to strain to listen. She closed the shutters at the front of the house and turned out the lamps. Sitting alone, the room lit by beams of pale sun that peeked through the ill-fitting slats and the dying cookfire, her fears returned.
She knew it was not the time to be idle and certainly not the time to dwell on her fears. Drawing on every last iota of determination she had, she pulled her focus to the power of the One. She was only partially successful. Her efforts did keep the panic at bay, but one ear stayed tuned toward the street, where she hoped she would soon hear Korbin’s footfalls approaching.
Two hours later, Navetta arrived. Octavia sent him on his way quickly, telling him where he would find his wife and child. He had, of course, heard about the executions, but he had little information to add, other than confirming the second victim had been Dul Tarsten.
The name meant little to Octavia, although Korbin had mentioned the man in recent days. She’d not paid too much attention to Talmoran politics before Eliam showed up on her doorstep. She’d certainly never thought these two Duls’ fates would be tied to her own.
The sun started to set and the house grew cold as the wood in the heating stove turned to embers. Not daring to light so much as a single candle, she gathered a blanket from the bedroom and wrapped herself in it. The stew was tepid and the vegetables half-cooked since she’d let the fire die, but the rumbling in her stomach won out, and she prepared a bowl. The flavor was good, even if the consistency wasn’t.
With every passing hour, she started to worry more and more that Korbin wouldn’t return. If he was arrested, there was nothing she could do. If he’d left by his own choice, there was also nothing she could do.
She cleaned the bowl in the darkness. She hated seeing the stew wasted. Navetta and his wife couldn’t afford to throw food away. 
Octavia struggled to stay in a meditative state as the hours passed. She went to the small bag that she always carried and took out some of her favorite talismans. They didn’t have any power in themselves, but they helped her maintain focus. Still, no matter how she tried, Korbin’s image intruded on her practice.
Finally, when the street had grown quiet as the neighborhood went to sleep, she took out the token that the dark conduit had attached himself to when he attacked Korbin. It had been carefully wrapped in blood-soaked cloths and bound with silver. But Octavia’s worry for Korbin outweighed her concern that the dark conduit might be constantly waiting to be able to connect to this one item again. The chances were remote, and any practitioner would have expected Octavia to have cleansed it by now.
Her day’s worth of meditation meant her mind was sharp and her connection to the One easy to draw upon. When she touched the item with her skin, the last remnant of the welts on her back tingled. The power in it was still alive, and that surprised her. A shiver ran down her spine as the object pulsed.
Trying to ignore the taint in the token, she kept her attention on its function and the connection to Korbin. Using the sweeping power of the One, she gazed outward. Korbin was nowhere to be found. She frowned and focused harder, spreading her area of insight.
The fear returned as she tried to keep herself from worrying that he might be dead. Pricking her finger with a silver needle, she let her blood touch the back of the talisman where it had burned Korbin’s flesh. A small piece of his skin still clung to it.
When the two essences merged, she felt his warm presence and a smile broke out over her face. He was alive. But was he well? Was he free? Moving from a scanning search to a pinpoint of power, she turned her attention to him. As she gathered her strength and solidified her connection to the One, she caught a flash of Korbin and saw him clearly for an instant. He was free. She saw that much for certain. But she didn’t know where he was. The scenery was unfamiliar.
Then she heard a sound from far, far in the distance. The ocean. He had left, run away. He was no longer in Vol. Gone without a word. 
Octavia’s meditative state snapped and the token fell to the ground. She was alone. She shuddered in the cold darkness as the truth of her situation hit her hard. 
With a bitter laugh, she scolded herself. She should have known this would happen. He was a child, a baby lord playing at being a hero. He’d never really committed to helping her, just as he’d never truly wanted to help his father. Why he’d stuck with her as long as he did, she didn’t know, but after Dramworthy Farm, why would he stay when the mere mention of witchcraft could get anyone killed?
His best friend had died that morning in what sounded like a gruesome way. When they first met, she and Korbin had talked about what had held him to the city, and she’d questioned whether it was hope for a past that could never return. Maybe the last of Korbin’s hope and loyalty had died with Eliam.
She felt a wave of resentment. Those two had brought this grief to her door, to the entire city’s door. If only they’d never found her. If only she’d turned Dow away.
Putting her tools in her bag, Octavia considered what to do. Now that she knew Korbin hadn’t been captured, she was as safe in this house as anywhere. She would stay what was left of the night and leave in the morning.
But where would she go? What could she do alone? Her only connection left was Rhikar, and he’d made it clear he wouldn’t help her pursue the dark conduit. She had no choice but to give up and hide as her mentor had told her to. All the other conduits were dead. She’d be lucky to find anyone who would shelter her.
For the first time, she considered returning to Kilovia. She hadn’t seen the place in years, but with Talmor returning to fervent worship of its own gods, perhaps her homeland—war-torn, corrupt, and imperfect as it was—would offer her a way to start over. It would be nice to see her mother again, to find out where her sisters had gone or if they’d stayed in Kilovia after she fled.
Pulling the blanket around her, she curled up in the one moderately comfortable living room chair. It smelled of Navetta, and she imagined him spending his evenings there. She only hoped his association with her, however brief, wouldn’t bring him trouble.
Although she had a plan to leave in the morning, she felt utterly lost.
∞
Korbin was gone, free, away from all the madness in Vol. Guilt wracked his mind, but he pushed it aside. He had to look out for himself, as Eliam should have done. Octavia was a grown woman and a competent one. She could take care of herself. He had to hope that since he left Vol, the dark conduit wouldn’t target him again. 
That evening when he arrived in Arcciosca, he’d spoken to the contact Eliam had given him about a job at sea. He’d been hired without question, based on the weight of Eliam’s recommendation. Of course, Korbin hadn’t told them that Eliam was dead. They’d know soon enough, and when they told him, he’d act surprised. Letting his horror show wouldn’t be difficult.
But being free didn’t feel liberating. Especially not when he couldn’t stop thinking about Octavia. He didn’t know what he felt for her. It wasn’t lust exactly, although she was beautiful and he couldn’t help but fleetingly wonder what it would be like to hold her. He had trouble imagining such an encounter, though. On the other hand, mere friendly affection didn’t quite cover what he felt, either. Over the strange days they’d spent together, they’d forged some kind of bond. Beyond that, the nature of their relationship was difficult to pinpoint.
At the moment, he sat at a table, pretending to listen to local gossip with a couple of the sailors he’d be working with on their next journey. Then all of a sudden, it was like Octavia was there, standing next to him. He looked up and actually felt surprised when he didn’t see her. He sensed her so clearly, he would swear he could smell the familiar aroma of the soap she used.
At first, the experience had been a warm one. He was so happy for that fraction of a moment. But then, without warning, he imagined her feelings of betrayal when she realized he was gone. It hit him so hard that he caught his breath. Although he felt ashamed at having run, that wasn’t the worst part. The worst was the understanding that although she would be deeply hurt, she wouldn’t be surprised. By running, he’d simply confirmed what she’d always believed about him, deep inside.
“What’s wrong?” one of the sailors asked. His thick Northern accent made it come out like Wot’s wrang?
Korbin sat in silence for a moment, and the sailor repeated the question, this time sounding more concerned. 
“I have to go,” Korbin said softly. 
“Aye,” the sailor said. “Good fer ye, mate. Need to get an early start a’ the morn.”
Korbin nodded, but he had no intention of showing up in the morning. He couldn’t do this. What was eating at him wasn’t that Octavia needed him, but he suddenly realized that he desperately needed her, and not just to stop the person who had attacked his father and later him.
She was his one remaining connection in this world, now that Eliam was gone and his father had changed into someone he didn’t recognize. What had he been thinking?
Luck smiled on him for once, and he managed to find a merchant who was making the overnight journey to the city. A few coins secured him a spot on one of the wagons. It took almost twice as long as it would have on horseback, but when he left Vol, he couldn’t risk taking his horse from the stable where it was housed with the Talmor Riders, so he’d begged a ride.
The merchant made a stop before heading into the city, so he dropped Korbin at an inn off the main road. Korbin didn’t want to bang on Navetta’s door before dawn. The innkeeper wasn’t thrilled at having to get up at this hour, but the coins Korbin put in his hand assuaged his anger. The cook was already awake and baking, and before long, Korbin had a hot drink, some freshly baked rolls, and a plate of ham and sausages. 
Within an hour, early rising guests started to appear, and Korbin worried one of them would recognize him. But as the room filled with people, the chatter turned to the events of the previous day. The deaths of two of Vol’s prominent legislators trumped a mere wanted criminal. The talk pained Korbin and he tried not to picture Eliam’s face as he burned. The image had haunted his every hour since it happened.
That was the moment when Korbin realized more than one of the travelers was wearing a pin with Braetin’s symbol on it. Were they true believers or just hoping it would protect them from the Red Manus? That told him it was time to go. It wasn’t worth the risk to find out which camp they supported. He rose from his table, but a voice caught his ear, and he hesitated.
“They say Dul Seba has been declared the head of the Council of Eight.”
“Seba?” Korbin asked without thinking. A couple of heads swiveled in his direction.
“Indeed.” The speaker was a squat man in rich clothing. “Surprising turn of events, isn’t it?”
Korbin shrugged, feigning disinterest. “I never paid any mind to politics,” he said, affecting the accent of the locals in Chelotti Strand. “I just thought Dul Ursin was second after Dul Graiphen.”
The man looked impressed and pleased to have an audience who understood what he was getting at. “Exactly. I thought so too. Everyone did. But it seems Dul Eliam and Dul Tarsten’s deaths shook things up more than we might have expected. Perhaps Dul Ursin didn’t want the job, considering the events of late.” He raised an eyebrow, waiting for Korbin’s input.
Korbin wouldn’t give any more, no matter how much he wanted to question the merchant for every last bit of information he had. Seba? It didn’t fit. A million questions begged to be asked, but instead, Korbin decided on prudence.
He shrugged and picked up a last morsel of bread on his place and popped it in his mouth. “Who knows what goes through them Duls’ minds.”
Another man piped up. “I heard the emperor is coming,” he said, wiping pig grease off his wobbly chin. 
Korbin glanced at him. “Naw. The emperor hasn’t left Durjin in decades. The Council of Eight will sort things out,” he said, not believing for a moment that they would, especially not with Seba at the helm. He tried to picture the Dul, but only had the vaguest image of him. 
“The Council of Five, you mean,” the fat man said with a snorting laugh.
The merchant shot him a dark look. “No need for that,” he said. “The Eight will stand as they always have done. No, I agree with our young friend here.” He nodded toward Korbin. “The emperor won’t stir from Durjin. Not yet. Things aren’t quite that bad.”
Korbin wondered what exactly the merchant thought the emperor would leave the capitol for, but he didn’t ask. 
The fat man didn’t like the challenge. “It’s the truth. I swear by the Spirits.”
A woman at a nearby table sucked in her breath.
“Sorry, miss,” the man muttered, then turned back to the main conversation. “But I heard it from the innkeeper at Crosswight Pass. He heard it from an imperial messenger who was passing. He said he’s putting on extra staff in case some of the entourage stop there on the way.”
The merchant laughed loudly, looking to the others for support. “You mean Ordinheigh? That man is a fool if he thinks the emperor’s entourage would stop at a place like that.”
“Well maybe not his own people, like, but he has lots of servants, right? And they have to sleep somewhere if they’re travelling, right?”
“Yes,” the merchant said with a roll of his eyes. “They have to sleep somewhere, but I’d wager a hundred declani they wouldn’t in a thousand turns of the sun stay at Crosswight Pass.” No one seemed inclined to take that bet.
The conversation continued as Korbin made his way out of the dining room. He hitched his bag onto his back, stepped onto the road, and began to walk. Within an hour, the sun would be up and he’d be in Vol, just in time to meet up with the early morning flood of incoming travelers and farmers heading to market.
His thoughts turned back to Octavia. Through the night, he’d pondered whether or not what he’d sensed the previous evening had been real. He would have sworn he simply imagined it, but on the other hand, he didn’t underestimate her abilities. It would make sense that she’d search for him once it was clear he wasn’t merely gone for a few hours as originally planned. And she’d have heard about Eliam. 
The more he thought, the faster he walked. He had no idea how far her abilities extended, but he had to get to Navetta’s house before she left, if she hadn’t gone already. If she went into hiding, it was possible he’d never see her again. With everything in him, he knew that wasn’t what he wanted. Shame burned through him, and his fast walk turned into a trot.
“In a hurry?” a voice said, and Korbin turned to see a farmer’s cart. A weatherbeaten face looked down on him, the sun shining from behind him in a way that made it difficult to make out the features.
Korbin nodded. “Aye. First day of work and I’m gonna be late,” he said.
“Hop in the back,” the farmer said, shaking his head. “I could tell by looking at you, son. Got that air of a man with something to lose if he don’t get where he’s going.”
“Thanks.” Korbin hoisted himself onto the rear of the cart. For once, something was going his way, even if it only meant getting there in twenty minutes instead of an hour. As far as he was concerned, every moment counted.
 



Chapter 20
Imperial soldiers patrolled the streets alongside the city watch, forcing Korbin to travel cautiously. It made him wonder if the fat man at the inn was right. In all his years, Korbin couldn’t remember such a strong military presence. On the upside, if the emperor was coming to Vol, the soldiers wouldn’t be as interested in arresting someone for “criminal heresy” as they would be in maintaining the peace. He hoped so.
He moved through the various districts toward Navetta’s house, surprised to find the number of imperial soldiers even greater in the immigrant district. Every street he turned on, there were three more. If they’d come because of Eliam’s death, so many couldn’t have travelled from the capitol in so short a time, so they must have been dispatched from the surrounding provinces. On the other hand, perhaps someone had informed the emperor of the goings-on in Vol some time ago. 
Pondering the possibilities, Korbin nearly ran into a group of three rounding a corner at the same time he approached.
“What is your business?” a guardsman asked.
“Talmor Rider,” he said.
“Token?” The man was slightly shorter than Korbin, but twice as broad and wearing armor with a heavy sword hanging from his waist.
“I left it at home. That’s why I’m coming back,” he said, trying to look abashed. His heart was racing, but his experience as a rider kept him calm. Proving his identity was a routine he’d gone through a thousand times.
“Where’s home?” a second guard asked, a thick-necked woman who looked like she’d never laughed in her life. 
“Up the way.” Korbin nodded in the direction of Navetta’s house. It was a dangerous gamble, but he had little choice.
“Let’s go.” The three parted and let him pass between them toward the house. 
Korbin walked slowly. He didn’t know what would happen when Brigid or Navetta opened the door and saw him approaching with three imperial soldiers.
“Pick up the pace,” the first guard said. “We have things to do.”
“Aye, all right,” Korbin replied, and broke into a quick trot, something they seemed to find as annoying as him dragging his feet. He cursed himself for antagonizing them.
When he arrived at the door, he hesitated a moment. It felt awkward to barge in, but he had said this was his place. He whispered a prayer to the Spirit Pang that Octavia would be there and that Navetta and Brigid would support his claim. 
“Not sure which house is yours?” the guard asked.
Korbin rolled his eyes. “No, just not sure the reception I’ll get.” That much was true. The shutters were closed, and he hoped that Navetta and Brigid wouldn’t be home. But if the house was empty, that meant no Octavia. And she likely still had his token, which would compound his worries.
He opened the door and peered into the darkened room. “Octavia?” he called quietly.
She flew at him from out of nowhere, and he felt a sharp stinging slap across his face before he could register what happened.
“You left without a word,” she said. “Gone all night!”
“I’m sorry, love,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t slap him again upon hearing the pet name. The soldiers laughed in unison.
Octavia looked tired, her hair disheveled and her clothes rumpled. When she saw the guards, her eyes widened in fear. 
“It’s nothing,” he said softly. “I’m not in trouble. I just need my token. Do you know where I left it?”
Fumbling and rendered mute, Octavia nodded. She staggered away from the door and retreated into the house. Korbin turned to the guards. “Sorry. She’s a bit nervous about soldiers. Bad time during the wars back home.”
She returned before they could make any reply. She handed Korbin his riders’ token, keeping him between her and the guardsmen. He glanced down at it. The badge was dirty and stained brown from her blood. With a sigh, he held it up for them to see.
“That’s disgusting,” the female guard said. “What is that?”
“Mud,” he said. “I dropped it and haven’t had a chance to clean it.”
She grimaced. “Take the time.” With a nod toward Octavia, she said to him, “You’d do well to start paying attention to details.”
“That’s good advice, I’m sure.” He gave a nod and hoped they’d take the hint and go without asking any more questions. 
The female locked gazes with Octavia. “If you need help, the imperial guard will aid all, not only Talmoran citizens. We’re here for your protection.”
Korbin cast Octavia a worried glance. She didn’t speak, but merely nodded. The soldier must have taken Octavia’s fear of them as fear of him. He felt even worse than before and had to stop himself from explaining. He just wanted them gone.
“Thanks,” he said and stepped back to shut the door but hesitated. He didn’t want to seem too desperate to get rid of them.
“Curfew at dusk. Orders of the emperor,” the broad-shouldered guard said. “Movements are restricted between districts. Carry your identity token with you if you want to pass freely.”
Korbin couldn’t hide his surprise. “Is the emperor coming here?”
The female guard shrugged. “We only have orders to maintain the peace.” The guards turned to go, disinterested now that he’d shown proper identification.
“Thanks,” he said again and slowly shut the door, plunging the room into darkness. He went to the window in the main room and opened the shutter. “It’s cold,” he said. “Where are Navetta and Brigid?”
“I sent them to her mother’s yesterday after…” her voice trailed off.
“That was good thinking.”
He went to the stove, shoveled some coal in, and lit the fire. He could feel Octavia watching him. When he finished, he stood and faced her, hardly able to meet her eyes. He dusted off his hands while he waited for her to speak.
“I didn’t think you’d come back,” she said finally.
“I wasn’t sure you’d be here when I returned. I am glad you are, though.” He wanted to tell her a million things, how much he needed her, but the words evaporated on his tongue.
She stood in silence for a moment. “I’m sorry about Eliam. I was shocked to hear of his death. Were you there?”
“Yes,” he said, unable to keep his voice from cracking as tears welled. The images of his friends’ gruesome end flashed in front of his eyes again. 
Suddenly, Octavia reached out and pulled him into an embrace. He knew she was still angry with him, but he accepted her comfort. It had been a long time since anyone had made such a gesture to him.
“Everything will be all right,” she whispered.
He pulled back a fraction to meet her gaze. “Will it?”
“Of course,” she said. “Events will turn out as they must.”
He didn’t understand what she meant, but even if the words were insincere, spoken only to comfort him, he appreciated them. He noticed, however, that she said they would turn out as they must, not as anyone hoped. Reluctant to let her go, he embraced her again and whispered, “I’m so sorry.”
She didn’t answer at first but after a moment, she stepped back. “It took a lot of courage to return. I saw you by the sea. You were free. And yet you came back. Why?”
The words echoed in his thoughts: Because I need you. Because you’re my only friend. Instead he said, “It was the right thing to do.”
She knitted her eyebrows and considered his answer but didn’t press for more. Even though she looked as though she had more to say, she simply nodded.
“What do we do now?” he asked.
“We can stay here for the moment. I told Brigid to stay with her mother for at least three days.”
“If the emperor has declared martial law, they will likely be longer than that,” Korbin commented.
“Agreed, but to be cautious, I think we shouldn’t stay more than a day or so.”
“So, what do we do now?” he repeated, still running over the previous day’s events in his head. “I am at a loss. Why Eliam?”
He sat down, putting his head in his hands. He was struggling to keep the tears from flowing. He feared that once they started, they wouldn’t stop.
“I am surprised, too,” she said. “I didn’t think the Red Manus had grown so powerful that they would act so boldly or publicly against two such powerful men. The streets were in chaos for much of the day and night.”
“If my father was trying to impress anyone by killing two senators, he went too far. He’s drawn the eye of the emperor.”
“It’s a strange and careless mistake for a man of his experience to make,” Octavia said, leaning on the chair opposite him.
Korbin shrugged. “There was a time I would have thought it uncharacteristic, but my father has lost touch with his sanity. He murdered twenty people only a few days ago. Are two more deaths really such a shock?”
“Perhaps you’re right.” She looked unconvinced. She opened her mouth to speak, but a loud rapping sounded at the door, interrupting her.
Korbin went to the window, peering beyond the curtain. “Curse the Shadows,” he muttered. Four red priests had gathered out on the street, two of them making their way to the back. At least none of them were carrying torches.
“Who is it?” Octavia rushed toward him. She paled when she saw the priests. She looked up at him, an accusation in her eyes. Once again, she believed he’d brought her trouble. He probably had.
The knocking sounded again.
“Go to the bedroom,” he said.
She hesitated only a moment before agreeing.
Before she left, he handed her his identity token. “You can probably make more use of this than I can.”
She accepted it and walked calmly into the bedroom, shutting the door slowly behind her. He wished he had half her nerve.
He took in a breath and went to the door, opening it wide. There were two more priests there who hadn’t been visible from the window.
“Yes?” he said.
A thin, older priest met his eye in a most pressing way. “Ultim Qardone Graiphen requests your presence at the temple.”
“Requests?” A hundred curses came to his mind, but he kept them silent. 
“Yes,” the priest replied. “He said to tell you he was not responsible for the death of your friend.”
The denial was unexpected. “I’m supposed to believe you? You’re telling me your people acted without the Ultim Qardone’s approval?”
The priest licked his lips in a nervous way. “It was not the servants of Braetin who took the life of the young Dul Eliam.”
“He expects me to take his word for that?” Korbin said, trying to keep his voice down. He’d gone from terrified to furious in record time.
“It is not for me to say what the Ultim Qardone expects. I am charged only with relaying his request.”
Korbin sighed. “Do I have any choice?” At least if they’d come to arrest him, he’d know where he stood. Either way, he expected the same outcome. 
An unpleasant smile quirked up on the priest’s face. “We all have choices, Dul Korbin.”
Korbin felt a strange shift, as though the priests were bracing themselves for something. He didn’t see any point in fighting them. Even if he could get away, where would he go? And if he did run, they would likely go after Octavia. He shrugged as nonchalantly as he could and stepped forward.
“The woman—”
“Isn’t here,” Korbin said, cutting him off.
The priest turned and made eye contact with another of his fellow disciples, who responded with a slight nod. “I’m afraid the Ultim Qardone’s orders were to bring her as well. We would be remiss if we didn’t search the house. Its owner was quite explicit when he indicated we would find you both here.”
Navetta? Korbin hadn’t expected the Kilovian to turn them in to the Red Manus, but he didn’t blame the man for trying to protect his family. “Do you not accept my word that she has gone into hiding elsewhere?”
“Dul Korbin,” the priest said gently. “We know she is inside. We’d hate to have to hurt either one of you. Your father asked us to avoid drawing unwanted attention.”
Octavia’s voice sounded behind Korbin. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m ready.”
Korbin hated the defeated tone in her voice, but he agreed they had little choice. He took her hand and she squeezed it, giving him a grim smile.
He turned back to the priest. “Let’s go, then.”
∞
Graiphen sat perfectly still in his seat, trying to meditate but finding it difficult to focus. His mistress was distant today, which was both a benefit, because his inadequate attention would displease her, and a detriment, because he felt powerless without her presence.
The deaths the previous day had him more rattled than he wanted to admit. Someone was trying to sabotage the rise of Braetin’s temple by sowing distrust. The attack was ridiculous. Anyone who understood the inner workings of the temple and the goals of its followers would know they wouldn’t tie down and set alight two prominent and popular figures in such a meaningless way. 
They problem was that only servants of the temple would understand the mistress’ needs. The deaths of the acolytes in Centennial Square weren’t random, but necessary. The onlookers who were caught up in the fires were mere accidents and those trampled were unfortunate. Their deaths didn’t mean anything to the mistress directly, except that they added to the frenzy of emotion, which fed her needs.
Graiphen stood and paced, unable to control his frustration. He’d been wrong. He was sure of that now. He had assumed Dul Ursin was behind the attacks on him. They’d been rivals when Graiphen was merely a Dul, sometimes bitter and contentious ones. But he knew Ursin’s character, and Graiphen couldn’t imagine the man ordering Eliam and Tarsten’s deaths.
And Seba? That nobody? Head of the Council? That made even less sense. 
Just as he was running over these thoughts, the door opened. “Ultim Qardone, your son and the witch have been found.”
“They’re being brought here?”
“Undoubtedly,” the priest said with a bow.
The answer annoyed Graiphen. Why couldn’t the man just say yes or no? He nodded sharply and returned to his seat, reminding himself to stay calm. He wasn’t angry with the priest but rather with the circumstances.
He should have been in a position of power with Korbin. After all, the boy hadn’t done as Graiphen so reasonably suggested. Instead, he was reduced to asking a favor, something which irked him at the best of times.
“Very well,” he said, shutting his eyes and focusing on his goals. He would have to remain composed if he was going to win the boy’s trust. And hers, of course. Not that Graiphen would address the witch directly.
Another quarter hour passed before his door opened again. By that time, he felt more centered. The same priest came in, followed by Korbin and a small, dark-haired Kilovian woman. The first thing Graiphen noticed about her was her unwrinkled, unblemished skin. Perfect, as though she never frowned or smiled, never indulged in any vice that would take a toll on her body. 
The second thing he noticed was the way Korbin simultaneously hovered protectively and yet tried not to show it. The charade, Graiphen was certain, was for her benefit, not for Graiphen’s. Was it respect or fear that held the boy back? The two concepts were closely intertwined, but not the same. Graiphen respected a few, but feared no one.
“Father,” Korbin said. “They tell me you requested my presence.”
“I didn’t kill Eliam. That fact must be understood before we proceed.”
“Straight to the point, then,” Korbin said.
Irritation prickled at Graiphen’s skin. “Do you want tea and cookies? To talk about the weather?” he spat.
“No,” the witch said calmly. “Let’s talk about Dul Eliam.” She held herself with perfect poise, but Graiphen could feel her fear just under the surface, thudding with the pulse that quivered in her throat. The knowledge aroused him.
Graiphen didn’t meet her eye, wouldn’t acknowledge her. He was prepared to ask for her help through Korbin, but he would only go so far. “Have you heard about Seba?”
Korbin nodded. “This morning. I never knew him, but I was surprised.”
“But you did know him. We entertained all the Council many times at the manor. You just never paid attention.”
He waited while Korbin cast his mind back. The signs of him searching his memory were played out on his face. The boy had certain talents, but he never would have succeeded as a politician. He didn’t hide his thoughts well enough.
“I can’t really place him. He was never one to stand out, I guess.”
“Exactly,” Graiphen said. “I wouldn’t have thought he’d have it in him to make a play for leadership within the senate. The most peculiar thing I remember about him is his taste for foreign cigars. He is a thin, bookish man who rarely spoke up. He couldn’t be bought and although he could be agreeable on the surface, he had a stubborn streak. He was the one legislator who sided with Ursin nearly as often as he sided with me.”
“He walked the middle ground?” Octavia asked. “A moderate?”
“No,” Graiphen said, forgetting for a moment he’d determined not to speak to her. The question intrigued him. “I wouldn’t call him that. He always claimed he was voting the way he thought would benefit his constituent region the most. It didn’t matter if the legislation was radical. If he believed it would serve his little segment well, he would be in favor.”
“He sounds honest,” Octavia remarked.
Graiphen wasn’t going to acknowledge that nonsense. As though honesty had any value on its own. What good was honesty if it wasn’t useful? He turned to speak to Korbin, but the witch continued.
“Did he hate you?” she asked.
“Hate me? He was pedantic and dull. I never paid him much attention. A year or so ago, his wife died, and he became even more remote than usual. I don’t see why he should hate me. He was practically irrelevant until yesterday.”
Korbin glanced at Octavia, and she responded with a slight shake of the head. Graiphen didn’t understand the exchange, but he found their subtle communication curious. It showed a deeper connection between the pair than he expected. What was the woman up to? He’d have to be more on his guard. 
“Why should we believe you about Eliam?” Korbin asked.
“What possible reason would I have for ordering his death? What would I gain except discontent in the community and the attention of the emperor?”
“You’re worried about discontentment?” Korbin laughed.
Graiphen felt as though he’d lost control of the conversation. “Only a fool would want the emperor here.” Since when did Korbin feel so ready to criticize him? There was a time when he would never have spoken to Graiphen that way, no matter how much he clearly despised him. 
“He is coming then?”
Graiphen nodded. “He arrives tonight. The temple received word this morning.”
“What do you want from us, father?” Korbin asked. 
“I focused all my attention on Ursin being the one who attacked me, but my inquiries have led nowhere. His servants have been questioned, discretely, of course, but the efforts have borne no fruit. With Seba’s sudden rise, I find myself wondering if underneath that calm shell, he must be more. I need to know before tomorrow, when the emperor will appear in public.”
“Seba?” Korbin said. “You think he was the one who ordered the attack on you? Why would he? What proof do you have?”
“None,” Graiphen said. “The temple does not wish to engage in another deep investigation on the matter. After Eliam and Tarsten’s deaths, the others are afraid to anger the Council. They say it’s too soon.”
His bitterness came through in his tone, but he couldn’t hide it. It was the first time the other brothers in the temple had refused him anything.
“And you want us to look into it?” Korbin asked. His disdain was evident, and Graiphen wondered if he’d miscalculated in his approach. Perhaps he should have begun with a stronger line. But he knew his son, and the boy had always resented Graiphen’s strength. Now that he saw weakness, though, he appeared to have even less respect.
“I am aware that the woman has an understanding of the type of curse placed on me.” He wouldn’t say her name, but he resisted calling her witch to her face.
Korbin glanced at her again, but she gave no sign what she was thinking. He turned a glare back on his father. “You had us chased down, capturing and killing four of her fellow conduits merely for the crime of being conduits. Her friends. And now you’re asking for help?”
Graiphen knew this would be a tricky point. “Captured, yes. Questioned, yes. One of their kind attacked me. I was determined to find out who. But killed? No.”
Octavia shot Korbin a look but said nothing. He met his father’s eye. “We were told they were dead.”
Graiphen shrugged. “Not by any of my people, and we are the only ones who had access to the prisoners.”
“Where are they now?” Octavia asked.
“They will be released and aided in leaving Talmor if you help me. I cannot sanction them to stay and practice their heresy under the temple’s nose, of course, but I can guarantee they will live to see their homeland.”
Korbin laughed. “So you’ll release them if we practice heresy here under your nose? Your logic is astonishing.”
Graiphen couldn’t take any more of Korbin’s mouth. “Watch yourself, boy. Remember who I am and what I can do.” That must have gotten the message across, because Korbin’s cocky expression melted immediately.
“Why should we trust you?” Octavia asked. “You have done terrible things.”
Her words were harsh, but he knew he had her. She would do anything if she thought it would save her fellow witches.
Graiphen looked his son squarely in the eye. “Tell her, son. Am I a man who keeps my word?”
Korbin exhaled. Obviously, he knew he couldn’t argue. Of course Graiphen was a man of his word. For good or ill, Graiphen never made a threat he didn’t follow through or a promise he didn’t keep.
“If he says they’re alive, I believe him.”
“And he’ll release them?”
“Yes, I think we can trust that.” He turned to Graiphen. “And what about us? We still have the Council’s arrest warrants hanging over our heads.”
Graiphen shrugged. “The Council doesn’t have much power anymore.”
Korbin waited, not looking away until Graiphen relented.
“With Seba’s rise, he’s cut me off from the rest of the Council, and with the emperor coming to Vol, it’s not the time to argue that point or petition for your name to be cleared. It would look like a family favor. You can do your work safely here in the temple. When it’s over, I will see your name cleared.”
“No,” Octavia said quickly. “I won’t be confined here. There is someone I must see before I can begin.”
“We will provide you anything you need,” Graiphen said.
“This is not a point on which I can negotiate.” Octavia crossed her arms.
Interesting, Graiphen thought. Not a point which she can negotiate. “I will grant you safe passage through the city.”
“Tokens,” Korbin said. “Not guards.”
“I won’t agree to that,” Graiphen said. “The temple will not sanction a witch being allowed to roam the city unwatched. I am the High Brother, but even I am not above the precepts of our mistress.”
He was treading a very fine line as it was. He was only able to do this much because he had no intention of letting her or the other witches leave after she completed her task.
“I am not going to run,” Korbin said. “As much as I dislike dealing with you, you’re offering something I need and our goals temporarily coincide. We want this dark conduit found as much as you do.”
Graiphen smiled and looked at Octavia. “You also give your word?”
She glanced at Korbin a final time and then gave a sharp nod. “Tokens for safe passage through the city, my friends’ safety guaranteed, every tool and supply I need given without question or negotiation, and the understanding that if what I find is not what you want me to find, that is not something I can change. The One offers the truth, nothing more or less.”
“We have a deal then,” Graiphen said. The bargain struck was unpleasant, but he could see no other way. His mistress was powerful, but he himself was not yet in a position of total strength, either in the temple or outside it. He would have to bide his time before he could act with complete autonomy.
The betrayal he was forced to commit here was also disagreeable, but necessary. In the end, the mistress would be satisfied, no matter the cost.
 



Chapter 21
Octavia’s skin crawled. She could scarcely believe Korbin was this man’s offspring, but she reminded herself Graiphen had been tainted by a corrupt conduit’s curse. Maybe the relationship would have made more sense if she’d known father and son before.
“I will begin immediately,” she said.
Graiphen smiled, an oily, leering grin. She doubted he realized how maniacal and unpleasant he looked. “Very well,” he said. “I can have a meditation cell prepared for you and whatever items you require brought to you.”
“I will perform three rituals. They will take time, and my efforts cannot be rushed. The first I will begin here and now.”
“Here?” Graiphen scowled. “I think not, I—”
“It will require your blood,” she said, cutting him off. “Which I will draw myself. As the dark conduit’s victim, you’re bound to him until the curse is completely broken.”
“It has been broken,” Graiphen said.
“You promised every tool and supply I need given without question or negotiation. Are you not a man of your word?”
The glare he shot her would have made most men shrivel, but Octavia had dealt with self-important people before. Not that Graiphen wasn’t dangerous. Of that she was certain. Dangerous and likely lying. Before she did anything else, she would find out exactly how far his deception went. If she was going to use her sacred talents for this despicable man, she would at least know where she stood.
“Very well,” he said, his lips twisting with distaste. 
“I need tools,” she said. “A small, sharp blade of pure silver, beeswax, parchment, a white candle, a purple candle, an iron nail and a small mallet, a sprig of calamus, a piece of licorice root, a silver needle with black thread, thick black cloth of any type. I can get them from my worktable at home.”
“Might as well give me a list of the items you will need for all three rituals, so we don’t waste time.”
Octavia nodded. “What I need for the third ritual depends on what I learn after performing the first two and my venture into the city. That cannot be helped. For the second, I simply need bay laurel and white linen.”
Graiphen nodded. “I will have someone purchase what you need—”
“It will be faster if you have them brought from my workshop. The calamus is not sold in any store in Vol, and if purchased, I’d have to spend time purifying the tools. It could take many days.”
“I will send someone to get the items from your workbench. No need to make the journey yourself when you undoubtedly have other preparations to make.”
She sensed his reluctance to let her out of his control. His behavior didn’t worry her too much. If her first ritual binding him to the truth went well, she’d have less to worry about afterward. “Fine.”
“Allow me to have you shown to an appropriate cell. I will come to you when the items have arrived. I will, of course, make myself available, but I will not allow witchcraft to be performed in this room.”
Octavia bent her head in agreement. Of course, his demands were ridiculous. The spell she planned to cast would not affect the room, but he would have his way, and she didn’t see a point in arguing. She’d learned over the years of dealing with Talmoran lords that sometimes it was better to let them have their way over the little, irrelevant things. Oddly, her compliance put them off their guard when she made a more substantial demand later.
“Very well,” she continued. “I require seventeen candles to prepare myself in the meantime. I assume you have some here. The color and size do not matter for these purposes.”
Graiphen stood and told a priest outside the room to escort the pair to the cell that had been readied for their stay. “Make sure they have ample lighting,” he said. “The woman is afraid of the dark and has requested a large supply of candles.” His mouth twisted into a smile, and the priest responded with a knowing nod. 
“As you wish, Ultim Qardone.” The priest bowed and gestured for Korbin and Octavia to follow him. 
An uneasy feeling settled in her stomach, but she did her best to ignore it. The bargain she’d made was a dangerous one, and every instinct and past experience told her to run. Steeling herself, she moved one foot in front of the other, following the man. She’d always been one to trust her intuition, but this time, what must be done was not a good or pleasant task.
The room they were ultimately shown was thankfully bare, no rugs, tapestries, or decorations to distract from her work. She waited until the priest brought the extra candles before beginning her preparation ritual.
She requested that Korbin help her move the plain furnishings to the outside of the room, leaving the center empty, and then asked him to remain at the edge. He complied and stayed silent, for which she was grateful. As she worked, positioning seventeen of the candles in a spiral, she considered how things had changed. She’d been devastated when he left and shocked when he’d returned. But when he’d come back, he’d been different, more centered, more determined. As angry and hurt as she’d been, she saw that his departure and return had been necessary.
Taking a bit of chalk from her bag, she drew symbols on the wooden floor between the candles, creating concentric circles. She stepped carefully and chanted with a slight hum, focusing as she lit the candles. This place had been home to a god for centuries, and carving out a sacred place to draw upon the One would not be easy if her efforts were not welcomed. The trick would be in subtlety. She didn’t place much stock in the existence of the Spirits of Light and Shadow, but their followers were fervent. She’d seen for herself that these disciples could be ruthless and clearly possessed some kind of magical knowledge in an unfamiliar sphere.
Time barely seemed to have passed when a knock sounded on the door, but she was familiar enough with her connection to the One to realize time warped when bound to the infinite. She sensed Korbin moving toward the sound as she continued stepping through the candles and chanting. When he arrived at the door, she said, “Accept the items, but allow no one to enter.”
The air in the circle was now pure, her efforts having pushed back the oppressive presence of Braetin’s followers. She would be reluctant to leave the relative safety and comfort of this place.
Still wrapped up in forging her connection to the One further, she distantly heard Korbin speak. “My father is here,” he said.
Nodding, she signaled for him to be invited in. Making her way carefully through the circle of light, she stepped as though dancing through the runes. When she reached the edge, she saw Graiphen waiting outside her circle. His presence was large and imposing. She didn’t want to invite him in because the circle offered her some protection, but she had to do what her task required. 
Bending in front of him, she drew a symbol on the floor, a gateway. “You may pass over,” she said, and briefly wondered if he would have had the fortitude to break her circle uninvited. “Bring the items on the first list with you. The others must stay without.”
He scowled but followed her instructions and stepped into the circle, his red robes glaring at her sensitive eyes. When she closed the circle after him, she caught Korbin’s gaze. He was watching intently. She gave him what she hoped was a reassuring look.
A moment later, she returned her attention to Graiphen, and what she saw made her take a step back. His eyes had turned black, with no color, no white between the lids. 
With a gasp, she glanced at Korbin, but he showed no sign he saw what she did. The sight made her reluctant to continue. She’d never before seen someone possessed, but the signs were clear. The man had done a deeply evil deed, and in performing it, given his soul to his goddess. 
The danger was clear, and she hesitated. Although she had planned to draw his blood for this truth-binding ritual, now she didn’t dare. What should she do? If she deviated from what she’d told him before, he would be suspicious.
“What’s wrong?” Korbin asked.
Graiphen smiled. He must have known what she saw.
“Your goddess is strong,” Octavia said quietly.
“Yes,” he replied. “Now you understand.”
She hadn’t before, but she was starting to now. He wasn’t mad. He wasn’t cursed. Her plan to bind him to his word was useless. When he’d made the bargain with her, she’d suspected he intended to betray her, and she planned to take countermeasures. Now she knew she couldn’t force him to tell the truth or influence him to stick to his promise. If she touched his blood, she risked invoking the Spirit who now owned him. If he touched hers, he would have power over her. The Talmoran gods were more real than she could have imagined, and more dangerous than she’d feared.
“Come to the center,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.
Graiphen followed, watching her closely with those dead, black eyes. Octavia felt Braetin’s attention through his gaze. Drawing on the One, she clothed herself in its infinite web of protection. Without it, she feared she might fall under Braetin’s influence.
Who or what were these Spirits? She didn’t dare ponder long. Her training and protection of the One would hold her for a little while, but she felt like a child trying to hold back the tide with a bucket. If Braetin moved, she would be helpless.
“Place the items on the ground,” Octavia said. “Take out the silver blade and the parchment.” When he’d done as instructed, she said, “Prick your finger. Let the blood fall onto the paper. Eight drops. No more, no less.”
“Afraid to touch me?” he whispered.
“This will lead me to our enemy,” she replied just as quietly. Keeping her voice barely audible, she said, “I know of your betrayal, your lies. My sisters of the Sennestelle are already dead, aren’t they?”
Graiphen’s face barely twitched, but it was enough for her to know the truth. I could not allow any follower of Eurmus to survive. The voice that spoke was not Graiphen’s. It echoed in her thoughts. Eurmus? She didn’t know this name. 
Octavia’s mouth felt dry. She licked her lips. “I will help you, use my knowledge and training to find this dark conduit as I said I would. I ask only that you fulfill what your servant Graiphen promised. Allow us to live and clear our names.”
The haunting voice returned. I cannot allow any follower—
“Then I will not aid you,” Octavia interrupted.
Graiphen opened his mouth and a bellow exploded from within. The Spirit screeched and wailed in anger.
It required all of Octavia’s training and fortitude to stay standing. Without the cloak of protection from the One, she could not have withstood it. She felt Braetin’s presence like a thousand stinging ants crawling over her flesh, and they were rendered weaponless only because of her connection to the One.
“Do we have a bargain, Spirit?” Octavia asked.
A clacking of mandibles sounded and a strange chittering filled her thoughts. Yes, servant of Eurmus. I will meet your terms if you destroy the one you call the dark conduit. He has grown too powerful. He works against my servant even still, and this one is useful to me.
“Very well,” Octavia said. 
If you fail, your soul belongs to me.
A chill spread over Octavia’s skin, and she shivered. She had no choice. If she didn’t enter the bargain, both she and Korbin would die in this place, and Braetin would have them anyway.
“I will not fail.”



Chapter 22
Korbin watched his father and Octavia staring at each other within the circle. Strange sounds echoed, but he couldn’t make out words, only murmurs and cries. He wasn’t sure what was real. He felt helpless, and all he could do was sit and wait. Although it looked on the surface like nothing was happening, even he, who had never been a big believer in spiritual things, sensed the thrum of power in the room. He didn’t dare look away.
Graiphen lifted a hand subtly, and the candles went out one by one, starting in the center. Octavia stood still, looking pale and strained. When only one candle remained lit, Graiphen smiled unpleasantly at Octavia and walked toward the door. He met Korbin’s gaze as he left, but said nothing.
When the door closed behind his father, Korbin approached the edge of the circle, uncertain if he should enter. Octavia raced past him, rushing to grab a chamber pot from under the bed. Her stomach heaved and emptied.
Korbin knelt beside her, pulling her hair back. Worry twisted his gut, but he waited until it seemed she could vomit no more. “Are you all right?” He touched her face. It was cold and damp. 
She nodded, sitting back. “You didn’t hear?” 
“No. What happened?”
Octavia gave a bitter laugh. “I got too cocky.” When he didn’t respond immediately, she explained. “I sensed your father was going to betray us, so I formulated a plan to hold him to his word. There are several incantations that will influence someone’s will if done correctly.”
Korbin frowned. He could have told her that Graiphen’s will would not be easily bent but was curious how she was so certain about his father’s plotting. “I take it they didn’t work.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t even try.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I saw what possesses him. She is not to be trifled with.”
“She?”
“His goddess.”
“You saw her?” Dread filled Korbin and he couldn’t bring himself to say the name.
Octavia shuddered. “We struck a bargain. If I succeed in destroying the dark conduit, she will allow us to live.”
Korbin didn’t have to ask what would happen if they failed. And he’d thought his father was the worst thing they’d have to deal with. He stood and put the cover on the chamber pot and placed it outside the door. He’d half expected to find the doorway guarded, but the corridor was empty and silent.
For a fleeting second, he considered leaving. He knew he couldn’t do it, but he wanted to get away from this place, away from Graiphen, away from all of it. With a sigh, he returned to Octavia. “There was no one to ask for water for you to wash.”
“There’s no time for that,” she said. “Fetch me the linen and the bay laurel.” While he did that, she returned to the circle, still looking unsteady but determined after her encounter.
She picked up the parchment containing Graiphen’s blood and folded it into an intricate pattern until the paper had taken the shape of a strange, spikey flower. She put it on one of the empty shelves, handling it as though the flower were both delicate and poisonous.
Returning to Korbin, she accepted the laurel leaves from him. “Rip the cloth into strips, please.” While he did that, she twisted the stems together, forming a chain which she joined at the ends. Then she took the strips of linen and gently wrapped them around the circlet until the leaves were covered and she had a crown of cloth. Sharp spikes on the leaves poked through the thin material, but she didn’t flinch when she placed the crown on her head.
She stared into space, as though contemplating a decision. 
“Now what?” he asked.
“Now I sleep.”
It wasn’t the answer Korbin expected, but nothing she was doing was familiar to him. “How long?”
A fleeting smile came to her lips. “Until I wake.” She went to the bed. “Help me drag this into the circle.” As he pulled, she removed the candles in the way, then replaced them after he got the small, narrow cot in place. She began to unbutton her dress.
He looked away. “I can wait outside.”
“No.” She took his hand. “Please stay. I need you to watch over me.” She glanced around the room. “I am not safe in this place, even with the protection of the One.”
“Of course,” he said and squeezed her fingers.
She sighed with obvious relief and released his hand, then continued undressing until she was naked. Korbin didn’t know quite where to look, so he maintained eye contact as much as possible. 
She laid her clothes outside the circle and returned with a silver blade he’d seen her use before. He worried he was going to have to watch her cut herself again, but instead she tied it on a golden string around her neck and let it hang between her small, round breasts. He glanced up and met her eyes and felt his face warm. She was beautiful.
She relit the candles while muttering an incantation he didn’t understand. With slow, fluid movements, she returned to the center and lay on the cot, making sure the blade was resting squarely on her chest.
Closing her eyes, she said, “Do not speak to me or touch me unless it’s absolutely necessary. Watch over me.”
“What do I watch for?” Korbin whispered.
Her eyelids fluttered open. “You’ll know,” she told him. She shut her eyes again and started to breathe more slowly.
He marveled at how quickly she drifted toward sleep.
In a dreamy voice, she added, “Don’t break the circle.”
He sat beside the low cot and watched her sleep, amazed by the trust she was placing in him. He took that trust very seriously, suddenly feeling this may be the most important task of their journey so far. He had no idea what she was afraid might happen, so he remained vigilant and waited, watching, hoping that if anything did happen, he would be equal to the faith she’d placed in him.
∞
Octavia hovered in nothingness in the cloudless sky, looking down on the city of Vol. The breeze was light and cool, the soft sound relaxing her. She knew she was there to do something important, but the gentle wind lulled her away for a moment. Glancing around the bright, winter sky, she sighed happily. Her connection to the One was strong, to the earth below and the sky above.
Stars sparkled and she felt the energy of every pinprick of light filtering toward her. The ground was cold and hard, but only on the surface. Deep in the earth, a warmth bubbled and her awareness delved toward it. A sense of peace settled over her, and she felt intense relief. Why, she wasn’t sure. Something terrible lurked far away, but she didn’t allow herself to focus on it.
After a few luxurious moments, a heavy feeling caught her attention and she looked down. Hanging between her breasts was the silver blade Rhikar had given her. It pulled toward the ground. When she moved, she felt a prick from her head. Reaching up, she touched the spiny laurel leaves in her hair.
Her memory cleared. She had work to do, and it was not work she was looking forward to. She could be wrong, she thought. With a heavy sigh, she let herself float downward. She wasn’t wrong.
“Where are you?” she whispered. 
The dagger tugged again, pulling her to Four Keithing, one of the poorest districts in Vol, one populated by a mix of immigrants and Talmorans. She frowned, following the urging of the blade. 
“Show me the way,” she told it.
In her dream-state, she couldn’t smell the dirty streets with gutters full of waste and rot, but she wrinkled her nose at the sights, her imagination unhelpfully filling in the odors she knew she would encounter there.
She had no difficulty determining the right place once she got close enough. One small, unassuming hovel was bound and covered with the most intricate spellwork fortifications she’d ever seen. Not a single conduit she’d encountered would be able to unwind that knot of protection. 
Still, curiosity pulled at her. If she was going to attempt it, where would she start? At first, she didn’t recognize the beckoning, but then she froze in mid-air. It was drawing her into a trap. 
“Clever,” she thought. Casting her attention outward, she sought Korbin’s protective presence and found it nearby. He had no idea how vital this small act had been. Glancing toward the part of the city where he sat next to her sleeping body, she used his essence and anchored herself. 
Once again, the safe, cool feeling enveloped her. The One coursed through her. She longed to stay here, but she had a promise to keep, and Korbin was waiting. 
She floated high in the sky, moving toward him. Then, letting go of the safety of the dream realm, she began to fall. She rushed toward the ground, faster and faster, hurtling at bone-crushing speed.
Sitting up suddenly, she woke with a start, her consciousness having merged with her body once again. Her skin was cold, and she started to tremble. 
Korbin hesitated only a moment before taking her into his arms. He was so warm, and his embrace brought her fully to the physical world, although it took her a few moments before her mind and body connected enough for her to speak. 
Finally, she pulled back from him. Swinging her legs off the cot, she took his hand and he helped her to stand. A wobble sent her into his arms again.
“Take it slow,” he said. “What happened? You shouted when you woke.”
“Did I?” The act of speaking felt strange and foreign. “What did I say?”
“Nothing. You just cried out like you were in pain or afraid. Are you okay?”
Octavia nodded, although she was both in pain and afraid. “Yes. Of course.”
“Did you have a bad dream?”
With a shiver, she nodded again. “Where is my dress?” She looked around the room, still disoriented. She had no time to waste.
“I’ll get it,” Korbin said. “You sit for a second.”
“I’m fine,” she insisted, but when he returned with the Talmoran dress, she did let him help her fasten the hooks on her bodice. She was still too uncoordinated to manage quickly.
“It’s time to go,” she said when she was fully clothed.
“Where?” he asked.
“To Four Keithing.”
The puzzled expression on Korbin’s face told her he had many questions, but he didn’t ask them. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s see if my father is going to give us those tokens he promised.”
Octavia knew he would. Braetin herself wanted this deed done. Octavia wondered how many of the priests here had experienced the kind of encounter she did earlier, actually hearing the voice of their mistress. It did explain their devotion. What were life and death compared to such a powerful presence?
Some people, she knew, were attracted to the kind of darkness Braetin represented, just as some sought only the dark side of the One. Of course, those were not allowed to become conduits of the Sennestelle.
The dark conduit must have had no idea what he would be dealing with when he attacked Graiphen. Her presence explained why there had been no more direct attacks on the former Dul, but Octavia found it curious that the goddess had said she wanted him gone, that he still troubled Graiphen. The only person who could explain that fully was the dark conduit himself. And now it was time to speak to him.
She waited while Korbin left the room and listened to the voices outside. Their keeper must have returned while she was sleeping. She wondered how long she’d been gone. Judging by how jarring the return had been, how misty and disconnected she still felt, she had to assume it had been a long time.
When he stepped back in, he held up two red tokens. “Got them,” he said. “Where to?”
She held a finger to her lips. The less said between them in this place, the better. Not that they’d be safe elsewhere, but the dangers here were too many.
Korbin nodded and held the door open for her to join him in the corridor. Octavia stepped out and came face to face with the priest who had led them here. He had the same flat, black eyes Graiphen had. She looked at Korbin, but he didn’t seem to notice anything wrong. The priest smiled knowingly at her. Surprised that she could see the goddess’ presence now even outside her protective circle, she turned away from the priest, not wanting to maintain eye contact.
“We should hurry,” she said.
The sound of the priest laughing followed her up the stairs and through the temple. Everywhere, she encountered more of the priests, and every one she saw had the same dead eyes. Only the acolytes seemed normal. Octavia wanted to scream at them to run before it was too late, but she knew they wouldn’t listen. One could only attain that level of possession voluntarily. The thought made her skin crawl.
When they reached the street, she breathed in deeply of the cold night air.
“It feels good to be out of there, doesn’t it?” Korbin asked. “Something about that place gives me a shiver.”
“Me too,” Octavia said. 
Korbin handed her one of the tokens. It bore a spider, Braetin’s symbol. She didn’t like touching it, so she slipped it into an empty pocket. She didn’t even want it coming into contact with anything else of hers. She wished she had a bit of black dampening cloth to wrap it in. Braetin’s influence would be impossible to outrun, and if Octavia failed, she knew there was no place in this realm she could hide from the goddess now that their bargain had been struck. Still, touching the token made her feel like those hollow eyes were watching her every move.
Once they were halfway across the city, Octavia felt more comfortable talking openly. “Your father was right,” she said quietly as they walked.
Korbin glanced at her. “About what?”
“Dul Seba was the one who hired the dark conduit.”
“Are you certain?”
“Yes,” she said.
“So are you ready to tell me where we’re going?”
“To face him.”
“Seba?”
“No, the dark conduit,” Octavia said but didn’t elaborate. She had to focus, to prepare her mind for what would come when they arrived at Four Keithing.
 



Chapter 23
Korbin recognized the priest behind them, even though the lithe young man didn’t wear the red robes of the temple. He leaned in to whisper to Octavia. “We’re being followed.”
She glanced up at him, startled. “No,” she said in a hushed voice. “No one must follow us.” Her expression was pale and grim, much as it had been since she woke. Whatever happened in her sleep had disturbed her deeply.
Although Korbin didn’t understand, he nodded. He didn’t care for his father’s new choice of company any more than she did, and they’d proved to be dangerous and ruthless. And now, it seemed, his father had no sense of honor outside of his loyalty to his new goddess. Even taking all that into account, was going to confront the dark conduit alone really wise?
He self-consciously fingered the scarf that hid the protective braiding around his neck. Would he survive another attack? Perhaps Octavia thought the conduit was less dangerous in person, but he doubted that was true. So he had to hope she had some reason for not wanting the temple’s help in dispatching the person who had caused so much suffering.
The streets were unusually busy, especially considering that everyone had to show some token of identity before they could pass to a different quarter. For employed citizens, this wasn’t much of a problem.
Listening to the excited voices around them, Korbin gathered that the rumors of the emperor’s arrival had spread. It was almost like a feast-day, but there was a sense of anticipation in the streets Korbin hadn’t experienced before. 
He and Octavia ducked through the throng, using the crowd to their benefit to try to dodge the priest who followed them. They wove into Centennial Square, almost unable to move through the crush of people waiting. Nobody knew where the emperor would appear, it seemed, or even if he would speak to the public, but nobody wanted to miss an opportunity most hadn’t seen in their lifetime. 
A flow of onlookers slipped by, and the pair was able to move into it without any trouble. Korbin crouched down and pulled up his hood. Octavia’s smaller stature made it easier for her to get lost in a crowd. They held hands, but their fingers slipped away from each other. When Korbin arrived at the edge of the square where the wide street filtered into the more narrow avenues around it, he worried for a moment that Octavia wouldn’t find him.
Soon, however, she slid out of the crush and wove her way to him. Together, they pressed back into a dark alleyway and waited for the priest to appear. Korbin held his breath, despite the loud voices around him. He tried to relax, but Octavia was so clearly tense that he couldn’t. If she was worried, she had good reason.
They waited for at least a quarter hour. They were about to move when Korbin saw the priest. He was walking all around the street, scanning the crowd. Korbin pulled Octavia close. “Wait,” he whispered and turned his face away from the street to avoid even the dim lamplight in this darkened corner.
He found it difficult not to look the priest’s way. His heart was thumping, and he half-expected to hear the priest speak his name, now that he knew they were aware of him. But after a while, Korbin slowly turned, and saw that no one was watching. The priest had moved on.
“Do you think it’s safe?” Octavia asked when Korbin peered into the crowd.
“It looks like it,” he said.
She gave a small nod and moved out into the street, holding his hand again. She gripped it tight, as though he was a lifeline, and she led him south, toward Four Keithing.
Four times between Centennial Square and their destination, they were asked to show identity tokens. Each time, when they produced the red disks given to them by Braetin’s followers, the imperial guards looked them up and down and then nodded.
The final time, Octavia muttered as she put the disk back into her pocket. “I hate that thing.”
“It makes me feel like they’re watching,” Korbin said.
“They are. But I only needed a head start. Once I have spoken to him, the temple can do what it must.”
“So it is a man?” Korbin asked, following as Octavia led them deeper into the most run-down quarter of the city. She had always said she believed the dark conduit to be male, but the other conduits had disagreed. He had to admit, before their arrest, he’d suspected one of the Sennestelle they’d met at Dramworthy Farm.
She nodded, her expression tight. Finally, they stopped in front of a small, dark house. The street was forbidding and quiet. Distrust encompassed them as curtains shifted and lights extinguished in nearby buildings. “This place seems even gloomier and less inviting than the rest,” he said.
“It’s the wards,” she explained. “I’m surprised you sense them. Most people would feel unwelcome here, but not be aware of it. Instead they’d walk away, relieved to arrive outside his area of influence. It’s subtle and impressive magic, difficult to achieve.”
Korbin sensed she was stalling, and he didn’t blame her. He wasn’t feeling too confident himself. “How are we going to get in?”
She gave him a sideways glance. “We’re going to knock.”
Remembering the painful encounter he’d had with the conduit before, Korbin didn’t relish meeting the man face to face. It seemed like madness, but Octavia raised her hand and rolled her knuckles on the door.
Korbin didn’t expect anyone to answer, but after a few moments, the door rattled and a key clanked in the lock. When the door swung back, Korbin was shocked to see Rhikar on the other side.
The old conduit sighed. “I sensed you searching. You shouldn’t have come,” he said.
Octavia’s frown deepened. “Invite us in,” she said.
“Please, don’t do this.”
“I must,” she replied. “I have made a bargain with the Shadow goddess. I cannot turn back now.”
Rhikar’s eyes widened. “No, child. Surely not. I tried so hard to protect you.”
Octavia looked away. “I had no choice.”
With another heavy sigh, her mentor nodded and opened the door. “Come in.”
The small house was surprisingly bright and warm inside. It was as though the darkness enveloping it had been an illusion. Rhikar shrugged when he saw Korbin’s expression. “And old man likes his comforts, and as a merchant, I had many.” He offered them the two more comfortable-looking seats and took the hard, wooden chair furthest from the fire.
“Why?” she asked, sitting across from him. Korbin knew she wasn’t asking about his days as a merchant.
“Do you think I would have done any of this if I’d known what would happen? If I had any choice?”
Octavia shook her head. “I trusted you. Their blood is on your head.”
“I know,” Rhikar told her. “Believe me, nothing you can say will make me feel any worse.”
“You expect sympathy?” Octavia spat.
“No,” Rhikar said. He tapped his chest, and Korbin noticed a bulge there, as though he was wearing a pouch under his shirt. “I made many wrong choices.”
Something in his movements made Korbin tense and wary. “Octavia,” he said as a quiet warning. She tore her gaze away from Rhikar’s and raised her eyebrow. 
“I won’t hurt her,” Rhikar said. “I couldn’t.”
“So it’s over?” Korbin asked.
Rhikar gave a humorless chuckle. “Oh, it’s far from over.” Fidgeting with the object under his shirt, after a long pause, he said, “Did you know I continued to take in students?”
“No,” Octavia said, looking puzzled. “I thought Minny was the last.”
The old man shook his head. “The last was—” he gasped suddenly and stopped short, then took a moment to catch his breath. “I’ve always enjoyed teaching,” he said, abruptly changing tacks. “I suppose in many ways, it’s a vanity of mine, wanting to pass along my knowledge, a way of showing off.” He smiled sadly.
Octavia nodded, but she looked confused. “I suppose I can see that. We all looked up to you, but you deserved our respect and admiration. You are very accomplished.”
Rhikar gave a shrug, but Korbin could tell that he enjoyed the praise. “I like to think so,” Rhikar said, “but my vanity has been my undoing.”
“So Dul Seba hired you, appealing to your vanity?” Korbin asked. “Did he approach you directly?”
Rhikar winced. He didn’t answer immediately.
Octavia put her hand on Korbin’s arm. “Shh,” she said. “He must tell us in his own way.” Her anger had disappeared, and she looked both sad and deeply concerned.
“It has been years since I took on a contract,” he said. “There’s something about practical magic that is compelling. Research has its own merits, of course, but there’s nothing like having actual influence.”
Octavia nodded, but it turned quickly into a shake of the head, a peculiarly Kilovian gesture. “You taught us to not seek influence for its own sake,” she said.
“Yes, I did.” He smiled, but his eyes were sad.
Korbin hated this strange, round-about conversation. Why didn’t Rhikar just tell them what they wanted to know or attack? He supposed the conduit wasn’t eager to hurt his favorite student. If he did, would Octavia be able to defend them both?
“But I suppose an old man likes to feel powerful again,” Rhikar said.
Octavia turned her face away. “For power?” she asked softly. “If you sought the darkness, you could have done it on your own. You didn’t need to involve the Talmorans or accept their money.”
“You don’t understand,” he said. “I didn’t seek the darkness for the sake of it.”
“You wanted influence,” Korbin said. “In the upper circles of Vol. So you took a commission?”
“No,” Rhikar said with a frown. “I took a student. Some time ago he came to my shop, and I detected he was in a moment of personal crisis. We struck up a conversation and I told him about the comfort to be found in the One. He was distant, but curious. He returned often. Our conversations grew more detailed. Before I knew it, I was teaching him our ways. He was surprisingly adept. His talent excited me.”
“You’re not the dark conduit,” Octavia said slowly.
“No, of course not. You would have recognized my work.” He tilted his head. “Surely you don’t doubt yourself so much you believe you wouldn’t have.”
She nodded. “It makes sense. The work was frenzied, full of hatred. I detected none of these things in you.”
“I have to be careful.” Rhikar took out the pouch around his neck.
“I understand,” Octavia said. “But you can help us?”
Rhikar nodded. “I will try.”
“You can’t just tell us your student’s name?” Korbin asked.
Octavia squeezed his arm. “No,” she said. “This is powerful binding magic. Be careful what you say.”
“I don’t need to give you the name,” Rhikar said.
Octavia nodded. “We already know it.”
Still confused, Korbin turned over recent conversations in his mind. Who could the other conduit be? It wasn’t one of those captured at Dramworthy. They were dead, if Rhikar and Graiphen were to be believed, not that Korbin counted either of them as trustworthy. What other Kilovians had they suspected? Surely the conduit had to be Kilovian. Then it dawned on him. “A Talmoran?” he whispered.
Octavia nodded, but put her finger to her lips, silencing him. Who hated Graiphen, Eliam, and Tarsten enough to not only want them out of the way, but who wanted to inflict a great deal of pain on them? Someone who bore a grudge against the Council. A very personal one.
“My father was right,” Korbin said.
Octavia answered with another silent nod.
Dul Seba hadn’t hired the dark conduit, he was the dark conduit. His wife had died a year before, Graiphen had said, and ever since then, he’d grown more reclusive. He’d been nobody on the council. Pushed around by the others. His wife’s death must have sent him over the edge.
“How did you know?” Korbin asked.
Octavia smiled sadly. “Your father said he had developed a taste for foreign cigars. The only shop in Vol that sells them is owned by my mentor. The coincidence of that plus his rise on the Council was too great.” She seemed to be avoiding saying Seba’s name, but why?
“It’s time,” Rhikar said finally. 
“No.” Octavia reached over and took his hand. “We can fight this. Together.”
A single tear slid down the old man’s face. “My biggest regret is that I let you down. You have been like a daughter to me.”
“Please,” she said. “Let’s try.”
“I’ve been trying for months. I aided you and guided you as I could. I researched and practiced as best I could, but sometimes a student surpasses the teacher, as you have done. Sometimes, the student grows in ways that cannot be anticipated. Dark ways.”
“Together, we can accomplish even more.”
“Time has run out,” he said. “My bindings have grown too tight. I’ve come too close already. I will not escape my fate. This is what I deserve for my folly.” 
Octavia sighed. “Then let us go do what we can on our own. Do not put yourself in further danger. If I can reach him, I can save us both.”
Rhikar shook his head. “It’s too late for me. But tell me, what was the nature of the bargain you struck with the Shadow goddess?”
“Our freedom in exchange for destroying the dark conduit.”
“And if you do not succeed?” Rhikar asked. “The Talmoran gods do not accept failure easily.”
Octavia swallowed and glanced at Korbin. “The price is high. We must not fail.”
“There are some things,” Rhikar said, “worse even than immersion in the dark side of the One.”
He believed Braetin worse than the dark conduit? Korbin found it hard to choose between the two, but having grown up with the concept of the Spirits of Shadow, they seemed less evil, less menacing. They were merely the necessary balance to the Spirits of Light. Still, seeing what Braetin demanded of his father gave him pause.
“I had no choice,” Octavia said.
Rhikar smiled. “We all have choices.”
“So I should have died rather than accept her bargain? I should have allowed the dark conduit to continue to torment you, Dul Graiphen, and perhaps others? To weave his web of influence beyond this city?”
“As Graiphen is doing?” Rhikar looked at her intently. “We have accidentally taken sides in a war that didn’t need to include us.”
“Thanks to you,” Korbin said. “If you had turned this student away, none of this would have happened. My father would not have run to the temple and Eliam and Tarsten would still be alive, not to mention your other students.”
“Thank you,” Rhikar said bitterly. “I had forgotten the consequences of my actions.”
Korbin couldn’t muster any pity for the man. So far, he’d told them nothing useful and Octavia was tiptoeing about, and Korbin didn’t get why.
“I have one opportunity for redemption,” Rhikar said to Octavia. “Only one.”
“I understand,” she said. “Tell me. I’m ready.”
“As a mentor, I’ve discovered each person has a fear. It is the root of their flaws. Lettoria’s, for example, was fear of being outshone. She was so desperate for my approval that she felt she had to try to diminish you in my eyes to gain it. It saddens me that she died before I could help her conquer that.”
“And mine?” Octavia asked.
Rhikar smiled. “You fear little, child. But mostly you fear the past repeating itself, of being helpless in the face of authority.”
She nodded. Korbin knew the past haunted her, things that had happened during the Kilovian wars. Things she’d never gotten over, like the death of her sister.
“These fears have not stopped you so far,” Rhikar said, “which is good. But you will have to conquer them completely if you’re to fulfil your promise to the Shadow. This you can do, I am certain.” He tapped the small sachet around his neck. “My other students have, or had, other fears. One in particular fears even less than most men. His madness protects him. But his one fear will be his undoing, if anyone learns of it.” Sweat broke out on Rhikar’s face.
“Don’t,” Octavia said. “We will discover it on our own.”
“It’s time,” Rhikar said. She began to speak again, but he reached out and took her hand. “It’s an obsession more than a fear, you could say. Have you ever known a man obsessed? Nothing pains him more than to be parted from the object of his obsession. He must watch, control, and he cannot be separated.” Rhikar coughed hard, then clutched his chest. “He wears the talismans on his body.”
“No!” Octavia said. 
“Get away from here,” Rhikar told her. “Take this.” He removed the pouch from around his neck and handed it to her. “Maybe some of its influence will help you still.”
She accepted the small packet without looking inside. 
Rhikar cried out and convulsed hard.
“I will stay with you,” she said.
“I don’t want you to see this. I want to die alone. I deserve it.”
“No.” She went to his chair, and he collapsed forward onto her. Korbin help Octavia lay him on the ground in the center of the room. She brushed the old man’s hair away from his eyes. “You were a good man. A good teacher. You were my second father.”
Korbin knelt beside her. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”
“No,” she said. “It is a binding curse, one he accepted voluntarily.”
“I was a fool,” Rhikar said. “And Seba is not to be underestimated.” At the mention of the man’s name, Rhikar twisted in pain.
“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Korbin asked. “Anything to help us?”
“He hates you,” Rhikar rasped. “You, your father, the Council, everyone in their families. He will not rest until everyone he blames for his wife’s death is punished.”
“How am I responsible for his wife’s death?” Korbin blinked.
“He blames the Council. It took him away from her. He believes if he’d been with her, she wouldn’t have died. So he intends to either kill or control them all. But before he does that, he wants to destroy whatever it is they care about most.”
“He killed Eliam and Tarsten?”
“Yes. He hadn’t wanted to so quickly, but he wanted to discredit your father.” Speaking openly cost Rhikar dearly, and he cried out in pain. Defying the binding curse was killing him. “You’re next. Another way to hurt Graiphen while fulfilling his plan.”
Korbin struggled to take it in, wanting to insist that he wasn’t what his father cared about most, even before Graiphen went completely mad and gave himself to the temple of Braetin. There was no point in arguing with a dying man, though, so he said nothing.
Rhikar coughed. In doing so, he expelled a fine mist of blood, splattering it onto Octavia’s dress. She didn’t seem to notice or care.
Tears streamed down her face. “I would have helped you.”
Rhikar looked as though he was going to answer, but another spasm took him. He let out one last breath in a low, growling rush. His body went still, and his eyes stared at the ceiling.
A tear slid down Octavia’s cheek. “Rest now.” She swept her palm over his eyes, closing them. She turned to Korbin. “We have work to do. I must speak to your father.” Judging by her expression, the idea didn’t appeal to her any more than it did to Korbin.
“Did we even learn anything useful?”
She stood and wiped her hands on her dress. She looked down at Rhikar sadly. “I’ll come back for you,” she whispered. Turning to the door, she motioned for Korbin to follow. 
“Yes.” She led Korbin out of the house and closed the door behind them. “Two things. One, that Seba knows where we are and what we’re doing. I expect him to attack at any time. We will be fortunate if we make it to the temple alive. Two, that he has more power than I could have possibly understood.”
“What makes you say that?” Korbin asked. They walked down the darkened street as they talked. 
“He was strong enough to bind Rhikar, and Rhikar was the strongest conduit I’ve ever encountered.” She kept her voice low.
“Could you have done that?” Korbin asked as they approached the checkpoint where they would have to show their tokens to the imperial guards.
“I wouldn’t have dared try,” she said. “Binding magic is simple in some ways, but expensive.”
“You mean the ingredients needed for the ritual are expensive?”
She shook her head. “The most vital ingredient in any binding is blood. That cannot be purchased. It is either offered or taken. Rhikar offered it. Your father was also bound by Seba. In his case, it was taken in small quantities but over a long time. Each smear of blood acquired made the bond stronger. When I broke the curse, I had to use your blood mixed with my own.”
“I don’t understand what you’re saying. If Rhikar offered his blood voluntarily, why does that mean Seba is powerful?” 
She didn’t answer for a moment. They approached the checkpoint and showed their tokens. The guard looked down at her dress and was about to comment about the fresh stains, but he noticed where the token came from. “Move on,” he said. “And I’d get where I was going quickly if I were you.”
“Thank you,” Octavia said with a worried glance toward Korbin. He showed his token as well, and they moved away from the pair of guards. “Is there any way to return to the temple without passing through so many of these?”
“I don’t think so,” Korbin said. “We can stop somewhere to clean up. If you want to risk it, my place in Chelotti Strand is only ten minutes away from here. It would take us only a little bit out of our way.”
“No, I don’t want to delay. We just need to avoid being noticed. As we enter the busier districts, the crowds will help hide us.”
He nodded but wasn’t sure he agreed. At least the stain on her dress wasn’t too obvious, and night had fallen, so darkness would cover them somewhat. “You didn’t answer my question. Rhikar offered his blood voluntarily, right? So what makes you think it means anything that Seba did this binding on him?”
“In all my years under Rhikar, I never once knew him to let his own blood. He guarded it carefully, as we all do. You saw me let blood in a way no other conduit would have done. I perhaps did so foolishly.” She glanced up at him and blushed, and he suddenly realized what she had done by offering so much blood to protect him.
“He never once gave you blood? You never saw him do a ritual that required it?”
“No. When we practiced together, we always used mine. His blood may as well have been liquid gold in my mind.”
“So how could Seba have induced him to offer it? Might he have tricked him?”
“Rhikar? No. He would have seen the signs. He was coerced or complicit, but I find both difficult to believe. Seba had some power over him. He either corrupted Rhikar’s way of thinking or he managed to overpower him. After what I heard tonight, I believe it’s the latter. And if he could overpower Rhikar…”
“Do we have a chance?” Korbin asked.
“Alone? No.” She squeezed his hand and led him through the crowd, which had grown even more expansive than when they had first passed this way.
 



Chapter 24
Sweat trickled down Octavia’s back despite the chill in the air. They hurried through the city, each step excruciating. She tried not to think about Rhikar, but her mentor’s betrayal stung. And learning that he had been coerced, that perhaps if he’d asked for her help, she could have stopped it, made their parting all the more bitter. Her only relief was that he had not been the dark conduit himself. Believing that had caused her to be reckless. What if she had arrived at that dirty hovel and he’d attacked her? Would she have fought back? She knew she would have, but was thankful she hadn’t needed to.
They were almost to the temple when Korbin cried out, then doubled over, clutching his gut.
Octavia stopped and put her arm around him. “We must go on,” she whispered. This had to be the work of the dark conduit. As she’d feared, they were under attack.
“I can’t.” Korbin gasped for breath. 
“You must,” Octavia said, ignoring the stares of people on the street. “Before someone calls the city watch.” She put her hand on his abdomen, but found no injury. Tucking her hand in his scarf, she felt for the protective braiding. It crumbled in her fingers. Seba was even stronger than she’d feared.
She swore under her breath. To help Korbin, she’d have to cut herself, and she couldn’t do that in the middle of the street. Even then, she wasn’t sure if she could protect him this time.
Putting her arm beneath his, she did her best to lift him. “Move,” she whispered harshly. “Move or we both die.”
Where Korbin found the reserve of strength, she didn’t know, but he put one foot in front of the other, and together they hobbled their way to the temple. They staggered through the large, wooden doors and Octavia called out to the first priest she saw. “Help, please.” 
The priest turned to her, and again she was shocked by the flat, dead eyes. “What manner of assistance do you seek?” He moved so slowly, Octavia wanted to scream. Couldn’t he see the danger? Didn’t he recognize them? They’d only been gone a couple of hours.
“This is Ultim Qardone Graiphen’s son. We are under attack by black magic. We need your high brother’s help.”
The priest tilted his head in acknowledgement and walked away slowly. A few moments later, he returned with six acolytes. They surrounded Korbin, picking him up and taking him to the lower level.
Octavia followed, speaking to the priest. “I need to see the Ultim Qardone right away.”
“Graiphen is already in your cell, awaiting your arrival,” the priest told her. 
Octavia didn’t like the oily way he spoke or the smug smile on his face, but she could do nothing about either. She found it curious that the man didn’t use his leader’s title, but she didn’t understand Talmoran manners. Many things they did seemed strange or inappropriate to her.
When they arrived at the cell, the acolytes placed Korbin on the bed while Octavia waited outside. “Thank you,” she said to the priest as the others filed out.
His only reply was a haughty snort. He extended his hand to gesture to the cell, and she entered. The moment she stepped over the threshold, the door clanged shut behind her and a heavy key turned in the lock. 
Spinning around, she tried the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. She slammed her palm on the wood, but the only response was laughter echoing on the stone walls outside.
“They won’t answer,” Graiphen said from the darkness behind her. 
She turned. Korbin’s father was no longer dressed in the regalia of Braetin’s high priest. Instead, he wore a pure white robe. His eyes had shifted from flat black to murky blue. Something profound had changed.
Korbin groaned on the cot, catching Octavia’s attention. She knelt beside him. Opening his shirt, she saw dark bruises forming.
“Did you find the answers you sought?” Graiphen asked.
“Yes,” Octavia told him. “You were both right and wrong. Seba himself is the dark conduit. He has trained in secret for the past year under my own mentor.”
Graiphen watched her in the dim room, unable to hide his surprise. “A Talmoran witch? Is that even possible? You’re certain?”
She glanced his direction. “Challenging him will be difficult. He has devoted himself to darkness and has grown very strong.” His questions were ridiculous. As though her race was what enabled her to connect to the One.
“It’s too late for that,” Graiphen said. He stepped toward her. “My mistress no longer requires your help.”
A chill wafted through the room. What did that mean, no longer requires your help? Somehow, she doubted it meant their freedom.
“What? No, I had a bargain with your goddess, and I will fulfill it. I will destroy Seba.” Truthfully, she wasn’t sure how she’d do it.
“I made a mistake.” Graiphen’s rasp was cold and distant. “I suppose it was affection for my son that led me to it, blinded me to my mistress’ will.”
Octavia met his eyes. His tone worried her. “I spoke to your goddess myself. We made a bargain.”
“The temple leadership discovered that I allowed you to practice your wicked arts in our sacred halls.”
“What? The Spirit herself was here. She didn’t speak disapprovingly of your actions. She agreed to allow my freedom.”
Graiphen smiled unpleasantly. “You think Braetin incapable of betrayal?”
Octavia swallowed hard. “She never intended to allow me to live?”
“Oh, she meant what she said at the time, but things have changed since we last spoke a few hours ago. She will always choose the path that will grant the greatest reward. Your efforts to destroy the other witch were useful to her only because she needed me.”
“She no longer needs you?” Octavia didn’t understand. She looked down at Korbin, who groaned again as though struck hard in the stomach. While waiting for Graiphen’s answer, Octavia unwound the protective braid around her own neck and tied it around Korbin’s. He settled for the moment.
“Today, Seba spoke against me to the emperor. The remaining Council of Eight has supported him in this. The emperor issued an ultimatum to the temple: remove me from power and have me face justice for my crimes or the temple’s leadership would be dismantled.” Graiphen put a bitter emphasis on the word crimes.
“Do your leaders not see the danger of Seba having the emperor’s ear? He will corrupt all of Talmor,” she said.
“I know this,” Graiphen spat. “But I am not to be trusted because I brought you and my son here and allowed you to practice your arts. The high priests are going to capitulate to Seba’s demands, and make no mistake, they’re his demands.”
“Your goddess will not aid you? After everything you sacrificed for her?” Octavia didn’t like speaking of whatever dark deeds he’d done to gain possession by the goddess, but she knew he would understand.
“Serving the Shadow Spirit Braetin is a life of perpetual sacrifice,” he said. “I have but one opportunity to redeem myself.” He looked down at his son, and his expression made Octavia shudder.
“Wait.” Dread filled her. She didn’t know what he intended to do to Korbin, but she doubted either one of them would survive. She lifted her hand, waving it slowly through the air, hoping to influence him as she had those farmhands on the road to Dramworthy, but Graiphen merely shook his head at her. She sighed. His mind was too strong, focused and aided by his goddess.
“Wait,” she said again. If Braetin changed her mind once, she might do so a second time. “What if I could break Seba’s influence with the emperor? I said I would destroy him. Now we have proof he is the dark conduit, so surely that changes things. Your brothers think him only an ambitious man, but he is much more dangerous than they believe. If they give in to him, their troubles will multiply. They do not see the whole truth.”
Graiphen stood perfectly still, considering her words. But then he shook his head. “They will not listen to me. They believe I have desecrated the temple.”
“Then speak to your goddess directly.” Octavia looked down, and the braid on Korbin’s neck turned to ash. Seba was working hard. She could feel the thrum of his power, but she didn’t dare make a move with Graiphen looming so threateningly. She had to convince him, but she didn’t know how. “Call her. Let me speak to her as I did before.”
“There is only one way to call my mistress,” he said. “She responds to fear and pain.”
“And sacrifice,” Octavia said.
“Yes.”
“Very well.” Octavia wasn’t eager to experience any of those things, but she had a job to do. “I need a moment to prepare.”
Graiphen responded with a nod. “Of course.”
She took the small pouch Rhikar had given her. Inside, she found what she had expected: a small doll fashioned to look like her. Around its neck was wrapped a silver thread braided with strands of her hair. So many times she had used her hair or blood in their rituals. She’d never considered he might use them outside their teaching sessions or set some aside. She must learn to be more careful with her essence. Trust and affection had made her careless. Blood was smeared all over the poppet. It must have been Rhikar’s.
“These are wards my mentor wove to give me strength,” she explained. Using her silver blade, she cut the strands. “Korbin must be whole. He must be the one to tell the emperor what we discovered. He knows Seba’s weakness, where the proof of his complicity rests.”
As soon as the strands were cut, she realized the truth of why Seba had attacked Korbin and not her. Rhikar had been protecting her. She dropped the knife as pain hit her.
Korbin’s eyes opened. “No,” he rasped.
“You must tell them Seba’s weakness,” she said. “Do you remember?”
“You should be the one to do it. They’ll believe you.”
“I’m a Kilovian witch. You’re a Dul. Do you really believe the emperor will even allow me near him?” She did her best to focus on the One, to release the pain, but Seba’s influence surrounded her, blocking her efforts. She turned to Graiphen. “Now call your goddess, and I will do my part.”
“You understand what must happen?” he asked.
“Yes.” Fear tickled at her skin, but she tried not to show it. She turned to Korbin. “Don’t look. Promise me you won’t try to stop this.”
“Octavia.” Korbin sat up. Already his pain lessened as Seba focused on her.
“It’s the only way. Swear to me.”
He nodded and looked away.
 She turned back to Graiphen. “I’m ready.” She thought of her sister Trinity, who had died at the hands of a man not too unlike Graiphen. A shiver of fear ran over her, causing her to shudder hard.
Graiphen’s fist landed on her jaw, hurting her more than she could have imagined. She staggered back.
“No!” Korbin shouted, spinning toward them and rising from his bed.
Octavia turned to him. “Turn around. Don’t listen. You promised.”
“Octavia, please. I don’t understand.” He looked at Graiphen, bewildered. “Why are you doing this?”
“He’s going to save us all,” Octavia said. She did her best to put some steel in her voice. “Now turn around.”
He did as she commanded, and Graiphen nodded to her, striking her again.
The sound of Korbin’s cries as the beating continued caused her more pain than the blows themselves. She knew he would never forgive his father for this. He might not forgive her. He didn’t understand the power of blood and sacrifice.
At one point, she crumpled to the floor. Graiphen knelt beside her and ripped her dress. Her heart pounded.
“You’re stronger than I would have supposed,” he whispered. She felt his breath on her skin. His teeth sunk into her shoulder, and she screamed.
It was as though Graiphen and Seba both attacked her at the same time, one with his fists, and the other with his tainted magic. In truth, Seba’s touch was much worse than Graiphen’s.
She couldn’t take much more. “Call her,” she growled.
Graiphen laughed low in his throat. Octavia struggled to open her eyes, one of which was swollen shut, the other puffy and bruised. The Dul’s eyes were turning black.
I’m already here, Braetin said. Your sacrifice pleases me.
“Dul Seba is our enemy,” Octavia whispered. “We can only defeat him together.” She knew that without a physical vessel, Braetin could not act. That much was clear. And no vessel had proved as effective as Graiphen.
What do you offer?
“My blood.”
What do you require?
“Your strength and protection.”
The followers of Eurmus aren’t to be trusted.
Octavia would have smiled, had her lip not been split and bleeding. She looked deep into Graiphen’s blackened eyes. “Neither are the followers of Braetin.”
Graiphen threw back his head and laughed. The sound was unnatural and eerie, and Octavia shivered as though she had been doused in cold water. The laughter stopped as quickly as it had begun, and Graiphen tilted his head to the side, listening.
After long moments, he looked back at Octavia. “You have one hour.”
Suddenly, the pain from Seba’s attack stopped. She could still sense him looking for her. His touch had grown familiar to her as he hurt her, but he could no longer reach her.
Octavia struggled to stand, and Graiphen helped her up. When she met his ravenous gaze, she knew that what she’d done had been both right and very wrong. In order to defeat Seba, she was empowering one who could be just as devastating, a murderer who belonged to an unfathomable, dark creature she didn’t understand. She only hoped the consequences wouldn’t be worse than she anticipated.
Once on her feet, Octavia spoke softly to Korbin. “I need your help.”
“Is it over?” he asked, turning to her. When he saw her face, he paled and cast a vicious glare at his father. “What kind of monster are you?”
“The kind you need,” Graiphen said.
“Yes, it’s over,” Octavia told him. “Quickly. We have less than an hour to prepare.” She staggered to retrieve the sack that held her instruments, the linen and purple candles, the beeswax, calamus, and licorice root. Everything she had asked Graiphen for when she intended to attempt to bind him to his word. Not ideal for battling another conduit, but she would have to find a way to use them to her advantage. She also took the paper containing Graiphen’s blood.
Braetin’s influence made an area of dead calm in the room. Octavia could not feel her connection to the One. It was almost as though she existed outside the mortal realm. If she couldn’t see the walls and floors, she might believe she was in an alternate dream-realm.
The pain wracking her body slowed her down as she arranged the items and redrew her circle, positioning Graiphen and Korbin outside it. She lit the candles and then winced as she sat in the center.
She looked at Graiphen. “On my word, ask your mistress to remove the boundary. When that happens, I will begin. You must leave immediately. I can influence Seba only for a short time and distract him while you do your part. Act quickly, or we will fail.”
“Very well, witch,” he said. The word sounded almost as though it carried a modicum of respect.
“I’m ready.” The walls protecting her from Seba fell, but suddenly Octavia was infused with a well of strength. She felt the Shadow goddess’ presence within her. It pulsed and was difficult to control. Closing her eyes, Octavia opened herself to the One, allowing that connection to dampen the power of the Shadow.
She turned to Graiphen. “Go. Now.” Her voice echoed strangely as she and Braetin spoke as one. Octavia knew she wasn’t strong enough to hold the two forces in balance for long.
“Yes, Mistress,” he said with a bow. 
 



Chapter 25
Graiphen knocked once on the door, and it opened immediately. The priest on the other side bowed. “It is good to see you restored, Ultim Qardone.”
Korbin and Graiphen exited, leaving Octavia behind. 
“The mistress has been generous, as she always is with those faithful to her,” Graiphen said.
Korbin didn’t understand half of what was going on, but he’d seen enough to understand somehow Graiphen had regained Braetin’s favor by beating Octavia. 
What Korbin didn’t understand was why she allowed it. She’d just stood there, taking the blows. His stomach lurched as he thought about it, and he had to concentrate not to clench his fists.
“I must change my robe,” Graiphen said to his son as he led the way through the halls.
Korbin started to argue, but then he realized that his father’s robe was stained with so much sweat and blood that he couldn’t possibly present himself to the emperor like that. “We should hurry.”
Graiphen snorted. “I’m aware of our challenges.” They returned to Graiphen’s room and he called on an acolyte to help him put on the robe of his rank as head of the temple. When they were nearly finished, he said, “Have every elder meet me in the worship room immediately. We are going to see the emperor.”
The acolyte bowed. “They are already waiting, Ultim Qardone. The mistress has called to all of us.”
Korbin breathed a sigh of relief. One obstacle out of the way. He had wondered how they were even supposed to get near the emperor, much less convince him Seba was a dark conduit.
“Where is the emperor this evening?” Graiphen asked. 
“After a public appearance earlier, Dul Seba held a banquet in his honor at his North Circle manor. All the remaining Council of Eight are in attendance.”
Graiphen nodded. “Interesting,” he said to Korbin. “A year ago, I would have said this was impossible. Seba was not the type.”
“I suppose black magic changes a person.” He considered how much his father had changed in the past weeks. He wasn’t sure what had changed Graiphen more, the black magic attack or the temple he’d used as an escape from it. Either way, he knew this man was no longer his father. “Let’s get this over with. We’re running out of time.”
∞
Octavia had been aware of Seba’s shifting attention all evening, but ever since she broke Rhikar’s protections, he focused on her exclusively. The objects laid out in front of her weren’t ideal, but she had to work with what was available.
Picking up the wax object, she molded it into a crude figure. Normally, she would use a physical piece of the target to focus it on him, but she had something better. Taking out Korbin’s Talmor Rider token, she used her focus to separate the essence of the man she had come to care for from the tainted work that tied it to Seba. She did the same with the blood flower that held Graiphen’s essence. Despite his claims, his goddess hadn’t removed the taint, only blocked it from affecting him.
Although Octavia didn’t like to admit it, Braetin’s influence made the work easier. She was able to grab the strands like a rope and wrap it around the poppet. Using the purple candle, she burned the tip of the licorice. Gazing upward, she called on her connection to the One and opened herself to darkness. Only through the dark side of the One could she maintain the raw strength to battle Seba.
Suddenly Seba became clear to her, and she saw his hunger and his unbridled wrath. His eyes glowed like beacons, and she could hardly turn away from them.
With every heartbeat, he grew larger and more imposing in her mind’s eye. The fire in him burned even brighter. The Shadow Spirit, rather than battling him, seemed to feed him.
Braetin surged and swirled, and Octavia sensed the Spirit’s overwhelming essence shifting through the room, casting shadows inside the circle.
“Stop!” Octavia shouted. “You’re making him stronger.”
He is a worthy talent,
this
child of Eurmus, but devoted to no one. She turned her voice and cast it at Seba. You seek revenge, child. A goal I approve of and can easily bestow. Come to me.
“No!” Octavia yelled again. If Seba joined with Braetin, it would be ten times worse than Graiphen at the head of the temple. He would be unstoppable. She reached for the iron nail in front of her. She hadn’t planned to use it. The object had been requested to keep Graiphen in line when she had intended to influence his will, a goal which had failed miserably. 
Gathering all her energy, Octavia took the small mallet and with a shout, pounded the nail through the Shadow and into the ground. The goddess screamed and Octavia’s additional strength failed as the Spirit withdrew from her.
“Guide me through the darkness,” she whimpered and wiped the sweat off her brow. She wasn’t even certain who she was speaking to, but the thought settled her as Seba regrouped. 
Braetin whipped around and struggled, but the nail held her essence in place. Demons formed all around Octavia, but she closed her eyes and let the power of the stars fill her. She was the One. She was everything. She recognized Braetin for what she was: an interloper, a foreign presence in this realm. Octavia was not the foreigner. Braetin was, a powerful entity that fed on the emotions and fears of the native people.
Seba attacked once more, but he had nothing to connect him directly to Octavia as he had with Korbin. He was strong, but she had an advantage. Her poppet was tied to him, and she focused on her binding magic. She pulled up the Talmoran dress and exposed her thigh. Using the silver blade, she cut deeply, more deeply than she ever had before. The blood gushed, and she held the poppet to the cut, covering it with wet, red essence.
“I bind you,” she whispered. Just as she had protected Korbin, she now used her blood to tie Seba. 
Laying back, she fought to stay conscious. The power would only stay in place as long as she lived. She just hoped she could hang on long enough to do some good. She reached for a rag to try to stop the bleeding, but she had grown weak.
Demons shouted and feet scurried around her. The goddess didn’t like being bound. “Hurry,” Octavia whispered to Korbin.
∞
The procession of red-robed priests had moved more quickly than Korbin had expected, but still not fast enough to suit him. When they arrived at Seba’s manor, Graiphen acted surprised to be stopped at the door.
He turned to one of Seba’s guards, a member of the city watch. “Aren’t all of the Council of Eight invited this evening?”
“Yes, of course, Dul Graiphen,” the guard replied. “But you’re—”
“According to the law, a senator can only be removed by order of the emperor. Has the emperor made such an order?”
The guard looked at his comrades. “I…”
“If he has,” Graiphen said, “I have not heard of it. Don’t you think I would know if I had been dismissed from the position?”
“But you quit,” another of the guards said. “Dul Seba is head of the Council now. How could he be if you still were on the Council?”
“How indeed?” Graiphen replied.
Korbin had to hand it to him. His father could talk his way into or out of just about anything.
An Imperial guardsman came from within the house and addressed the soldier. “What’s the trouble?” He didn’t even glance in Graiphen’s direction nor acknowledge the twenty elder priests with him.
“Dul Graiphen has arrived. He claims to be a member of the Council of Eight, and therefore an invited guest.”
“And my son Dul Korbin,” Graiphen said. “And these are elders in the Spirit Braetin’s service.”
The guardsman nodded. “I will inquire.” He marched away at double speed, and Korbin fought his impatience. Seba was inside. How he could be hosting a dinner while fighting with Octavia, Korbin didn’t know, but they had to reach the emperor before Dul Seba finished the task.
Graiphen turned to Korbin. “Tell me Seba’s secret,” he said quietly. “Where he hides the evidence. If Octavia fails, and you fall again, I need to know how to defeat him.”
Korbin shook his head. He didn’t trust Graiphen a hair’s breadth. “You have betrayed me so many times I cannot count, but the most recent was only tonight. Do you think I would trust you again?”
“Stop thinking of your own problems, you selfish boy,” Graiphen hissed under his breath. “Think of the greater good of Talmor. Seba must be finished.”
“Then you’d better make sure I don’t fall under his influence again.”
Graiphen scowled. “Foolish child. You always have been.”
Korbin ignored his father’s words. After everything he’d seen in the past couple of days, he no longer cared what this man thought of him.
The imperial guardsman returned. “His imperial highness wishes to see Dul Graiphen and meet his son.” He glanced at the other priests. “But only these two.”
Graiphen nodded in acknowledgement, then turned to the priests. “You may return to the temple.”
“Ultim Qardon,” one of them began. He was an older man, obviously one who thought himself in charge. Korbin considered what a strange couple of weeks it must have been for the priesthood of Braetin, never knowing quite who their leader was. But then, ultimately, it was the Spirit herself. Korbin shuddered when he recalled feeling her presence.
“I will return soon,” Graiphen said. Without waiting for a response, he swept past the city watchmen and followed the Imperial Guard.
Korbin trailed behind his father and couldn’t help but suspect they were walking into a trap.
They were shown into the house, an austere manor fashioned of dark granite. Music filtered through the entryway, and voices chattered from beyond. The sounds of gaiety seemed false and inappropriate to Korbin, given the darkness brewing around them.
The guardsman pointed to a side room, away from the party. “In here.”
Graiphen and his son entered, and the guardsman shut the door behind them.
Minutes passed in silence. “I don’t like this,” Graiphen said. “We are to expose Seba publicly. How can we do that locked away in here?”
“We have to hurry,” Korbin said. “Octavia can’t hold out forever.”
“She has the aid of the living Spirit of Shadow,” Graiphen reminded him.
That was part of what was worrying Korbin. He didn’t like her being left alone in that temple. She knew her business, of course, but he couldn’t see any of this ending well.
The outer door thrust open, and a tall young man only about a decade older than Korbin strode in. He was dressed in a gold-threaded black tunic. He was handsome in a boyish way but had a bored look about him. Korbin stared.
Graiphen bowed. “Your imperial highness,” he said. It took Korbin a moment to bow as well. This man was not what he expected.
“Dul Graiphen,” the emperor said. His eyes took in Graiphen’s robes. “Or should I say Ultim Qardon?”
“I serve the empire and the temple both.” Graiphen bowed again.
The emperor shook his head. “I fail to see how that is possible. Too many times, the two worlds conflict. For example, I understand your temple was responsible for the deaths of twenty people in the square and that your priests executed two senators in the street. Have you come to present yourself for justice? To ask for mercy?”
“Your highness, Braetin’s temple had nothing to do with the deaths of Duls Eliam and Tarsten. I swear this to you. We were framed to draw your attention. And the acolytes of Braetin gave themselves willingly, as her servants have the right to do, according to the law. The others who died in the square were an unfortunate accident. Surely the crown cannot hold me responsible for accidents?”
A voice floated to Korbin’s mind. Hurry, Octavia said.
“If I could interrupt?” he said. “I’m really sorry to be rude, your highness, but we’re here to tell you something important.”
The emperor raised his eyebrow in a way that made Korbin feel about as tall as a flea. “You must be Dul Korbin.” He glanced at Graiphen. “I fail to see the resemblance.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Korbin said without thinking, and the emperor barked a laugh. The emperor had a strange sense of humor, but Korbin thought he must be quite bored with all the bowing and ceremony. Surely he’d want to just get to the heart of the matter.
“Be quiet,” Graiphen hissed at his son. “Do you not realize who you’re talking to?”
The emperor chuckled. “Let him talk, Graiphen. Do tell me what has brought you here.”
Emboldened by the emperor’s encouragement, Korbin continued. “Your host Dul Seba. We have proof that he’s practicing black magic. He’s the one that was behind the attack on my father, the one that led him to take refuge in the temple to begin with. He’s abused me and others. We believe it likely he has some hold on the other members of the Council as well. According to the Kilovian conduit who taught him, he bears a grudge against all of the Council of Eight and their families. He’s determined to kill or destroy us. He’s the one who killed Dul Eliam and Dul Tarsten.”
The emperor stared in silence for a moment, then blinked slowly. “That’s quite a list of accusations. And based on the word of a foreign witch. You have proof?”
“I don’t, but—” Korbin began, and Graiphen spun to face him.
“Are you insane? You and your witch companion told me you could prove Seba’s corruption.”
The emperor frowned. “I think it’s time you both went. Dul Graiphen, I will not strip your title until your crimes have been assessed, but you’re no longer a member of the Council of Eight. Confine yourself to your temple or your residence until such time as a trial can be arranged.”
“Wait, please,” Korbin said. “I’m not saying there isn’t proof. There is. It’s here. In this house.”
The door opened and an older man walked through. He looked harried and distressed. “Your imperial highness,” he said. “I’ve been concerned.”
“Seba,” Graiphen muttered. “What are you doing, bursting in here uninvited?”
“Quiet,” the emperor said. His voice was low, but commanding. No one dared breathe. He turned to Seba. “You’ve looked ill all evening and keep disappearing.”
“Forgive me, your imperial highness. I think I ate something at midday that made me feel poorly all afternoon. A bit of spoiled fish, perhaps.”
“Spoiled fish,” Graiphen muttered.
The emperor turned to Korbin. “What is this proof you speak of?”
“Proof, your highness?” Seba asked, looking mildly concerned.
“Of your black magic,” Graiphen said. 
“Surely you don’t put any stock in such nonsense,” Seba said to the emperor. 
“I’m here to investigate what has been happening in the city, Seba. Earlier today, you denounced Graiphen to me, saying he and his son both had practiced dark arts, that he had two of my senators killed, but you offered no proof. These two say there is evidence. If there is, I will see it.”
“I am to be insulted in my own home by this boy and his crazy father? You know of the rumors of his ill health, your highness, but perhaps you do not realize his illness was of the mind. It’s tragic, of course, but we should not listen to his ramblings. His son could be forgiven for his bad manners, naturally, but we mustn’t indulge them too far.”
Korbin addressed the emperor. “He’ll be wearing some kind of talismans of Kilovian witchcraft. Next to his skin. Objects of power he crafted himself. They will have hair, blood, and bones attached. The most powerful substances in those arts. I expect there will be four, assuming he no longer wears the ones attached to Duls Eliam and Tarsten.”
Seba’s temper boiled over. “Next to my skin?” he spat. “So you want me to strip down to prove my innocence?”
“Yes,” Korbin said.
“This is outrageous,” Seba shouted. “I will do no such thing.” He turned to the emperor. “Call your guards. Have these men removed.”
The emperor didn’t even blink. He stood completely still. A perfect silence fell on the room.
Seba stuttered, realizing what he’d done. “I mean, if it please you, your highness. Forgive me, I beg you. I’m in a state of utter exasperation.”
“Dul Seba,” the emperor said. “Take off your clothes.”
The Dul blanched. “Your imperial highness, surely—”
“Do it or my guardsmen will help you.”
Seba’s face went red with anger and a string of curses erupted from his mouth. A look of pure hatred warped his face, and he flung himself at Korbin, his bony fingers outstretched to wrap them around his neck. “You!” he shouted.
Before he could cross the distance, the imperial guard had swarmed the room. “Arrest him,” one of the guardsmen ordered. “Protect the emperor.” Two placed themselves between the emperor and Seba, and the others pulled the wiry old man away from Korbin.
Even Graiphen looked shocked at the transformation in Seba. The once quiet and reserved Dul was spitting with fury, shouting and kicking. 
“Pull back his robes,” the emperor said. “I want to see this ‘proof’ for myself.”
“Be careful,” Korbin warned, then quickly added, “your imperial highness.” He bowed. “Anything you find might be very dangerous and should be disposed of properly.”
“My temple can assist with the disposal,” Graiphen added.
“Or my friend Octavia will help. She’s quite an accomplished practitioner. She’s been working to protect all of us tonight.”
The emperor listened but didn’t answer. Instead, he nodded to the guardsman, who began to strip Seba’s clothing off. The old man fought, but couldn’t stop them from revealing the objects he wore around his chest. Six tiny heads wrapped in wire with little barbs distorting the features fashioned into a necklace. One looked alarmingly like the emperor himself.
“Don’t touch them,” Korbin warned the guardsman. “Put them in a sack but don’t expose your skin. I’ll take them to Octavia.”
The emperor curled his lip in disgust. “Do as he says.” Turning to Korbin, he added, “I’d like to meet this Octavia. She is Kilovian?”
“Yes, your imperial highness,” Korbin said, watching the guardsman carefully remove the objects from Seba’s chest. “And if I might, Dul Seba should be checked for other objects. He probably has a workroom here in the house. It will need to be cleaned by someone who knows what they’re doing.”
“Braetin’s servants are pleased to assist in this,” Graiphen said.
“Very well,” the emperor replied. “I will be pleased to have the temple’s help in this matter.”
“Of course.” Graiphen smiled and bowed.
Seba began to laugh hysterically. “It doesn’t matter. Your witch is dead,” he said to Korbin. 
“Octavia,” Korbin said. Without another word, he ran for the door. 
“She couldn’t best me. And I will not be silenced about the evils you both practiced against me.” He turned to the emperor. “She was taught by the same witch who taught me. She cannot be trusted.”
 



Chapter 26
Octavia’s eyes opened and she felt no pain. The white, misty air curled around like smoke, but it smelled faintly of jasmine. She’d always liked that scent.
“I’m dreaming.” Her voice echoed as though she were in a cave, although the mist kept her from seeing any walls.
“Perhaps,” said a familiar woman’s voice. Trinity.
Octavia turned and saw her sister, sitting beside a clear pool. The area grew clearer, and she could see large willow trees and soft mossy grass. “Trin?” she asked, but she knew that face, that voice.
Her sister smiled and held out her arms, and Octavia ran toward her. She knelt on the grass and wrapped her sister in an embrace. Hot tears ran down her cheeks. When she pulled back, she realized they were both crying. “I’ve missed you so.”
“It’s seemed like the blink of an eye for me,” Trinity said. “How many years have passed?”
“Six.”
Trinity frowned, as though trying to understand the passage of time, but in the end, just shrugged. “Well, we’re together now.”
“I’m dead?” Octavia asked. She’d always feared death, but now wondered why. It was softer and so much more pleasant than life. No worries, no pain. 
Trinity nodded. 
“What is this place? Are there others here? Is Rhikar here?” Octavia had never been certain about the existence of an afterlife. The teachings of the One dealt mostly with the realm of men, although other realms were mentioned, some only reachable through death or the elevation of the soul. 
“This is a between place,” Trinity explained. “I’ve been sent to meet you, to talk to you about the realm of men. To ask you to return.”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Most don’t,” Trinity said. “But the realm of men is in danger from the one you know as Braetin and the others of her kind.”
“The eight Spirits of Light and Shadow?”
“Yes. They do not belong. They were driven back before, but at great cost. The temple of Braetin has been lured into recalling their goddess, and in doing so, have invited terrible things into the realm, things that will, in the end, cost all of humankind. They may be the destruction of the One.”
“Is that possible?” Octavia asked.
“Our realm had a beginning, and so it may have an end.”
“What if it ends?”
Trinity shrugged. “All things end.”
“It cost me my life to defeat Seba, and he was a mere human, aided by the dark side of the One. Braetin is so much worse. I was able to confine her only because she was not watchful, and even then, only for a few moments.”
“Your success is not guaranteed,” Trinity agreed.
“What help can you offer me?”
Trinity smiled sadly. “None.”
“I’m on my own?” Octavia stared, disbelieving.
“You’re never on your own. I can perhaps guide you, but the dead cannot exist in the realm of men. You know that.”
Octavia nodded and stared into the distance, thinking. “It hurt so much there. There is pain and suffering and betrayal.”
“Your road has been difficult lately. There are good things, too.”
Korbin’s face sprung to Octavia’s mind. Now that Seba was defeated, Korbin would be restored. He would likely go on with his life, but what would that life entail? “If I return to battle these interloping Spirits, the road will be even more difficult than before.”
“Yes,” Trinity said. “I expect so.”
Octavia sighed. “All right. I’ll go.”
Trinity smiled. “I knew you would.”
“Yes, I suppose I did, too.”
∞
Korbin stood in the garden, staring at dark branch covered with cherry blossoms. Spring had come early this year, and for that, he was grateful. The winter had been bitter, in more ways than one.
“Dul Korbin?”
He turned and saw one of the nurses the emperor had ordered to watch over Octavia. “Yes?”
“She’s awake and asking for you.”
Korbin smiled. “Thanks.”
Octavia had woken for the first time only a few days before, but she still slept a lot. The healer said he’d never seen someone wake at all after so long and so deep a period of unconsciousness, so he had little to offer in terms of whether or not the process was normal.
Korbin had yet to speak with her, having never been at the palace at the right time, so he trotted through the corridors of the emperor’s home in Vol, not caring a whit about protocol. He had to see Octavia.
When he arrived at her room, another nurse was combing Octavia’s hair while a third washed her face.
“Korbin,” Octavia said softly, shooing the women away.
When the last nurse reached the door, she said to Korbin, “We’ll be right outside if she needs us, Dul.”
“Thank you,” he said.
Now, seeing her awake, he hardly knew what to say. He’d sat beside her bed so often while she slept but had not been convinced this day would ever come. Now that it had, he felt strange and awkward.
“What day is it?” she asked.
“Friarsday,” he told her as he approached.
“So it was only yesterday that—”
“No. I’m sorry. It was two months ago.”
Octavia pressed her head back into her pillow, suddenly looking pale. “I’m all right,” she said finally. “Two months? It’s seemed like the blink of an eye for me.” The phrase seemed familiar, but she couldn’t remember why. “Where are we?” She looked around the opulent room with its fluffy white bed and elegant furnishings.
“The emperor’s palace just outside Vol.”
“Is he here?”
“No, he returned to the capitol after Seba’s arrest.”
“And your father?”
Korbin frowned. “The temple has been quiet of late. No more deaths, though.”
“You haven’t seen him?”
“No,” Korbin said. “I haven’t wanted to.”
Octavia smiled. “He did what he had to do. I asked him to call Braetin.”
“Did she help you?” Korbin asked. “When I arrived at the temple, they said you betrayed their mistress. If they hadn’t believed you dead already, I’m not sure what they would have done to you.”
“She protected me while I prepared, yes, but in the end, she tried to seduce Seba. I had to stop her.”
Korbin chuckled. “You stopped a goddess. What does that make you?”
“Foolish,” Octavia said. Her expression told him she was only half-joking. “I couldn’t have maintained it for long. And as you say, if I hadn’t been already dead…”
“But you weren’t dead,” Korbin said. 
Octavia smiled. “Of course not. I’m sorry. I’m still a little dazed. I feel so tired.”
“Do you feel like getting out of bed?”
“Soon,” she said. “But maybe not today.”
“Okay,” Korbin replied. 
“I’m surprised you’re here. I thought you’d be off to the sea.”
Korbin frowned. “I couldn’t leave you. I told the emperor I wouldn’t make any decisions until you recovered.”
“Decisions?” Octavia sighed and closed her eyes. 
She looks exhausted, he thought. “I’ve been asked to take a place on the Council of Eight. With four places vacant, the emperor has been making appointments. It’s been difficult to get him to wait this long.”
She turned her head and met his gaze. “You don’t want to do it?”
“I don’t know. I suppose I’ll have to do something, and being a messenger isn’t exactly what the emperor has in mind. Honestly, I never thought I’d have to make decisions based on what he wanted.”
“Mm hmm,” Octavia muttered, her eyelids fluttering closed. For a moment, Korbin watched her sleep. They did what they’d set out to do. They’d stopped Seba and released Graiphen from his influence. In doing so, they also prevented him from doing further harm to Korbin as well as the remaining four members of the Council, all of whom had been affected by Seba’s witchcraft. Dul Ursin was now the head of the Council, by the emperor’s appointment, and life was returning to normal for most people. But Korbin doubted his life would ever be normal again.
Soon, he’d have to make decisions, get on with life. Octavia would have choices, too. Maybe she’d even leave Vol. Thanks to the emperor’s public gratitude and acknowledgement that as with all things, Kilovian witchcraft had both a good side and a bad one, her face and name would be well known, even more so than when they were wanted criminals.
All of that would wait, though. For now, he wanted to watch her sleep as he had done so many times over the past weeks. He knew now that he’d fallen a little bit in love with her, but also that he could never tell her. A sense that they were about to be ripped away from one another grew within him, the belief that their lives would be driven apart by tides they couldn’t control. For now, he had just this moment, and he would savor it.
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