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      A young serren ran to her brother and threw her front paws around his neck. “Burth!” Her ears hung down her back to her hind paws as she dangled off him, and though she had nothing to pat against, her back leg swatted through the air.

      “Meri,” Burth said. He returned the embrace, then let her go to greet the rest of his family, which had grown in the last year.

      Around his mama, little ones scampered and tussled, uncaring of the occasion of one of their own returning home. She, like his sister, hugged him and added a nuzzle against his cheek.

      “Mama,” Burth said. “How go the runs?”

      “Kempt and tidy,” she said, a token response in the common tongue.

      Qimber watched with relief. He’d made it another year, and as he’d promised Burth’s papa when his own father had bought the little serren for him, Qimber had taken Burth on the perennial pilgrimage to his homeland—to the shadow of the Dragons’ Forest.

      “Uman,” Qimber said. He knelt and held out his hand to Burth’s papa, whose fur had grayed around his eyes since last they’d seen each other.

      “Qimber,” Uman said. He gripped Qimber’s pointer in his paw. “Once again, so great of you to bring Burth home.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” said Qimber. “As always.” He pulled from his pocket a brown paper bag that he’d tied shut with twine.

      A sly grin spread across Uman’s face. “Is that the good stuff?” Before he had a chance, one of Burth’s brothers ran over and tore into the bag. He held up a jar and looked back at his siblings.

      “It is!” the serren shouted. “Brackenberry jam!”

      “Yay!” they yelled in chorus, and from them issued a quiet applause that sounded like soft pats of rain.

      “You have more?” Meri asked. She’d joined the brother and pored over the jar’s label.

      “Of course I do,” Qimber said, then he looked to Burth’s mama. “And Yerriam, I have one with your name on it.”

      “Oh, that not necessary,” she said. “Qimber, you spoil us.”

      “And that is my pleasure as well. With all Burth does for me, it’s the least I can do in return.”

      Yerriam waved her paw at him, then she turned to break up a pair of rolling little ones. “Hey!” They didn’t come apart until she grabbed either one by their ears, at which they squalled. “Play nice—no teeth marks.”

      “Burth, come on,” another little one said, so excited that his back leg wouldn’t stop patting. “We can show you the new tunnels we’ve started. Papa even let me help on some.”

      Burth looked to Uman, who shook his head.

      “Nothing intricate,” his papa said. “Just something to get his paws dirty.”

      “Was about to say,” said Burth. “I don’t even trust myself too far Underground.”

      “You scared of Underground?” the little serren asked. His voice pitched to a tease. “You been spending too much time Above.”

      Burth looked down at his brother. “Hey, you, I dint say I was scared.”

      “Then prove it!” The little one scampered away, giggling as Burth gave chase. He dove into a hole. Burth almost followed, but he stopped and looked back to Qimber.

      “Go on,” Qimber said. “I’m thinking about a nap anyway.”

      Burth smiled, and he waved his little paw at his master before he followed the little one into the hole.

      Qimber looked to Burth’s papa. “Didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “Mm,” Uman intoned. “When it not always dark, that can be difficult.”

      Qimber nodded against the undue salience the serren awarded his words.

      “Welp, in that case, we come get you for dinner.” Uman started for the hole down which Burth had followed his brother. “Past time for us to get back under. Once again, Qimber, is great you’re here.” He looked around, past where the forest’s darkness set upon them, then gestured for Burth’s mama.

      “Brackenberry jam,” a little one said, her voice squeaky and soft. She hung onto her mama as they followed Uman. “Oh gods, I wanna have it with celery and carrots and our oats and our rice”—

      “Be careful, Qimber,” Uman said, then Yerriam popped back up and skittered to fetch the last little one, who’d gotten held up by a fight with his own back foot.

      When they’d gone, the forest became quiet and still.

      Qimber yawned. He’d been serious about needing a nap—gods knew the work he’d done over the last year would have earned anyone a permanent sleep in an unmarked ditch—but mostly he just wanted time to himself, to unwind and relax, far removed from his responsibilities and entanglements. He headed for a small clearing, where he and Burth had left their traveling gear, and threw a folded tent to a bare piece of ground, where it began erecting itself. While he waited, he looked around.

      The eyepiece he’d put on when they entered the forest showed him how he would have seen the wood in the light of day, but even then, the darkness pressed around him with unconscionable rancor.

      Uman had told him a few years ago, “You’re brave, living up here in the Above.” The serren had offered to eat the final meal of Burth’s visit that year with Qimber at his tent. “I don’t understand how humans do it.” He shook his head and let the piece of cabbage he’d nibbled on rest against his stomach. “Is bad enough keeping the Underground safe, but the Above—you didn’t make it, didn’t dig it yourself, can’t possibly know everything that goes in and out of it. Chaos, and the Above falls headlong into it a little more every day.” Burth’s family had spoken in the years past about how the forest seemed to be darkening, that the trees had pulled together against an encroaching shadow, a menace that they thanked the gods didn’t stalk the Underground.

      “Too small of holes,” one of Burth’s brothers had suggested. “Big darkness, like mama used to tell us about, can’t get us where it’s safe.”

      When the tent finished, he headed a few paces out of the clearing for a piss and tuned his wearable in to a news station over in Yarnle.

      “… The royal investiture has stopped taking petitioners at this time as it prepares for the royal son’s birthday,” an anchor said. “I’ve talked about the waste I think Arnin foists upon its peoples every damn day since I got this job, and I’m glad I have a viewership and a producer who can see reason through this bog of madness. I’m joined right now”—the view split, and on its left side, the anchor’s guest joined him on screen—“by Elector Lemon, the commonstate official from Winstone. Elector, it’s my understanding that the Yarnle electorate was aiming to have an air traffic restructuring plan on his Majesty’s desk before the end of spring. It sounds like that’s not happening anymore.”

      “Unfortunately not, Logan,” Lemon said. “His Majesty has chosen to ignore”—

      A scream louder than the program in his ear caused Qimber to hop in fear, far enough backwards that he ended up on his ass. He scrambled upright and looked around. The pills in his ears had quickly filtered much of the sound, but the desperation of its caller still caused him panic. Trees pulled together and abated his sight, but he quickly found the direction from which the screams came—back toward where he and Burth had come into the forest.

      “Help me!” a woman shrieked. “Help me!”

      Most of Qimber didn’t want to find her—to do so, he would also have to find what made her scream, and he had less than no interest in that. But already a thin sheen of sweat had covered his body while he listened. A lesser part of his mind needed to find her before she stopped. If something got her, it might get him, too, and—Gods, why must You prove the serrens’ tales true.

      He stupidly started toward the screaming woman, and as he followed her sounds, it seemed that the forest missioned to keep him away. The trees had pulled their roots toward the surface soil, and his feet caught on their feelers in his haste; the closer he got to her, the closer the darkness rushed upon him, until he couldn’t even see the next tree beyond the ones he passed. He quickly understood why such terror had gripped the young woman, even if nothing else had. Because she had to be young, right? Surely the gods wouldn’t put him through this unless—

      Around the next tree, he suddenly came upon her. “Hey,” he said, then raised his voice. “Hey!”

      She turned at his shout and threw her arms around his neck. “Oh, thank the gods. We thought we were alone. Knew we’d heard someone else.” The young woman held him tight. He breathed in her scent. She didn’t smell bad, but she didn’t smell good, either—Like soil and maybe a kind of metal? Qimber couldn’t decide which.

      “We?” he said.

      The girl giggled, and Qimber wondered what she found so funny. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end against her little laugh, but the way her body puffed against his—it had been a while since he’d held a woman.

      “You scared the hells out of me.” His arms found their way around her thin waist, in the least to try to calm her nerves. “What the fuck are you doing out here all alone?”

      “It was all fun, until we—sorry, my Plainari’s not the best—I got lost,” she said. “Does that sound like something someone would do?” She pulled her face away from his, looked him in the eye from beneath a drape of hair. Her head cocked, and she smiled.

      “Sure,” Qimber said. He ran a hand up her side. The dress she wore betrayed her waifish figure. And her gray eyes looked pretty enough; they almost glowed. “People get lost all the time. Just—what are you doing here? I’ve been coming out for years. Never met anyone else in the forest.”

      “Anyone? Or someone like me? Am I special to you? Because you’re special to us—me.”

      “What—who else”—

      “I’m sorry. Is that not something someone would say? I haven’t had much practice.”

      “Right,” Qimber said. He let her go. She clung to him for a second, but he pulled her hands from around his neck and stepped away. One of her nails scraped his right palm. “Do, uh, do you live somewhere around here?”

      Her fists opened and closed against her chest. She only watched him for a few moments, but in that time, he became intensely uncomfortable. Those eyes didn’t betray anything—certainly not the fear her screams had—and he quickly wanted nothing to do with her. But she watched, and he felt her prey upon him.

      The spell broke when she spoke: “Home, yes! Our—my home is close. I could take you there.”

      “No.” Qimber shook his head, though he wondered for his haste if he should have at least pretended to be reluctant. “No, I’m staying here in the forest for a few days.” But should I? And should I have told her that? “If you live near here, how’d you get lost?”

      Her smile faded. She stared at him, then glee lit her face again. “A little flaw in our story. We’ll need to shore that up for next time. The master thanks you.”

      “The master. Who”—

      “No time, no time. I’m going home. You’ll take us there, yes? At least partway out of this darkness?”

      Qimber swallowed. He didn’t want to, but gods, if it would get her to leave. “All right.” He nodded. “Sure. Just let me have a piss, and then we can see about gettin you outta here.”

      “Oh, good,” she said. “Or maybe… no, we can’t”—her gaze shot to him. “I can’t, I mean. Yes, yes, I’ll leave, and then you can, uh, enjoy yourself.”

      Qimber hesitated. “Right. Well I’ll be right back, yeah?”

      “Yes, yes. Go, go. And then we—you and me, I mean—will go, go.”

      Qimber headed back the way he’d come. He really did need to piss, and the past few minutes had done nothing to slacken that load. Five trees on, he leaned against rough bark. The button on the front of his trousers caught against his underwear, and at first he didn’t have space enough to maneuver himself, but he got it right in the end and went.

      Gods, whoever is listening, he thought. Just get me past this, and I—well, there’s not much I wouldn’t do right now—

      Something stung his right side. He swiped with his arm, but already his body failed him. The momentum of his swing spun him too far, and his legs buckled under him. His breath wheezed in his throat as he watched a shadow approach him from the darkness, and though he wanted nothing more to get up and run, he couldn’t move. He tried to scream, but that only came as a low whimper.

      “There,” she said. The woman knelt and cradled his body against hers. She handled him so easily. “Sleep now, and we’ll take you to our home. We’re going to have some fun, aren’t we? You’ll enjoy yourself, yes?”

      She dragged him for miles until she dropped him in the middle of a cave. He’d lost his eyepiece for the jostling journey, but his eyes had become accustomed to the dark. He just wished her eyes didn’t glow the way they did, that their light didn’t shine off her teeth. She turned into a monster and feasted.

      Qimber blacked out from exhaustion and fright not long after, and the following time came to him in snippets, the last of which occurred after his spirit left his body.

      “That’s it!” she said again and again. “That’s it!”

      He didn’t feel her pierce his stomach with her claws, didn’t feel much of anything as she swirled her arm elbow-deep in his body. When she stood, her hand dripped with his blood like a quill overloaded with ink, and she turned to write on the wall.
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      The demon fled eastward.

      People in Tanvarn called it the Beast, said it stood nine feet tall and ranged from the city to as far as the northern hills. Others told of a darkness that skulked in the corners of bedrooms, crept at the edges of their sight, molested the imaginations of those who lacked the wit to guard them. But most hadn’t even seen it.

      Gossamer clouds etched across the sky over the Charred Reaches to the north, and the brown of wintered grass and wild land passed in a sea of vacant umber as Kendra’s sight followed. Each mile further washed the world of color; the crystal that blazed against her right palm provided a lens that saw only so far. Excitement beat through her: she’d ported her vision farther north that morning to head off the demon’s passage toward the cliffs, and in front of her lay a dimming forest, where she would corner her charge.

      A mile and half from the trees, the Beast spun around and roared into the still air. Its harking voice echoed across the plains north of them while it watched her, its body prostrate against frosted grass. Kendra understood—a warning, talking at her in the only way it knew. But she persisted, and the Beast jolted to its feet to bark again at its chasing specter before it darted north and east, inbound for the forest.

      Kendra twisted her sight in final pursuit.

      Carried on a nascent wind that whistled past her ears, screeches answered the demon’s. North of her, a cloud quickly billowed to the heathered sky, where it blotted out the firmament and the afternoon sun. The forest’s trees turned into shadows whose towered eminence became a haven as Kendra left the fledgling storm beneath the open sky.

      Whispers in the darkness came to her like smoke and spoke at her in Plainari, a language so common it subordinated mundanity. “Pretty little girl,” they said, slithering past and through her. “Come a moment to play.”

      Kendra incanted, and motes, corporeal bits of Ley energy, gathered and lit under her command, their vibrations a humble refrain against the darkness. The whisperer spoke against her in a language of their own, and though Kendra couldn’t understand the words, the tongue lusted over and derided her, painted her body in the color of its speech before it trailed away when her bundle formed fully.

      Trees cast shadows in every direction. Looking around one made another shift as they tilted to see her or hide. She raised the light to her face and asked a question in the way magic understood—a series of nuanced sounds varied on ‘m’ and ‘n.’ “I’m searching for something. Do you know what I seek?”

      “Perhaps,” the motes said. “Though we must warn: dark visitors abide.”

      “Does a demon slumber here?” Kendra asked, though she got stuck on a syllable whose pitch, she had convinced herself, no one could hit right.

      The motes took longer to form a response, but they answered: “Yes.”

      “Show me.” Kendra blew, and her breath’s breeze carried the bundle toward a tree, which they rounded, and they ducked away. Their light drew new shadows that reached toward her like knobby feelers, and farther on, the Ley poked around a bough. “I’m coming,” Kendra said, passing over root and leaf.

      The scent of damp dirt and day-old bread—what magic smelled like to Kendra—filled the air, and it thickened as the vastness of the wood closed around her. She drew her thumb across one face of the crystal to edge her sight around wooden fingers, expecting anything to glint back. Silence crept around her. Colder became the air.

      Her motes meandered around a tree and stopped, then turned and hurried through a small bunch of sprigs to Kendra’s left. They looked from the ground to the branches above them and shook. “Mazes,” they said, dissatisfied, and ducked in a new direction, one that passed in front of Kendra and led off to her right. Her bearings told her the bundle headed back toward the forest’s edge, but the motes changed their way so many times thereafter that she felt led in circles.

      When they finally stopped, their light flooded a glade that surprised even them.

      Kendra leaned and caught up. She surveyed not a clearing made by the grace of the forest, but of felled trees that lay discant—splintered, cracked, dead—their pulp exposed, their magic gone. Some had risen wholly from the ground; their roots protruded from the soil like clots of blood.

      “Destruction,” the motes said, almost a note to themselves. “Demise.” They headed for a path through the felled growth.

      Dragons, Kendra thought. Her sight listed over the decaying thicket while she looked around. Above her, branches met, as though the forest’s overgrowth missioned to guard its fallen children from the open sky. The Beast. Yet that startled her more. It didn’t have that kind of power, surely. She followed her bundle over the forests’ limbs.

      With her left hand, Kendra flipped through a book and traced through her notes. Few of the townspeople had spoken of the Beast, but those who had said it, ‘Killed Cate Reinold, sight unseen,’ ‘Howled for three nights past. Terrified me kids,’ and, ‘Looked right at me from across a dock channel. I thought I was dead.’

      Cate Reinold had died of natural causes. She’d complained of pain in her throat to the apothecary, who told her she just needed rest, then she snapped her own neck the next day while hanging her laundry. “Complications from a tumor,” the coroner had told Kendra. The Nazyels lived over a bordello. Ghosts endure as the manifestation of scared children who couldn’t reconcile the sounds of their parents making love during the night—Kendra had deduced a similar explanation solved the mystery of what the Nazyel children had heard. And the River Niniphen, though out of season for them, served as a breeding ground for crocodiles. The older ones didn’t always make the journey south during migration, and the Reeds often became pools of sucking muck during the heat of summer. ‘Scales, and teeth as long as kitchen knives,’ Kendra read from her second-hand account of Miss Handso’s happenstance.

      “The Tower doesn’t check these things,” Handso had said, standing just outside the door to her shack. She’d crossed her arms over her chest, pulled her bed robe tighter against the cold. “Don’t care much for us common folk. Too concerned about the Lowdowns and whatever else.”

      Miss Handso’s suspicions proved right about one thing: Leynars don’t investigate ‘these things,’ which meant they hadn’t studied the inconspicuous tale as told by seventeen-year-old Penelope Qutts, whose paranormal encounter constituted reproachful banality.

      ‘Walking home from the game house on Third Avenue, once removed from Tersington Street,’ Kendra read. ‘Qutts took a back-alley to get to Third Proper. The demon stood in front of her, she said, and it smiled and cooed—didn’t scream, nor did it howl—before it clapped its paws together and disappeared. Swears it ran toward Second’s second removal, but when she looked back, it had vanished.’

      “She’s young,” a Leynar had told Kendra when she followed up with them on Qutts’s story, “and gods know how inebriated she was.” He’d tapped a stack of papers on his desk in his cramped office, the door of which Kendra had barely been able to close behind her. “We’ve got enough to be going on otherwise”—he’d raised his index finger to make a point—“with proof.”

      Miss Qutts had drawn a depiction of the Beast, and though no artist, hers matched that of others: muscly, wolf-like, and terrifying to behold. “Everything but the eyes,” Qutts had said as she handed over her drawing with the other that Kendra had borrowed from the youngest Nayzel, Willem. “Gray eyes. Could see ‘em a mile away without trying, I’d guess.”

      “Vibrant imagination,” Willem’s mother had said, patting the boy across his forehead when he’d shown Kendra his collection. “I dunno where he comes up with most o’ this stuff. Think it’s the city lights at night, if ya ask me. Make people a little loopy, know what I mean?”

      Kendra had heard the opinion before. She’d given the boy’s room a look-over before she left. He’d plastered his walls with charcoal art and littered his desk with stacks of the same.

      She’d thought nothing of it until two days later, when a townsperson in the Upper City had mentioned: “A woman, fucking creep walking in here, giggling.” The distributor spoke while she loaded fresh vegetables into Kendra’s cart behind a high-churn bar. Her dirty-blonde hair had frayed from low buns on the back of her head, and she wore a leather apron over a button-down and pressed jeans. The babel of those inside fluttered to them through the cracked-open back door. “Smelled awful. Told her to leave. All she did was laugh on her way out.”

      “When was this?” Kendra had said, making conversation. She didn’t connect what she did until a few hours later.

      “Dunno.” The blonde stopped and looked toward a high part of the alley’s wall. “Week, week-and-a-half ago. Just after your last shipment.”

      That night, Kendra had mindsighted into Willem’s bedroom to see his drawings again. There, still atop one pile on the back corner of his desk, he’d depicted the likeness of a woman, dark and ghostly, fully shaded to look nothing more than a shadow. Black tentacles waved from her head, and she faced the viewer, her face obscured by a veil of hair.

      When she’d finished making a copy in her study, Kendra had leaned back, remembering the words of an old friend: “The demons are too many to ever hunt down and eradicate. I know that now. All we can do is hope nothing ever takes control of them again. But if something does”—he’d stopped, but she discerned the rest.

      “People are missing,” she’d said a few days ago to an investigator, who had met with her at a dive in the Lower City during his off-hours.

      “They go missin all the time,” he said, peeling a piece off an onion loaf. He still wore his Leynar robes, colored light cream. “If we went lookin for every person who disappears, we’d have the man-power to do naught else.”

      “But these disappearances have happened in the north part of the city—where people have seen it. You don’t think that’s more than coincidence?”

      “More of this Beast, huh—ya not gonna let this go?” He rolled his eyes when Kendra didn’t respond. “I’ll tell you just like I’ve told everyone else who’s come by the Tower: there’s no proof for anything like a demon mucking about the streets. For gods’ sakes, we’ve got reports of it up in the Hills-over. People’ll believe anything if it scares ‘em enough, and I, for one, am fresh out of fucks to give.” He’d gestured to the onion loaf. “Sure you don’t want some?”

      Kendra had shaken her head and left shortly thereafter.

      Proof they asked for, and proof she chased.

      Her hand slipped off the page. She looked to her bundle of Ley. Its light had become framed by another. Kendra leaned either way in turn, her eyes unable to focus on what she saw. The motes came at her hushed call.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      They turned, and before they answered, the Ley shivered, unwrapped itself, and dispersed into a mist. The trees pulled in around her. In renewed darkness, Kendra watched the unfamiliar light. She blinked hard, but the spot wouldn’t resolve, looked within her grasp and far away at once. Whoever hid in the darkness wished to remain that way. She would need a spell—a devocation, to be precise—to find them on the other side.

      She flipped through another book she’d laid out and traced her fingers over its text. Q, R, S… W. Her mouth formed around the word ‘widdercant’ as she raced to find it. She found ‘Whzerot,’ a transliteration from New Magornian about spoiled magic; then ‘Wiamonish,’ the idea of non-diametrical opposition according to gender, scripted in Plainari; she lifted her hand across the page to the book’s other side, and there: ‘Widdercant.’ Her fingers marked out the spell, and she moved her lips through its liaise in time with her hand. Again. And twice again while she observed the point of light. A Warlock would be on the other side—his demon had led her to him.

      To her right she felt its gaze. She turned. Nothing. Then claws dragged over blanching wood, and she spun the other way, where a shadow gloomed darker than the forest’s shade.

      “We know you’re there.” The voice sounded abused, raw from screaming, and its eyes glowed gray, pale against the night.

      Kendra drew a rune on her crystal to magnify the shadow. Black hair draped over its dirty face.

      The shade didn’t move. “How are you here?” she asked.

      Dull panic tightened Kendra’s throat while the woman watched her. “Who are you?”

      The shadow’s gaze raked over her, invaded her magic, prodded at it like an insect. Her right shoulder tilted forward, and she whimpered. “You followed us. Foolish.”

      Kendra’s breath caught in her chest. “You.”

      The woman cackled, and the whisper from before returned and formed words in the common tongue: “Wants it.” Behind her: “No she doesn’t.” To her left: “Thinks she does.” Against her neck: “Doesn’t know.” Against her lips: “Can’t know.”

      The demon’s face appeared in front of hers. “Please help us,” she said, desperate. “Release us. Please. Can you be the one?”

      Kendra recoiled from them, both in the wood and in her study, where she shifted in her chair. She invoked and grabbed the demon with her sight. A tattoo on Kendra’s left arm grew cold, and she faltered. “Look—look at me.”

      The shade stayed in place. “Please don’t. Just leave.”

      “You will tell me who you are,” Kendra said, enchanting her speech, doubling her grip against the demon’s wriggling. She could so easily pull herself out, leave this behind like a bad dream. But she’d gotten this far, and it seemed this mystery proved as simple as a Warlock.

      The woman moaned. “We exist”—her voice caught in her throat, and she wept—“to serve our master, not you.”

      “And they are?” Kendra said. Her eyes flicked toward a piece of shiny white skin on the demon’s face that showed itself when the woman shook her head. Adrenaline dripped through her. She saw it a second time: a rune in the shape of a Demonic ‘M’ on the woman’s cheek. “That’s a M’kethian mark. Who in the hells gave it to you?”

      The demon said nothing. Her body shook as she sobbed. But a few seconds later, her bawling morphed to quiet laughter. She looked at Kendra from under her brow, and her lit eyes pierced the blackness. “Pieces tumble and they fall”—her mirth wouldn’t let her finish the rhyme, but Kendra remembered the rest: We all serve our master’s call.

      It didn’t have to scare her—Karlians found strength in it—but right now, it only filled her with anguish. “Who is your master? Show me.”

      “Oh, please. Please let us use her. So beautiful.” The woman inhaled a rattling breath. “Ah, and strong. She could be the one, we know it. Close enough to him”—

      “Tell me!” Kendra yelled.

      The shade panted for a few breaths. “All right. You’re right.” Her excitement abated as quickly as it had come. “We’ll send her.” She raised her head, and her gaze locked onto Kendra’s. “Look. Look!”

      The demon’s eyes transmuted into ink-black, and Kendra’s vision stretched like taffy as the power behind this woman pulled and hurtled Kendra farther north through hundreds of miles of forest. Branch and bough blurred, and the entire wood became a single piece that tunneled toward the mouth of cave. The tattoo on her arm became ice as she circled its entrance. Smoke and sulfur washed over her each time the great maw exhaled.

      Her crystal burned in her hand. She raced her thumb across its surface, but something held her there and wouldn’t let her unleash her sight. A voice, one that slithered into her ears and around her neck, deeper in pitch than the last, spoke to her in the Sable tongue, an ancient and derelict dialect of Demonic. Such speech said nothing in words, but his meant one thing: despair. The demon’s master plunged her into the cave’s mouth.

      The crystal shattered and sliced Kendra’s hand, and next she drew breath, she sat at the desk in her study, coughing. Her eyes had watered enough to blur her vision. She pawed at her right palm to rid it of melted glass and nearly jolted off her chair for a knock at the door.

      “Everything all right, ma’am?”

      “Fine.” Her throat felt like she’d been screaming, sore as she shuddered breath. Beads of sweat ran down her temples and over her neck, and her shirt clung to her back. She squared herself in the chair and held her scalded hand in her lap, thinking of what she’d seen. The gods couldn’t breach the world into another War so soon. Yet—“Reight.”

      The door to her study opened, and an urlan stepped a pace inside.

      Kendra considered again and decided. “Find Hollowman.”
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      Trent’s fingers grazed a scar across a pumpkin’s rind.

      Sieku waited. “That one as well?”

      “No point in not.” Trent tossed the pumpkin to the urlan, who stood at the end of a trailer almost loaded with harvest. “Grenn told me the Karlians and Leynars started practicing a form of ecumenism when I asked him about it.” Air crisped in his chest as he continued through the patch, surveying and marking most pumpkins for pulling. The trailer followed, suspended a few inches above the ground. “Started”—he batted his left hand back and forth—“five or six years ago. They call themselves Priests, whatever that means.”

      He broke another from its vine and brushed soil off its face. Marks flawed most of the pumpkins in this sector, as though they’d grown too fast in too short a time. “It’s hard to imagine somethin before it happens.” Trent shrugged one shoulder to sign indifference. “The world just gets on, ya know?” He looked toward the end of the row, fifty feet away. Already the soil toiled to reclaim its fruit. “The rest need pulled before much longer.”

      “I’ll tend to them during the night,” Sieku said.

      “Sure. Fill the trailer with a few dozen more. We’ll take the rest to market day-after-next.”

      Sieku hung over the trailer’s side. He looked humanoid—two arms, two legs, a head. All his processing equipment wired into a cavity in his chest, which connected to his pelvis and legs by a thick facsimile of a spinal column. His makers had formed and colored his body into likenesses of clothes that hung from his shoulders and hips, and a metal-mesh hood draped behind his shoulders. His eyes and several nodes central to his body and the front of his spine glowed green, illuminant in the dusking day.

      The urlan broke pumpkins from their vines in turn as he spoke. “The Urlanmeister says recombination is for the best. A world past the War should strive for unitary progress, especially since that matches the will of his Majesty.”

      Trent tsked. “I think that’s bullshit. During the War, Leynars did what they were good at, Karlians took care of the rest, and people were grateful for both. The strongest made everyone else stronger.” He stared at the ground, unimpressed with himself. “But I guess everyone was stronger then.” As he had recently, he tired of the worn tread of their conversation.

      “Strength comes in many forms, sir.” A pile settled behind the urlan when he set a pumpkin on top of it. “Like picking pumpkins by hand when you have perfectly good equipment for it.”

      Trent huffed. “Only so I don’t have to lie to Brech when I tell him I picked ‘em myself.” He broke another off its vine and tossed it to Sieku. “Royals love the personal touch.”

      “People are so—charming.”

      “Yeah? Did you see the lot of ‘em passin by on the road?” Trent nodded toward the thoroughfare a few miles north. “Busses full. Didn’t stop in town, o’ course.”

      “Probably”—

      A terminal on Trent’s belt vibrated against his thigh.

      Sieku looked toward a patch south of them. “It’s proximity.”

      “Sector Ceat,” Trent said, thumbing his device. “Could be one.” He looked from the screen to a southern field miles away, beyond which lied trees at the border of his land.

      “Could just be a serren.”

      “Maybe.” Trent made of note of where in Ceat proximity had alarmed. “Finish this patch.” He hurried past Sieku and added, “That’ll be all for tonight.”

      His heavy steps scuffed warmed soil. A harvester tended its assigned crop to his left and sung its song to the night-quiet as Trent turned onto the main aisle, where he stepped onto a gravi-board and shot toward the southern sector. His thoughts stretched from him with aggravating speed, urged him toward the plot of farm his comm had pointed him. He steeled his expectations for what he might find there—But, gods, if it is.

      Trent slowed a minute later within Ceat, stopped under an illuminator, and stepped off the board.  He heard it before he saw it, but his eyes quickly found his ears’ charge.

      Wiry fur spread across its back. Thick antennae hung from its head in loping arcs over its face, and its stout legs ended in scaly hooves. It had started near the edge of the farmland and spiraled inward, hopping from one pumpkin to the next, cracking them open for a few bites of their still-green fruit before moving on to the next. Runes across Trent’s body itched and reminded him of the proper reaction to what he saw: Danger. But he leaned against the light post under which he stood and watched. This could be it. The demon finished with one and jumped to the next. Its jaw stretched to crush the pumpkin’s tough hull.

      Light shimmered across its back. Trent grabbed his terminal and opened a three-dimensional reconstruction program. A red circle still winked in the upper-right corner of the screen, the rest of which filled with an image of the scene in front of him. The background remained a dark mire of starry twilight and shadow, but the demon’s figure turned into an interactive model, which Trent picked off the screen and examined, searching for any sign that this one might be mastered. Probably too small. Still, he hoped.

      Trent squinted. The mark on the demon’s backside looked artificial in its specificity. As it did from far away, the imprint resembled a birth mark his wife had had on her left wrist. Dull fancy clapped against his gut and quickly faded to muted disappointment. Passing years had isolated the once constant anticipation of seeing her again, that the next day might bring them together, that she might not be dead. But this meant nothing—probably. He let go of the model, and the terminal clicked when the miniature returned to it.

      The demon turned and cackled. Saliva and green fruit hung from its chops. “Grat-tat-tat,” it said in effigy of speech. Its hackles raised from its body when its gaze locked onto Trent.

      “Easy.” Trent stepped forward. “Just need ya for a bit.” Over the next minute, the two performed a dance: Trent advanced, and the demon growled and “Grat-tat-tat”-ed, clicked its tongue and lunged in feints to the left or right; both abided in their own time. Two paces from it, Trent lowered his hand and stared at the demon’s face. “Look at me.”

      The demon snapped its jaws. Its teeth cracked against the silence. “Grut-tut-tut.”

      Trent closed his eyes and dug his heels into the dirt. The demon barked. Air whistled past them, then became still.

      They sprang, Trent toward the beast, the demon away from him. He grabbed it by its hide near its tail and spun it around in a bodily throw. It snapped at his right arm, and for a few seconds, they grappled. But Trent got a hard hold on its neck, enough to immobilize its head. The demon wriggled against his grip, gazing anywhere but into the farmer’s eyes.

      “Submit,” said Trent. Though the demon struggled for a few more seconds, it reluctantly followed the command. Trent dared, challenged what he sought to be on the other side of this demon’s eyes.

      Yet the shiny black of each reflected only the stars—as Jeom’s sacrifice had made so. Trent let it go, and the result of his mischance washed through his chest. It’s just a lost demon. Nothing had sent it, no taint could he see, no ash coated his throat. He rubbed his fingers together; no tacky soot stained them. Anger tightened his gut while he watched the creature calm and hang its head. Its throat rumbled each time it exhaled. Trent almost felt sorry for it. Almost.

      He swung and struck the demon’s face, hard enough for it to bay and crumple onto its side. It scrambled upright and cowered from him, its ears pressed flat toward its neck. “Go away,” Trent said, “and don’t come back without a master.”

      A quiet grumbling revved in the demon’s throat. “Grit-tut.” It stayed a few seconds and hacked, then turned and scampered through the bit of patch from which it had eaten. Trent looked on, as dissatisfied as he’d been countless times when he had peered into their eyes over the years, when just as often they’d not pulled him through. What had once been so easy, something he’d feared during the War, now eluded him when he wanted it—needed it.

      “Clean up the part of Ceat it ate from,” Trent said when he met with Sieku, who still tended the ripened patch. “I’m going to meditate.”

      Trent headed for the house, a two bedroom shack half a mile from sector Ilenn. Songbirds sang athwart the acreages; they’d returned to the southeastern woods as the worst of winter crept north. Crickets’ chirps reached him from the hills to the southwest, where the land rolled all the way to the Raedaeg Peninsula, and to the west, an old holdfast, from which farmlands west of the Rine had spiraled just centuries ago, served as an aging beacon for those coming off the Green Sea. On his porch, Trent looked across his fields northward, where lights winked at him from hundreds of miles away. Beyond them, obelisks rose from the horizon and pierced the sky.

      Peace didn't assuage the learned unnerve he’d cultivated during the War, which had formed within him an idea from which he couldn’t flee: everything balanced as a tower of un-mortared brick that threatened to tumble in the next moment. But ordinary had been the life he wanted, and ordinary had been the life he got, marred only by the ministrations of his own mind and the meddling of a king, who expected a delivery of pumpkins the next day.

      Trent checked his watch and wiped dirt off his tanned hands before he went inside.
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      The next morning, Trent rose just after dawn. He scratched at a tattoo on the inside of his left arm while he prepared two eggs and a link of sausage in a pan over the stove. A small bowl of sliced fruit already waited for him on the table in his small dining room, along with a handful of roasted pumpkin seeds.

      Sieku came inside while he ate. “I’ve initiated hyperbarics on the trailer.”

      “Good.”

      They left when the sun had risen a hand over the eastern horizon. Grass gleamed in dewy browns and reds to the north, and on farmlands that stretched to the forests south and east, greens sprang from the dirt, fields of onions, garlic, spinach, turnips, beets, and roots. Past the small town-proper of Adjust, they turned northwest and followed the River Rine. The flint hills east of them rose higher and pulled farther away until they became a shadow beneath the sun.

      Forty-five minutes on, they came to a collection of streets called Squander, where they turned down the second vein off the main road. Sieku guided the trailer toward the curb in front of a bordello near the mid-street. Curtained windows ran up the building’s brick face.

      “Should I alert him, sir?” Sieku asked.

      “I told him when we’d be here. If he misses us, he misses us.” Trent checked his watch as he stepped off the trailer’s cabin. Five minutes, he thought as he crossed the road. A building’s wood plank exterior faced him. Signage across its front read: ‘Jearium’s Apothecarium.’ The door chimed when he entered.

      An urlan’s voice carried to him from the store’s far end, drawling in the accent of Keep’s midsouth region. “Morrow, Mr. Geno. Can I help ya find somethin today?”

      Trent waved her off and headed down the third aisle toward a stand near its other end. Next to shelves stocked with aftershave, a child’s face beamed at him in a cracked ad for toothpaste. He knocked on the kid’s front tooth: two quick taps, two more quick taps, and a final knock, after which he kept his knuckles against the board until it opened a few inches.

      “What do ya want,” a strained voice said from inside.

      Trent placed his index and middle fingers on the narrow counter inside the barrier, and next to them, two small boxes wrapped in brown paper tumbled like dice.

      “Five-seventy.”

      “You quoted me five-forty-five last fortnight.” Still, Trent reached for a pocket inside his coat for another twenty-five pieces, added the difference to a small cloth pouch, and tossed it inside. He pocketed the two parcels and said, “Much obliged,” to no one as the façade righted itself, then smoothed out his coat before he moved two aisles down the backside of the store, where he picked up a can of aloe and a stick of beeswax.

      “I assume you found everything all right,” said the urlan at the back counter when he checked out.

      “Fine.”

      Trent paid and checked his watch as he left. Fifty-two seconds remained while he crossed the street, and with thirteen to spare, a young man with a coif of light-brown hair exited the establishment Sieku had parked in front of. He wore a suit of Karlian armor that sheened a bright platinum in the morning sun. A half-dressed girl clung to his armored arm. Mismatched undergarments showed through her sheer camisole, and a messy mop of bed-tousled hair tucked untidily behind her ears. She stopped the younger gentleman just outside the house and pawed at his chest. Trent couldn’t overhear what they said, but the girl looked drearily hopeful when her for-a-night lover responded. They kissed, then she watched Grenn climb onto the cabin.

      “Good night?” asked Trent.

      “Good morning, too,” said Grenn. His voice came in comfortable measure from his chest. He pulled his breastplate over his head and hefted it to the floor next to him, then leaned over to adjust how it sat. “She still there?”

      Trent peered past him. The mousy girl stood just outside her place of work, her arms crossed over her chest. Her pigeon-toed feet knocked her knees together. “Yep.”

      Grenn sighed, set his face into a grin, and acted surprised to see her still there. He waved, and, while trying to not move his lips, said, “Please go.” He kept waving for a few dozen feet after Trent slotted the trailer into gear and obliged. Out of sight, Grenn’s expression fell, and he leaned back in his seat.

      “Fine lookin strumpet ya got there,” Trent said.

      “I don’t want to hear it right now.”

      “Wasn’t gonna say anything.”

      “Good. Cause this is definitely the last time with her. It’s gotta be. Not calling again.”

      Trent chuckled. “Sure.”

      Grenn shrugged. “Ah, maybe I’ll call on her”—he pushed himself up in his seat—“but girls like that, they’re—strange, ya know?”

      “Please,” said Trent, unimpressed. “I’m sure you get a discount with how often I’ve picked you up there. Maybe even a cut.”

      “Ha, ha. With the business that place does, I wouldn’t need to be a Karlian anymore.”

      Trent cast a cautionary glare toward him.

      “Don’t,” said Grenn.

      “Then let’s hear it. What’s the problem with this one?”

      Grenn sighed. “You’re gonna say it’s stupid.” He paused. “But she’s still not charging me.”

      “Well call the guard, she’s robbing you blind.”

      “Come on, she—she charges everyone else she sees”—

      “It’s her job.” Trent’s tone turned incredulous. “That’s like walkin into a deli and complaining that you get your sandwiches for free. Besides, ya know that for sure? Maybe she hands herself out, like a party favor. A girl I used to know”—

      “She won’t take my money, I know that. Says she doesn’t want anything, that it’s just fun, but then she just gets—weird—when I leave. Every gods-damned time. If I were just another client, our relationship would be a lot easier.”

      “Gods, Grenn. Would it be the end of the world to find out you like someone?”

      “Yes,” said Grenn, emphatic. “I can’t go around catching feelings for any girl who’ll”—

      “Do you?”

      “No—yes. See, you get it.”

      “Oh, the pity.”

      “And more so. I’m done with that place. And her.”

      “Right. Because she definitely won’t try to find you.”

      “Keep’s a big place,” Grenn said, staring off to the right.

      Suburbs, from collections of single-family homes to lines of multi-story apartment complexes, sprouted up instead of farmland as they zipped through the countryside. To the northwest, the pinnacles of the city’s capitol crept higher over the horizon, shadows against the northern indigo.

      “Besides,” said Grenn. He tapped his hand against the console in front of him. “I’ve just gotten word I won’t be in Keep much longer anyway.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. I report to Karhaal in three weeks, and then I think the Order is reassigning me to Tanvarn.”

      “Tanvarn,” Trent said. “That’s—an interesting place.”

      “Do you know anything about it?”

      Trent shook his head. “Not much”—

      “Figured,” said Grenn.

      —“but before the War ended, I lived a couple thousand miles west in Hemlet. Nice place, just a few hours from the coast. The hills up near the Lea Mountains are a nice place to grow apples.”

      “I bet. It’d be something to go somewhere nice instead of just hanging around here. But about Tanvarn, I’ve, uh, found out a few things.”

      “These aren’t rumors from the Tower, are they?”

      “Where else?” Grenn said, honest in his question. “So I know this girl—that’s not important. I asked someone at the Tower to send a few secrets my way.”

      Trent flicked his gaze toward Grenn. “And?”

      Grenn twiddled his right thumb to sign a lack of surety. “There were a few interesting scraps. The biggest one’s been ongoing for months. Something people call the Beast.”

      “The Beast?”

      “It’s an urban legend at this point. And it’s terrorized almost everyone in the city, even though most haven’t actually seen it. Reported sightings in the Hills-over, in the outskirts and urban areas, even in the city itself—the Upper City, the nice part. The Tower there has been lax about investigating it.”

      “Leynars are suspicious in all they do and of others. I only associate a handful with trust.”

      “Apparently they’re too busy elsewise.”

      “Uh huh,” said Trent. They stopped at a cross street just outside of Arnin’s most reaching suburb, a town called Enough.

      “They’re the lead investigative body—a neutral party, supposedly—in the doping allegations against the Tanvarn Lowdowns. The thing is, the woman leading up the investigation, a Tiana Bagby, is reportedly fooling around with one of their third-string breakers.”

      The light ahead of them switched white, and they started forward again. “So?”

      “So,” said Grenn, urgent. “How can she be impartial? Expecting truth to win out when the person who’s supposed to hold them accountable is involved”—

      “That’s tenuous. But if it were the case, she could even be facilitating it, I guess. The Leynars might be responsible for both. Why doesn’t she recuse herself?”

      “Nobody knows whether anything’s actually going on between her and the breaker. It’s just suspected—highly suspected. Besides, it’s not like the Lowdowns are competitive, even on that Sardar stuff. They’d garner a lot more attention if they were.”

      Trent ran his left hand across his cheek. “The one good thing about corruption is it mostly falls in on itself.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Grenn pointed at an upcoming sign. “Have you eaten yet?”

      “You’re hungry?”

      “There’s not much to eat where I woke up.”

      “Really? I’m surprised girls call you as much as they do, then.”

      Grenn scoffed.

      “What do ya want?” Trent asked, checking his watch. It showed a quarter-til-nine. They’d made all right time—not much traffic despite the circumstances.

      Grenn hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “The sign mentioned churretos. Sounds good to me.”

      “An adult might consider something healthier.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Trent looked at him. “Dumbass.”

      The next hamlet called itself Manage, a veinier hive of avenues and cross-streets than Squander that insisted on itself: for each house, a portico; for each business, a sign that hung over the road, the next more arresting than the last, done-up special for the tourists in blinking displays and saturated colors.

      “The removed streets,” Grenn said, pointing to their left. “That’s where we want.”

      Trent turned onto a cross-street that would take them to the removal, the first of Govern Avenue. They waited for a crowd to cross an intersection, then turned again onto a street that ran parallel with Govern Proper and dead-ended.

      Trent idled the trailer around jaywalkers. “Why are so many people here?”

      “It’s where they live.”

      “Figure that out by yourself?”

      “I think so,” Grenn said. “Plus, it’s the kid’s birthday.” He pointed toward a line of people waiting for a street vendor. “Here.”

      Trent pulled the trailer to the curb. “Why do ya wanna eat from a street cart?” The vendor’s signage read, ‘Manage’s Damages,’ and in text under that: ‘Damage to Your Stomach Lining, Not Your Pocketbook.’

      “Look at the line. Locals appreciate what’s good. If there were a line at a restaurant, I’d eat there. Besides, have you ever had street churretos?”

      “I’m glad to say I haven’t.”

      “The grease gets dirty and gives the food a”—Grenn waved his hand over itself a few times—“wholesome quality.”

      “It’s probably a tourist trap.”

      “Ooh, always so cynical.” Grenn stepped off the cabin and headed for the line.

      “I’ll just wait here,” said Sieku.

      Nine minutes later, Trent unwrapped his food at a table on the vendor’s other side. Grease coated his thumb with a sticky residue. Grenn had already bitten into his first morsel, and syrup dripped down his chin, which he wiped on the left shoulder of his shirt. Trent took a bite of egg, sausage, potatoes, a brown sugar syrup, and tortilla.

      “Glad I made you get one, right?” Grenn said.

      Trent chewed. “It’s disgusting.” Yet after he swallowed, he took another bite.

      The young man laughed. “And oh my gods”—he picked out a piece of meat and popped it in his mouth—“he gets the bacon so crispy.”

      Trent took a sip of tea and cleared his throat. “Yeah. So about Tanvarn.”

      Grenn nodded and spoke through a mouthful of food. “I think I know why I’m being reassigned over there.”

      “If they need someone like you in Tanvarn”—

      “Hey kid!” a man yelled from across the street.

      Trent turned. A—gentleman—older than Grenn strutted toward them, his face beset with jowls that hung from either cheek. His gut strained against a buttoned vest and the shirt he’d tucked into his trousers. Two others came with him.

      “I should fucking wreck your face,” said the man who’d spoken. The three of them stopped behind Trent.

      “Gentlemen,” Grenn said, chewing his last bite. He held out his arms. “How can I help you?”

      “You can start by standing the fuck up.”

      Grenn chortled as he took a sip of tea. He swallowed. “No.”

      “Ye made me baby sister cry,” the bulldog said. “The gods damn you if ye don’t make things right.”

      “Are you sure she wasn’t crying about—stick with me here—having you for a brother?”

      “Ye what?”

      “Yeah.” Grenn drained the rest of his tea. “Look, you probably have me confused with someone.”

      “You listen to me”—

      “Hey dere, Pierk,” the fat one behind him said. He stood a head shorter than the lead. “I think he’s saying somethin bout your sister’s honor and whatnot.”

      “Right you are, Blad,” said the taller.

      Pierk’s face twisted, like his thoughts had caught in a funnel as he tried to keep up with his underlings. He pointed at Grenn. “You stand up, take off that fucking armor, and face me like a man.”

      “I would,” said Grenn, “but I unfortunately lost my pants this morning. Or fortunately, depending on how you look at it.”

      “Players,” Trent said, “do we have to do this right now? We’ve not even finished our break”—

      “Shut up,” said Pierk. “It won’t take long to beat his ass, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      Trent sighed. When he stood, Pierk stared up at him. A walking cliché, Trent thought. Patched-up slacks covered the man’s stubby legs. The other two looked the part: Blad in a hoodie and jeans, the tall one in a beanie and jumpsuit.

      “Come on,” Pierk said in a quiet voice. “This isn’t with you, old man.”

      “Buddy,” Grenn said as he stood. He shook out his body. “I got this.”

      Pierk smirked, kept his voice low. “Is it one or two today?”

      Trent raised his hands and backed away. “I’m just a pumpkin farmer. But my quick math says it’ll be three.”

      “Come on guys, I’ve got a kid here,” a woman at the table next to them said. She gestured to her child. Both looked fairly well dressed in their collared shirts and pressed slacks—almost like they might head to temple after their breakfast. “We’re on vacation for gods’ sakes.”

      “No need to worry, ma’am,” said Grenn. “Karhaal still trains us well.”

      Despite his assurances, the woman huffed and stood and grabbed her son by the arm. “Come,” she said when he didn’t immediately follow her.

      “But mom, he’s a real Karlian,” the boy said as they walked away.

      “That’s right, and he should know”—

      “All right boys,” Pierk said as they spread in front of Grenn. “Just aim for his chest and face.”

      Grenn slid his left foot out behind him as he watched. “So your sister. Which one was she again?”

      Pierk screamed and rushed at him.

      Guard your left, Trent thought, but Grenn absorbed the first blow against his side. He’d watched the young man “train” before. From what Trent remembered, his fighting style looked different from what Karlians used during the War—still effective, just scrappier and more reliant on strikes. Grenn kept time with all of them, shifting his weight to match their incoordination, stepping harder on his right foot than his left.

      Pierk feinted, and the tall one leapt forward. Hook his foot. Grenn, instead, leaned into a punch and blocked with his left arm. The knock sounded like a hammer on wood.

      “Shit!” the tall man yelled, cradling his right fist with the other hand. “I fink he broke me hand.”

      Blad stepped forward and grabbed the collar of Grenn’s shirt. Counter-grab and throw. The Karlian looked down at the porky underling, either of them as confused as the other, before he batted the peon’s hand and head-butted him away. A fountain of red vented onto Blad’s chin, and he fell backwards, squealing in his agony. Grenn focused on Pierk and again raised his arms in tepid defense. The young knight grinned and waved the dog toward him.

      A whistle interrupted them. Trent covered his ears as a Keep guard road up on a gravi-cycler. The newcomer hopped nimbly from his bike when he met the scene. “Looks like I ruined a bit of fun, huh?” His voice rang clear, even for his siren. Streaks of chrome threaded through his vest and button down and slacks, and his left iris shined a dazzling silver-veined-with-blue. Lines traced from the augment over his temple and under his hair.

      “Consider yourself the fun police,” Grenn said after the siren quieted.

      “I’ll add that to my resume,” said the guard. “Pierk. A disturbance in Manage, I shoulda known. Assaulting an emissary from Karhaal, no less.”

      “Us assault him?” the tall thug said. His hand had already bruised blue and swelled so he couldn’t close his fist. “The other way around, for true.”

      “You mess with the bee, you get stung don’t ya?” The guard looked to Blad, who said nothing. Blood had covered the short man’s hands.

      “If it helps,” said Trent. “I saw the whole thing. Just awful—all of it.”

      “Mr. Geno.” The guard sounded pleased. “What do you reckon?”

      “Big mess.” Trent pointed at Grenn. “He’s sleeping with about fifty girls. One of ‘em might be his”—he nodded at Pierk—“sister. It’s sordid, too much for me to keep up with. I’ve got somewhere to be this morning anyway, Jax.”

      “O’ course. You head off. Grenn, you too. I’ll handle this mess.” Jax reached for a work tablet on his belt.

      As they walked away, Pierk yelled, “Ye ain’t seen the last of me, ye twit.”

      “Oy!” Jax said. “Shut up. You think you’re a villain or something? Oh, and Trent”—

      Trent turned half way around.

      —“the wife said she’d love another dozen or so pumpkins. She’s spoilin me with those pies, ya know.”

      “I’ll be at market tomorrow. I’ve already got a few with her name on ‘em.”

      Jax waved before he turned and addressed Pierk. “You really done it”—

      “You didn’t have to fight,” Trent told Grenn on the churreto vendor’s other side.

      “I don’t mind.” Grenn stepped out of time with him, jabbing at the air. “It’s good exercise.”

      “You’re not even sweating. Must be fun showin up a few nitwits.”

      Grenn smiled as they stepped onto the trailer’s cabin. “They didn’t have to fight me, either.”

      “And you should have shown restraint.”

      “Goddess,” Grenn said, unfazed. “Is that how boring the world was? Before the War, I mean.”

      Trent powered on the trailer. “It was a different time.”

      “All things considered, sir,” Sieku said. “That was no-good trouble.”

      Trent nodded toward the urlan, as though that settled the matter. Grenn made no response.

      Outside Manage, Castle Arnin’s reach came upon them with skyscraping suburbs—taller and more densely packed units of housing that sat in the Mazim Corridor, a passage of plains in which one could see Mazim Hill to the northwest all the way from the Sovereign Shore.

      “… Karhaal’s got a special investigation there in Tanvarn,” said Grenn. He bit into his second churreto. “A witch.”

      Trent scoffed.

      Grenn held up his hands. “I know. But a lot of people have reported her to the Tower there, and once again, they’re doing nothing.”

      “What’s she done?”

      “A little bit of everything. Curing colds, fixing marriages, culling blight, facilitating trade. People come from all over the city to see her. Lately, though—and this is what’s bothering people—she’s been acting ‘erratic.’”

      “Strange erratic, or”—

      “Strange, sure. The Tower wasn’t clear, but she’s charging way more for her services lately, not taking visitors when she had before. The Fleecer, the people have started calling her. At times her shop just—disappears.”

      “Like gone?”

      Grenn nodded.

      “If she’s an ex-Leynar, it sounds like an illusion. Some sort of evocation?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” said Grenn, his voice flat.

      “Otherwise, she’s just an opportunist. Why don’t people go the apothecary? Or a counselor for that matter.”

      “Everyone wants to pretend a miracle can retread their lives. If we have the power to fix ourselves, it also means, maybe, we got ourselves into those situations.”

      “That—sounds reasonable.” Though the idea, internally, scraped at the wrong scars.

      “Exactly,” Grenn said, like he’d proven a point. “I’ve been thinking on it since I found out about it all. Ya know, piecing it together. And I think”—he nodded, as though assuring himself—“it’s all connected.”

      “All of it? The—the Beast, and the corruption, and the witch?”

      “Yep. And now they’re sending me to sort things out. It’s not surprising.” Grenn smirked. “They need a miracle.”

      A witch, a beast, and a scandal. Tanvarn’s miracle, Trent thought. It sounded like the start of a bad story. His mind, however, turned to the conspiracy he had unraveled, the boxes in a pocket on his coat, and the inner workings of Keep’s castle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-nine minutes past eleven, Trent stopped the trailer in a queue at the castle’s front gate and pulled an identification card from a pocket inside his coat. He lowered the cabin shield while they waited. A cold breeze crossed the stage.

      Grenn had re-equipped his breastplate and stepped off. “Thanks for the ride.”

      Trent leaned against the console. “Will I see ya at Cups tonight? Madge is playing.”

      A few paces away, Grenn turned. “Maybe. Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “I don’t know.” Grenn held out his arms. “Official Karlian business.”

      Trent leaned back and shook his head, chuckling despite himself. “Sure. See ya, Grenn.”

      “Good luck with Kingy.” Grenn turned and continued down Custom Lane. The road curved around a monument of the king’s grandmother, and Grenn disappeared for the mass of tourists gathered there.

      The bus in front of Trent passed the gate, and he pulled forward and stopped next to an attending guard, who wore a button down and pressed slacks, much the same as Jax.

      “Mr. Geno, on time arrival.” The guard took Trent’s identification and tapped it against his terminal. After a series of swipes, the gate opened, and he handed Trent his card and a ticket stub. “You’re at port ‘B’ in garage two,” he said in a spiel. “If you don’t know your way around, tune in to Locality. Please leave your shield down at all times while on castle grounds.”

      “Thanks.”

      The guard rapped on the trailer’s hull.

      Trent pulled forward and passed the threshold into Castle Arnin, Keep’s heart. He stopped at the first cross street in the shadow of a skyscraper. “Sieku, tune-in to Locality.”

      Static issued from his headrest and resolved in a woman’s smooth voice. “… ‘Castle’ doesn’t refer to an individual building, but to the collective representation of his Majesty’s electoral commonstate…”

      Before the king had moved him to Keep, Arnin hadn’t yet commissioned the building to his right. Across its side, six stories up, a colossal plaque read, ‘Toward a healed world – The Yarnle Intercontinental Cooperation Center.’ The monolith stretched to a dizzying height above him, a pillar of solid onyx. People moved from one building to another across skywalks, some miles above the ground. Vertigo turned Trent’s stomach—his gut still protested the churreto—and he turned his gaze to the king’s quarters on the next street.

      The light across the intersection turned white.

      A horn beeped behind him.

      Goddess alive, Trent thought. He turned onto Basic Avenue, a street that ran diagonally through the castle.

      The guide went on: “Perched fifty stories above the garages, which house the royal collection of artifacts and memorabilia—his Majesty’s extensive catalog of petrified dragon eggs among them—and facilitate the movement of over six-hundred million tons of goods to and from the castle daily, the Mazim Estates provide sleeping accommodations for all seven-thousand-plus castle staff and overnight guests.” The royal house flashed gold, set into Mazim Hill like a gem.

      “Because the garages are your destination, please refer to the number listed on your ticket and report to your assigned dock as soon as possible. Your swift receipt-of-service ensures ministrations at Arnin Castle remain uninterrupted and on-time. On behalf of their royal highnesses, thank you for your service to the scepter.”

      Trent pulled onto an alley lane that veered off Basic Avenue and ran along the bottom edge of Mazim Hill. The trailer coasted to a stop behind a line that marked the start of the concourse to the garages, where a stoplight burned red on a pole next to him. For half a minute, he waited.

      From around the hill, a freight trailer, pulled by two tug cars, crept into view. Its deck hung almost as high as the plaque on the Yarnle building, and Trent sized it to hold at least three-and-a-half-million tons as it crawled by. A minute-and-a-half later, the tugs cars had maneuvered the giant onto the thoroughfare that led to the heavy-tonnage exit near the castle’s northeast corner.

      The light that hung above the line turned white, and Trent set the trailer in motion. “Sieku, take us in.”

      “Affirmative, sir.”

      Trent relinquished control, and Sieku maintained while the trailer pivoted on its center axis. Other cars pulled away from them before they entered a tunnel off the concourse. Their journey finished as the urlan backed toward the dock marked ‘B’ in garage two.

      The concrete felt warm through his boots when Trent stepped off the cabin. Services through the garage sounded like dozens of tiny hammers, all pounding at different frequencies, dinging at different pitches through the rough-hewn tunnels as workers loaded and unloaded freight. Precisely machined metal bit into the walls where ingresses led further into Mazim Hill.

      “Oy there, Trent.” A stout man, garbed in a white button-down, brown jeans, and a visibility vest, hopped from the dock near the back of the trailer with more grace than the gods should have afforded him. His boots looked well worn—scuffed and wrinkled.

      “Therrance,” Trent said. He shook the man’s hand. “Great seeing you again.”

      “Likewise, drifter.” Therrance knocked on the trailer’s hull. “You’re getting these here with not a moment’s haste.” The trailer raised a foot and a half to match the dock as they walked toward the tail end.

      “How are things?”

      “As planned. My son didn’t get much sleep last night and the wife is looking peaky.” Therrance hoisted himself onto the platform. “The gods are jostling up above”—he gave Trent a hand—“but it’s all thunder.”

      A woman walked out of the garage center, her clean pantsuit as blue as the sea. Jaw-length blonde hair swirled around her bespectacled face in a straight coiffure. Another driver, a woman, stood at the foot of dock C. Her grayed hair hung thin across her scalp, and she wore a dirty white dress, a wide belt cinched around her waist. The blonde spoke with her first.

      The trailer whined as it depressurized over the next few seconds, after which its tailgate pitched open and Sieku stepped onto the dock. With him came the essence of rustic fruit.

      “Gods.” Therrance coughed. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his face. “I swear if they foist these into the workers’ kitchens again, I’ll have a fit.”

      “Don’t like pumpkin?” asked Trent.

      “Used to. The royal tot’s penchant for them took care of that. I don’t get how you do it.”

      “Smells like money to me.” Trent smirked. “Besides, I just bring what the king asks for. It’s my honor to serve.”

      Therrance huffed. “And you can take”—

      “Mr. Geno,” the blonde woman said as she joined them. “I’m Rejin, undersecretary to the superintendent of distributions. Thank you so much for your on-time delivery. Please stay with your trailer until all goods are rendered.” A pleasant smile reached her lips.

      Seven service urlans and depot workers trickled from the surrounding stages to dock B, and two more joined them with loading carriages from inside the facility.

      “My urlan will chaperone the unloading process,” Trent said. “I have a meeting scheduled with the king today.”

      “The king’s not taking non-party visitors,” said Rejin, her tone cordial. “It’s the royal son’s birthday, I’m sure you’re aware.”

      Trent nodded. “I am. And I have a meeting scheduled with his Majesty today.”

      The undersecretary looked at him. Her soft smile never left her face while her gaze darted around his head. Trent noticed her glasses had no lenses. She refocused on him and said, “That’s right, Mr. Geno. If you’d follow me, please.”

      Therrance clapped Trent on the shoulder before the latter followed Rejin into the viscera of the distributions center. Others passed them by, either talking to their partners or seemingly to themselves, their business leading them elsewhere down the main corridor to crossways that shot in either direction every fifty feet.

      Rejin led Trent to an elevator, the doors of which opened when they arrived. “A royal attendant will help you on the manor’s main floor.” She showed teeth when she smiled this time. “Thanks again.”

      “Pleasure,” said Trent, and he stepped aboard. The doors closed, and the carriage climbed to the royal house.

      The foyer’s ceiling raised three stories above him when he walked off the lift on the manor’s far-east side. Trent felt out of place in the gilded halls—Good. Women, men, and urlans all hurried across the floor, heading for service stairs around the room or banks of elevators and dumbwaiters off to Trent’s right, carrying trays or carting covered goods or escorting guests.

      “Mr. Geno,” an affectedly taut voice to Trent’s left said. The man it belonged to wore a floor-length coat over a button-down and slacks. “Apologies for any misunderstandings upon your arrival.”

      “Nothing done.”

      The serviceman bowed his head and turned. “After me, if you will.” As they crossed the receiving foyers, the man went on. “Other guests, particularly those of the royal son’s personal invite, have arrived earlier than we expected, and it put rather a knot in less technical utilities. It’s not every day the king premiates time to a farmer, and those not used to your presence and without knowledge of your identity, especially at the non-residential facilities”—

      “It’s fine,” Trent said. “Really.”

      “Sir.”

      Trent didn’t recognize this one. Churning service staff ensured the unknown stayed that way, and royals liked their secrets. Men and women took classes for years just to work at the castle, and their tenure here prepared them for a life of personal service outside the royal investiture. This serviceman would cycle out in two months—no more than six—and so long as he didn’t disgrace himself, he had a nice career waiting for him outside Arnin. Perhaps even outside Keep.

      A door off the main floor led to a tight hallway that ran behind the main elevator shafts. They passed a guard as they headed inside, and Trent counted the doors they walked by, dodging around other wait staff even as the serviceman and he stayed to the passage’s left side. Next to each door, a black nub protruded from the wall above an access terminal. In front of the twenty-second, the attendant stopped and pulled at the identification card attached to his shoulder.

      “Your receiving room will be across the hall once you exit the elevator,” he said, swiping his hand past the door’s panel. “Thank you for your service to the scepter.” The man bowed and left Trent at the open door.

      Trent’s gaze twitched to the camera bulb over the terminal display as he stepped on, and he tried to mollify the tiny dose of adrenaline that congested his gut. The door closed before he’d turned fully.

      “… I don’t give a bloody tot if my ass is the last one you need to kiss,” said a man as the elevator doors opened on an upper floor to a wide hallway. Trent looked toward the speaker. The king wore a black turtleneck and the same-colored jeans and spoke with another man as they headed down the hall. They stopped in front of the room the serviceman had designated to Trent.

      “Dragons nest on those cliffs,” the king said. His voice came in a husky tenor. “They’ll demolish any aircraft that come near them for half the year. I’ve already given my opinions on this to the council. The skies are theirs.”

      The other man wore a suit with no tie and stood with his right hand in his pocket. His accent matched the angular features across his face. “Your Majesty, I thought if I could talk to you in person, I could iterate the finer points of the deal. We’d relocate the dragons—humanely. We’d hoped your relationship with them might ease”—

      The king held up his left hand. “Even if I were to discuss this today, you can’t talk dragon-dealings without one present. That’s what pissed them off the last time, remember? Gods alive, did you come here to opine trade or to celebrate my son’s last childhood birthday?”

      The guest smiled. “I can’t do both?” He looked past the king at Trent.

      His Majesty turned. “Ah-ha—a friendly face.” He walked to Trent, pulled him into a hug, and lowered his voice to say, “How are you, Trent? Hope things are well.”

      “Fine, your Majesty.”

      The other gentleman’s face fell into a scowl, and he followed the king. He extended his hand to Trent once his Majesty had stepped aside. “We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting.”

      “Hi,” said Trent. He shook the man’s hand. Though he didn’t recognize the man himself, he did recognize a dignitary of the electorate. “I’m his pumpkin farmer.”

      The elector laughed. “Someone who can secure audience with his Majesty on such an auspicious day must do more than grow delicacies.”

      “And he’s a personal friend,” said the king, “which makes him more useful than your lot.”

      “Mm hmm.” The politician’s smile left his face. “I apologize for bothering you today. Your Majesty.” He bowed his head, then left them.

      “Thank you for your service,” the king said. He walked into the receiving room.

      Mother-of-pearl and notes of gold covered three of its walls. Furnishers had replaced the fourth with a whole-wall window that looked over Keep from sixty stories high.

      “Thanks for seeing me today, your Majesty,” Trent said.

      “Gods, away with the titles,” said Brech. He swiped his right hand through the shock of black hair on his head to clear it from his face. “And nonsense about thanking me.”

      The door shut behind Trent. “Sure.”

      “I hope you don’t mind the haste,” Brech said from behind a counter. He pulled up two glasses and a bottle of clear liquor. “Pinny’s been working with decorators the past three weeks. I’ve not had a moment to myself since”—he looked toward a corner where the wall met the ceiling—“shit, I can’t remember.” He sloshed liquor into either cup, then set the bottle aside, uncapped.

      “Brief is fine by me.” Trent stopped next to a pair of couches that faced each other and took the glass Brech offered him.

      The king swallowed a mouthful of his drink and breathed. “So how are they? Did you bring your best for Denard?”

      Trent set his glass on a side table next to the couches. “I filled the trailer full. A little over seventeen tons. Handpicked them myself.”

      Brech smiled. “Outdid yourself. He’ll be thrilled. Designed the whole menu for tonight around them.”

      “No hard frosts got through the heating. I hope they taste all right.”

      “Well you’ll find out for yourself,” Brech said, matter-of-fact. “He asked me to extend an invitation to you. Would be a damn shame if you didn’t get to see what he’s got the artists cooking up.” He checked his watch before he sipped more from his glass.

      “I shouldn’t. I’ve got to get most of this harvest to market tomorrow.”

      “Come on,” said the king, unconcerned. “Deni’s looking forward to seeing you. Ya know he loves your stories about life around the War.” Brech leaned toward him. “Even fancies he could be a Karlian lately. Wants some of these tattoos we’ve all got.”

      “He’s”—Trent paused. “Seventeen.”

      “And?”

      “So he’s—young.”

      “And a pansy-ass, is that what you mean?” Brech laughed. “We all were before the War and look what it did to us. Just let the kid be a kid.”

      “A privileged seventeen-year-old prince.” Trent smirked. “I’d expect nothing less.”

      “Ah.” Brech drew out the syllable, and he nudged Trent with his arm. “Tell me you wouldn’t have more fun here tonight than back in Adjust.”

      Trent swiped his right hand over his shoulder to sign he had no good reason. The door behind them opened.

      “Pinny,” Brech said, looking past Trent. The king’s wife, a woman of olive complexion, had styled her dark hair in braids that tied off in front of either shoulder. She wore a black skirt that hung almost to the floor and a periwinkle blouse that shrugged off her left shoulder.

      “Trent,” she said. “So wonderful you’ve arrived.”

      “Tell him he should stay for the party,” said Brech.

      “Oh, absolutely. You must.”

      “As I was about to tell Brech,” said Trent, “I’m not sure how appropriate it would be for me to attend.”

      “Nonsense. Without your labor, the entire dinner wouldn’t be possible. Deni made sure of it.”

      “That’s kind, your Grace, but”—Trent grasped for a reason to not stay and looked down his body—“I didn’t bring anything to wear.”

      “That’s an awfully poor excuse,” the queen said, almost offhand. “We have a tailor, you know. And besides, Denard would love to see you there.”

      The king gestured at his wife’s words.

      Trent peered into her eyes. They sparkled with an unaccountable viscosity, her irises almost as black as her pupils. The tattoo on the inside of his left elbow warmed when she touched his arm. He kept his face plain. The Goddess must have graced his plans this day.

      “Our tailor could fit you into something in a quarter-hour,” she added.

      Trent considered, scratching his chin. “I can’t say no now, I suppose. Not after two royal invitations.”

      Brech clapped his shoulder. “You’re damn right you can’t.” He emptied his glass and checked his watch again. “Now what was it you needed of me today?”

      Trent exhaled. “You’ve been outbid for the mid-spring and late-summer stocks.”

      Brech’s brow furrowed. “By whom?”

      Trent said nothing.

      “The damn Krislians.” Brech set his glass on the side table. “It’s them, I know it is.”

      “Won’t go into specifics, but because you placed your order first, if you at least match, you lock in ‘A’ stock position.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Fourteen percent per unit. But even if you don’t, those two harvests are looking to yield over a quarter-million tons, and”—

      “Well that’s nothing,” said Pinny, waving her hand like batting at a bug. “Of course we can match it. Now stop being silly. There’s still much to do, and the party starts in”—she looked to a clock on the eastern wall behind them—“goodness, less than two hours. Don’t mean to rush us off, but these things have a way of piling up right near the end.”

      Brech crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s unacceptable that you thought you even had to ask.”

      “Yes,” Pinny said, “it’s—curious.”

      “I make no assumptions about your Highnesses,” said Trent.

      “Any bidding war is one we’ll win,” said the king. He held out his hand. “As you told Sheero, you’re my pumpkin farmer.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” Trent shook the king’s hand and bowed. “Your Majesty.”

      Brech scoffed. “Thank you for your service.”

      “To the scepter,” said the queen. “Now if you’ll follow me, the tailor’s quarters are right upstairs. We can get you out of”—she grabbed his coat’s lapels, looked up and down his body, and tutted—“these rags.”

      “Oh, Pinny,” Brech said when his wife turned to leave. “Has the caged lightning arrived yet?”

      “Heavens no. It got to Rolyat just an hour ago. And the bugs are well behind them.”

      Brech sighed. “Of course.”

      A hurrying service girl almost ran into them outside. She bowed to the queen. “Beg your pardon, your Grace.” The young woman wore a dress hemmed to just above her knees with full sleeves and a wide collar. She stepped aside and waited for Pinny and Trent to pass before she entered the receiving room. “Your Majesty, the Tower requires your urgent”—the door shut.

      Trent followed Pinny down the hall. Barren walls blinked at him like the whites of a great beast’s eyes. Couriers and servicemen went their own ways, coming in and out of different rooms, otherwise hurrying to their destinations and making note of the queen’s presence by bowing or curtseying as she passed. A young woman handed Pinny a piece of paper just before they rounded the corner to a staircase.

      Her Grace spoke while she read. “I apologize for the attenuated visit, Trent.”

      “No reason to, your Grace.”

      They entered a spiraling stair, where the queen handed the paper to a passing serviceman, who didn’t look at its contents before he folded in neatly in half and stuck it in a pocket inside his coat. A woman waited for them to exit the well, after which she entered and descended.

      “I would love to hear how you get the pumpkins to grow this time of year, by the way. I’ve had the garden staff try—with those starters you gave Denard a few years past—and even in artificial conditions, they’re stubborn.” The queen smiled at him. “And of course, Uncle Trent’s are so much better.”

      “It’s volcanic soil. From a small range on Aisilmapua’s southern mountain. Zri Ldin, is it?”

      “Kuikyopi. That’s the southern one. Overdue for an eruption if I remember correctly.”

      “Ah, I can never keep those straight.”

      “Easy. Zri Lidn stands tall and thin, Kuikyopi sits shallowly.”

      “Neat,” said Trent, trying not to commit it to memory. “Soil from a range on Kuikyopi. And a magic touch, of course.”

      “I’m sure.” They turned onto the floor’s main hallway. “People talk about you, you know, how you’re one of the only farmers they’ve seen who actually walks and tends their fields. Wouldn’t tell me exactly where from—the soil, I mean?”

      “Don’t think so.” Trent smirked at her. “I’d be out of a job.”

      At the end of the hall, they entered a room with a ceiling that vaulted three stories high. Clothes, all in various makes and cuts, from uniforms to street wear to formal garb, hung on shelves and inside display cases around the workshop. Choice fabrics, from Algene silk to Dawrlo rough-spun, filled racks that climbed the high walls, arranged by color and pattern.

      A woman stood at a cutting table, garbed in a short-sleeved sweatshirt and slacks, marking a piece of pink linen so thin that the table showed through underneath it. She turned when the queen and Trent entered. “Your Grace,” she said and stuck the marker behind her left ear before she curtsied. Her dark hair hung behind her neck in a shorn ponytail. A piercing studded her nose, and a small loop hooked through the outside of her left eyebrow.

      “Chrissa,” said Pinny. “How are the final alterations going?”

      “Finished everything.” Chrissa lifted a dress off a rack to her left and held it against her body. “But this un—I’ve never seen a woman so enhanced.” The dress’s chest teemed across her body, yet the waist barely covered her own. “I had to graft fabric to finish the modifications.”

      “Wonderful,” Pinny said, then she spoke to Trent. “See? The best.”

      “It would seem,” he said.

      “I was just about to send these out,” said Chrissa. She bowed her head. “It’s really nothing.”

      “Please,” said the queen. “Anyway, my dear, this is Trent Geno. He’s come wholly unprepared for the party tonight and, as you can see, he desperately needs your help.”

      The tailor politely smiled at Trent. “It would seem.”

      Pinny turned. “You’re in her hands now—highly capable.” She, like Brech, clapped Trent on his left shoulder. “Again, thank you for your service. I’m really glad you could make it tonight.”

      “Your Grace,” Trent said before Pinny left the room.

      The queen turned, her eyebrows raised. She held her right hand in front of her chest, tapping her thumb against her fingers in rapid gestures.

      “I’ll need back in Adjust. Tonight.”

      Pinny waved her hand. “Nothing our Leynars can’t handle.” She giggled and left, and the door shut behind her.

      “To the scepter,” Chrissa said, imitating the queen. She mock-giggled. “What the fuck was that?”

      Trent shrugged as he took off his coat.

      “Gods, she acts like she fuckin knows everything.”

      “She doesn’t,” said Trent, dismissive. He folded his coat over his arm and fiddled for the two wrapped boxes inside a pocket.

      “You look scuffed.” Chrissa helped him out of the vest he’d put on that morning and laid it and the coat on a table behind her. She checked the coat’s tag. “You call this dressing down, though? A two-hundred piece coat?”

      “It costs that much because it doesn’t look like a two-hundred piece coat.”

      “Cripes,” she said, shaking her head. “You coulda just bought a shitty one.”

      “Then how would I impress you?”

      Chrissa rolled her eyes.

      Trent held out a box for her. “I’m giving one of these to Therrance when I go back down to the docks. Remember what I told you to do with it?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She tossed it toward the coat before she turned to Trent and unbuckled his belt.

      He tossed the other box toward the first, then returned his attention to the woman in front of him. He ran his right hand up her arm. No runes marked her body—a child of a different time—but cybernetic enrichments, fibrous silvered-metal and lodes of oscillating light, wormed through her skin.

      “Hand-delivered by the queen,” said Chrissa, “just like you said.” A coy smile played across her lips. She turned Trent’s left arm over, ran her thumb over his runes. It unnerved him when she marveled at his inked skin, an affection that not even magic could rid him of. “Gods, I’ll never get tired o’ seein these. It’s like you just had ‘em done.”

      “Damned things.” Trent’s entire body itched. When he tried to pull his arm away from her, Chrissa held on.

      Thirty-two minutes later, after Chrissa had measured him fully, Trent stepped into the pants she’d tailored before he arrived. “Lucky there are no cameras in here.”

      “No luck.” Chrissa rested her head on her hand as she watched him dress. “Just a perk of bein favored. Plus, I’ve got naked people in here all the time.”

      “All the time? Sounds fun.”

      Chrissa snickered. “The royals included.”

      “Therrance mentioned her Grace might be sick,” Trent said as he buttoned up his shirt.

      “Sick in the head, maybe. Sniffles if nothin else. You saw her—seemed fine. But everything’s been so strange since you roped me into this. How I saw nothing for so long”—she stopped and smiled. “Gods, I’m giddy.”

      “That’ll pass if you know me long enough.”

      “Ha.” Chrissa tapped the cutting table’s surface with her fingers.

      Trent watched her watch him. “Oh, there’s a stick o’ beeswax and some aloe in my coat. For you.”

      “Mm.” Chrissa didn’t check for them. “Ya gonna tell me what ya think she’s doing? One for the road or something?”

      “I’m fairly certain it’s not nothing.” Trent slipped his arms through a dark green vest. “It’s worth the study, regardless.”

      Chrissa scooted off the table and sauntered toward him to help with his belt—solely for show with dress clothes. Trent’s had a timepiece in place of a buckle. “Still playing it close to the chest.” She rested her right hand over his heart. “What did you do—before all this, I mean. There’s no way you were always a pumpkin farmer.”

      Trent pulled on a coat that lengthened to his mid-thigh. “Nobody is or ever was just a pumpkin farmer.” He kissed her, then left her alone and naked in her shop.
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      Twelve minutes later, Trent spoke with Therrance in the garages. “… It’s good you got my slot.”

      “Wasn’t easy, having to watch so close,” Therrance said. The penultimate carriage loaded with pumpkins followed its handler away from them. “Eleven twenty-five rolled around and, boy, I was sweating. Some kid got assigned first. Nobody said nothin when I took it instead, ‘specially the kid. More than glad to have an hour to himself.”

      Trent deliberately didn’t check around before he pulled the box from his pocket. “Still no problem planting this?”

      “Consider it done.” Therrance took the box, pocketed it. “How’re ya gettin up?”

      “Elevator twenty-two. Didn’t know the guy on the residential floor. Someone new.”

      “All part of the churn.” Therrance leaned toward him. “Twenty-two, though, that takes you up through the middle of the floors. If anyone—like a queen’s chambermaid—is there, they’ll see ya.”

      Trent considered that. “Technically not. And what I’m lookin for is specific enough. Quick in and out. I’ll need the distortion open for four or five seconds.”

      “Gods, you’re a magician.”

      “Thank Them I’m not. And do remember, sir, this isn’t a serren’s happenstance”—

      Therrance huffed. “Sir”—

      “That’s all of them,” Sieku said as a girl led a cart off the end of the trailer.

      Therrance winked at Trent. “Anyway. Good luck.” He trailed after the last carriage.

      “And hope I don’t need it,” Trent said, then he addressed his urlan. “Start the journey home. Stop for nothing. I’ll be getting a port back. You’ll know if anything happens.”

      “Of course, sir,” said Sieku. “I’ll keep communications open”—then he spoke through the pill in Trent’s right ear—“and silent.”

      Trent breathed. Here. “That’ll do.” He headed back inside.
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      “What do I look like,” Trent said, pushing his tie into his pants pocket, “a damned engineer?” He stood against the wall outside the elevator hall. A castle guard slept upright next to him.

      “Do you, sir?” Sieku asked.

      “What?”

      “Do you look like an engineer right now?”

      “No, Sieku.” Trent fit his voice behind his hand. “Can you focus—are the charges ready or not?”

      The communication line quieted. Brech’s voice echoed in his other ear. On Trent’s wrist, a small, three-dimensional version of the party hall beamed to him in real time.

      “Seventeen years, it’s been,” said Brech, who stood on stage at the front of a ballroom, “and it feels like only yesterday I welcomed my son”—he looked at Denard—“my son, to the world. Pride doesn’t rightly describe what I felt. And in his lifetime, the world has seen the most peaceful season in our history. This cannot be coincidence.”

      Scatterings of laughter wheedled through the crowd, the members of which sat at tables or stood in the hall’s wings and on a mezzanine that curved around the room. Staff had just cleared bowls of pumpkin bisque, in which Trent had questioned the use of cardamom this time of year—the late-winter harvests better suited savory dishes. A tinge of rustic sweetness still hung in the back of his throat.

      Denard sat to the king’s left, a soft-faced young man who looked embarrassed to receive attention. Interest, not excitement, surrounded the royal son, and others—even the king—dismissed the boy for what he would become.

      “It seemed like he welcomed himself in many ways,” said the king. “Ambition beyond measure, exceeding wit”—

      “And all the other superlatives you hope your kids live up to,” Trent said, murmuring as he turned the volume down on his watch.

      “Confirmed,” said Sieku. “They’re in place.”

      “Thank the Goddess.” Trent looked around. Electric torches lit the wide hallway. Burgundy carpet spread from wall to wall and stretched toward the party chambers a hundred feet to his right. “Let’s get this done. How long precisely?”

      “Based on the nodes’ positions”—clicking underlaid Sieku’s voice on his end—“and with the strength of the castle’s encryption, three-point-seven-two seconds.”

      “Three point—Sieku, we’ve been doing at least four.”

      “I can edge out one, maybe two tenths. But the genetic growth updated since the models you had me train against.”

      Trent rolled his head against the wall behind him. He’d set up the pieces, but as the night went on, an inescapable apprehension bullied his gut, incongruous with his expectations. To turn back now—he couldn’t. “Fine. Is the elevator halted?”

      “Top floor.”

      “On my mark, then,” Trent said, and he waited for the second hand on his watch to pass the eleven. “In three, two, one.”

      “Pulse initiated.”

      A quiet yet leaden hum whirred through the castle. Trent bated his breath. “Wait for my call once I’m out.” His whisper caught in his throat like a boar’s snore.

      The king’s words blended as the hum died, and at its end Trent pushed past the door that led to the hallway of elevators. A guard stood at the other end.

      Sieku started, “Full pow”—

      Trent’s muscles threatened to launch him forward like a stone from a slingshot as he walked toward the twenty-second door, where he skidded to a stop and slid a key past its access panel. He rubbed his eyes while he waited—Gods, they itch—and tried to get his ears to pop as he looked around. The guard at the end of the hallway hadn’t moved.

      The doors parted. A creeping pitch drifted through the air, and Trent slipped past them and into the shaft, where the elevator hung forty stories overhead. He counted the gates that hung above him, then crouched and sprang. Still air rushed past his face as he catapulted toward the thirty-second floor.

      He slowed himself on support beams after the twenty-eighth egress passed him by and climbed the remaining floors one at a time. The rough metal rang between his fingers and smoldered against his touch. At the thirty-second, Trent pried doors open enough to look either way down the hall.

      To his right, a serviceman stood frozen, his coat of ivory kicked out behind him; to his left, an empty hallway curved out of sight. With the last of his impetus, Trent rocked himself up and landed and headed toward the staff member.

      He snapped his fingers next to the man’s left ear. The right corner of the staffer’s mouth curled, and Trent turned a dial on his watch until the man’s eyes twitched toward him.

      The serviceman turned his head. “Hello, sir.” His voice echoed through the distortion, and his face recomposed to the benign acquiescence he’d trained. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I seem to have gotten turned around,” said Trent. “Could you direct me to the queen’s suite?”

      “The entire thirty-second floor of the Mazim Estate houses her Grace’s royal rooms. Could you be more specific?”

      Trent’s gaze followed their voices’ echoes, which chased a currant rug the length of the passage. “Is there a place where the queen keeps her private things?”

      The man nodded. “First right past the central elevator.”

      “Central. Which one is that?”

      The man’s brow bounced. “Twenty-two.”

      Trent huffed. “Sure. As you were.” He turned the dial on his watch. The serviceman’s head turned forward, and his countenance fell as he refroze.

      After passing two corridors that forked left past the central elevator, Trent turned right and faced a wall between two doors. He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, trying to scratch their itch. They lead to the same place, he remembered Chrissa telling him. He checked his watch—the second hand had passed point-five-two seconds past vertical—then he felt for his query within, tried to discern if one way led to it faster than the other, but no inclination came to him.

      “Rusty,” Trent said to himself, and he picked the door on the right. It slid partially into the wall when he depressed its latch.

      Two others already occupied the room. Against a desk on the opposite wall, a pair of chambermaids stood naked in a tight embrace. The one facing him had pushed a knee between the other’s legs. A mirror hung on the wall to his left and spanned the room’s length; at its other end, a door led elsewhere. Rope lights fit into the room’s upper corners, and against the wall to his right, her Grace’s bed waited, made and unrumpled. A periwinkle canopy hung over it.

      Wooden side tables stood on either side of the bed. Trent checked the closer one first. A lamp and hard-cover tomes rested on the table’s surface. One of the books, leather-bound and ancient with gold-leaf lettering, consisted entirely of Old Magornian writings. Trent thumbed through it, able to pick up bits of what the author had written: namely about the War of the Bridges, nearly eight-thousand years past. He tossed it aside. Hand cream, a portable reading device, and a notebook with fountain pens filled the drawer. Trent knelt and checked under the bed. Nothing.

      He scooted past the infatuates on the bed’s other side, where flowers the color of strawberries lilted in a vase between a plate of gold jewelry and an analog clock on the other bedside table. The flowers looked like hybrids of roses and lilies; Trent guessed they had come from her Grace’s garden. Inside this table’s drawer: tissues and a remote, which he picked up and clicked a few times. It did nothing in instance.

      Trent edged past the lovers again and snapped his fingers next to the closer girl’s left ear. Again, he turned the dial on his watch and waited for her to move. A nearly inaudible purl escaped her mouth when her lips parted from the other’s, and when she turned her head toward Trent, her face didn’t rearrange as the serviceman’s had. Her lover’s statuesque hand pulled damp black hair in front of her face.

      The chambermaid licked her lips. “Yes?” Her voice echoed.

      “Are you and your friend part of the queen’s personal staff?” Trent asked.

      “That’s why we’re here,” she said, as though her answer should have been obvious.

      “Would you be able to tell me if the queen keeps anything unusual around?”

      “You’re talking about a royal. There’s nothing usual about them.”

      “Sure, but”—

      “Her Grace hasn’t been spending much time up here lately anyway. She’s removed most of her more personal effects from the floor and wouldn’t say why. Evasive, my—friend—called it. Though, the queen doesn’t answer to anyone, of course.”

      “Any reason, ya think, she’d be doing that, acting that way?”

      The girl’s brow creased. “Not that I know.”

      “Have you overheard anything from the other service staff—anyone?” Trent thought it a long shot that she had. “No one can hurt you if you tell me anything,” he added, even though a person’s echo acted the same as their counterpart outside the distortion.

      The girl shook her head. “I’m just here because the royals pay for our etiquette classes, and my nephew told me this would look really fucking good on a resume. I don’t pretend to know what goes on up here—I don’t want to know what goes on up here. It’s not our business, and I don’t want to end up pieced out in the Underground.” The young woman spoke with candid unconcern. Trent misliked it.

      “Dead. Makes you wonder what they’re hiding, then.”

      Her face remained plain. “No, it doesn’t.”

      Trent knew more about the queen than these two did, and Chrissa even more than he. If something hid up here, it remained outside this girl’s head. “As you were.” She rewound. The other’s hand combed back her raven hair, and her eyes closed as their lips met.

      He headed for the door at the back of the room, eyeing himself in the mirror. If I were a secret Trent Geno wanted to find, where would I hide so he couldn’t? He laughed at himself and pushed the door into the wall.

      A closet the size of a room. Trent ran his hand over the penetralia of the queen’s wardrobe, feeling for any accesses that hid in its depths. Many of the drawers and cabinets stood empty; Trent didn’t even have to open them to check—whoever had cleared them out had left them that way. Dresses, shoes, blouses, pants both short and long, bathing suits, and costumes all hung on hangers or rested on shelves in apses through the length of the room, half a dozen of which also stood empty. Two stacks of stationary rested on a davenport near the door to the next room.

      A single pane of glass opened to a view of the Mazim Corridor, where an orange sun retreated from the day. The sky had glazed a hue of burnt purple.

      At the closet’s other end, the hairs on Trent’s neck stood, and he looked back, uneasy of all the dark channels that tucked themselves away. A pair of gray lights peeked from behind a dress display. “Remain,” he said and stepped one pace toward them when came a pounding from the next room. He stopped, waited. His watch told him he still had two-and-change seconds of reliable time. When he looked again for the shining pair, nothing spied him. Still, they disquieted him. Goddess alive.

      Dark stone floored the next room in a single slab, and to his left a mirror spread across the entire wall. His ears buzzed for each step he took, and the cupboards echoed as he went through them: a closet full of towels and linens, a drawer full of toiletries, a cabinet full of pain killers and prescriptions and perfume and hair product. The air smelled of lilacs and cinnamon, thick in a shower’s aftermath.

      Gods damn it, why isn’t this easier? Will this turn out nothing?

      Through the mirror: boom. Trent looked at himself, wide-eyed and unshaven. He raised his hand to his ear. “Sieku.” His voice echoed, muffled and distant. The urlan didn’t respond.

      Th-dump. He exited the washroom through the other door and stared at the wall in the suite’s foyer. Hesitant, he touched it with his right hand. Whack, through the wall. Vibrations hissed against his skin. Steam, he thought, then he pressed his ear to the surface. What he heard relented and became smoke, a passing whisper that almost formed words, begging. Raw emotion—excitement, panic from outside himself—rent through his body while he audited the noise, to which he felt within arm’s reach. The smoke coalesced into a wind that sung a haunting madness and devolved into a scream.

      “Down!” a woman yelled in a language most couldn’t understand. “Away!”

      Trent ran.

      The distortion’s agent should have been the only thing able to act on it, but another way to get inside existed. Trent’s query changed, and he wished he had more time as he skidded to a stop in front of the elevator. He wrested the doors further apart and swung to the floor below. Its doors cleaved, and Trent crashed into an orderly, whose hand hung inches from the call pad. She hurtled toward the door behind her as though suspended in ice and stopped upright.

      He rushed toward the anteroom under the queen’s bed chamber, where something beat heavily against the wall, and he twisted the dial on his watch, parsing through files he’d gathered on the Mazim Estates until he found a rudimentary sketch of the thirty-first floor. On his watch, just like in front of him: a wall, nothing else. Trent stepped toward it, searching for any sign of hidden contrivance. He hadn’t prepared for this. What he sought, he’d convinced himself, would be on the floor above, but here, he only found a jumbled mess of his expectations.

      “Pieces tumble and they fall”—

      “No,” said Trent. The words passed through him like an ephemeral breeze.

      The voice went on from the wall’s other side, but Trent couldn’t discern what she said when she yelled and laughed. Impotence crept back into his life from the corners of his mind, chilled him, reminded him of the path he’d chosen. The pounding spread into a whir of sound—a sharp wind down a chimney, hammers against sheet metal, a mechanical clock stripping its gears—and he stepped back.

      “Russell,” a woman said behind him. “Where are you?” Trent turned, his heart aflutter, his breath quick through his mouth. No one stood in the voice’s place.

      Hurricane filled his ears when he touched the wall’s paneling, which melted against his hand to reveal the mouth of an endless hallway, painted red and brown. White dust flecked his jacket and bounced off his face as he peered inside. With his left palm flat against the wall, Trent twisted his arm counter-clockwise. Pinching tones joined the fuoro like ropes growing taught. Their pitch undulated when he turned his hand the other way. A point of light that his eyes couldn’t resolve materialized at the passage’s end.

      Then a face appeared in front of his, and his breath caught sharply in his chest. He stumbled backwards.

      “Another!” she yelled and reached through the tiny space Trent had cleared, grabbing at air, peering at him from underneath her arm. A mark marred the left side of her face, and a black mop atop her head hung in a dirty sheet. “So close. So close to him! Knows. Knows where you are now.” She cackled, leering over him like a prized morsel while she struggled against the hole.

      He’d sensed gazes like hers countless times before, and on instinct, Trent raised his right arm and aimed his palm toward this dirty woman. In her glee, her gaze pulled him into a blackness that squeezed his chest and plugged his ears, caused his nose to run from ash and dust and pricked at his skin like nettle. His throat burned, like he’d tried to swallow a mouthful of cinnamon.

      His feet had left the ground before he could think to plant them, and he floated, weightless. Here, for the first time in twenty years, relief washed through him. The void called. All he’d have to do is stay. Even if he didn’t find her, all his troubles, his foibles, gone. Why go back? What’s waiting for you?

      Trent’s mind pushed through the quagmire. “Lillie,” he said. Darkness gave way to dead space, and pinpoints of light appeared in his periphery. He doubted whether he even had the strength to leave.

      The dirty woman materialized over him. Her gray eyes shone against the nether’s night. She pulled him to her, held him in her arms, petted his face. “There. We see your thoughts. Give in to darkness’s embrace.”

      Trent closed his eyes. Smoke filled the air. For too long he inhaled her scent of dirt and coppery blood as her breath crawled over him. The tattoo on his left forearm pierced like an icicle.

      “Why won’t you let”—she gasped, looked over her shoulder, and made away.

      A great light shined upon him and warmed him through his coat. He hid his face in the crook of his right arm, and when he thought the radiance would finally burst and annihilate him, it instead coalesced and cooled.

      “Love,” Lillie said in a quick whisper.

      Trent opened his eyes and saw his wife, clothed in a simple and tattered dress that bared her midriff. “Lillie.” His hand passed through her body. When he swiped the other way, her visage swirled and reformed.

      She shook her head. “She won’t be gone long. You have to leave.”

      He marveled at her. Though color had washed from her face and hair and clothes—her chestnut eyes appeared merely a simple brown—she looked as she did when he last saw her, days before the War’s end. I’ve tried to get here, the last place I thought to look. “I’ve”—

      She pressed a finger to his lips. “You found me, Pushkin, and you’ll find me again. But you can’t stay. This is not your place.”

      “It’s not yours, either.”

      Sadness draped over her face, and a faithless smile spread across her lips. “For the time, it is.”

      “Goddess, no. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. I’ll not leave you”—

      “Your journey isn’t over yet—our journey’s not finished.”

      Trent’s mind lulled. “What?”

      “The Call,” said Lillie. “Fulfill your oath.” Her opaque fingers grazed his cheek, and she cupped his left hand with her own, pressing into it what felt like a jagged marble. “I took this from her. She doesn’t know. You must find out what to do with it.” Trent grabbed her hand, but his fist closed around only what she had given him. “You must.”

      He reached for her as she turned. “No.” But he stayed in place, unable to move or right himself, and he had no choice but to watch her go.

      The dirty woman stepped from behind a curtain and looked from Trent to the willowed form of his wife. A devilish gash stretched across her face and exposed her rotting teeth. She shot a wry bounce of her brow at Trent before she turned and followed Lillie.

      “No!” Trent yelled and hammed his hand into a fist. “I’ll take you all!” Bright light pushed against the blackness, and the world flashed through myriad shades of white and gold and black. His vision threatened to fully resolve what waited on the other side: the negative of a forest, set in the nether’s ethereal darkness. He screamed and squeezed his eyes shut for the effort as he forced Light all around him. But his lungs became unwilling to fill with air, his muscles lost their vigor, and Trent fell into a nightmare for his weakening body.

      Lillie screamed.

      When next he opened his eyes, Trent stumbled at the mouth of a hallway of elevators and fell forward onto his knees, catching himself with his right hand. In his left, he clutched a stone.

      —“er, sir,” Sieku finished.

      Trent struggled to breath. “I’m out.”

      “Repeat sir.”

      “I’m out. Start the cover-up.”

      “What did you find?” Sieku asked.

      Trent thought of the dirty woman, the endless hall. “Ugh, gods.”

      “Can I help you?” said the guard at the end of the hall.

      “Pardon me.” Trent stood and raised his right hand. “Took a wrong turn somewhere.” He straightened his jacket, brushed the front of his slacks, and fought the urge to turn and run.

      The guard walked toward him. “Are you a party guest?”

      “Course I am,” Trent said. He turned and walked the way he’d come. Outside the elevators’ hallway, he pocketed the stone and clipped the access card back onto the guard’s belt before he snapped his fingers next to the man’s face. He bent over, pretending to tie his shoe, then tsked when he stood. “Sleeping on the job, mate?” The guard’s eyes narrowed over his hung-open mouth as Trent walked past him toward the party hall.

      “Hey,” the closer guard said.

      Trent didn’t stop.

      “Hey!”

      The other from down the hall joined him. “Stop.”

      Trent did so.

      “Turn around.”

      Trent still hadn’t caught his breath. Sweat trickled down his right thigh as he followed the instruction. He lamented what he’d have to do if they made a fuss.

      The guard probed him with his gaze. “You should do up your collar and tie. This is a dinner for the royal son, ya know?”

      Trent chuckled. “Right.” He pulled his tie from his pocket. “Got a little warm. S’why I went for a walk.”

      “Be a little more mindful here, sir. It’s easy to get lost. Seven months and I still don’t know all this place’s secrets.”

      “Pray you never do,” said Trent. “Secrets”—he shook his head and pulled the tie’s knot to his neck—“terrible things to try to unravel.”

      “Be careful,” the other guard said, scowling as he turned. The two ambled back to their posts, muttering to each other as they went.

      Trent stopped outside the reception hall and peered inside. Everyone still watched the king making his speech. He felt his right cheek, where Lillie had touched him.

      “That was close,” Sieku said.

      “Who gave us this tip?” Trent asked. “Originally.”

      “A younger gentleman. Worked personal staff on the queen’s floor. Months ago.”

      “Check through the entire file and cross-reference it with a few other queries.”

      “For anything in particular?”

      “Demons. Specific morphologies—humanoid affectation. Soul stones and how long they can be apart from their host. Anything about passabridges, too. Corroborate what we have on the three we used, the queen, and”—Trent paused.

      “And what, sir?”

      Trent sighed. “Nothing. Gettin ahead of myself.”

      “May be frank, sir?”

      “I hope you always are, Sieku.”

      “The chances of anything coming of a search with parameters like that is countlessly infinitesimal.”

      “Search for anything.” I don’t think our target is the queen anymore, he wanted to say but couldn’t be sure yet. His mind raced, trying to connect dots out of sequence. “A crack in the well,” he said to himself.

      Sieku pitched a whistle. “Will you be leaving early?”

      Trent wanted to. He looked through the bell window again. “It’s too awkward. Be on watch.”

      “For what?”

      “Anything. Virtual or physical.”

      “Ha. Horrific, I like it.”
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      The hall’s ceiling vaulted four stories above the guests. Dancing shadows from flickering fires in hearths around the room balanced on exposed beams high above them. As Trent walked back to his seat, the king spoke.

      “Watching you grow is one of the greatest joys of my life. And as you transition this year from boy to man, so too will the world continue to burgeon in harmony—not by chance, but because it must. Nothing in life is arbitrary, not even felicitous. Ours are stories written by the gods themselves, and it is no accident that every person in this room is here. Father and son”—Brech gestured between them—“this, too, is no accident.”

      Denard turned a stretched grin to his father.

      “Let’s not get overly sentimental yet,” Trent said to the man who sat next to him as he pulled in his chair. “We’ve only just finished the third course.” The blond, who Trent didn’t know before tonight, chuckled.

      Royal staff brought out the next course: poached Rine fish with a pumpkin mousseline sauce. The meat came from salmon that traveled upstream in the River Rine this time of year.

      “But tonight, indeed, is for celebration,” said the king. “Eat more than your fill, drink more than you can handle, cheat on tomorrow for the vigor of today, and above of all: gods bless us and our continued peace.”

      “Blessings to you,” the gathered intoned. Trent joined the saying out of time. A band, during muted applause, began an instrumental piece that hung well under the din of conversation.

      Trent ate a token bite of fish, then set his silverware at five o’clock for staff to clear it. While he waited, his mind chewed through questions for which he had no answers. What had started as a fool’s investigation had devolved into aspersive implications that—not to undermine his urlan—didn’t horrify him so much as made him question a lot of choices he’d made in his life. He’d chased the ball of getting to the nether, and now that he’d caught it, he had no clue what in the hells to do with it.

      As he listened to the conversations at his table through the rest of the fourth and fifth courses, the night’s tone changed. What mattered to others and what mattered objectively existed in seeming-opposition.

      “I couldn’t care less about the Lowdowns,” the woman next to Trent said. Her voice, low in register, issued from her like a cork plugged one of her nostrils. Perhaps the hook in her nose resulted from a break that hadn’t mended properly, but that seemed odd since her lower jaw and irises glowed a shattering blue, replete with cybernetic lines. She wore a conservative dress with a Winstone collar that extended high up her neck. “They haven’t been competitive in years, and if the only way they can seek a championship is through doping”—

      “There should just be a separate league where everyone is out with using Sardar or whatever newfangled drug they come up with,” said the man next to her. His pencil mustache lined his colorless upper lip. He batted his hand in front of his face. “It would be a lot more fun than just toeing the line. Ya know Pharaoh”—referring to a performance enhancer by its old street-name—“was illegal before the War, and now it’s used as an analgesic in nearly all sports arenas. It’s arbitrary and without objective codification what’s illicit and what’s not. If we leave this up to the board of the Liscerring committee, or worse: the Liscerring commissioner”—Trent’s focus shifted to a conversation across the table.

      “Did you hear about the execution over in Sandeburrow?” a woman with preternatural white hair asked the man who sat next to her, as though the topic constituted typical dinner conversation. Her hair hung over her shoulder and served as part of her wardrobe over her left breast.

      “Awful,” said the man. The buttons on his shirt strained each time he exhaled for his growing stomach, yet he cleared his plates as they came and even asked for a second helping of the fifth course: seared lamb with pumpkin-mint sauce and creamed pumpkin over steamed rice. Miss white-hair called the rotund gentleman ‘Lemon.’

      “Are you named after the fruit?” asked Trent during a break in their conversation.

      The gentleman bristled, and his lips puckered in mild antipathy. Trent got the idea people had questioned him of his name before. “I’m named after the symphony house in Doorwing.” His voice caught in his moustache, the ends of which had wetted for the man licking his continuously cracked lips. “And that house is named after Elector Lemon, the preceding commonstate official who served as his Majesty’s great-grandmother’s first Prime Elector.”

      Trent nodded. “Huh.”

      Lemon’s lips spread in an elfin smile.

      The other guests knew each other, at least in a way. A few kept their conversations aside from the table as wait staff served a citrus sorbet, roasted duckling, and an apple salad with tangy vinaigrette in turn.

      “There’s fucking pumpkin in everything,” a dark-haired woman said to a redhead who sat between her and Lemon.

      Turkey pâté with salted pumpkin crackers constituted the meal’s ninth course.

      Lemon tucked another napkin into his collar, though any debris that fell from his mouth and fingers bounced off his chest to his expanding stomach. “I’ve always asserted,” he said, his mouth half full of pâté, “that the commonstate should be abolished.” And though he didn’t say it, Trent knew, in that case, the man also held the view that the monarchy shouldn’t exist, either. “All this nonsense”—Lemon took another bite—“where every check passes by the king—the only member of the commonstate who isn’t elected, mind”—

      “And why would he be?” the woman on Lemon’s right said. Her hair hung in a red plait down the right side of her head and onto her shoulder. She’d styled the left side of her head into an undercut. “The monarch’s right to rule is providentially divine. Do you think you know better than the gods, Elector?”

      “Of course not,” said Lemon, though to Trent it sounded like token patronage. “But within the commonstate, which his Majesty’s however-many-greats grandfather”—

      “Uncle,” the white-haired woman said.

      “Yes, yes.” Lemon spread turkey pâté across a cracker, then set it down to prepare another. “Uncle. The commonstate exists at his Majesty’s ‘discretion,’ which means the electorate serves as governors within their realms but have no supersession against his Majesty’s word.”

      “As it should be,” said the blond-haired man to Trent’s left. “You sound embittered that his Majesty doesn’t approve of Yarnle’s collective air traffic restructuring. That, at least, is the word around Arnin.” To his left, a man stroked the prong of beard on his chin and said nothing while he watched the table’s conversation through slit pupils. He wore Leynar robes the color of a desert lizard—brown with accents of copper and white—and had inked the whites of his eyes pink.

      Lemon peered at the blond through beady eyes. “Yes, well informed, aren’t you, Bradle. The other side of the world requires different resources than his Majesty sees fit to proffer us, and he’s unwilling to relent on—well, anything.”

      “And what would you suggest to fix such an imbalance?” the woman next to Trent said. “You can’t break up the union. The only way that might occur is if there’s another War, and gods forbid that ever happens. At least not in our lifetimes, please.”

      “To speak of a dissolution borders on treason anyway,” Bradle said.

      “What sounds like treason is merely sedition,” said Lemon, brushing his hand over his mustache. “And we’re hardly going that far, unless you’d suggest anyone questioning the king equates to wishing him gone. His Majesty makes choices that impact us all—every person on Coroth—and that’s such a simple fact. Yet he is often content to forget such contrivances, so it’s hardly anyone’s fault other than his Majesty’s that he creates board states where it’s fanciful to discuss such things. Perhaps if you ever unlatch from Whites’s teet, Bradle, you’ll eventually learn how to think and speak without her arm up your ass.” He glowered at the blond, who stared back at him with a cool smile.

      “Anyway, madam Elector,” Lemon continued, “you needn’t worry about another War, even if one did spawn in our lifetimes—or that of our great-great-grandchildren for that matter. M’keth doesn’t always show up, and with him gone just after the last, I doubt Coroth will see the avatar or his ilk for a very long time.”

      “But before the War,” said Bradle, “the last time he showed was only two centuries and change after the War of the Cradle, in which a lieutenant—that Crippler of Princes—led the demon horde. They fought against—I want to say it was Kateryn Perinold.”

      “You’d be correct,” the man with the pencil-moustache said. “And while we’re on the topic, Towers was hardly ignorable.”

      “Yes, and pissed M’keth off enough to make such a push in the next.” Lemon said.

      The man nodded. “That’s my point.”

      Lemon ignored him. “The world will hopefully never again see the destruction wrought from that Greatest of Wars. But M’keth does disappear for a while after a loss. It’s hardly a wonder, in that case, that the Grand Master took off. Peacetime Masters rarely have anything more to do in their Seat than push papers, counsel the king, and settle faction disputes.”

      “Gentlemen,” said Trent, barely managing to sound casual. “This Teardrop politics is wearisome. Can you at least wait until the electorate is in session? Or should I pay tuition for a one-oh-one history lesson?”

      Conversation at the table paused.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Bradle said as he eyed Lemon, who hmph’d.  “We’re here to celebrate, not wonder if the Grand Master would consider Yarnle’s position virtuous.”

      “I don’t think he’d give a shit,” Trent said.

      “Well.” Mirth accompanied Bradle’s word. “You’d probably be right. Mr. Geno, isn’t it?”

      Trent fixed his face against the crease that formed on his brow. “Yeah.”

      “The Mr. Geno whose labor, I hope I’m correct in saying, furnished our entire meal?”

      “In part. I provided what the king asked of me.”

      “Splendid,” said Lemon. He gestured for the woman next to him to pass another tray of crackers to him. “You know the world needs more people like you—those who aren’t afraid to live simply and provide well for others. Though I must ask, in that case, how a pumpkin farmer now sits at a table with electorate politicians.”

      The white-haired woman tutted. “You mustn’t, but you did anyway. You should watch your tongue, Elector. Wouldn’t want his Majesty to curse it as his grandmother did Billieus Drivendy’s.”

      “An old wives’ tale, madam”—

      “It is curious,” the lady to Trent’s right said, appraising him. “Though it’s not a secret his Majesty and her Grace keep their favorites close by, some right here in Arnin.”

      Trent peered toward the royal stage, to a table off to its right. Chrissa spoke to a man with multi-colored hair and a wide, twirled moustache.

      “Ah, you know,” Lemon said, “the royals and their pets. It’s not a strain to imagine what this says of either of us, Mr. Geno.”

      Trent looked pointedly at Lemon’s gut, then at the gentleman’s face. “Let’s say it is.”

      Lemon laughed. “The king, you see, either thinks of you as highly as he does me or the other way ‘round.”

      “Or perhaps I just filled a vacant seat.”

      “Besides, Lemon,” Bradle said, “what would that say about the rest of us? Nobody thinks highly of you in the first place.”

      “Of course.” Lemon shoved half a cracker into his mouth. “Your lot thinks the world would be better off with fewer people like me.”

      “Not fewer people like you. Just less of you.”

      Whether fake or genuine, a button from Lemon’s shirt flew across the table with how hard he laughed. Others took it as permission to laugh as well, and regardless of whether their mirth escaped them honestly or by proximity of offense, Trent joined their chortling chorus.

      Lemon pounded on the table with an open hand, then shook his left index finger at Bradle. “We’ll have to get Whites to put you on a tighter leash.”

      “Perhaps you could convince her to buy me a muzzle, too.”

      Laughter again escaped Lemon in bursts. The fat man held his gut like a baby, and his face turned an alarming shade of red. “Oh,” he said and wiped a tear from his eye with his right hand. “Oh.” A royal staff member tried to take his plate, upon which still sat half a pumpkin cracker. “No, no. I’m still eating.”

      The sweets course proved the simplest affair, the only dish Trent ate whole: pumpkin bread a la mode, the ice cream also pumpkin-flavored. Cheese, chilled fruit, and roasted pumpkin seeds made up dessert.

      Guests around the hall already headed for the bar. The redhead next to Lemon and the dark-haired woman, whose eyes shined a bronzed gold in the firelight, excused themselves. A serviceman nearly dumped a tray of grapes and wine-tinged cheese when they scooted their chairs from the table.

      As Trent joined the migration to the bar, mechanized tables moved to make room for a social space, where standing consoles and a small area for dancing rose from the hard wood. Already the Count from Montevoll jigged in spot near the floor’s center, his turquoise and silver headdress bouncing in time with his feet. The band rose from their pit to a stage that loomed over the gathered, and the singer wailed into his microphone to start a new set. A forty second introduction presaged the first lyrics of a decades-old song: “You could have a dragon’s wing…”

      “Coffee, please,” a woman said to a staff member as her table moved with her still seated. She puffed an electronic cigar and blew vapor that misted into the shape ‘17’ and floated through the air a few seconds before it disappeared.

      Trent’s right hand tingled while he waited for a tender.

      “What can I get you, dear?” one asked of him a minute and half later.

      “Coal Velour. Two fingers. Neat.”

      She poured his drink for him, and as Trent turned and leaned his back against the counter, Chrissa sat on the stool next to him, facing the other way. She wore a seafoam romper-dress that hemmed high on her thighs and cinched around her waist with a silver chain belt, much the style of what most women wore around the hall. Her hair hung at a slant around her neck.

      “You all right?” she asked. “Look like ya swallowed your tongue.”

      “No I don’t,” Trent said. “And I’m fine.” He didn’t mean for the words to come as bluntly as they did.

      “Then how’d it go?”

      Trent stared forward. “Didn’t find it.” A small group of young people had formed around the prince, and with dinner now over, he ambled through the room, glad-handing those who a royal advisor—or perhaps his mother—had told him needed to feel important. “Thought I’d be able to sense it. Found something completely different, though.”

      “Just a beer,” Chrissa said to a bartender, who opened a bottle for her and set it on the counter. “Do ya think it’s damning?”

      “No.” And I wasn’t ready for it. The light at the end of the hall and the dirty woman flashed into his mind.

      Chrissa clinked her bottle against his glass and swigged from it. “What now, then?”

      Trent sighed. “Shadows aren’t darkness. They leave as the light does, but what hid in them remains.”

      “Gods.” Chrissa shook her head. “I hate it when ya say weird shit like that.” Her brow creased. “Is that The Word of Karli?”

      “You know The Word of Karli?” Even six months on, this woman still surprised him almost every time they spoke.

      She waved her left hand in front of her face to sign ambivalence. “Some.”

      Trent sipped his whiskey. He’d thought this the end. He hadn’t failed, but the stone in his pocket served as exhortation against pushing further—here at least. The string he’d pulled ran in a wild direction; a passabridge didn’t paint a different picture, just one with more detail. His thoughts turned to an old friend and what they might have counseled.

      Did the queen know something haunted the thirty-first floor? Is that why she doesn’t spend time there anymore, according to her own staff? His gut told him that if answers waited for him, no one and nothing here would tell him anything.

      “The world moves, and I stay the same,” Trent said. “My work here is done.”

      Chrissa nodded. “Ya always have an excuse to come back.”

      Trent smirked and glanced toward her.

      “Because of your pumpkins.”

      “Sure.”

      “Gods.” She took a protracted sip from her bottle, then added quietly, if not incredulously, “So you’re not even gonna try?”

      “Try what? Shit doesn’t always happen the way you want it to.” Trent watched the prince and his friends move through the crowd. One of the young women with him, who hung onto the prince’s left arm in between him receiving guests, kept stealing glances at Trent. Her golden hair hung high against her neck, except for two long tassels on either side of her face. The dress she wore bared her entire left leg and right arm.

      Trent gestured to the royal table. “You had a cozy seat.” Their highnesses still sat at their places. The king ate his share of cheese while would-be petitioners approached, perhaps thanking them for the invitation, making what they could of a moment of faux-privacy at his Majesty’s ear. The royal daughter, a girl of olive complexion much the same as her Grace and a couple years junior to their son, sat next to the queen, half-turned from the royal party. One hand held her head while she read from a screen on her lap. She wore a difficult dress, laced tight in the bodice, and her hair hung over her shoulders in sheets of platinum.

      “Cozy as a cactus. Envious?”

      Trent turned to her. “Why are you here?”

      Chrissa’s mouth hung open. “The queen invited”—

      “No, I mean why do you work for the royals? Is your private demeanor for them defense, or do you really not like them?”

      Chrissa whistled, her brows high on her forehead. “Ya told me when we first got into this ya didn’t want me asking hard questions. I could inquire the same of you about ‘em.”

      “You never made that provision.”

      “Thought it was implied,” she said, then looked around his body and nodded past him. “Company.”

      “Uncle Trent.”

      Trent glared at Chrissa for a half a second before he refolded his face, turned, and offered his hand. “Denard. Happy birthday.” The prince shook his hand. His head came to Trent’s cheekbones now. “Grown a bit since I last saw you.” On the young man’s lapel, he wore a pin in the shape of a pumpkin.

      Denard let go of Trent’s hand. “I’m glad you could make it,” he said, then added to his group of friends, “This is the guy I’ve told you about—the guy with all the War stories.”

      “A War veteran,” the girl who’d been hanging on Denard’s arm said. “That’s impressive.”

      “Please,” said Trent. “Veteran is generous.”

      “My father told me many didn’t survive the battles,” one of the young men said from behind Denard. His voice sounded on the verge of cracking. “Did you fight? How’d you make it out?”

      “Did someone tell you I did?”

      “No.”

      “That’s good, ‘cause the only thing that saved me was luck.”

      “Hang on, that’s underselling yourself, isn’t it?” said Denard. “You knew Jeom. And demons were everywhere back then.”

      “Demons still are everywhere,” said the girl who hadn’t been hanging on Denard’s arm. “It’s wonderful.” She’d styled her hair the same as the other, though she’d colored hers a subdued bronze. Her dress hung off both her shoulders, cut out in the front to bare both her legs.

      “I can assure you it’s not,” Trent said, straightforward. “And everyone knew Jeom. The Karlians kept demons away from populated areas as much as they could. Hemlet was well outta the way even then. We didn’t see many.”

      “What would a pumpkin farmer know about the War anyway?” a guy with a deep voice asked. He scoffed. “From what my father told me it was unwinnable. Jeom won on a fluke is all.”

      “Becker,” Denard snapped at the taller man behind him. “Sharpen up.”

      “It’s fine, Deni,” said Trent. “Not uncommon for—younger people—to be unfamiliar with history. Tell me, Becker, did your father fight in the War?”

      “No.”

      “Then how could he know much about it? Apart from what he’s told”—

      “There’s scant honor in death when it’s done in secret.”

      “There’s no necessary honor in living, either.” Trent kept his face plain. “What would you have had Jeom do? Announce he was off to die? Just because you don’t understand what he did doesn’t mean it meant nothing. The Karlians won because of what he did, remember?”

      “Educate me, then,” said Becker. Trent hated the challenge in the boy’s voice. “How did Jeom single-handedly end a War?”

      “I’m not sure how much good that would do. Tell me, are you contrarian because you’re young or because you’re trying to be intentionally offensive—perhaps both? I have to wonder how someone with your view about the War got an invitation to a royal event, notably when that opinion coincides with separatists.”

      “There are plenty of separatists here.” Becker crossed his arms. “Not like they’re going to make themselves known.”

      The last of the boys piped up. “Yeah, because it’s a real stretch to imagine who they are.” He looked a couple years younger than the other three—shorter, rounded shoulders, a head of wild hair.

      “Becker doesn’t really think like that,” the bronze-haired girl said. “He’s just being an ass.”

      “Yeah?” said Trent. “Did someone have to teach you that, too, or were you born that way?”

      The rest of Denard’s group snickered.

      Becker smoldered. “Hey, man”—

      “Really knew Jeom, did ya?” the youngest boy said.

      “Of him,” said Trent. “Like I said, everyone did.”

      “But Denard’s told us you were there, that you’ve told the story of the night. I’d love to hear it firsthand.” The boy sounded earnest.

      Trent sighed. “I lived in a town near where Jeom’s final confrontation with M’keth took place. It would be secondhand, the details more so. Nobody knows what happened, and anyone who says they do is lying. Jeom was the bravest of anyone and a cunning warrior. I”—Trent shook his head. “We were all lost without him. He recognized the right thing every single time, and when everyone doubted the War could end, that we could ever return to normality, he alone turned himself over to the Light when it Called.”

      “Gods,” the blonde said. “Men aren’t what they used to be.”

      “Clearly.” Trent looked at Becker then back at her. “But they are and aren’t. The world changed, thank the gods for that.”

      “Men are still fine, Elein,” the bronze-haired girl said. “Only because you like yours a little older”—

      “Do not,” said Elein, but her face pinkened enough for her to hide it behind a hand.

      “And what happened to the protégé?” asked the youngest.

      Trent didn’t respond. Neither did anyone else.

      “Come on”—the boy looked around his group—“you all know. The Order hasn’t elected a new Master, so Jeom’s successor has gotta be alive, right?”

      “He died, too,” Trent said. “That’s my best guess.”

      “That’s not what the Order says,” said Becker. “If they could confirm that, why haven’t they elected a new one?”

      “How in the hells should I know? The Order’s official position”—

      “Who cares what they think?” the girl with bronze hair said. “Karlians still think demons are a scourge, and they’re—just not.”

      “Gods, Querenne,” said the cracked-voice boy. “We all know how much you love them.”

      “I don’t love them. They were dangerous in the past, and they’re not anymore.” Querenne looked at Trent. “Right?”

      Trent shook his head. “We can never forget what they’ve done to us—should never forget it. No matter how hard we try to run from it, the past catches us up, and demons are every bit the menace now that they were years ago, you mark me on this. The only people who messed with them outside of their masters were Warlocks.” He warned Querenne: “You don’t want to be one.”

      “I’m not a Leynar, so I’m safe. Plus, isn’t the world supposed to be moving on—forward progress and whatnot? They’re always pounding that into us in school.”

      “Demons aren’t a part of our world,” Trent insisted.

      Querenne shrugged. “I think they’re cute,” she said, as though that settled the matter.

      “So did Yessebet’s husband,” the boy with the cracked voice said. “They didn’t have the name back then, but we’d call him a Warlock now.”

      “Yeah, but he stopped when he married into the royal family,” Elein said.

      “Even if he messed with demons,” said Denard, “things were different then. No one had mastered them in centuries when Selestor started his work.”

      “And many argue,” Elein said, “that her Majesty’s rule only lasted as long as it did because of Selestor.”

      “Royal Majesty with a Leynar’s Grace,” Becker said. He awarded undue salience to his words.

      “That’s exactly what I’m getting at.” Elein looked at Trent. “Leynars have abilities, don’t they?”

      He frowned. “Yeah.”

      “Say a Leynar wanted to, couldn’t they install themselves to a position of power and make it look like an accident?”

      “An accident?”

      “Just—they could make it look like they didn’t”—Elein rolled one hand over itself—"orchestrate it themselves.”

      “Why Elein,” said Becker, smirking. “Asking about something specific?”

      “No.” Her face pinkened again, and she drew pinched fingers across her body to sign frustration. She sighed. “It’s customary for the royal executive to marry a Leynar. Do you know why? No one here’ll tell me.”

      Trent shrugged. “Just the way of things. Is how it is.”

      “Being a Karlian sounds awesome, though, right?” Denard said. His face, too, had flushed.

      Becker scoffed. “What would be so great about being a Karlian?”

      “Uh, saving the world, for one. There’s nothing bad about it.”

      “Says the royal son,” the youngest boy said. “But they’re not trainin ‘em like they used to. That’s what my dad says.”

      Trent nodded. “That’s called Peacetime training.”

      “Yeah, no need to train for War now, I guess. Think they’re focusing more on the Priests anyway, aren’t they?”

      “Wouldn’t know.”

      “That’d be fantastic,” said Denard. A twinkle flecked his eyes, and his gaze filtered somewhere else. “Getting Called.”

      Trent knew why—the expectations on the royal son’s shoulders sat atop him as a monolith. What he wanted only mattered so long as he acquiesced to the throne’s call above all else once that time came. But Brech had become a young king, barely a man when he’d ascended. Perhaps his son wouldn’t suffer the same fate.

      “I know the emissary here in Keep,” Trent said. “You should talk to him. His Majesty no doubt has a long life ahead of him. Even if ya don’t feel the Call, you can still help the Order.”

      Denard threw his left hand over his shoulder to sign indifference. “I don’t know. My dad wouldn’t like it.” Worry daubed his face. “Shit, or my mom. But Dad does talk with the Undertaker occasionally.”

      Trent tapped down his concern over the topic.

      The music picked up as the band started a new song. A man in crisp suit approached Denard. “Your Highness,” he said, “her Grace softly reminds you that the night is short, and many more guests are in attendance.”

      Trent looked toward the stage. Pinny watched them. The rune on his left arm itched.

      “Of course,” Denard said. The serviceman bowed and left. “One good thing about being king, I guess: won’t have to follow her orders anymore.”

      “Denard,” said Trent, hesitant. “That would mean”—

      Disbelief incised the royal son’s countenance as his friends moved away. “Shit. Didn’t think about that.”

      Trent laughed. Chrissa giggled next to him. He embraced Denard, then held the young prince by the shoulder. “Anyway, you know how these things get. I’m gonna go before it gets any livelier.” More had joined the count of Montevoll, who had removed his turban. His wiry hair swept through the air as he heaved his trunk and kicked his legs and spun across the floor.

      “Good seeing you, Trent.” Denard joined his friends. Elein took his hand in hers, and they headed for the next group of guests who felt warranted a junior royal audience.

      Trent looked around. Others fleetingly glanced at him, spoke behind their hands to their neighbors. Now matter how small or benign the reason, he hated the attention.

      “That’s impressive,” Chrissa said. She grabbed a pumpkin toasty from an automaton that floated through the air and took a small bite.

      “Shut up,” Trent said through half a smile. “Not trying to impress you. Or anyone.”

      Chrissa chortled. “Ya do anyway. It’s just what ya are.”

      “Not once you get to know me.”

      “No.” Chrissa shook her head. “You act like ya don’t care what other people think, but you keep everything so far buried that”—she saw the dull expression that spread across Trent’s face and flicked her middle finger over her brow to sign dissatisfaction. “You just end up pushing people away anyway. I think you like it that way.”

      “I prefer nothing about this life. It feels like a bad dream. Has for years.”

      “Some good parts, though.”

      They sat in silence for a minute. Trent finished his drink.

      “You talk like you knew him,” Chrissa said. “Ya did, didn’t ya?”

      “Everyone felt like they did,” said Trent. He couldn’t keep the wear from his voice.

      “Then learn from him. Stop torturing yourself for something that happened in your past.” She touched his arm. “You’re allowed to move on. From whatever it was.”

      Trent knocked on the bar. Chrissa sounded a lot like a friend he’d had, one he’d spent time with after the War when nothing could console him. Half a minute later, the bartender refilled his glass. “There are things you can’t move on from, and if I learned anything from Jeom, it’s that nothing ever happens as it should. Or could.” And he would never learn to expect things going wrong.

      “I don’t think you’re as mysterious as you think you are.”

      “That may be.” Trent gulped his second cup. His throat burned well after he swallowed. “Might not see me for a while.”

      “Are ya gonna deliver your pumpkins at night now?”

      “No. Need time to think more than anything. Tonight’s been strange.”

      “Strange how?” She spun her near-empty bottle in little circles by its neck. “Let me guess: can’t say?” Her eyes narrowed. “Won’t say?”

      “If what I’ve seen is true, then I’m almost finished. Somehow.”

      Chrissa tapped on the bar with her fingernails. “What about me?”

      Trent waved the bartender away. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Sure ya did.” Chrissa hopped off the stool and looked up at him, suddenly demure. “I’m aware this wasn’t a—thing, whatever ya wanna call it. But it was fun while it happened.”

      Trent didn’t respond.

      A sadness spread over her face even as she smiled. She leaned against Trent and kissed him on the jaw. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself”—a mischievous glint flecked her eye—“pumpkin farmer.”

      She walked away before Trent said anything, and as he left, he settled on the fact he hadn’t wanted to.
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      His wife lived, of that Trent felt sure while he waited in the relative silence of the Tower at the base of Mazim Hill. Others had queued for the portal service, either in their work clothes heading home or in formal attire ducking early from the party.

      “Sorry for the delay,” the attendant said to the group in front of Trent. The man spoke with a muddy tenor. “An ash storm north of us is causing disruption to our Ley lines, and we’re having difficulties establishing connection to your destination. We could connect you through Wairut to the southwest and cut around the storm if you’re amenable, but we may not have a direct route for some time.”

      The people in front of Trent spoke a dialect of New Magornian that the East had resurrected and codified. No doubt to Trent, they had come around the world only on royal invite to pay token homage to their king.

      In passable Plainari, a woman asked, “What is delay?”

      “Dragons will be dragons, my lady.”

      The group exchanged a few terse sayings, then the woman responded. “We will wait for portal straight.” She lightly rolled her ‘r’s.

      “In that case, if you’d step aside, please,” the Leynar said, “we’ll inform you when one is available.”

      They muttered amongst themselves as they moved to a seating area where two other groups already waited. Trent stood next in line.

      “Mr. Geno,” said the Leynar before Trent spoke. “Her Grace told me to expect you. Where is it you’re heading?”

      “Adjust.”

      “Local.” His voice turned upbeat at that. “With me, if you will.” The Leynar waggled as he walked, and his silvery robes kicked in front of him with each step. In his middle age, specks of gray poked through the mane of brown that swam around his head. “It’s a relief having a portal as simple as yours—makes us look like we know what we’re doing and that we’re actually doing something.” He exhaled. “The dragons picked a fine day to kick up”—he checked his watch—"but if it’s any indication, their nesting roosts are coming to peck about five days earlier than last year. And on such a propitious occasion.”

      “Indication of what?” asked Trent.

      “Indeed.” The Leynar swung his arms as he dodged around Leynars with and without charges and other travelers.

      They turned a corner and passed a stable of creatures that looked like horses but had paws instead of hooves and no snouts on their faces. Their eyes glowed as though enriched by cybernetics, but nature had granted them theirs. Wooly fur covered their bodies. ‘Albune rentals – see attendant for details,’ a sign read. One shook its head at Trent’s sight.

      Around the next corner, with the smell of fresh straw behind them, a slew of people all waited in cordoned lines. A few held tickets; others spoke with attendants, trying to secure travel.

      “His Majesty saw fit to allocate our resources to tending with the fallout from the ash storm,” said the Leynar. “Luckily for you, you don’t have to fend for such procurement.”

      To their right, a flash of light drew Trent’s attention, and from it, a man bowled into the middle of those waiting in line and fell.

      “What in the hells?” the Leynar said. He stepped past Trent toward the commotion. Another appeared, a young girl, who toppled onto the fallen man, screaming a high-pitched shriek that spoke only of pain. “Oh gods, an errant portal.” The attendant sounded both parts annoyed and bored. He raised his voice. “Everyone get away from them.”

      Worried gasps filled the air as those near the screaming girl pushed against those behind them, and in their hurry they almost tripped over themselves. In the middle of the lines, a portal stuttered into phase and threw three more onto the other two— two with yellow hair and a redhead. The way behind them closed, and the last one through picked herself off the ground. Her eyes opened wide in surprise as she looked around. A torn blouse exposed her right breast, and her pencil skirt had ridden up her hips.

      “Gratta!” she yelled and pulled the crying girl against her body.

      With the commotion past them, those who stood in line had quieted and looked on with pity. An aura hung from the girl’s elbow in place of her arm. Sobs painted her screams a new color.

      Trent’s attendant pointed at two Leynars behind the counter. “Get an isolinch unit here, quick as you can.” He then turned his full attention to the group of strays. His eyes traced the leftover magic that still hung in the air as he stepped toward them in stutter-steps. He spoke to the woman with the child in her arms. “Madam.”

      The woman looked at him, scared.

      “Is this your daughter?”

      “My sister,” she said. Her accent curved around the words in an obtuse accent from well south of them.

      “She has suffered an isolinch. I need to know where your point of origin is.”

      The woman’s face paled. She shook her head. Her frizzy red hair fluttered over her freckled cheeks.

      “Ogden,” the first man through said. He stood from down on one knee and nearly fell forward before he caught himself with a half-step, after which he kept what weight he could off his left foot. A smile rearranged his face, and he swept a tangle of dark hair over his head and straightened and re-tucked his too-large button-down, as though making himself more presentable mattered. “Ve”—muck caught in his throat and cleared to a raspy baritone when he swallowed—“are from Ogden.”

      The other two through the portal had stood as well. The man held his right leg stiff and kept his back pressed against the other woman’s. Their eyes tracked quickly from one person to the next as they tapped their fingers in rapid gestures. Veins on the young woman’s wrists and hands glowed silver-blue; the same artifacts blazed from the man’s upper arms and snaked onto his chest. In their deviant journey, the woman’s blouse had come untucked and her ponytail had come undone. She pushed a wild lock from the left side of her face behind her ear. The handle of a vibro-blade peeked from the waistband of her pants.

      “I didn’t know they had begun rebuilding in Ogden yet,” said the Leynar.

      “You can imagine why we’re leaving, then.” The man smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

      The Leynar’s voice turned stern. “Then that’s where I can find this girl’s arm?”

      The leader watched the man to whom he spoke. His smile faded slightly. “Possibly.”

      Silence stretched between them for three seconds, then the Leynar spoke to the other two attendants in a Ley dialect.

      Before they acted on his order, the blonde and her partner unsheathed their blades—for her, a dagger in either hand; for him, a sword from the right leg of his pants. The steel hummed with tightly-wound energy, and electricity zipped between them when they ignited the steel. She lunged at the nearer of the Leynars. A woman near them screamed.

      Gratta’s sister yipped. “Stop!”

      The first man through only half-turned before they all froze.

      Growling anger laced the guide’s voice when next he spoke. “Is everyone all right?”

      Trent looked around. The errant party had hurt no one, despite how quickly they’d moved. The point of the blonde’s dagger hung inches from the closer Leynar’s jaw.

      “Take them to holding.” Trent’s attendant continued toward where he had been leading him. “Clean up that aberrance. And for the gods’ sake, find that girl’s arm if you can.” He lowered his voice before he added. “Cripes, this is the last thing we fucking needed.”

      The Leynars incanted, and the five they’d frozen raised into the air as though suspended on a stage. Travelers parted for them to pass. Even once the Leynars had, those in line stayed away from the wayward magic. Trent watched for a second before he caught up with the man he followed.

      “Nice little defense mechanism we have thanks to the Tower,” the Leynar said. He held the door open to a stall. Trent walked past him. “Unlucky for them, though. They’d have probably gotten away with whatever they’re doing if not for the storm.”

      The room’s occupant stood when he saw the graying Leynar. “Portal Master.” He pulled a pill from either ear and held them in his right fist. “Apologies. I dint know I’d have charges tonight. Have we gotten connected?”

      “Nothing doing so far. And I think we just saw our last.”

      A worried look daubed the younger Leynar’s face. “Is that what the commotion was? No one got isol’d, did they?” He shifted where he stood.

      “No need to worry about it, my boy, it’s all being sorted.” He gestured to Trent. “Mr. Geno is a special guest, not on the itinerary. Think you can conjure up one to Adjust?”

      “Adjust,” the portaler said, relieved. “I’ll get right to it.” He opened a drawer in front of him and rifled through it.

      The Portal Master turned to Trent. “You’re in—capable—hands. Wonderful to help you, Mr. Geno.” He smiled and left.

      Like the rest of the Tower, this room intoned the prosperity of the empire, as did the rest of Arnin. Tinged with notes of gold and, in this case, sapphire across its alabaster walls, Trent thought the Castle meant for the effect to arrest those who stopped through, arriving or departing. ‘Realize where you are,’ it seemed to say. Bookshelves covered an entire wall, their bounty leather-bound and gold-lettered.

      “The dragons have kicked up their magic,” the portaler said. He walked to one end of the room with a staff and drew a six-foot line across the floor, which burned dark blue where he marked.

      “Happened all the time during the War,” said Trent. “I get it.”

      “The War.” The Leynar stopped a few seconds. His face bunched while he thought, then he shrugged. “Guess they would have. Don’t much like demons, do they?” His staff stood by itself when he let go of it, and he picked up a trinket from the desk, something Trent had never learned the proper name of. “Stay back, sir. Very easy to mess this part up.”

      Trent stepped back half a pace. His new attendant uttered what sounded like ‘mana’ repeatedly and at different pitches as he ran his fingers and the talisman along the line he’d drawn. It turned dingy, and motes gathered and coalesced into runes that hung in the air. The room hummed with middling magic, like a thousand benevolent gnats.

      “Ah.” The man righted himself. “Where to exactly?”

      “Anywhere in town would be fine. Not a big place.”

      “Come now, sir, I’ve been to Adjust. All of Keep, actually—from the corner past the Rine, to the sandbars in the Ptolithe Channel—not a part of this country I’m unfamiliar with. Tell me where you want to go, and I’ll get you a step away.”

      Trent signed indifference. “I’m headin to Cups first thing.”

      Vacancy spread across the portaler’s face. “Cups.” He nodded and turned. “Course.” Silence stifled the room before he spread his arms and continued speaking under his breath. Specks of magic rose from the floor, anchored themselves on nothing at his command, and blended into a veil. One second, Trent saw through the sheer material, and in the next, a painting hung in front of him that showed a plain slice of Heyday Street in Adjust. Splotches of unconsolidated ether floated across the construction in aura-like bodies.

      “Just need to fix a few things.” The Leynar pulled at the edges like stretching a canvas over a frame; he folded the corners taut, pushed the bottom edge all the way to the ground, and tried to make the border as even as he could. Then he walked around to the other side and disappeared. In a spot just off-center, the portal’s physiology pushed outward and twisted before it sprung and reformed. A few more spots coiled across the fabric, the texture of which hummed with accession when the last of them bounced into place.

      “There we are,” the Leynar said. He walked through the portal from the other side and appraised his own work. “Much better.” A notebook of lined paper and a pen flew to his hands when he reached for them on the table. After almost fumbling them, he opened the book and wrote notes across three lines. “You look fancy, sir. Must be important—to have gotten an invite tonight, I mean.”

      “No,” Trent said as he looked through the portal. The screen didn’t lead precisely where he’d requested, but it would get him close enough that it didn’t matter. He walked toward it and inspected the border himself.

      A Leynar had once told him, “… that’s what’s tricky about portals: dangerous even at the best of times. If they don’t reach the ground, you can take off a foot; if you don’t pull your limbs in they can take off an arm. And if they’re not properly focused, they’ll just cut a part right out the middle of ya.” The man had laughed. “Now, we have the technology to either put you together again or rebuild you, but it’s gonna hurt for every dumb second you’re apart from yourself.”

      Taking portals served as an exercise in chance. Trent had seen unsafe portals. Though shabby, he wouldn’t call this one unsafe—shoddy work for anyone who called themselves a portaler, but workable for what it served. The air from its other side smelled of damp soil and produce—what he thought of as home.

      He turned to the man behind him. “Pretty good work.”

      “Thank you. Can I quote you on that, sir?” The Leynar’s face remained plain, and Trent couldn’t be sure whether the portaler joked with him. “Well then”—at that the man snapped his book shut—“twenty-one-fifty-seven to Heyday Street, Adjust.” Before Trent stepped through the portal, he added, “We get a lotta important people comin through here. I’m sure you’re one of ‘em, if ya don’t mind me saying.”

      He probably wants to tell his friends who he portaled, Trent thought. So before he bulled through, he told the young man the truth: “I’m the king’s pumpkin farmer.”

      Confusion stretched across the portaler’s face. Trent didn’t wait for him to respond before he stepped through to Heyday Street, where he shielded his face from a headlight as a vehicle turned the corner in front of him. When Trent looked behind him, the portal had vanished.

      Up the street and around the next corner, Trent pushed open a hinged door and walked into Cups. A fire breathed in the hearth of the one-room lounge and coated the inside with a glow of quiet orange.

      “Heh thuh, Trent,” the proprietor said.

      Trent raised his right hand in a lazy gesture and headed toward the bar. One other person patronized, sitting on the side of the barroom away from the fire.

      “Good seeing you up, Will,” Trent said to the man behind the bar.

      “Ya know how it is. Get sick, get better, that’s life. Fancy yuhself a couple fingers?”

      “Sure.”

      Willace grunted when he bent over and rummaged under the counter. Glass clinked against glass, and one fell and rolled across the ground. The bartender kicked at it as he righted himself. His face beamed red, and his gut peeked out from under his t-shirt when he turned in the narrow space to reach for a bottle of auburn spirits. He didn’t seem to mind it, and he set the bottle and drinking glass on the bar. “Madge is performing tonight.”

      Trent held his right hand over the cup. “Cut it a bit.” He waved his left hand at the side of his head. “Had a few already.”

      “Celebratin somethin, ah? Dressed like that for someone?” Willace filled the cup with half a finger of water from a tap behind him. “Ya come in here dressed all frilly, I know it’s not for me.” He laughed as he overfilled Trent’s order.

      Trent peered at himself in the mirror behind the bar. No matter where he’d gone tonight, he’d felt out of place. “Fresh from Arnin.”

      “Ooh, boy.” Willace slid the drink toward him. “Royal son’s birthday. He’s what, twelve, thirteen now?”

      “Seventeen, Will.”

      The barman pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. “Brother, times fly.”

      “Would they did.”

      Willace whipped the handkerchief over his shoulder and waddled toward the bar’s other end. “Just holler if ya need anything else. Got a shipment o’ soy patties if ya get peckish.” He pulled a rag from a sink and rung it out. It landed on the bar with a wet schlin.

      “I’ll let you know, Will.” Trent headed for a table near the fire and set his drink down, then raised one arm to rest it on the hearth. The fire’s deep-flames burned blue against the metal wood.

      None of the details from the night twenty years before had dulled. Jeom, a lone paragon of Light in the darkness, had marched against the demons and M’keth, and suddenly, the War had ended. The aftermath had been chaos: the Order trying to figure out what happened to their Grand Master, Trent mourning the loss of his wife, and the world struggling to figure out how to ensure peace, to systematize itself and stand as one, lest M’keth or his threat ever divide them so far again. Yet the battle for normality and shoehorned sanity ebbed toward discontent, both in the world and within himself. He thought of the woman he’d sat next to at dinner. She could be right, but only time could solve the question of dissolution, as it would world peace or any other matter.

      Especially now, past the day’s promise, Trent relegated himself to the soundness of an unhealthy mind, one that forever reached for what he may never attain. He had proven that living meant more than mere existence, yet even if he reached that life again, could somehow reunite with Lillie in the gods’ world, it could only be one of half-measures, a life half-lived. His pursuit for totality had brought him to this night, and though he didn’t prescribe to self-pity, he wondered what the Goddess had in store for him now, why She kept him alive, and why She gave him hope, however small.

      His mind folded through the last half-year, his circumstance a puzzle for which he missed pieces. Contact from the queen’s chamberman, Therrance pulling Chrissa into it—it made sense until the passabridge. It led somewhere, malevolent enough to scare the queen and some of her staff. No one knew much about her Grace other than her status as a Leynar. But a Warlock?

      The stone Lillie had given him pressed against his thigh when he shifted his weight to his other foot. He pulled the rock from his pocket and rolled it in his hand. It served as the singular souvenir of his investigation, the only thing that proved the night had happened as he remembered. Imagining the stone belonged to Lillie upset him, but if it belonged to the queen, she would need it as a talisman for demonic control. And that dirty woman. Trent squinted his eyes. He almost grasped something, and the biggest question about whether it all connected swam just below the surface, threatening to spring if he found its answer.

      Unease and unaccountable adrenaline morphed Trent’s gut. He dropped into the seat next to his drink and waited.

      A quarter-hour later, the door opened, and a woman walked inside. She smiled at Trent when she saw him. Bright red hair hung off the back of her head in a low ponytail, and she carried a bag on either shoulder, a guitar case in her right hand.

      “Heh thuh, Madge,” Willace said. He motioned to a platform just inside the door. “The stage is yours.”

      “It’s a good turnout tonight,” she said and set her bags next to the stage. She nodded to Willace as she took off her jacket. “I’ll take a drink first.”

      “What have ya?”

      She sighed as she headed for the bar. “Something really hard—hard as you can. Neat.”

      Willace twisted and reached for a bottle that sat open on a shelf behind him. “You’d be lucky if there’s any water in this. Personally recommend it.”

      “Good as anything, then.” She knocked on the bar lightly with her fist.

      The proprietor filled a short glass halfway. Madge pulled a five-piece from the pocket of her jeans and set it on the counter.

      “There’s no way,” said Willace. He pushed the coin toward her. “Already don’t pay ya anything to come in here. I can’t charge ya on top.”

      She pushed it back toward him. “And I’ll lose my only big venue if this place shuts down.”

      Willace picked up the coin and pinched it between his thumb and forefinger, at least pretending to be reluctant about accepting it. “Ah right, but this is all I’m taking from ya.”

      Madge half-smiled. “Good, ‘cause it’s all I got.” As she headed for the stage, a wince pulled her face together when she sipped from her glass, which she set aside before wrestling with her gear.

      By the time she finished, a thin sheen of sweat covered her forehead. She sipped from her cup as she walked toward Trent. “Good seein ya here again. Especially dressed all fancy.” She sidled onto the armrest of a chair at a table next to his.

      “This?” Trent said. He pulled at the left lapel of his jacket. “It’s nothing. Shoulda seen everyone else.”

      “I wish,” Madge said through a worn smile. Metal piercings on her eyebrow and nose gleamed in the firelight. “I’d be outta place anywhere you have to dress like that.” The tattoo that sleeved her right arm showed macabre fairy tales—one of note about True Darkness chasing a little serren in the Above. Her shirt bared a couple inches of toned midriff. Smoke lined her eyes, and they burned against the fire with the color of dawn.

      “Ya didn’t miss anything, and I didn’t want to miss you. ‘S’why I came straight here. Had hoped my friend would make it in time, though.”

      Madge giggled. “Still trying to be Mr. Matchmaker?” She shook her head. “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “That’s not a problem with you. Grenn’s an idiot in general.”

      She laughed into her cup. “What a glowing recommendation. But I’ll be here for a while yet. Maybe he’ll show up.”

      And maybe birds’ll shit gold, Trent thought.

      Madge swirled her glass. “Gods, this tastes like tar.” The viscous liquid inside stuck to the cup for a few seconds before it slid down again.

      “That’s Will’s home brew. You’re probably drinkin some of his sweat, among other things.”

      Madge’s face twisted. “Ugh. Don’t say that.” She took another swig and grimaced. “At least it’s proofed enough to kill anything.”

      “Probably anyone who ingests it, too.”

      She puffed. “We’re all dyin, man. Just at different speeds.” She coughed when she sipped again and covered her mouth with the hand that held her cup. Her eyes watered as she patted her chest. “On that note”—she coughed again—“I guess I’ll get going.”

      She stepped on stage and settled herself on a stool behind her keyboard. “Hey everyone,” she said, raising the microphone a few inches. Feedback issued after her voice, and she turned to adjust a channel on her controller. “Sorry about that.”

      The man at the other end of the bar looked up from his tablet and down again before he further lowered himself against his chair’s failing back.

      “Thanks for coming out tonight”—Madge played the opening chords of her first number—“and I hope you all enjoy.”

      She opened with a cover of a song written near the height of the War about a woman who fought and survived and had a lover waiting for her at home. But when she returned, her mate had taken another, and all the warrior’s ire and sacrifice couldn’t mend her heart. With nothing to do, she went away. Trent focused on what Madge’s left hand played across the keys: a six note walking line that almost tricked into a key progression before it settled back to the first chord, never satisfying.

      Without a break between them, she flowed to the next song, one about the portent of hope and how quickly it could vanish as the song’s young subject navigated an ever-escalating series of calamities, starting with a lover’s kiss in the morning, his brother’s death by night. The songs tugged at a piece of Trent’s gut, and he leaned again into his chair, trying to unwind from the day’s—the weeks’—affairs.

      Madge’s voice warmed, and with it she cast a spell that hung over the saloon, quietly demure as the night wore on.

      Despite himself, mysteries bloomed in Trent’s mind, and though he wanted to throw them all away and never consider them again, they swarmed him, buzzed at him for attention. In that mass, an answer cloaked itself, begging for him to find it out.

      Madge strummed her guitar in a minor progression and sang of duty in the face of absolute power. “How did they get here?” she said during a spoken-word refrain. “Everyone stops trying in the face of adversiteers”—

      “Sir,” Sieku said in his ear.

      Trent plucked his terminal from a pocket inside his coat and tapped a message: ‘What?’

      “There’s an issue with proximity.”

      Trent’s arm turned cold, and the world shifted off its axis for a second before righting itself. His heart pattered in his chest as he pulled himself from the chair’s embrace. Madge sang. Willace leaned against the bar, pensive as he stared at its surface, chewing the inside of his lip. The fire quivered in its stone haven.

      Though he already knew the answer, Trent raised his right hand to his ear. “What sector?” Albeit a whisper, Madge looked to him when he spoke.

      “Ceat,” said Sieku.

      Trent stood and left.
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      A group of travelers—Trent recognized none of them—mingled on the sidewalk, consulting a map. “Excuse me,” a woman said as he passed. But Trent took to the street and sprinted past them.

      “Sieku, get me a board.”

      Pinnacle Avenue bled into a dirt road, and the last building in town, a dingy shack that served as the abode for the tenant of the Next-Door Diner, gave way to fields on either side of the street. Trent cut through farmland to his left. His display buzzed inside his jacket, a litany of his impetus, and a quarter-mile farther on, a gravi-board matched pace next to him. With his next footfall, he stepped on and leaned into the wind with his left shoulder as he sped over dirt and soil toward his home.

      Light beamed toward the empyrean sky a few hundred meters past his house. Trent hopped off the board when he met the scene, where a demon stood in grotesque likeness from the previous night, this one as tall as a man at its withers, its skin a sinew that stretched across its bulging muscles. Each step it took tore into the ground and flung dirt through the air as it guarded itself against the agent of Light. Scythe-like teeth hung from its mouth.

      “Stop!” Grenn yelled when it lunged at him.

      Before they met, the demon feinted and spun away. No longer did it growl or bark or try to speak, it only roared in thundering defiance of the Karlian’s orders. From it had spawned a ring of darkness. Even the star’s light above them threatened to wink out as it pulled Trent and Grenn into its cloud. It basked in its haze, challenging anyone to test themselves against its master’s might.

      Trent entered the ring. Fel violated the air, a sour smokiness that dried his throat. The beast looked to him and howled.

      Grenn followed the demon’s gaze. “Stay back!”

      Trent ignored him and threw off his coat. Light answered his call, and he let the godly energy use him as a duct to push against the impinging isolation. He held his arm before him in outlandish encore of the night before, but this time, he didn’t placate the demon, nor did he speak to it. His magic formed a barrier that emanated from him and arrested the creature where it stood. It recoiled against the Light’s attachment.

      From behind him, Grenn said, “Trent”—

      “Shut up. You ever handled one before?” He lifted the demon off the ground with a gesture of his fingers and turned it upside-down. It kicked at the air as Trent forced their gazes to meet, and when they did, its visage pulled into a human-like smirk. “Get word to Karhaal about what’s happened. This one is mine.”

      Grenn shouted as the familiar tug of the nether pulled Trent off his feet. His vision darkened, and the other-world materialized. After a short fall, he landed softly on a platform of velvety blackness. Spots of light hung in the air around him, phenomena he could only describe as stars that seemed close and far away at the same time.

      “Show yourself,” Trent said. He didn’t move.

      In the incalculable immensity, his voice echoed. “Fless-roy wash,” it said back to him. The syllables morphed into different versions thereof until they became intangible from the void. Silence quickly filled the emptiness, and his own breath clogged his ears and pressed against him until it became a gale by itself.

      Another breathed out-of-time time with him. He reached for them, but his hand grasped only air.

      A woman giggled. “Knows we’re here.” From elsewhere around him: “Should we show ourselves?” The first: “That’s what he wants.” In a syncopated voice: “And we don’t give them what they want.”

      The back of her hand scraped against Trent’s face. He finessed the darkness to try to reach them, yet any action he made rebounded upon him, as though the blackness’s complexity presaged his thoughts. Fel thickened in the space, and Trent lost himself, searching for passage from where he stood. Innumerable intentions passed over him in languages he didn’t understand, deceivers telling lies and half-truths as they saw fit.

      Anyone who overstays turns to madness, he remembered Jeom telling him.

      “Enough,” said Trent. He pushed a pulse of light through the black. In the plush of gloom ten paces from him, a curtain fluttered, and a pair of fur-covered legs appeared for a second before darkness flickered and refilled the vacuum.

      “Ruined the fun, didn’t he?” she said in a husky murmur.

      Trent heard from where she spoke—from behind that veil. “Out with you, Warlock. I’ve waited for you for many days, and you’ve arrived too late for my embrace.”

      She laughed. “Thinks he knows.” Her voice spread around him again. “If he did, he’d do the job for us.” Further behind him: “But that would spoil it.”

      “I’ll bring this place down on top of us.” Trent kept his gaze where he’d seen the screen of shade. “Offer your presence so we can pass this little dance.”

      “Dance? No dance. No one dances anymore.” Next to his ear: “Or they dance too much, you know what we mean?” The obscurity surged; a great beast moved—out there, beyond Trent’s sight—folding the blackness into a new shape, distorting the star-bodies as it drifted.

      “You have hidden yourself,” Trent said, “but that’s over. Is that why you show yourself now? Because we found the passabridge?”

      “Yes. Everything to do with the passabridge. It couldn’t have happened better if we’d tried. But nothing to do with you, pumpkin farmer. You’re a coincidence. Those things happen, you know?”

      “Not to me.”

      “Ah, thinks he’s so special, that his little life matters, that somehow his melancholic poise can make up for his lapses. If he just finds her, everything can be right.” She sighed. “It won’t.”

      A creeping awareness climbed Trent’s back. He felt her gaze from all directions, but something else watched him, peeked at him from instances unknown. “You think you’re so clever with your little ruse and con. I was there today. Did that scare you? That—that dirty woman—how much have you paid her to be your runner?”

      “Dirty woman? Is that what you’ve decided?” She laughed. “Still you fail to understand the immensity set against you.” Another voice doubled over hers, inky and baritone against her coy rasp. “I think you know who I am.”

      Trent made the puzzle fit together. “Coroth’s queen. Who else would have the resources”—

      “Pinny?” she said, incredulous. “No, no, no! Still thinks we’re the Warlock. You, all of Coroth, have become so complacent, so worried about your trivialities, that you forget the world has nothing to do with you. The gods don’t care about the lot.”

      Trent turned in place, trying to find the other who watched, but his eyes filled with auras that obscured all but a narrow channel in front of him. “What would you know of the gods?”

      “Oh”—her voice turned to a breathy gossip—“there’s not enough time to tell about one, let alone all.”

      The muscles in Trent’s neck strained against his impatience. “If you’re not Pinny, then who are you?”

      “No!” Something pounded in time with what she said next, hasty in its advance toward him. “You ruin all the fun.”

      Trent called the Light to his right hand and set his face into a mask of stoic authority. “Tell me who you are, or I will crash this place down, pull heaven to the hells until it’s so twisted even the gods can’t make it right.”

      “Ha. If you only knew who you’d kill by doing so”—

      “As long as it took you, I could make my peace with it.”

      She laughed. “So brave. So heroic. Were we as pressed for time, we’d make do with nothing as well. No wonder they all left you—so disappointing. But we won’t leave you. We simply must have you.” She tutted. “And I guess if you’re finished with foreplay”—her voice flattened—“we’ll get straight to the big finish.”

      The veil shimmered and disappeared as she ducked into the instance with him. When she righted herself, she towered half a man taller than he. Bright brown skin shone from her hips to her head; thick fur covered her legs, which ended in scabrous hooves. Horns jutted from her temples and arched behind her over her head. Her eyes glowed a sickish hazel, and a mark on her left cheek burned bright: the mark of M’keth.

      Trent stepped back, winded by the impossible enigma and absurd power her kind evinced. Even after all the time he’d spent meditating and pondering the possibility of a master returning to the world, he never gave serious thought to it happening in his lifetime—just the jaded musings of a brusque old bastard who didn’t care anyway. The Light over his hand wavered. His voice escaped him as hardly more than a whisper: “It can’t be true.”

      She held her arms out from her body. “Behold, for we are. Do you recognize us now?”

      Trent peered at her face, all his nightmares in union, and in that moment, the last twenty years felt like a dream. Regret blasted through him. “It’s not possible,” he said, blunt as bone. “We would have detected you. I would have detected you.”

      “Forsook your duty,” she said. Her gaze scorched him. “And you think you still have the power you once did?”

      “The Light always awaits those who call on it, for those who believe in it.” Trent tried to sound sure. “I am blessed and chosen by Karli herself.”

      The master smirked. “We have risen again. Never left, remember? Already we gather and toil, and no one knew except for Him. Kind of you to never order an extermination. Your absence has only made our contention for the world easier to thread.” Her smirk stretched into a cool grin. “Wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Nothing anyone ever did mattered, did it?” She watched Trent and chuckled when he didn’t answer. “Especially you.”

      The darkness rumbled around them. A boom rolled through the deep space and distorted Trent’s vision, caused the demon in front of him to ripple. A whisper came to him, telling him a sound he’d not heard before. Thrice it spoke, then left.

      Confusion coated his face while he made sense of it. “D’niqa,” he tried saying, then he looked at her. “D’niqa. That’s your name?”

      Her smile left her face, and she recoiled. “What magic?” She raised her voice. “You dare invoke a demon’s vanity?”

      Her fury fueled his own, and Trent tapped authority into his speech. “You will not speak to me as that again. Where have you come from?”

      She huffed. “Those are questions for another lifetime now.”

      Trent pulled the Light to his other hand and joined it to his right. The darkness skewed as gravity contorted around his call. D’niqa looked above them, and in that moment, Trent caught her in the Light’s grasp. “I can arrange that right fucking now.”

      D’niqa only glowered at him, then a dangerous grin spread slowly across her face. “You touch us.” She reached for the Light at her neck, cut a piece away with a claw, and splashed Trent’s magic onto her exposed breasts, where it smoldered against her flesh. Her breathing quickened. “Feel us, Russell.” Another chunk she peeled away and held in front of her, then she suffused it with her own magic. “I press against you with power unlimited.” The Light burned to char in her hand and ashed to the void beneath her.

      What Trent still controlled flared for the abject disgust that raged through him.

      D’niqa laughed as he beheld the power she wielded: the Light damaged her, but it didn’t obliterate her as it had demons of the past. “It’s just a game, dear. You either win or keep playing until you lose.”

      If her armies had the same power—it couldn’t be right, couldn’t happen. One thing became clear: She constituted the only risk here. He couldn’t let her leave.

      “No,” Trent said. “This is over.” He pulled his life’s energy into his call for the Light. The nether disintegrated at his feet. “You. Will. Die. With me.”

      The air wound into a hurricane and whipped the master’s wiry hair around her face. A stupid half-smirk crossed her lips. “No,” she said, but Trent couldn’t hear her for the fiery wind. The nightmare quickly unraveled, but before she disappeared, Trent saw her say, “This world burns.”

      The nether snapped away from him in a tornado of sound and space as the pocket closed, and Trent fell a few feet onto his back underneath a starry night sky.

      “Gods damn it!” Grenn yelled behind him. A thunk beat into the dirt. “Fucking thing doesn’t fucking work.”

      “Grenn,” Trent said, his voice half-knocked out of him. Sweat had covered his body. “What’re ya shoutin about?”

      Heavy steps skidded over soft soil behind him, and a second later, Grenn stared down at him. His gaze flicked over Trent’s face. “I can’t get through to Karhaal.”

      “Goddess.” Trent grunted and raised himself onto his elbows.

      “Buddy, buddy, careful.” Grenn knelt and helped Trent sit up fully. The demon from the night before laid on the ground at Trent’s feet, disquietingly tranquil.

      “I should have stayed at the pub.” Blue runes glowed faintly across Trent’s body.

      “Yeah. Then you couldn’t have saved my ass.”

      Trent chuckled, then laughed full-on for a few breaths—he couldn’t do much else for how ridiculous it all seemed. “Well where’s your hammer? Just hit the damned thing over the head.”

      Grenn’s mouth hung open against the apparent confusion on his face. His armor gleamed in the starlight. “Nice clothes.”

      Trent huffed as he stood. “Answer the question.”

      “What happened in there?” Grenn asked. “Who the hell are you, man?”

      “Nothin good. And no one.” Trent became insistent. “Where’s your hammer?”

      A defensive cover morphed Grenn’s voice. “Goddess, it’s at home. What—what”—he sputtered, unable to form a question. His face pinched. “I was on my way to Cups.”

      “Yeah, I was waitin for ya.” Trent picked up his coat and pulled at his terminal. He ripped the cloth when it caught inside its pocket, then let the jacket fall to the ground. “You’re gonna need to keep it with ya from now on.”

      “I’ll remember that next time,” Grenn said, sarcastic. “Are you gonna answer me?”

      “What haven’t I answered yet?”

      “Everything I’ve asked.”

      “To your satisfaction, you mean.”

      “Right,” Grenn said. He chewed on his lower lip. “But you’re obviously—someone.”

      “Right now, I’m not.”

      “Then—Goddess, man—come on.”

      Trent activated a photography application and framed up the knocked-out demon. The terminal flashed and clicked. He checked the picture, then turned down the flash power. “Listen, the world’s gonna get fucked real quick here in—probably not long.” The next picture developed well, and he zoomed in on a mark on its lower back. “It’s the same gods-damned one,” he added to himself, then hooked the accessory onto his belt.

      “Then I need to get word back to Karhaal of a—a mastered demon in Keep,” said Grenn. His eyes bugged. “In Keep. Goddess, what?”

      Trent walked around the body, inspecting it. He knelt to run his hand over the demon’s hide. The scales across its back threatened to part his mortal flesh. Tacky soot covered his hands. He rubbed his fingers together, smelled them—acrid talc—then cracked his neck against the repugnance that caused his mind to race places he didn’t want it to go. “It’s not just a mastered demon.”

      “So what? Warlocks again?”

      Trent shook his head. “Nothing so lucky.”

      The young Karlian’s mouth hung open. “Fuck.” He nudged the demon’s chest with his foot. “What do we do about this?”

      “What we should have done with them from the start. I’ve been sayin that since I first joined the Order.” Trent pointed at the splotch of red on the demon’s back. “You see that mark?”

      Grenn nodded.

      “I was too distracted by what it reminded me of last night to think anything of it. But now it’s clear. Lesser demons would have gotten this from being mastered during the War. When a group of them gathered, these pieces of hide would form the semblance of a M’kethian symbol.”

      “I’ve only seen those in books,” said Grenn, uncertain fear edging into his voice. “Does that mean this is M’keth?”

      “I don’t know,” Trent said, honest. “But this is an old demon, definitely from the last War. And someone should have done this a long time ago.”

      He aimed his hand at the cur’s head. The beast glowed when the Light hit its hide, and it howled in its slumber, kicked its hind-legs as it resisted the searing luminance. Trent pushed harder, and for the heightened effort, the creature opened its eyes, its flesh a scrabble of burning flesh and Fel. It scrambled and roared before it disappeared suddenly in a cloud of ink.

      Trent caught his breath, momentarily evicted of his strength. What game the gods must play to give the demons such power.

      “That was—easy.” Grenn said.

      “Sure,” said Trent, his chest heaving. “Nothin to it.”

      “Good. ‘Cause so long as, ya know”—

      “No,” Trent said, speaking between breaths. “There’s a new capability within them.”

      The young man frowned. “That was a lot of Light, and it was to kill that.” Vestiges of the demon still hung in the air, ashen and heavy. “Is this the escalation?”

      “Goddess, I hope not,” Trent said, but he knew his hope would fail him. He stood. Nothing sang across his land, everything either silent or absent with the evening’s circumstance. To the north, beyond the hills past the capitol, a darkness hailed from the burnt cliffs thousands of miles from them, still a speck against the invisible bluff of horizon.

      Grenn picked up his tablet. “So what do we do if we can’t get through to leadership?”

      Against the quiet backdrop of the night, Trent asked himself a more basic question: whether he even wanted to get involved as the world approached its next apocalypse. He remembered the height of the last War, how much they’d sacrificed—they might not have enough blood for the next. Another War had given him hope at points through his exile, when during his darkest years he’d stopped calling upon Karli for guidance or wisdom or whatever She kept from him, and he’d turned to the hope of destruction—for all.

      Now his conscience shamed him and implored him to look for answers where he always had. She’d be waiting for him. And if She’s listening, let Her decide for you.

      Trent started for his house. “Who’s the guy running the place now?” He poked at menus on his terminal and navigated to an old database within the Karhaalian infrastructure, then input his credentials. They didn’t work. “Would it be too much to ask that it’s still the Warden? Or Verrusen?”

      “Karhaal? No. No, it’s Manifeld now.”

      “Karles?”

      “Crafted a new title for himself and everything.” Grenn waited for Trent to look at him before he added, “How long have you been away? Pender left a couple years before my trials. And you haven’t heard of the Chamberlain?”

      Trent watched the ground pass underfoot. “How’s he been?”

      “He’s—I mean, what in the hells were we supposed to do, right? The Chamberlain’s done what he can. And there’s the Undertaker, of course. Kingy put her in when he pushed for the union.”

      “Brech pushed for that?” More puzzle pieces—though to a different puzzle. “Fuck. I’ll need to know everything you do. Karhaal—I’ll be—well, you at least—Goddess, what a fucking mess.”

      “Do we need to leave, like, right now?”

      “I can’t.” Dread ebbed into Trent. Not caring over the years now caused his mind trouble and filled the world with as many intangibles as he had unanswered questions.

      “Why?”

      Trent didn’t answer as he walked up side-steps to his porch. A single lamp cast a glow over the sparse and plain furnishings when he walked inside his house. “Sieku.”

      The urlan hung his head from the first room past the living area. “Sir.”

      “Deep-dive about Karhaal and its sister-states.” Trent unbuttoned his shirt. “And check about the scepter meddling with the Order. Use what back-channels you can.”

      “I will,” said Sieku. “And sir.”

      Trent looked toward the hall.

      “It’s sterling you’re still alive.”

      Trent nodded, then spoke to Grenn as he entered his kitchen. “If you want something”—he opened and closed a drawer—“help yourself. I don’t know how long a communal will ever take.”

      “You’re going to meditate?” Grenn asked. “Now?”

      “Yeah.” Trent tried to sound casual, like the answer should have been obvious. He opened a third drawer, found partially burned sticks of incense, and raised one to his nose, sniffing for a mint or one close to it. They all smelled off, but he attributed that to the Fel that clouded his head.

      A dull glow crept onto the carpet from Sieku’s monitors. Trent walked past his room, heading for a door at the hall’s end.

      “Are you undercover or something?” Grenn said. “Will Karhaal know who you are?”

      Trent stopped at the back door. “I’ll answer all the questions you have, Grenn. But I’m already ahead of myself, and I don’t want to get more so.” He looked back at the young man and nodded. “In time.”

      “Just include me in this. I can help.” He at least seemed earnest.

      Trent rested his hand on the door. “You will.”

      Grenn set his jaw. He looked like he almost spoke before he sighed and turned. His hands found their places on his hips as he paced away.

      Trent turned fully toward the back door and closed his eyes. He held his right hand in front of his face and drew it down his body and away from himself, invoking the holy check. The door opened.
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      The room he entered held a miraculous silence, one so distinct that his footsteps pealed like hail. A metal bowl waited on a table, silhouetted by a lone window at the room’s far end. Pale light from the moon painted the desk and a square-cut of floor around it, scoring a stage on which the night’s mentor could tutor its student. Trent lit the stick of incense, held it on its end, and waited for it to balance in the shallow basin.

      When it did, he backed away and left the essence to stand by itself. So often before, he’d prayed to whomever listened to form the fume into an answer for his mind’s query. Now, as smoke floated against the night, he knelt in the room’s center, closed his eyes, and calmed his mind. Mint permeated the air and penetrated the Fel that hung in his throat. His heartbeat slowed in his ears, and time passed while he breathed.

      “The incense,” Jeom had said to him a few days after he joined the Order, “balances you as you balance it. If your surety of its composure wavers, then so has your surety in yourself.” His own stick had stayed upright, even while he taught. “Meditative practices test our resolve—not whether we can focus well enough, but whether we believe we can undertake our work when so much is unknown.”

      During drinks years later, just before M’keth raided his first city in Rutanbia far to the south, Jeom told Trent, “It’s like trying to see the backside of a one-sided strip,” when Trent had insinuated doubt that his practice had yielded any results. “Impossible to reach but always worth chasing—an ideal I want students to strive for. To think you fail is the only result worth achieving, for success is the only true end to any endeavor. Even if success is but an illusion”—

      Trent had hated the idea. There existed an idealized version of the practice that allowed the practitioner to receive wisdom from outside themselves, but the start of the War had curtailed his pursuit of the method.

      “The best answers come from within ourselves,” Jeom had said. “Glance into the looking glass all you want, until you do so to find and see only yourself, you can never see anything else.”

      That felt so long ago.

      “Russell,” a voice said.

      Trent held his pense. “Events must be truly dire for Her to send you.” He opened his eyes. Smoke caressed the ghostly form of his old Master, who leaned against the desk, garbed in ornamental robes.

      “I thought you’d be more impressed,” said Jeom. He looked the same as when Trent last saw him—during a quiet conversation the night of his Long Walk. Dark wiry hair slicked backward on his head, and his beard looked as closely shorn as it always had.

      Trent kept his voice even. “All this time, after all my prayer, you show up now.”

      “You know why. I had no say in how and when.” Jeom’s face clouded and resolved, then he sat on a chair made of fume. “As always, I will grant you one question.”

      Trent gave an apprentice’s token response: “I have none.”

      “Good. Then listen.” Jeom rubbed his chin and thought for a dozen seconds, then cleared his throat. “I’m not sure I ever told you the story of soloing my way across the Corlane Channel. It didn’t happen the way many told it.

      “Karhaal had just started hard-training recruits a generation before mine. They assured us we wouldn’t need it, but time was time to start preparing for the next invasion. Only something like seven percent of Karlians ever get trained the way we did, and those us who do get rather a head our shoulders—as you know.” He stared off and sighed. “Goddess, we thought we were unstoppable. ‘Made of Karhaalian steel,’ my lot often said.

      “We ended up on Aisilmapua after we’d passed our trials. There’s a desolate city about eight-hundred miles south of Zri Lidn, pressed right up against the mountains. Karhaal commissioned it after the War before Towers, I think, as a place to stage war games. We stayed there for months, practicing contingencies and trying to keep the damn buildings from falling over on us in between. Your class never made it there, of course. The timing put you about five months out when the War began. Consider yourselves lucky: outside of War, it’s the closest you can get to hell on Coroth. But after we finished, Karhaal gave us time for relaxation.” He bumped his eyebrows at Trent. “You know.

      “So I’m a week deep in the first freedom I’ve had in years. I should have felt fantastic, and I did for a few days. But this nagging feeling that I’d never get to use any of my training consumed me, bit after bit, until I got the idea in my head, looking out my window one night in the leeward city of Panalinda, to swim across that channel. Prayer had told me the Goddess put me here for a divine reason, but I got a burr under my ass, couldn’t wait for that, wanted to prove who I was now. And, you know, nothing simple: I couldn’t just swim across the narrowest part and end up in Alvilmedo. No, I had to head out from the island’s southern tip, keep south of Niiauwa, and eventually end up in the Karhaadin Badlands. That’s the deal I made.

      “One of the dumbest parts is no one called me stupid for wanting to try—some even called me brave, that I should put so much faith in my ability and Karli.” Jeom puffed. “My friend said to me, and he spoke honestly as far as I’m concerned, ‘Goddess, Jeom, even now I can’t see how any of us could possibly live up to you.’ Couldn’t back out then.

      “So after the first day, when I’d lost sight of the shores behind me, I made sure to keep Kuikyopi to my back and just swam. I’d stop to float and eat, to let the sun beat against my face. It felt good to get away, just me, the world, and the sea. The water stretched away forever, endless blue, and I lost myself for the strokes. When my shoulders burned, I’d kick harder; when my chest tightened, I’d take deeper breaths; and when I ran fresh of resolve, I’d close my eyes and pray. It took months.” He smiled. “At least that’s what I told people.

      “I’ve never revealed this to anyone. Costs me nothing now, of course, plus it helps me prove my point. After four and a half weeks, I ran out of food and got bored. A few days of eating surface-fish starts to bother the stomach, mine at least. Had one of those fancy straws for water, but it got grimy after a while. And creature comforts were—sparse—out there, I’m sure it’s not hard to imagine. So I made a little raft out of Light, and propelled myself toward those distant shores I’d promised. Might as well have been blowing Light out my ass at that point, but the Goddess didn’t strike me down, so onward I went.

      “Not far from the Karhaadin shore, when little more than a green line shone on the horizon, it was like I suddenly understood everything, and the world exploded in a mass of color and comprehension. As I neared the sands, I crossed a barrier of sorts, and a skyline materialized from nothing. Great pieces of stone rose from the dirt and stretched toward the heavens, stacked atop one another until they pierced the great sky.

      “When I landed, women aplenty flocked to me with grapes, slices of pineapple, agave, and mango, seared meat pulled red from its bone. And the nectar—oh, the nectar—sweeter than licking honey off a woman’s breasts. Gifts, entertainment, women, they provided, and I didn’t even have to ask for it. Might as well have been their king. I asked myself why no one had ever told me about this place, and I surmised that those who knew wanted to keep it a secret.” Jeom whispered what he said next: “Because it was a damn good secret.

      “They taught me a strange game they played with their feet where they tried to get a ball into another team’s net—kind of like Liscerring, except completely different. I fell in love with a woman there”—he scratched his right ear against his shoulder—“started to, at least. It was all so real. Even now, I can see the trees disappear into the fog up a mountainside, feel the breeze off the southern waters, hear the children play their games. They’re perhaps the best memories I have.”

      Trent waited while Jeom silently reminisced.

      A perturbed timbre contorted Jeom’s voice when next he spoke. “It was a lie, and this time not one of my own making. I was high—as fuck. There’s a reason they call that place the Badlands and why the ancient Karlians eventually left permanently. If you read the archaic texts—if you even can; I had to have a Leynar translate them for me—Karlians would leave the Badlands for a couple months every year. No one knew why, and no one found out because only those of Karli’s sacred chosen could step foot within its borders. But a plant grows there, something more like a weed than anything, incredibly invasive, likes to climb, and when it can’t, it just grows in little shrubs. Its flowers are beautiful, without a doubt, their petals like blue milk sheened on metal. Went back there a few years later, out of season that time.

      “You see, Russell, when I started my journey across the channel, had I held up my end of the deal, I would have missed that plant’s blooming season. My inability to look past me nearly killed the same. When they found my body, I was nothing more than a starved husk of who I’d been, which is what they expected—my friends thought I’d been swimming for the past few months. So I let them fill in the blanks, and my journey across the channel became legend.

      “The Goddess taught me an important lesson, one I never forgot.” He sighed. “Then eventually the War came, and that was the only time in my life I never grew bored. It’s where I was meant to be, and as morbid as it sounds, I’m glad I’m not living in its aftermath. And that leads to my question for you.”

      Trent said nothing, kept his face plain.

      “What the fuck is the matter with you? I made my peace, did what needed done, and when the world tripped, hung on the edge of ruin at the War’s end—total chaos—they looked to you. And what did you do?” Jeom’s form wavered. “You left. To become a pumpkin farmer. What?” He stood and paced in front of Trent. “I thought I’d left the world in capable hands, and then you—I counseled the Goddess to strike you down. So many times.”

      “She didn’t.”

      “Course not. She said your exile suited you fine.”

      “You agree with Her?”

      “No, but”—

      “Then don’t act like you’re telling me anything I haven’t already heard from my mind’s version of you.” Trent raised his eyebrows. “Despite death, you’ve managed to haunt me.”

      Jeom rounded on him. “I hope your whole life has haunted you.”

      Trent waited. Jeom threw up a hand, enticing his apprentice to go on.

      “Karli was right,” said Trent, “as always, as expected. Nothing took away the pain of losing Lillie—nothing could. I know that now.”

      Jeom stopped, and his demeanor shifted. “I saw. The gods’ power is limitless, but even they must obey their own rules. It could invalidate everything if they don’t.”

      “The gods will do as They please. But Jeom, Lillie’s alive. After all this time, I’ve seen her, felt her touch against my face. I know I will hold her again in the gods’ light.”

      The incense’s smoke poured into Jeom like a siphon while he walked back and forth across the room. “Russell—gods. I’m sorry for what’s happened to you, but you know how important our work is—how important our mission is. Yet in the afterlife, all you’ve done is defied any expectations I place upon you.”

      “I’m sorry I disappointed you.” Trent meant it beyond the words he said.

      “Disappointed me?” Jeom glowered at him. “Hardly. Even in my graduated wisdom, with all the counsel I now have at my disposal, I couldn’t see what Karli had planned—what any of Them had planned. The Goddess saw what you would do, and your departure fulfilled events as they had to. The world is bigger than any notion I once held—can’t wrap my head around it even now. More than you, me, anybody.” He raised a finger. “But the individual, that’s where magic happens, where the gods’ pageantry becomes art instead of science.

      “And that venerable note boils our counsel down to a single question, the same one I asked of myself as I recovered my strength after my little stint. Where do you go from here?”

      Trent didn’t move, didn’t insinuate he had an idea. Variables stood too large for him to form an answer. “I don’t really want to do anything.”

      “Only because it’s what you’ve done for so long.” Jeom tutted. “But that wouldn’t have been the case twenty years ago. This is War. Try again.”

      “The world’s gotten on fine without me. I’ve been exiled so long, it’s gotten used to my absence. I have other matters that need tended.” He paused. “And I’ll be honest: I don’t want part in another War.”

      “The Order has never stopped looking for you. Their position to the world is of you being alive, but they’ve fractured over it since you left. Karli’s thought the whole affair rather amusing.” Jeom evaporated and reappeared on the room’s other side. Shadows that hung low from the ceiling obscured his face. “But that’s not good enough.”

      “If this ends with you telling me to go, then just be out with it.”

      “I’m not going to. You need to figure that out for yourself.”

      Trent parsed through his next answers, trying to find a bearing for what might be right, and as he did, most of his thoughts caused him dread. But one also made him angry—one that would bring his abashment to head. “I’m needed in Karhaal.”

      Jeom didn’t respond.

      “Nobody’s prepared for the demonic might we now face, and if D’niqa is any indication”—Trent cut himself off. “This may be our end anyway.”

      “Karli’s detected it. So have I. For them to come back so quickly can only mean one thing: Escalation, and a mighty one at that. But there are anomalies. To say it concerns me would be an understatement.”

      Trent misliked the hells out of that. “It doesn’t have to be me, then. To go to Karhaal, I mean.”

      “Yes,” Jeom said, weighing his words, “and no.”

      “There are other priorities,” Trent said. “Abstractions that others can’t know of. I’m worried the bureaucracy will slow me down. If I could send Grenn”—

      “Follow your conscience, whatever that means.”

      The difference between what is simple and what is right, for rarely do the two converge. “Goddess, why won’t You give me Your counsel.”

      “Because She doesn’t have to. The Council won’t allow Her to interfere. Doing so would invalidate the project.” Jeom lowered his voice and spoke to himself: “But the agents are already in the field.”

      Trent stayed quiet for a few minutes. Jeom strode before him, muttering to himself and laughing at intermissions in his self-talk.

      Even if he recalled all Karlians—he surmised he’d do that regardless of his intended presence at Karhaal—Trent didn’t know what opposition he’d face within the halls, whether anyone would even believe what he told them. If the circumstance arose, what would he need to go the War alone? The removal of his enchantment, his secret-kept, and to vitiate the demons’ new power, they might finally need what the ancient Karlians had sealed away so long ago in—“The Tomb, I’ll need what’s inside.”

      Jeom stopped. “Perhaps. Can you still reach it?”

      In his mind’s eye, Trent made it half way, to a cliff that overlooked a tranquil valley, but his journey clouded in obfuscation over the contract with his secret-keeper. He knew he must seek it, and therefore he must seek her. Where she went, though—as good as anyone’s guess. As he settled on his plan, he thought of the words his wife had told him. “Lillie told me to fulfill my Call.”

      “Did she? In the nether?”

      “Yeah.” Almost no one else—not even Karli Herself—might have convinced to go back to his old life, but the day’s circumstance had thrown him into this hole and quickly left him with nowhere else to go. Perhaps he should head to Karhaal. A recall would honor-bind him anyway, and it would be a good place to start—better than most. “My Call takes me to Karhaal.” Dim regret and resignation scoured across his mind. “First thing.”

      “You will do what you must, as you always have,” Jeom said. He leaned against the desk. “At that, my time here is almost over.”

      Trent saw the incense through him, its embers burned almost at its quick.

      “One question,” said Jeom.

      “Shoot.” Trent couldn’t help but smile against Jeom’s pale gaze. He considered all that had happened, particularly about Lillie in the passabridge and the master he’d just faced in the nether. “I have none.”

      Jeom stayed quiet a moment, then stepped toward him and knelt. The piece of glass that should have rested solitarily in the desk’s drawer laid instead on Jeom’s palm. “I can’t tell you what’s right and wrong.” His voice wavered, as did the incense. “I’m dead. The livings’ world has no purpose or place for me. But I am counsel when sought, and though I won’t always appear when called, when your time becomes most saturated with need”—

      A tiny dint stamped through the room, and Trent opened his eyes. Morning’s twilight had replaced the night. He exhaled against the numbing silence and caught his breath. Despite his dis-ease at what he intended to do, his spirit had lightened. Words from The Word of Karli sprouted from his mind: True freedom can only come when one has no other choice. For it is in the jeopardy of bondage that our greatest desires make themselves manifest.

      And Jeom had finally shown up. The old Master hadn’t before—Because I’d have needed it then. Trent knew, and he wondered if that had been the point of his exile: irony upon irony until everything strange looked normal.

      The tattoo on the inside of his arm itched, still cold to his touch when he ran his pointer over it. You better be right, old friend. In the serenity of his meditation room, Trent called the Light and traced over the rune, unsure if he still held the authority he once did. But at its apex, the rune lit a luminant gold and warmed against his skin.

      “What the fuck?” Grenn said from the door’s other side.

      Trent stood and looked at the piece of glass in his hand. Already his mind surged to find the Leynar, but she could be anywhere—dead even. If that became his reality, the secret would die with her, and Trent would truly be lost. He squeezed the monocle in his fist before he pocketed it. “Sieku,” he said as he opened his back door. “Prepare for my departure.”

      “Where for, sir?”

      “Arnin, first thing. Afterward depends on how well a meeting with the king goes.” Trent walked into his washroom and rifled through its drawers.

      “Trent,” Grenn said, his voice laced with uncertainty, “did your rune light up?”

      “It did,” said Trent as he headed for a dresser in the corner of his living room. He pulled the drawers open in turn, hauling out pants and socks and linen shirts, all of which he tossed aside. “We’ll both be heading to Karhaal. Sieku, the Grand Master’s recalled us.”

      “How wonderful for you, sir.” Sarcasm clung to the urlan’s voice.

      “Grand Master?” Grenn said. “He’s—he’s alive, then?” Food wrappers lay crinkled on the coffee table in front of him.

      “Apparently. Sieku, I still need results for those queries.”

      “I’m on it, sir,” Sieku said, annoyed. “It’s not like I can find this stuff with a search engine.”

      “First thing, Sieku.” Trent had tucked a desk away in the corner of his dining room. Old pens and several dozen paper tablets rested on one corner. Its drawer, though full of old receipts and unfiled invoices, didn’t turn up his search, even when he scraped his nails at its back edges.

      “What are you looking for?” asked Grenn.

      “Shit,” said Sieku.

      Trent stopped. “You haven’t sworn in years, Sieku.”

      “Forgive my piety, sir.” Sieku cleared his throat. “But there’s a string of hits coming up suddenly for Hollowman.”

      “Hollowman,” Grenn said. “Like, Russell Hollowman?”

      “Who’s looking?” asked Trent.

      “I don’t know,” Sieku said. “Officially, their signal’s coming from across the channels, but”—he hung on the syllable for a second and a half while he typed—“unofficially, it looks like it’s coming out of Tanvarn.”

      “Tanvarn!” Grenn said, like it gave them all the answers they needed.

      Trent frowned. “Find out who that is.”

      “The Russell Hollowman, though?” Grenn’s face folded in thought. “I guess that makes sense. Who else could institute a recall?”

      “Might be a coincidence,” said Trent, then he called to his urlan. “Have they found him?”

      Sieku typed for seven seconds. “The intelligence seems intent on doing so. In a way. But right now, it’s just going around in circles.”

      “Do what you can to fend them off. At least give us enough time to leave.”

      “Is that where we’re heading?” Grenn asked. “To find Hollowman? Do you know where he is?”

      “Among other things.” Trent poked around in drawers in a cabinet by his entryway. “We’ll get to him first, regardless.” He headed for a small book shelf next to the kitchen and pawed through papers on a ledge. “Goddess damn it, where’s my locker key?”

      “Where you left it, sir,” his urlan said.

      “Sure thing, smart-ass. How about a real answer.”

      Sieku sighed and a second later came from his room. His body emitted a series of clinks, and from the left side of his chest, he pulled a silver disc from where a human’s collar bone would have been. He held the piece—more of a gear—on his left palm. “Safe keeping, like you told me.”

      Trent looked at him from under his brow, then huffed, remembering—had to have been eleven or twelve years before. The world accelerated around him when he took hold of the coin, and a pang of regret loosened his gut. “I’m sorry you won’t be coming with us.”

      “Don’t be, sir. Someone has to keep this place running.”

      Trent shook his head. “I don’t know what I would have done—Goddess alive. The last two decades without you.”

      “The times were trying and unrewarding. As promised.”

      Trent stared into the urlan’s eyes, then nodded. “I’ll see ya when I see ya.”

      “Ha.” Sieku headed for his room. “Hopefully not too long at that. Without your magic touch, I have to wonder how the harvests will fair.”

      “Do what you can.” Trent turned to Grenn. “You ready?”

      A lack of surety sculpted Grenn’s face. “O—kay.”

      Trent headed for the backdoor.

      “And watch out for serrens,” Sieku said as Trent walked past his room.

      Grenn followed. “What went on back here?”

      “Dunno what ya mean.” Trent depressed the latch, and the door slid into the wall. Outside, the sun had slid into the eastern sky. “Did you sleep while you waited?” He caught the door before it shut fully. “Oh, and Sieku, find my journal entries. I can’t remember where they’re archived.”

      “Wonderful, sir.”

      “I tried to stay awake,” Grenn said as the door closed behind them. “Sieku’s not one for conversation.”

      “It’s fine, you’re gonna need it.” A mechanization crawled on eight legs across a field to their left. Its body hung over the row it tended, spraying a mist at the dark soil. Sprouts had barely poked through the ground. “Time is against us—will be from this point forward.” He looked at Grenn, a certain friend in a world that had become so suddenly uncertain. “About what happened in the nether”—

      Grenn watched him, his brow furrowed while he listened.

      —“it’s a new master. Made o’ something different. Never seen anything like her before.”

      “Her?”

      Trent nodded. “The bitch could touch it—the Light, I mean. I don’t think she could use it, and it still hurt her, but she could withstand it. Infuse it with darkness and taint it.”

      “Goddess. That’s—that’s fucked. What can we do?”

      “I need a meeting with his Majesty, and then we move on to Karhaal. Getting there’ll be easy enough. I just hope it doesn’t take too long to get past it.”

      “Karhaal.” Grenn nodded. “Yeah. And Keep’ll be fine without an emissary?”

      “Sure. That little guy last night is the only one I’ve seen in months. And I don’t think she’ll be sending more here.”

      “What makes you think”—

      “A feeling,” Trent said. He slowed. His exchange with D’niqa played through his mind. “She asked me if I recognized her. I didn’t, before you ask, but it’s unnerving. There’s more to it, to her, and there was something else there—somethin I’m not seeing.” But what? Who? “It’s gonna get people killed.”

      “You fought in the last War. To even have survived makes you—a legend. Surely others will answer Hollowman’s call. We can beat this again. Ancient Leynar, Karlians, we haven’t lost a War yet. There’s no reason to think this one’ll do us in.”

      “Don’t put stock in our old achievements. They don’t matter much anymore, especially with what we already know.”

      “We?” said Grenn. He stopped ten meters from the barn. “Trent, help me here. We can’t walk into Karhaal and expect them to just believe us. I know you’re part of the old guard, but”—he frowned—“Goddess, I wish I had more time.”

      “Grenn, with this face”—Trent gestured to his own—“no one would accept I am who I say. That’s why I’ve got agenda past Karhaal, however murky that is right now. We’ve got to take it one serren’s nest at a time, but first, I can’t leave ‘til I get what I need”—he pointed to the barn—“out of there.”

      The doors slid on well oiled tracks. “We can get your hammer on our way to Arnin,” Trent added as he stepped inside. Steel cylinders, the largest of them twenty-five meters across, served as hyperbaric and stasis chambers for his harvests. Displays on them showed several reports: temperature, oxygen density, humidity, current volume. One of the freezers read good for seventy-two more years. Trent’s mind parsed through mental checklists that no longer served him. “You have any affairs you need to tie up?”

      “Personal or official?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” They turned a corner toward a dead-end.

      “A few things.”

      “You can settle them while I’m at Arnin, then.” Trent wiped the wall at the aisle’s end. Smooth metal stretched all the way across its face. He stepped back and looked it over.

      “Are you contemplating something?” asked Grenn.

      “Piss off. It’s been a while since I set this up. The slot”—he opened a panel on a terminal behind them. “Ah.” A slit appeared between a red knob and a keypad, and Trent pushed the metal disc Sieku had given him into it. To his left, the metal depressurized and parted, and a door slid into the wall. He ducked into a passage that lit while he descended its stairs. Grenn followed. At the bottom, a plain door waited, unadorned. Trent pushed a button on its face to slide it away.

      Inside, a cylindrical room gleamed as though lit by day, as dustless as when he’d last sealed it. In an apse to his right, a sheened suit of armor waited, pristine and enameled and covered in glyphs. A war hammer rested on pegs to his left, its head half as tall as a man. Trent said a short prayer to himself, quoting the words of their holy book: “Karli’i limi fon terrik e seti fonuh traanc, en yarm beji,” asking the Light for strength—serenity if nothing else.

      He ran his thumb over a few symbols he’d inscribed into his chest piece. One rune he’d empowered for each greater demon destroyed by his own hand; the potential within those demons’ own souls had incised the armor. An ‘L’ right at the chest’s center reminded him of the night another Karlian had woken him and told him of the attack on the west coast of High Promise in Ieson. Their sister-chapter near Redater had already sustained heavy losses staving the demon invasion there. Jeom had advised them to prepare, despite their efforts, for the incursion to breach farther north. They’d fought like hell when it finally did.

      “Fight like heaven,” he remembered a girl from his year had told him. A rune from the battle where she died blazed high on the plate’s left shoulder.

      Regret threatened to consume him, not of his shirked duty, but of the twenty years he’d stolen for himself and of the world returning to the cusp of annihilation in that time. Those who’d died didn’t have the luxury of dodging the promise they’d made.

      The gravity of what he’d done hadn’t occurred to him until years later. The War had made a different time, and by its end, the Council at Karhaal wanted the most decorated of them to fill the Grand Master’s vacancy. Karli Herself had made it so. The Grand Master didn’t wear ceremonial armor or wield a special weapon; the title only proved, for Trent at least, that he had killed more than anyone, nothing else.

      He had changed, but the armor, what it meant, remained the same, untouched by time’s hard passage. Regardless of whether he felt worthy, I now must obey my Call—the words he’d said after he’d passed his trials. The answer sounded so plain now, so simple: do what others expect of him and make his peace with it later.

      “Is this your hammer?” asked Grenn.

      “Whose would it be if not mine?” Trent pulled on a pair of gauntlets that looked more like gloves before he stepped into a pair of leggings that folded around his thighs and calves and twisted shut.

      “It’s impeccable. Looks better than mine.”

      Trent hefted the chest piece from its support and turned it around to slink his arms through their holes.

      Grenn watched him. “You still haven’t answered everything, Trent.”

      “Ya wouldn’t have believed me until now—when I can prove it.” The chest piece unfolded onto his arms and joined the gauntlets. “You asked me who I am”—a back panel twisted into place and closed—“and if I was undercover.” From the pedestal at the room’s center, he picked up his copy of The Word of Karli and linked it to his belt. “I’m not here by duty or a sacred search. There’s nothing noble in what I’ve done. No one knows I’m here, and at that, most are probably sure I’m dead.”

      The weight of Trent’s admittance hung in the air. He stopped next to his hammer and gripped its handle. When he raised it from its place, the runes on his armor and weapon lit pale blue.

      He turned the weapon over and let the head drop to ground, where it landed with a forceful deng. “My name is Russell Hollowman, Grand Master of the Karlian Order and Defender of the Light on Coroth.” Trent held his hand in front of his face, his fingers straight as a blade, then he pulled them to his chest and away from himself. “And I made a vow to protect her until my dying breath.”
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      “I know I’m not on the itinerary today,” Trent said, pinching the bridge of his nose. Over the shoulder of the guard to whom he spoke, Arnin’s gate admitted its daily transit. The midwinter day had turned warm enough for sweat to bead on his brow. His hammer rested on the ground next to him.

      The gate attendant had requested two guards come out to see to the “… pumpkin farmer,” he’d said, “asking to see the king without an appointment.”

      “The king’s indisposed for the course of the day,” said the senior of the two guards, a captain. She stood almost as tall as Trent and spoke with trained authority. “If you’re not on the schedule, you must come back later and-or take it up with your superior.” A bus on the street next to them sounded its horn and slotted into gear to move. Its exhaust messed with the coif of pixie-cut blonde hair on the captain’s head.

      “I’ve told you as I told him”—Trent gestured to the man working gate access—“I have one superior, and She doesn’t take calls. Gives them, actually. You’re doing your jobs, I understand, but trust me that the king will see me. This can’t wait.”

      The captain looked at him the way Rejin had the day before. Her eyes glowed, lined with enrichments that substituted for wearables, and she harbored a troubled look as her eyes darted around him. “And I’m telling you as he told you,” she said after half a dozen seconds. “The king has appointments scheduled all day. He’s already attending to an unanticipated arrival this morning.”

      “What’s that?” Trent asked, honestly interested.

      “Something about catching dragon poachers,” said the other guard. “Call themselves the Werebats or somethin”—

      “It’s not important for Mr. Geno to know the specifics,” the captain said, scowling at the other guard, her voice keen. “Suffice with what we’ve already said. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do for you.”

      “Goddess alive,” said Trent. He hung his head backwards. The monoliths within the castle hung above him, and he lamented that close by, the most powerful man in the world needed to hear what others didn’t deem worthy of his ear. “There’s an easy way to settle this.” He pulled a sigil in the shape of a boar’s head off the spine of his copy of The Word of Karli. “Do this one thing for me, and if it doesn’t work, I’ll leave, no question.”

      “I don’t think”—

      “Take this to his Majesty”—Trent held up the sigil—“and tell him, ‘An empty twilight beckons.’” He looked at the guard from under his brow. “Can you do that?”

      The captain glared at him while she considered. Her gaze flicked between Trent’s face and what he held.

      “Think you can manage the words? Too complicated for ya?”

      Her expression blanked. “You don’t have to be an asshole.”

      When she tried to snatch the sigil from his hand, Trent held on and made sure the woman saw his face, which he kept devoid of any emotion, before he let go. “Can’t help it sometimes.”

      The captain put the trinket in a pouch that hung from her shoulder. Before she turned, she said, “That armor’s rather obnoxious, by the way,” then she ducked into a postern, through which she and the other guard had arrived.

      “She’s good,” said Trent.

      The other guard let out a quick exhalation.

      “Nice day, at least.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      They stood for minutes in relative silence, save for transient tourists, who eyed Trent with relative interest, and passing cars and transport, some of which pulled into the queue in front of Arnin. Trent hoped that one of them would hold Grenn as a passenger, though he doubted the younger man would arrive any time soon. He’d hardly stopped his truck before Grenn stepped off the cabin forty-five minutes from the castle.

      The young Karlian had questioned him the entire ride—no challenge, just genuine inquiry. Trent hadn’t minded, not with how ardent Grenn had become after he saw Trent’s true self through the monocle. He’d told Grenn in digest about his years in exile, how he’d started the search for his wife as Master of the Order but couldn’t handle juggling his search and his duty.

      “Since Peacetime Masters rarely do any real work,” Trent had said, “I felt all right leaving. Believe me, I’ve felt remiss in that, especially after what you’ve told me of the king and the Priests.” It hadn’t been a casual vacancy, but Grenn didn’t need the details or the logic of his mind’s inner workings. Pumpkin farming had given him perfect cover and opportunity for travel. “Just told ‘em I was takin pumpkins over to Yarnle yonder or down to Befienne or wherever, and they let me go.”

      Only at one point did Grenn quiet, when Trent said, “The last time I traveled was to Bohrzhan just after the Warlock uprising about five years ago.”

      “I passed my trials about a year before,” said Grenn. “That was my first big assignment.”

      “Huh. We might have seen each other if I’d gotten over there in time, but they wouldn’t clear travel for me until the uprising ended, despite my insistence. Goddess, I can’t even imagine—like a mini-War or something.”

      Grenn nodded, chewing the inside of his cheek. “Something like that.”

      Already the last twenty years almost felt like a delusion. His last connection to it, he’d sent home as soon as he stepped off its cabin.

      The guard reached up to his ear. “Gods, you don’t have to yell.” His brow furrowed. “Slow down.” He waited. “Who, this guy?” The man looked at Trent. “You’re the one who kept him here. Really? His hammer too?” A moment passed. “First thing.” He lowered his hand. “Come with me,” he said to Trent, then he headed for the service entrance.

      Trent picked up his hammer and followed. They ducked through a tunnel that passed through Arnin’s perimeter wall and came out the other side in the shadow of the Yarnle building.

      “The king’s not at the Estates presently,” said the guard. “Dealing with the poaching matter.” They walked around the dark building to a corner, at which a plain door with no handle closed almost seamlessly into the wall. A group of reporters and photographers stood further on, their attention trained toward the main entrance. Drone cameras floated over them.

      The guard pulled a flap on his gloved hand and swiped it past a black nub near the door’s right seam. A fraction of a second later, the door slid into the wall, and he stepped aside. “After you,” he said, then followed Trent inside and retook the lead. “We’ll be using a service elevator—to avoid the main floors and centrality of business.”

      “Don’t want me to cause a disturbance,” Trent said. His hammer hung over his shoulder, and he stood half-a-head taller than the man who led him. “I understand.”

      The elevator climbed, and while it did, Trent felt the guard’s gaze upon him. When he returned his own, the man stood face-forward until he finally said, “Wanted to be a Karlian, meself. Mum wouldn’t let me, though.”

      That’s not really how it works, Trent wanted to say. “Probably a good thing,” he told the guard instead. “Heard they just got recalled.”

      “Really? Is that why you’re here?”

      Trent considered. “Yeah.”

      “Must be somethin”—the door opened. The captain waited for them.

      “Apologies for the inconvenience, Mr. Geno,” she said as Trent stepped off the elevator. “His Majesty will see you. Follow me, please.” She turned down the hallway. The other guard followed, too. “Return to your post, lieutenant.”

      The lieutenant’s posture fell, but he followed her order.

      Unlike Mazim, the international building’s interior looked plain, its halls a muted brown. Paintings and adornments hung on the walls and rested on pedestals through its halls—notably a brass bust of his Majesty’s however-many-greats uncle, a plaque under which read, ‘Founder of the Monarchy and Binder of Corothian Soil, King Unily, First of His Name, of House Breseway,’ and an abstract tapestry that didn’t look like anything, though keepers had kept it clean and vibrant. Trent’s feet skidded over maroon carpet in the otherwise unperturbed silence.

      After two right corners, then a left, they came to a door that opened for the captain, then she stood aside. Across the hall from her, a portrait of a man with a mane of brown hair, who wore armor that looked identical to Trent’s, stood amongst a collection of shadows, his silhouette ablaze. Underneath the portrait, a long nameplate read: ‘Grand Master of the Karlian Order, Defender of the Light on Coroth, Russell Hollowman.’

      Trent passed the captain, set his hammer on the smooth stone floor inside the room, and turned to face her. “Do you have my sigil?”

      The captain shook her head. “I gave it to his Majesty as you requested, and he held onto it. I’m sure he’ll have it for you.” She raised her right hand to her ear. “He’ll be here presently.” She left Trent alone, and the door through which he’d entered shut.

      A row of paintings of past monarchs hung across the room’s long wall. Below each portrait, a writer had etched an achievement, one that matched the room’s theme: The One World Room. As each monarch had added to the empire, so too read their effort in doing so.

      Trent stopped in front of one where a handsome woman stared at the viewer, her mouth set into a thin line as severe as her cheekbones and the widow’s peak in her hairline. The text under her portrait read, ‘Her Majesty, Lord of Trumvist and Rokhshah, ruler of Yarnle during her reign, Queen Nadalie, Third of Her Name, first of House Breseway to claim land on the continent of Borliee.’

      Behind him, a table ran the chamber’s length, two dozen chairs on either side. Here now, Trent didn’t feel as nervous as he thought he would.

      The door at the room’s other end opened.

      “I don’t care what they say they did,” Brech said, stopping halfway inside the door. He wore a blue button-up and pressed jeans. “Those people aren’t heroes, and the fact our guards allowed them into Arnin without official license should land them and our ‘hunters’ in jail.”

      “They expect a reward, your Majesty,” a lady with a tight accent said, out of sight.

      Brech raised his voice. “Those fuckers can suffice that I’m not holding them in contempt. They break the law and expect a reward for it? No one is outside of it. The Werebats are bandits, and as abhorrent as the people they caught are, we can’t honor those who take care of such matters by their own hands.”

      “I think they were praying on your fondness of dragons, your Majesty,” the woman said, her voice even.

      “Right you are. Issue a statement through the press chancellor. I want them out of Arnin immediately.”

      “At once, and at your service.”

      The king stood in the doorway as the woman’s footsteps echoed away, then he turned, and the door closed behind him. A wry smile spread across his lips when he saw Trent. He stepped toward the window, where he pulled a tiny bottle of amber liquid from the drawer of a lamp-stand and drained it, holding the nozzle between his teeth.

      Trent didn’t react.

      Brech wiped his mouth with his fingers and stifled a laugh when he eyed Trent again. “So what is this? Did you become a Karlian over night?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s a costume,” his Majesty suggested. He pulled another bottle from the drawer, pocketed it, then walked around the table. “Must say, that armor is—ornate. How long have you been working on it?”

      Trent shrugged. “All my life, I suppose.”

      The king laughed. “Should have worn it yesterday, then. Denard would have loved it. Could have made a huge spectacle—more than it already was.”

      “I didn’t need it yesterday.”

      “And you do now? Saw you talking with him last night.” Brech squinted his eyes and cast a sidelong glance. “Then you ducked out.”

      “Should I have stopped and thanked you for the invitation, your Majesty?”

      Brech’s face blanked. “Why are you here? Trent, it’s one thing when the scepter calls upon your service and grants you a royal audience, but to presume my time is”—he shook his head and huffed—“nothing short of disrespect, especially—like this.”

      “I mean none,” said Trent. “Your Majesty, there’s no easy way for me to say what I need to, so I’ll be straightforward with you.” He had to stop himself from laughing at how ridiculous it sounded in his head. “I am Grand Master of the Karlian Order. Last night, I found out about the next demon invasion of Coroth, and I came here to make you aware of my need for”—he swallowed—“for your service.”

      The king’s face creased with resent. He templed his hands in front of his chest and ambled away. “If this is a joke, it’s unappreciated.”

      “Understood, your Majesty. It’s not.”

      “Then step out of that ridiculous armor,” Brech said, his voice a lashing vine. “You’ve no right to stand in it.”

      “Brech”—

      “Do not presume!” his Majesty shouted, wheeling around. “Make no presumption of our relationship. You will address me by the title the gods have bequeathed me by birthright. Do not pretend to be someone of the highest order—you border dangerously on contempt. I promise you, I’ll make the Chamberlain aware of your trespass, and then the Order can sort you out. I’m finished here.” He walked away.

      “Stop,” Trent said, more forceful than he’d wished. “Stand where you are.”

      The king stilled. “Do you pretend to give me an order?” He turned, his face twisted in malice, and he raised a finger to his right temple.

      Trent put forth a hand. The armor at his thigh folded apart when he reached for his pocket, from which he pulled the monocle Jeom had given him. “You speak of birthright. The Goddess Herself has anointed me.” Brech caught the glass when Trent tossed it to him. “Gaze upon me and see my true self, old friend.”

      Hostility spread across his Majesty’s face as he looked between the monocle to Trent. “When my guards arrive, they will take you into custody. And when I see only you”—he raised the monocle to his left eye—“I”—

      Trent stepped out of his leggings and set his breastplate on the table next to him. He stood before the king in his slacks and undershirt from the night before. The runes across his body still glowed a faint white-blue, and to his right hand, he called a beam of Light.

      Brech lowered the monocle and looked at Trent before he raised it again to his face. “What sorcery have you put me under?”

      “None. There’s no magic in that glass. My secret-keeper herself melted it.”

      The king raised the curio to his eye again, and his expression dissolved. “I don’t understand. H—Why?”

      Trent stepped forward and let go of the Light. “In days of need, when complete becomes the ring, the king becomes the master”—

      “And the master, king,” said Brech.

      “My actions are gross, both in number and reason, all of them shameful. Twenty years I took to work them out for myself—almost enough time for the world to fall again. That looking glass is the only proof I can offer, apart from my word and my service.”

      Brech’s hand fell to his side. “I’m sorry, give me a moment.” He breathed. “The world—it just echoed around me like it did when my father’s chief secretary told me I’d become king. This, unlike then, however, is—something of an answer to prayer.”

      “I understand it’ll take time to process,” Trent said, “but time is something we’re desperately short on now.”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “Last night, after the party.” Trent removed his gauntlets and tucked them under his arms, then held out his hands.

      “Gods. That can’t mean”—

      “More and worse. The demons’ master herself pulled me into the nether.”

      Alarm shot across Brech’s face. “Her?” He sounded excited. “You mean this isn’t M’keth?”

      Trent shook his head. “Someone far deadlier, I think. I’ve recalled all Karlians to Karhaal to discuss our next course of action, if anything. But Brech”—he paused. She can manipulate the Light, he wanted to say. It can still hurt them, but hardly as it did. “This is a new machine we face this time.”

      “Gods.” After a silence, Brech went on. “It feels like just a few years ago we got past the last War. I know it’s not the worst one Coroth ever faced, but it’s the worst one I ever did—that we ever did. Back then, though, you were off being—gods—Russell Hollowman while I sat safely at Arnin.” The king chuckled and looked through the monocle a last time before he tossed it back to Trent. “If I’d known who you were—who you are.” He paused. “I should have bowed to you. Titles and”—

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Trent. “Now’s not the time.”

      Behind Brech, the door opened, and two guards stormed inside. “Your Majesty,” one of them said. He saw Trent’s hands, drew his weapon—a sword hilt that he turned on a joint to transform it into a firearm—and stepped between his Majesty and the Master.

      “Stop,” the king said and held up his hand. At his command the guards ceased all movement. “I’m no longer in need of your presence.” The guards dropped their postures. “Rather a misunderstanding. Gentlemen, we stand before a hero, one who doesn’t deserve the treatment he’s received.” He winked at Trent. “For sortie blows the windy gale.”

      “Your Majesty,” the one between Trent and Brech said. He twisted his weapon back into a hilt, and the other guard and he left.

      “As the father, so too the son,” said Trent when their audience had become private again.

      Brech laughed. “I hope not. But Trent—Russ—there’s every reason the Order chose you, why Karli chose you. I don’t have to know why you’ve done what you’ve done. Those words I used for Denard last night were more than just bluster—almost nothing happens by sheer chance. I’d hoped beyond hope something like this would happen, and now the gods have made it so.”

      The king paused for a few seconds, perhaps to marshal his thoughts. “You fought off the demons once, stood alongside Master Jeom, and we’ll win again.” His Majesty spoke so easily while he moseyed away. “I’ve had our scientists working on a special project, of sorts. It’s the reason I pushed so hard for the formation of the Priesthood”—he looked at Trent—“in case you didn’t know. I’ve refused to work with this Chamberlain fellow, but the Undertaker, she’s another matter. When the time calls, the Castle Arnin should have a stake in the fight this time—a meaningful stake alongside Karhaal.”

      “We’ll have to have a chat about that sometime.” Trent wanted past this, and with the king amenable, they could small-talk later.

      “I’m sure we will. But what can I do now?”

      “I need a portal to Karhaal for a start. And a royal rune ring—one that grants unlimited passage.”

      Brech sighed. “Damn. One for two. Believe me if it were within my power to get you directly to Karhaal, I would, but the dragons have made a mess of everything. I don’t know how close our Tower will be able to get you. But a rune ring?” He pulled a band off his left hand and tossed the piece of platinum to Trent. “Loads more where that came from.”

      Trent turned the ring over and looked at its face. A dragon’s head blazed across it, to its left, a ‘K,’ on its right, an ‘L.’

      “All this time,” said Brech. “My pumpkin farmer.”

      “Didn’t set out be. The gods are just funny that way sometimes.”

      Brech shook his head. “The gods are never funny. Almost always they hang bait in front of the royal caste with which we can do nothing. But not this time.”

      “Then let us be ahead of this.”

      “Yes.” The king hesitated then nodded. “Yes.”

      Trent re-equipped his armor, and they left. They headed for a different bank of elevators than the ones Trent had used to ascend the building.

      “We can get to the Estate underground,” the king said. “I’ll get a taxi for you down in distributions.” A lift stood open for them. Brech worked while the elevator moved, tapping at spots in the air in front of him. After twenty seconds, their descent slowed, then the lift propelled laterally. Trent leaned on his hammer to balance himself.

      “Just confirmed,” Brech said. “The closest Tower we can get you to is in Munsrow, but you need to leave—almost immediately. The ash storm’s causing too many problems. Gods, it’s big this year.” He looked to a corner of the carriage. “Guess we know why now.”

      Munsrow, Trent thought. It’s a start.

      A quick ascent finished their ride. “A Leynar will escort you to the Tower from the garages,” said the king as they exited the lift. The foyer’s glass ceiling hung overhead. “Doubt you’ll want to use the front entrance. They’re still dealing with the fallout from last night. Apart from that”—he sighed. “I wish—gods, I wish I could do more.”

      “You can. One way the enemy will sow discord is through misinformation. Her agents”—Trent thought of the dirty woman, how she’d looked human—“could be anywhere, even now. Get word about what I’ve told you out as soon as you can.”

      “I will. I’ll hold a briefing this afternoon, even.” Brech swiped the air. His eyes darted between points in front of him.

      People moved around them while they stood in collective silence for a quarter-minute. Most bowed to the king as they passed, but a few missed his presence for the Karlian next to him.

      Chrissa came around the corner from the private elevator banks in a long skirt of burgundy and a copper blouse that draped to her hips. Befuddlement coated her face when she saw Trent.

      “Old friend,” Brech said, “unfortunately, I have other matters to which I must attend.”

      “Sure.”

      They gripped each other’s forearms in a symbolic gesture that spoke of the special accord between Karhaal’s Grand Master and Coroth’s Majesty. The king turned toward the elevators.

      “Your Majesty,” Trent said, glad that he’d remembered. “My sigil, if you would.”

      The king reached into his pocket and tossed the trinket to Trent, who rolled the boar’s head in his fingers before snapping it back onto his codex.

      Brech bowed. “Good luck, Grand Master.”

      “May the Light illuminate your path.” Trent’s tongue hardly folded the words correctly as Brech left him.

      Chrissa bowed to the king when he strutted past her. Trent saw her say, “Your Majesty,” before she slinked toward him. “Fancy seeing you here again,” she said once near. “Ya look good for a farmer.”

      “Things change,” said Trent.

      “Apparently.” Chrissa stepped near enough to whisper. “A Karlian, though? Seriously? Is this about the queen?”

      Trent shook his head. “There’s more to it than I thought. I’m not sure how Pinny fits into it. Or if she even does.”

      “Then why are ya here?”

      “Needed to meet with the king.”

      “For what?”

      “I think his Majesty will make a statement sometime today. Don’t know when exactly.”

      Chrissa frowned. “I don’t get to hear it from you?”

      Trent shook his head. “I think it’s best if you hear it from the king. Like everyone else.”

      She gestured uncaring. “So what—you’re off to be a hero?”

      Trent had told her something similar to convince her to help him months before. He returned her amused look. “Tell Therrance what you know, what I’ve told you. Haven’t had a chance to speak with him.”

      “Kay.” She smirked. A glint of sunlight reflected off the enrichment in her left eye.

      “What?” Trent said. “I know that look. It means trouble.”

      “Told ya there was more to ya, remember?”

      “You’re smart. Things’ll get on fine here.” He leaned toward her. “But do try to keep tabs on her Grace. I don’t think she’s evil. But misguided—probably.”

      “And she’s a fucking cunt.”

      “Shh,” Trent said, eyeing those who passed by. He couldn’t stop himself from laughing. “Don’t say shit like that here. And if that’s the worst you’ve got to worry about, thank the gods every day for it.”

      Chrissa giggled. “When’s the next time you think you’ll be in Keep?”

      “Dunno.” Trent tried to think of what to say to her, but everything that came to him—You were a big help, Keep your head down, Something-something-we had fun didn’t we?—sounded either reductive, trite, or both. He leaned down to kiss her cheek, but she turned her head just before his lips met her face, and they kissed. Too many things ran through Trent’s mind—the way her skin smelled of cinnamon, how her nose fit a little too well next to his, how soft her lips felt, how soft they’d always felt—for him to react, and before he could, they parted.

      Chrissa at least had the grace to blush against that trouble-smile that spread across her lips. “Thought I was being cool, but I regretted not doin that last night.”

      Trent puffed. “Right. Hold the place together while I’m gone.”

      Chrissa’s smile turned crooked, like it had when she found something particularly droll. “Yeah. I fuckin run this place.” Trent watched her wander across the foyer, where she disappeared into a descending stairwell.

      At the lift to distributions, he had only to show the servicemen the ring he’d hung on a tie around his waist guard. A transport waited for him when he walked into the garages-proper, where a warm breeze caressed his face from the bowels of Arnin. He looked around for Therrance, who he didn’t find, before he neared the vehicle.

      “Mr. Geno, I presume,” the driver said from under a handlebar mustache as Trent climbed aboard. His pageboy haircut framed his young face with gray hair. “They told me a big feller in fancy armor needed a ride.”

      “I do,” Trent said. He sat. “Think you can get me Karhaal?”

      “Bit tricky in this rig,” the Leynar said, tapping the console as they pulled away. “But I’m sure the Tower can fix you right up. Better hurry, though, if you’re headin north.”

      Trent thanked the driver when he stepped off the taxi at a side-entrance to the Tower, where he only half-expected to find Grenn waiting for him. But the young man apparently hadn’t arrived yet, so he pulled his terminal from his belt and tapped a message to Sieku while he waited, alone. ‘How’s market?’

      Fourteen seconds later, he received a response: ‘Thirty-seven percent stock move. Regular buyers agreeable to price inflation.’ Not bad, Trent couldn’t help but think, especially for midwinter.

      But that thought served a life that now quickly faded to nonentity, and his mind pulled against itself. Understand, a thought said, but Trent couldn’t discern his mind’s query.

      He picked the stone Lillie had given to him from his pocket and rolled it between his hands. Grenn had asked about it during the ride north. “Pretty thing, huh?” Trent had said—all he had said about it. When his mind had spare time, his thoughts turned to it, what it meant, but as he stared into its facets, as though he could somehow divine from it like a seer’s ball, it only showed him a point of orange that stuttered through a sea of black.

      Vehicles filtered past for eleven minutes. Trent had almost headed for gate access, worried they might not have let the young Karlian through, when one finally pulled up with Grenn inside. In the back seat, a brunette sat on Grenn’s lap, wrapped around him like how serrens often cling to each other in times of fright, kissing him as though the young man provided her a sole source of oxygen. Grenn held her just as close, his arms folded around her bared waist, and his hands wandered across her skin. He opened his eyes when the urlan-driver spoke at him, and from a pouch on his belt, Grenn pulled a few coins, a flash of platinum among them. The cabbie looked at the pieces Grenn handed to him, shrugged, and turned to wait.

      A minute and half later, Grenn pushed the girl onto the seat next to him. “I know,” Trent watched him say. The pilot retracted the shield, and Grenn stood and grabbed his mace. “But I’ve gotta go,” came the young man’s voice.

      The young woman held onto his hand, looking to him with madcap need as he stepped off the stage. She knelt to bring her face level with his, laid a hand around Grenn’s neck, and whispered against his lips.

      Grenn spoke in kind, then stepped away. “Write me.”

      “You’re the one who’s going,” she said, her face and voice colored by regret. “You write me.”

      Grenn only laughed as the pilot raised the cabin’s shields.

      “I thought you had somethin important to do,” Trent said while they watched the cab pull away.

      “Did you see that girl?” Grenn said as he waved. “You’re gonna tell me she’s not important?” The young woman peered through the car’s back window. “I thought I had enough time to say goodbye to them all, but she—she was the best.”

      “How patrician of you,” Trent said. The cab turned out of sight. “Do you forget her name now or only after you’ve slept?”

      “Ha-ha.” Grenn pulled his gauntlets on. “There are some things that don’t require the contrivance of names, and passion is one of them.” They headed inside the Tower. “How was your meeting with Kingy?”

      “Reacted as expected. Believed me easier than you did, even.”

      Grenn huffed. “Excuse me if the past year-and-change took a second to revise.”

      “Nothin’s changed.” They approached a desk, behind which an attendant sat. Her auburn hair hung in a ponytail, and her robe’s neckline plunged to below her naval. “You just know who I am now.”

      “You speak so easily,” said Grenn, “but perception is everything.”

      Trent reached for the rune ring. “The king wanted to believe I am who I say. He’s bit of a fan, actually.”

      Before Trent had a chance to show her the ring, the attendant said, “Mr. Geno, Mr. Abernathy, please allow me to thank for your service to the scepter. His Majesty made us aware of your imminent arrival. A portal awaits you at stall fifty-three.”

      Grenn spoke before Trent could. “Thanks, Kirstren.”

      “You’re welcome, Grenn,” she said, beaming a straight-toothed grin.

      “Thank you, miss,” said Trent. He started toward the Tower center but stopped when he noticed Grenn not with him. The younger Karlian had leaned over Kirstren’s desk and quietly spoke to her.

      The young woman blushed and hid half her face behind her right hand. “I’ll tell her.”

      Grenn tucked a strand of hair behind her left ear and said, “Thanks again,” before he rejoined Trent.

      Goddess alive, Trent thought, another one.

      As they walked through the Tower’s outer hall, the portaler who’d served him the night before headed the opposite way. Trent nodded to him as they passed each other. The man paused in silent recognition, nonplussed.

      Grenn continued their conversation. “How can you say nothing’s changed, though? Already more shit’s happened in the last day than I reckoned would happen in my lifetime.”

      “Course things have changed,” Trent said. “But not me.”

      They entered stall fifty-three through its back door. The Portal Master had just finished sweeping Ley dust off the portal’s leeward side in final preparation for their travel. Through the opening, a woman stood behind a podium, her heavily-lined eyes half-closed as her fingers swiped over a screen in front of her. A cloak fully enwrapped her body.

      The Leynar turned when he heard them enter. “Gentlemen,” he said, then cocked his head in surprise. “Mr. Geno. I didn’t expect to see you here again so soon.”

      “Something came up,” said Trent.

      “I imagine. Barely going to make it, I think.”

      “You used a portal last night?” asked Grenn. “Were you at the party?”

      “Yeah,” Trent said. “Awful thing.”

      “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “A few other things have been on my mind, Grenn.”

      “So you weren’t dressed up like that for Madge or whatever?”

      “Why would I dress up for Madge?”

      “I figured you liked her.”

      “No. I was trying to set you two up.”

      “Why would I need set up—especially with someone like her? She’s not even my type.”

      Trent scoffed. “Ah, right, your type. Smart, witty, ambitious—those aren’t character traits you go for. I’ll keep that in mind next time.”

      “Ambitious—please”—

      “Gentlemen,” the Portal Master said and tapped on his watch. In his hands, he held a notebook and pen, making notes. “There is a bit of need for haste.”

      “Indeed,” said Trent, a little annoyed with his counterpart, who looked on the edge of speaking but remained quiet.

      “I was surprised when the scepter informed us of need for two by portal,” the Leynar said. “I thought the king might be going somewhere. And so close to the edge of the ash storm.” He pulled a ribbon into place, closed the journal, and checked his watch. “Officially, thirteen-twenty-four to Munsrow. If you would, please, before they lose service.”

      Grenn walked through. He turned, saying, “I’m not going for anything right now, by the way.”

      “Thanks for clearin that up,” Trent said as he stepped through.

      Leynar Towers all had the same architecture due to necessary synchronicity, but the furnishings differed from place to place. Grass had replaced the stone floor of Arnin’s tower, and wildflowers bloomed underfoot. Tree boughs grew in place of walls, and Trent could see through gaps between them to other stalls and to the building’s ticketing lines. Bees hopped from blossom to bud, playing their song against the birds that flitted between branches above them.

      “Thirteen-twenty-four from Arnin,” the attendant said in a bored drawl. She made a mark in the notebook next to her screen, then looked at them from between sheets of raven hair that framed her face. “Please head to the access gate marked on your portpass.”

      “Don’t have one,” Trent said.

      Her expression didn’t change. “Oh right. You must be the—arrivals—that got put onto our docket on such short notice. I’ll be honest, I don’t know what to do”—

      “Excellent work, Katerine,” a man said, hurrying into the stall. “Oh, thank the gods, you’ve ensured their safe arrival.”

      Katerine’s eyebrows stretched toward her bangs, and she returned her attention to her tablet.

      “Forgive the apparent lack of buzz,” said the Leynar, his voice an excited baritone. “We’re quite a busy tower normally, but”—he checked his watch—“yes, I think you’re the last ones getting through here before the storm messes up our lines completely.” He hurried toward them to shake Grenn’s hand, then Trent’s. “I am this tower’s Portal Master—Ranold, at your service. And my goodness, you’re the fanciest recipients we’ve had in a while—not counting last night, of course.” Ranold headed toward the end of the stall. Trent and Grenn followed.

      Daisies and violets and bushes of strawberries grew across the Tower’s main floor. Gardens of vine climbed the walls and stretched across the ceiling to hang over the hedges that made the cordons for the Tower’s ticketing lines. Tree branches hung over the halls they passed through, low enough to graze their heads. Blue-and-yellow magnolias bloomed upon them.

      “I can’t tell you how dramatic it was to have the bustle of so many dignitaries coming through our little shack here. All to do with the dragons—oh, and what a wonderful time of year they make it. Soon the little guys’ll be fledging, and our emissaries will go meet the new Host at midsummer. You know”—he looked over his shoulder at them—“I’ve heard her Grace will attend the Apposition this year.”

      “Fascinating,” said Grenn, though it sounded like he thought differently.

      The Leynar smiled. “Indeed.” The spring in his voice abated. “But this is the worst storm I’ve seen in—must be fifty years, outside War-times. The last time it got this bad, we had to set up stopgap waypoints in forests.” He chuckled and swept his arms in front of him. “Imagine, just out there in the middle of nowhere. Hopefully it won’t come to that this time, or in the least that we can stay out of Crowe’s Weald.” Ranold led them around a corner to the stables and turned toward them. He went on, backpedaling. “Anyway, gentlemen. The scepter made us aware of your need for haste, and I assure you we have granted you our finest. Lorithena and Raverord, at your service.”

      Behind him, a pair of beasts waited, saddled and loaded.

      “Albunes?” Grenn said. “Why don’t we have a car?”

      The Leynar stopped, aghast. “Apologies if they’re not to your liking, sir. His Majesty himself commissioned their use, insisted they’d be more reliable than a vehicle. I agree with him, of course. Believe you me”—he leaned toward Grenn and lowered his voice—“you don’t want to get caught in an ash storm with a dead automobile. You are aware why the dragons buffet the ash, I presume.”

      “To cause problems? I’ve honestly never had to worry about it.”

      “Pray you never do,” Ranold said, imploring. “Being hunted by a dragon is—torturous.” His gaze turned distant for a few seconds before it returned to Grenn. “I’d imagine, at least.”

      “These’ll be fine,” Trent said. He walked toward the one on the left. Its eyes glowed an electric orange, and its fur sheened the color of fine chocolate.

      “More than fine, I can assure you.” Ranold said. He trotted to the other, her hide dappled soft pink and black. “Have you ever ridden one before?”

      “Used to own one, back during the War. Always a pleasure.”

      Ranold nodded. “I’d imagine if you were active during War-times, you’d have had to. The dragons, bless them, kicked up so much ash back then, visibility couldn’t have been more than”—he shrugged—“ten kilometers, I’d say, even crossing the Green Sea.”

      “Less at its worst,” said Trent.

      Grenn stopped next to Ranold, who petted the black-and-pink albune across its neck. “I haven’t had said pleasure.”

      “Just like riding a cassowary,” said Ranold. “Except these have four legs.”

      “Never ridden one of those, either.” Grenn reached out. The albune pulled her face away. A basso growl emanated from her throat; otherwise, she remained still.

      “Hope you don’t mind.” Ranold swatted a bag on the albune’s right side. “You’re transporting some freight that’s been here for weeks—at the scepter’s discretion, of course. About, uh, five-hundred pounds a side, I’d guess. Practically nothing for them, though. Can tow several-dozen times their weight easily. Up to a hundred on some. The strongest I’ve ever seen pulled almost twice that for fifty kilometers.”

      “Sounds great,” said Grenn.

      Trent read the mislike on the young man’s face. “And even with that weight, wicked fast,” he said. “Should reach Karhaal late tomorrow morning, and that’s if we stop and rest tonight.” He reached up to lash his hammer across his albune’s right side.

      “Indeed,” Ranold said, then he muttered to the beast. “Did you hear the nice man? Such a good girl, aren’t you, Thena?” He pressed his head against hers. “You’ll make your way back home, don’t you worry. Serve anyone well, should you come into their service.”

      The albune rubbed her head against Ranold’s and huffed.

      “Keep Rav safe.” The Leynar sighed, then he spoke to Trent and Grenn. “I guess you won’t need riding cloaks, seeing as you have your armor. My gentlemen, please let me know if there’s any other way I can assist you.”

      “Ya can,” said Trent. “I’m trying to find someone who used to work here.”

      The Portal Master’s face pinched with remorse. “Not sure how much help I’d be on that. I’ve been here a while, but I must say I’m not good with names and faces. I’m sure one of our attendants at the front desk could more readily help.” He gestured toward the Tower-end of the stable. “Just around the corner there.”

      “Sure.” Trent headed that way.

      “So how do I get on this thing?” Grenn asked of Ranold before Trent turned the corner.

      The lines for the ticketing agents had emptied before they arrived, but a sparse few remained open in the main atrium. One agent, a lanky Leynar with a head of pink hair, spoke to the man at the front of his line, his voice dulled: “There are no more outbound portals from this Tower until we can reestablish connections. I’m sure the attendant made you aware of that walking in here.”

      “This happens every year,” the man said. “How are you not prepared for it?”

      “We are, sir. Operations will continue in a few days. The initial front always has latent energy coursing through it. This is normal.”

      “Look, I need back in”—

      Trent rounded the corner and arrived at the front entrance foyer. Its cordoned line, too, stood mostly deserted. A dark-haired woman, who’d pulled her hair into a bun that hung low on the back of her head, sat in front of a terminal behind a long desk. She jumped when she saw Trent.

      “Oh,” she said and minimized what she had on her screen. She wrapped her cloak around her body. “Can I help you, sir?” Her face had flushed.

      “Ranold told me you could help me find someone who used to work here.”

      “I might be able to.” She tapped her screen. A search bar appeared. “Their name, please.”

      “Went by Kendra. Drander.”

      She input the query, then raised her left hand to her chin as her gaze moved down the screen. “Kendra. Kendra. White hair?” The girl pointed at a picture.

      Even if Kendra had colored her hair, the woman on the screen looked nothing like her. Trent shook his head.

      “All right.” The attendant swiped through more results.

      “Wait,” Trent said. He gestured for her to scroll back up until the picture he’d recognized came back on screen. “There, that’s her.”

      “Oh.” The young woman raised her eyebrows. “That Kendra. I remember her. Gods, she’s beautiful.”

      “Some said.”

      “I definitely understand why you’re trying to find her.” She put her hands together. “But it says here Kendra left seventeen years ago.”

      Trent licked his lips. “Doesn’t say where she lives?”

      The Leynar moved through other applications. “It doesn’t. Anywhere. But her stipends go to a bank in”—she consulted the screen—“Yrelnat.” She squinted her eyes. “I’m not sure I shoulda told you that. But I doubt she even lives there anyway.”

      Course, Trent thought. “Just on the off-chance, does it say anything about Tanvarn?” The witch Grenn had talked about could be anybody, but someone had searched from him from that city. “I’m heading there,” he added when the Leynar questioned him with a glance.

      Boxes of information zipped across the monitor. She shook her head. “Nothing. Ya think that’s where she is? I could put in a word with the Tower there and ask around.”

      “Nothin like that. Probably using an alias anyway. Thanks for your help.”

      “Is there anything else I can help you with today, sir?” She shrugged. “It’s—a slow day.”

      Trent checked either way and leaned over the counter. Though Russell Hollowman didn’t partake in the tales of the Tower, Trent Geno might as well if it could serve his purpose. “Heard any good rumors?”

      “That armor you and your friend are wearing, that’s already churning some gossip. Something happening at Karhaal?”

      Trent exhaled and tapped the counter in front of him. “You have no idea.”

      The Leynar cast a side-long look at him, her face playfully neutral. Trent bumped his brow at her before he walked back the way he’d come.

      “Can I rent an albune?” the man asked, still speaking with the ticketing agent.

      “Our stable is empty, sir. I’m sorry.”

      “But, gods, I need back”—

      “Grand Master, really?” Ranold said. He turned toward Trent when he entered the stables. Grenn sat atop Lorithena and had retracted the left arm of his armor. The albune stepped in place while they waited.

      “I hope you found what you were looking for,” said Ranold.

      “Your Leynars have been helpful,” said Trent. He walked past Ranold and hopped onto Raverord’s back.

      A strange connection forged between rider and albune once mounted, one that Trent remembered from the War. Albunes had served the only means of reliable transportation apart from nether transport—something Leynars had uncovered in old texts from the War of the Bridges. Karhaal and High Tower had forbidden it in solidarity with Arnin at the last’s end. Trent had never liked it anyway.

      “Telepathy,” the quartermaster at Karhaal had told him when they’d first purchased albunes from breeders. “Symbiotic domestication, kinda like with hounds. They let us into their minds, and we keep them safe.” Trent had left his in the care of Karhaal’s stablemaster when he left. He wondered if she’d still be there. Or if Karhaal even still had the same stablemaster.

      He thought to head for the stable’s open end, and Raverord understood. Grenn followed them into the afternoon sun, under which rolling fields spread in every direction. Every few miles across the countryside, a lone house pocked the green, and from the northeast a breeze carried the stale scent of long-burned dust.

      “Gentlemen,” Ranold said, his silvery-white robes rippling in the midwinter air. “It was my pleasure to serve you, and I hope I can again.”

      “I pray you get to,” said Trent. He tapped a switch on his neck. A mask unfolded from behind his head and curved over his face. Grenn nodded to equip his own, then they shot northward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean?” Kendra asked. She finished taping the end of a bandage she’d wound around her hand, then resettled her gaze on Reight.

      “There’s an agent on the other side of the search.” Reight stood at the end of the hallway that connected the sitting room to the bedrooms along the back of the house. “They seem aware of my intent to find Hollowman and are—active—in their anti-probe.”

      “Gods damn it.” Kendra tossed the rest of the bandage roll into the aid-kit that laid open on the floor. “Can you get through to the guy who’s blocking you?”

      “No, ma’am, I haven’t been able to,” Reight said, his voice awash with irritation. “He’s not responding.”

      “Keep trying.”

      “Of course, ma’am.” The urlan headed for a back room.

      Kendra called after him: “And if you get through, call for me. First thing, Reight.” She waited for her urlan to respond, and when he didn’t, she leaned back in her chair.

      The evening sun shined through her front window. Its rays caught in the air, unable to reach the stone floor. She watched people pass by outside, hoping any one of them would be her old friend, that he would seek her and serendipitously find her expecting him. But regret washed through her. If he lived, he had only one reason to want to find her. Still, her desperate mind folded around the idea that their needs would somehow become mutual.

      She thought of the time before, when she’d convinced herself his loss would stem itself in a year, maybe two, and she’d be there at its end, waiting to pluck what she could from the grasp of his grief. But that time never came, and her inadequacy had driven her away. He’d told her to keep in contact—told her to keep in contact—then he didn’t look for her after she left. So she too stopped keeping up with him, and they lost contact altogether. The last she’d heard, he’d moved to Keep, but even if he still lived there, trying to find him in the world’s capital bordered on hopeless.

      Kendra picked at a nail while she stared at the screen that spanned half the wall over her hearth. Lines spread across its face; a few near its lower-left corner flashed black. Gods, how tedious. Not even her trade could distract her right now.

      Her cooler’s contents made a sparse dinner—A snack, whatever. Lunch meat, deli spread, half a pecan pie. No bread for a sandwich. She poured the crumbs from a bag of chips over it all. Her plate served as a blunt reminder of her dependence on commerce with the townspeople, and she wondered where her self-reliance had hidden itself through the years.

      Nothing in or out until we find him, she remembered saying to Reight the night before, when she’d sealed the house.

      But Reight had told her, “Coming from a woman who eats more take-out than anyone I know, yes, this should be easy.” He’d walked into his room and kept to himself through the night. Kendra had stayed up late, knowing Reight would find Hollowman before she fell asleep, that she’d be able to tell Russ what she needed to. If nothing else, the Grand Master could have loosened the knot that had tightened in her stomach since the day before.

      The hell gate came to her mind again, the immensity of its power, and she looked toward her front door again, almost expecting it to rattle. She picked at the food on her plate, mainly the chip-covered pie. The dirty woman flashed in front of her, a pale face in the darkness. Sulfur and smoke still filled her head, sour enough to turn her stomach. Her heart raced, and she dropped the piece of meat she held in her fingers. She didn’t want this. No one wanted this. All her hope pulled at what might be impossible.

      If she couldn’t find him, she’d have to tell someone what she’d seen, but no one would want to believe a gumshoe living on the edges of society. She could see it now: ‘Sensationalist sleuth seeks spotlight in scandalous slander of the scepter’s strength.’ Or something similar.

      Kendra picked at a piece of food stuck between her molars with her tongue while her mind stalled. She didn’t know how to—what to—

      “Ma’am,” Reight said in her ear, “This—thing—wants to speak with you.”

      “Put it through.”

      “… I’m aware of who you are already,” another voice said, “now put me through to your master.”

      “Speaking.”

      “Excellent,” said the other. He spoke with a paced clip. “I might suggest you get your urlan some protocol classes. Bit of a tongue on him.”

      “Who are you?” Kendra asked.

      “Ah, please excuse the rudeness, ma’am, as I assure you mine is incidental. My name is Sieku, and I have a special interest in your urlan’s, and therefore your, search.”

      “The fuck why?”

      “It specifically coincides with a parameter my master, for reasons of his own, wanted no one making progress on until a point in time he saw fit.”

      “Who are they?” Kendra said, trying to mask the urgency in her voice. “Your master.”

      “Trent Geno.”

      Russ hadn’t called himself that before. “May I speak with him?”

      “He’s currently unavailable.”

      “Doing what?” Desperate angst molded her voice.

      The line remained silent for two seconds. “He’s in transit, ma’am.”

      “To where?”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      “Can’t or won’t? What can you tell me, then, if anything?” Though she had made the jump already, she wanted to hear the urlan’s answer. “And what in the hells does he have to do with Hollowman?”

      “Mr. Geno has not made me privy to that. I offer my sincerest apologies for any inconveniences this has caused or causes you.”

      “Mr. Geno. That’s what he calls himself now?”

      “That’s what he’s always called himself, as far as I’m aware. And his departure from Keep triggered some relaxations in my securities. You may now continue your search for—Hollowman—unhindered.”

      “Reight, do you have his location?”

      “I do, ma’am,” her urlan said. “Wasn’t too far of a logical leap.”

      “I’m—I’m not trying to cloak my location anymore,” Sieku said. “Your urlan isn’t as impressive”—

      “Adjust,” said Reight, his voice overpowering the call. “You’re in Adjust, motherfucker, and that’s where my signal kept getting blocked. I know you know where Hollowman is, and if I have to get into your infrastructure myself, I swear to you with the gods as my wit”—

      “Ah,” said Sieku. The line silenced a few seconds. “That’s unfortunate. He seems to have cut out.”

      “Gods damn it!” Reight shouted from the other room.

      “If you know where Trent Geno is,” said Kendra, “and Trent is who I think he is, you know who and where Hollowman is. If he’s left Keep, I need to know where he’s heading.”

      “Ma’am, those are analytical escalations I’m not willing to make,” said Sieku. “I’ve told you what I called to tell you. May the Light illuminate your path.”

      Kendra hung her head, breathed for what felt like the first time all day, and slumped over the bar as the call terminated. If nothing else, the stagnant hope that Russ had left to find her pushed through her gloom, perhaps under a divine omen if not just stupid chance. He lived.

      Of course he’s still alive, she thought. You would know if something happened.

      A pile of turnips behind her settled, and a few tumbled down the pile’s slope onto the floor. One rolled and tapped against her bare foot.

      “Ma’am,” Reight said from the other room, his voice suffused with ire. “You should see this.”

      In his room, Reight had crawled up a wall, where he sat on a mounted perch made of reclaimed wood. He slumped so his head wouldn’t hit the ceiling, and his feet dangled in the air below him. He’d tuned his main monitor in to a press forum. A royal seal hung behind an otherwise empty stage.

      “What is this?” Kendra asked.

      “Don’t know. Arnin Locality said it was important, and I’m too—bothered—to keep working right now anyway.”

      “Citizens,” a woman said. “Thank you for tuning in to this unscheduled broadcast.”

      “Here she goes again,” said Reight.

      “We appreciate you taking time out of your day”—

      “That’s different.” The urlan watched, his face unreadable in the dark room.

      “The scepter has asked that local stations replay this announcement for the rest of the night. It will preempt any other program. We apologize for the inconvenience.” The voice paused for five seconds. “And now, at his leisure, His Majesty, Leader of the United Peoples, the King.”

      Russ had left Keep, and now the king walked from stage right to address the world. Kendra’s mind connected the parts before he spoke.

      His Majesty settled himself at centerstage and templed his hands. “Ladies, gentlemen, thank you for joining me this evening for this unscheduled statement. Someone of Authority has recently made me aware of grisly happenings in our world, and I feel it’s my responsibility to share those with you now.”

      Kendra watched while the king explained, her mind racing ahead of what he said.
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      Trent swung his hammer over his head. The tail ignited and blasted its heft at Grenn, who grunted when the blow stuck his greave. The young Karlian stumbled to his right and regained his balance, but Trent sped toward him and bunted him to the ground.

      “You’re slow.” Trent set his hammer on Grenn’s chest. “There’s no excuse for it.”

      Grenn panted under the weight. “Maybe,” he said in between breaths as he pushed at Trent’s weapon, “if you’d give me warning before you attacked”—

      “Think demons are so kind?” Trent waited for an answer Grenn didn’t give, then lifted his mace from the young man’s chest. “Again.”

      Grenn pounded the ground with both fists and stood in a fluid motion. He picked up his mace and spun it around his neck and arms. Trent watched with marginal interest. Karhaal had trained such showmanship out of his generation, and he hoped Grenn wouldn’t prove a necessary indication of his own. Apparently satisfied, Grenn caught his hammer in two fists and charged.

      Trent stood by. Seconds passed before the younger Karlian reached him, and when he did, Trent dodged and formed his attack as before. Grenn ended up on his back the same. “I beat you. Why?”

      Grenn pushed against Trent’s hammer. “Don’t—know.”

      “Yes, you do.” Trent lifted his weapon and turned.

      Grenn sat up for the eighth time. Their skirmish had begun as a simple conversation two-hundred miles before they stopped and set up camp in a clearing on the northeastern edge of Ovilsby Forest. They’d kept to the country, riding past the mesas of New Winstone and through the prairies of the Thirian Plains—vast stretches of grass where so many species of plant grew that flower-doctors of old hadn’t been able to catalogue them all.

      Raverord had been grateful for the stop. Twice older than Lorithena and proud of it, the albune still knew his limits. They’d come nowhere close to them, but his age had given him a want for comfort, and any burden weighed quickly on his nerves. The beasts had groomed themselves and cleaned their paws before they’d spun and warmed a spot of brown grass. Just a hundred yards to the southeast, an immense lake—though hardly a puddle compared to the loch down in South Borliee—steamed for the night’s cool. Great elk grazed on its other side miles from them. This far north, the glade-trees stood naked and still, their vigor welled away against the cold for another couple months.

      “So what is it?” Grenn asked. “Your hammer?”

      Trent shook his head. “Uniquity is just a hammer. I could fight you without it.”

      “Then you being Grand Master. Jeom was majesty in combat. Does Karli give you—I don’t know—powers?”

      “Nothing so esoteric, Grenn. My title doesn’t give me special abilities. I have no more to work with than you do.”

      “Then why won’t you just tell me? If I have it already, tell me how to unlock it—so we can move on from this exercise.”

      “Because figuring somethin out for your damn self is a lot more important than just being told.” Despite their relationship, Trent felt a sliver of enmity for the young man. “You’re the one who wanted to see what this was like. We can stop whenever you want.”

      “Then just—just give me a second.”

      Trent waited while Grenn stared at the ground, and as the seconds passed, the young man’s animus melted to antipathy.

      “Like you said, then, fight me without your hammer.” Grenn stood. “Let me see if I can even hit you.”

      “Sure.” Trent let go of his weapon’s handle.

      Grenn spun his mace once over his hand and charged. Quicker than before, he closed the distance between them in less than a second and ran past Trent, who sidestepped a clothesline swing. Trent turned, leaned left to avoid a downward blow, and dodged right to avoid the next swipe, after which he hopped backwards and bent the same way to keep himself safe from Grenn’s reach.

      The young Karlian swung his hammer overhead, and the rocket blasted its load toward Trent’s helmet. The Grand Master stepped against the tree to his right, leapt over the younger Karlian, and landed behind him as the blow hit the grass. His armor actuated at his thought, and Trent jabbed at the middle of Grenn’s back with the butt of his right hand. The younger man fell to his knees and raised a hand as he doubled over.

      Trent walked around him.

      “Goddess,” Grenn said between breaths. “You’re just too fucking fast.” He lowered his helmet and gulped air. His brow had drenched with sweat.

      “Really? No faster than a demon. Maybe slower now. Who knows what’s waitin for us once this War really starts.”

      “If they’re—any faster than you, I don’t think many of us’ll make it.”

      Trent gripped Uniquity. “Is this how they taught you to fight?” He removed what accusation he could from his question.

      Grenn nodded, unabashed. “Yeah, it’s how I learned.”

      Fuck. “Stop trying to copy me, then.”

      Grenn still struggled to breathe, but he stood and caught himself against his unbalance and grabbed at his hammer.

      “No,” said Trent. “Just defend this time.”

      Grenn nodded, and his helmet raised. “Try not to”—

      Trent surged forward, and his weapon rocketed toward his charge’s body. Grenn widened his stance and raised his left arm to protect against the swing. A deafening series of strikes rang through the clearing as the two collided. Grenn blocked or planted a foot to absorb Trent’s pummeling, but after only a dozen blows, he swayed, staggered, and raised his hand.

      “Grenn?” Trent said after a moment and tapped the young man’s chest with his hammer. He lowered his helmet as Grenn fell backwards. Silence returned to their spot.

      “I’m fine,” Grenn said. “Just—just leave me here a while.”

      Trent did, and from the top of a saddlebag, he grabbed a portable stove and a tent, which set about erecting itself when he chose where he wanted it done. The fire ignited, and a few minutes later, his breath no longer misted. He tucked into a ration, amused to see a note with the salted pumpkin crackers and roasted pumpkin seeds that read, ‘From his Majesty’s royal pantry.’

      The crackers hadn’t impressed him the night before, but their savory crunch reminded him of the life he’d cultivated over the years. Nostalgia would make it easier to forget now, but reality had hardly led him to the guilt-free self-banishment for which he’d pined.

      His terminal vibrated on the ground next to him. On it, a message from Sieku read, ‘The king just finished his announcement. The person looking for you, a Kendra, seemed more than interested.’

      A weight settled upon his mind while he ate: he imagined people across the world recoiling in disbelief. No one had really believed the Order about M’keth’s threat until that first night in Redater. Some would bury themselves in ambivalence, and most, once the War got going, would lose themselves to terror. Trent feared it. The last had only ended twenty years ago, but people forget so easily.

      He typed a response to the message’s second half: ‘Kendra? Are you sure?’ His device couldn’t catch a signal to send, so he entered the response into a queue.

      “Can you pass me something?” Grenn said. He sat up and lowered his helmet. “Anything to drink.”

      Trent rummaged through the nearest saddle bag. A warning label peeked at him on more than a few of the packages they carried. He tried to discern the markings, but his familiarity with freight regulations only extended to foodstuffs. The contents resettled from his prodding, and he tossed a bottle of water to Grenn, who choked on its upended sustenance.

      Grenn covered his mouth with the back of his hand while he sputtered. He recovered after few seconds and coughed. “I was thinking. We should do this every night. Training—only if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Think you’re gonna get faster?” Trent asked, returning to his place by the oven. Its yellow flame danced as the sun retreated from the day.

      “Figure I can’t get slower. And with a—with another War here, the last twenty years has left a whole generation of Karlians essentially untrained. Namely me.”

      Trent crunched another cracker. “If I’d been there, that wouldn’t have happened. I’d come up with a whole plan with Verrusen, one where Karlians would never stop hard-training, but we took it even further. It’s a shame it never got enacted. You’d be able fight better than I can.”

      “Well, it sure as hells better not be too late,” said Grenn, fiery as a fledging’s maw. “Goddess, I can’t believe how different it is. It’s unfair.”

      Trent thought on it, but the next day and what his return meant—to himself, the Order, the world—plagued his mind. In only seconds, he got too far ahead of himself. “We’ll see.”

      “All right,” Grenn said, though he didn’t sound satisfied, “I’m tired as shit.” He turned over, still in his armor. “Hope I can still walk tomorrow.”

      “You’ll be fine. Mind if I give you somethin to sleep on?”

      Grenn raised his arm to signal he listened. “I await your counsel.”

      “The armor’s designed to aid you, not protect you. Protect yourself, and your armor will help. Don’t rely on it so much.”

      Grenn didn’t respond. His arm fell against his body, and his soft snores crept through the clearing. Crickets chirped around them, and birds called to each other from farther away as the evening bled through dusk.

      Trent entered his tent later that night and meditated, rolling the soul stone in his left hand. A presence called to him, watched him from far away, pulled his mind against its focus like an itch he couldn’t scratch, but it darted away each time he found it. He traced a rune through the air that burned even through his closed eyes and kept the specter from him. Yet still it watched. The vision of a burning cave came to him, wanton and unwanted. By morning’s twilight, however, it had relented, and Trent meditated in peace until first light.
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        * * *

      

      Trent heard Grenn rise. The young man mumbled to himself about the finer points of playing forward trackbacker on a Liscerring squad as he stumbled away, his boots scuffing brown grass in his haze. He disappeared for seventeen minutes in the frosty predawn, and when he returned, he hummed a song Trent didn’t recognize, interspersing its lyrics with nonsense and da-da-das while he wiped himself down with a washcloth. The disturbance almost annoyed him, but Trent appreciated the nonchalance that Grenn’s morning mutterings added to his internal scene—the tranquility of stubborn ignorance.

      The tent folded itself down when Trent left it that morning. Grenn tended a pan of bacon and herbed potatoes that smelled on the wrong side of charring.

      “Burned the bacon,” Trent said when he picked up a piece of meat a few minutes later. He held it between two fingers. The meat didn’t sag, and when he broke it half, shards chinked on his plate.

      Grenn crunched on his own across the fire. “Gotta get that crisp.”

      Despite his treatment of the potatoes, they’d only just browned and tasted rustic, if a little woody, and good.

      When Grenn hefted the saddlebags onto Lorithena’s back later that morning, he leaned against the albune, grabbing at his lower back. Trent couldn’t understand what Grenn said when he whispered, but his armor actuated around his middle and allowed him to draw a full breath and arch his spine.

      They guided their mounts toward the clearing’s northern edge, where Trent scanned the horizon for any landmark of his city. But either the ash occluded his sight, or they hadn’t ridden as far north as he thought. To the northwest, stone steppes rose from the plains and led into Southern Buckaby, where the early Karlians had mined the very stone and brick that made up the holy place’s streets and monuments.

      He opened a global positioning application on his tablet. The screen flickered, and for it, Trent half-expected to find motes floating in the air around them.

      “Any idea what you’re gonna say when we get there?” Grenn asked while they waited in the last of their morning’s quiet.

      “Only thing I can say,” Trent said, looking at his first morning in a world that edged a precipice of badly-branded normality—a morning that filled him with renewed purpose among all else.

      “Oh hey, I’m Russell Hollowman,” Grenn said, doing a bad imitation, “and shit’s fucked, yo.” He laughed when he saw Trent, who cast an unimpressed scowl. “Better believe it.”

      “People almost never appreciate the truth unless it says somethin they like.”

      “Isn’t that right,” Grenn said, staring across the distance.

      When thirty seconds had passed for nothing, Trent closed everything on his screen, equipped his helmet, and mounted Raverord.

      The farther north they rode, the more the landscape around them turned to true winter. A gray veil pushed from the southeast against the dragon-storm and washed out the sun until the great disk disappeared almost entirely for the clouds. What Trent first took for ash turned to snow as the canopy threatened to enshroud them.

      The first Karlians they saw had reached a suburb of Vqenna called Beedle just before they did. A coat of snow crunched under their steeds’ feet as they made their way through the town’s light traffic. Toward the northern horizon, the basilica at Karhaal finally pushed through the haze to gleam faintly in the weak mid-morning sun. It stretched into the sky as bastion and beacon, tall enough to pierce the high clouds.

      They took down their helmets to talk.

      “I’ve spoken with some of our coadjutors in Yarnle,” the older of the pair said in a deep contralto. Her armor sheened dark red and steamed in the light snowfall. “Having to head clear ‘round south to get past the storm. They’ll end up coming in from the west after they pass the equator.” She regarded Trent and Grenn with onyx eyes. Jaw-length blonde hair covered the left side of her very square face. “Where are you coming from?”

      “Keep,” Grenn said. “Barely made it to Munsrow before the storm got to it.”

      “Ah.” The blonde directed an amused look at Grenn.

      They turned onto a street that fed toward the main thoroughfare, a road they would follow all the way to Karhaal rather than blazing through open country, and she went on. “During the War, you couldn’t throw a stone without hitting a demon. I believe the king at his word, but if they’re back, where are they?”

      Grenn shrugged. “Maybe we got the jump this time. Like we’re pre-Redater or whatever in this War.”

      “Didn’t see any action back then,” she said, unbothered. “Just got off my training wheels when Jeom died. That new guy, this Hollowman—guess he might still be alive, what with the king and all. Did you see the broadcast?”

      “No,” Grenn said. “Didn’t need to.”

      “Really? I have to wonder from whom his Majesty received this critical information. Nothing like causing a worldwide shit-storm on a hunch. And then needing to get to Karhaal through this whole Ley line mess. Wouldn’t have made it from Faahraon”—her accent rounded the last syllable—“were it not for Griselda.” She patted her cassowary on the side of its chest. The beast nipped at her hand and swayed to the left while it walked, then righted itself and shook out its head.

      “And me convincing you we needed to leave,” the younger of them said. She wore metal plates as armor on her arms, but her greaves didn’t connect to her breastplate. She’d tucked her cloak around her legs and had taken off her riding helmet. Wavy red hair peeked from under her hood.

      The older scoffed. “As though you were any more convinced before the king made his show. The Grand Master, as far as anyone knows, is dead, and perhaps to think otherwise is to give the world over to madness and disorder. Can you imagine what they’ll say about Russell Hollowman in history codices?” She shook her head. “It’ll take more to convince me.”

      “More what?” Trent said. “More than the rune burnin on your arm?” He remembered this one from before the end of the War, when Jeom had given him oversight duty for new recruits in the Grand Master’s absence. His distaste for any form of clerical work had bled over to his treatment of the young Karlians. None too many had liked him—something Jeom had told him to not worry about. The woman’s name escaped him, but he thought it started with a ‘J.’

      “Come on,” the younger of them said. “It’s at least dissonant to say the Grand Master’s dead.”

      But the blonde argued: “His absence makes it the same to say he’s”—

      “What’s your name?” Trent asked of her. “Swear I recognize you. Just can’t place it exactly.”

      “Georina. Assigned to Faahraon since just after the War. Haven’t been back to Karhaal but a half-dozen times since. Wouldn’t surprise me if hardly anyone recognized me.”

      “I know what you mean,” Trent said.

      “What did you do? After the War, I mean.” Georina gestured at Trent’s armor. “Those marks tell a story few can.”

      “Until yesterday I farmed pumpkins.”

      Georina laughed. “A pumpkin farmer. Dear Goddess, a man of your talents?”

      “It was a retirement, of sorts.”

      “Eh, if anyone deserved it, your lot did. What you faced”—Georina sighed—“I don’t envy you. My mother, beside herself with grief when I heard the Call. For me, though? No safer place than Karhaal—a relief compared to school and wondering if demons were going to raid your town next.”

      They rode together until they reached the outskirts of Vqenna, the city that encircled the holy place. Snow cloaked the buildings in thick shawls. Trent slowed to look at them. Paint flaked across their faces, and despite the blanket of snow, tall grass and weeds waved with the wind, growing through cracks in pavement, errant in abandoned parks and alleyways.

      “What are you slowing for?” Georina asked.

      “Need a minute,” Trent said. He stopped fully and nodded for them to go on. “Been a while since I saw this place. Don’t wait up.”

      Georina cast a quizzical gaze his way. Her cassowary snaked under her, restless at the stop. A few seconds later, her countenance fell, and she and her counterpart continued onward.

      The scene reminded Trent vaguely of post-raid neighborhoods he’d walked through, trying desperately to find survivors. “Where’d everyone go?” When he’d left, even homes this far from the capitol fetched above-market on rent, and now they didn’t even mind to shutter the places—pock-marked ghosts from a barely-passed age. Dormant electrical lines incised the buildings’ sides.

      “They left,” Grenn said. “The Chamberlain’s been—I don’t want to say demented. Insane’s not the right word, either. But taxes, tariffs, philosophical differences between Leynar and Priests. Between lifers and deathers. The last twenty years took its toll.”

      Trent felt his face grow hot, and he turned. The basilica towered above them, framed by the multi-story homes that no longer served their purpose. His gut tugged at him, and for his own sake, he wouldn’t let his mind codify exactly why.

      “Imagine,” Grenn said, reigning up beside him. He chuckled. “You could have been Grand Master of all this.”

      “Not much to be Grand Master of.” Trent said it, but he knew it an untruth, at least ironically—not much to be Grand Master of, only because I wasn’t here. But maybe, even if he had been, this would have happened anyway. He’d done nothing but follow orders and kill during his time in the Order. Grand Mastering, he’d thought, had been outside of his skillset. Over the years, he’d pondered what he would have done, given what he heard from the Tower or in passing around Keep: Yarnle needing Karlians because of a Warlock uprising almost six years back, Arnin pushing for the unification between the Leynar and Karlians a few months later; he’d convinced himself at times that deciding such things might have been easy, maybe trivial, compared to what he faced during the War. Yet what would he have done with hard decisions, when one choice or another hadn’t been so clear-cut? And so much more had happened because of his absence.

      “You all right?” Grenn asked.

      “Yeah. Just didn’t realize this place could be so quiet.”

      They rode the rest of the way in silence.

      At Karhaal’s main gate near its eastern end, Trent retracted the armor on his left arm and showed the glowing rune-tattoo at the crook of his elbow to one of the Karlians manning gate-access.

      “Name and origin, please,” the guard said in a quick drawl.

      “Trent Geno. Keep.”

      The guard smiled at him. “That’s a good one, let’s see here”—he looked over Trent’s armor and hammer; surprise raised his eyebrows—“General. Haven’t seen many of the old crew arrive yet.” The guard scanned the screen strapped to his left hand and swiped a few fingers across its surface. “Sorry, sir, your name again.”

      “Trent Geno.” He made sure to enunciate.

      Grenn had already moved toward the gate, past the process with the other custodian.

      “Er, I don’t know if this is a problem with the system,” said the man helping Trent, “but I’m not seeing a Trent Geno in Keep.”

      Trent paused. “I’m retired.”

      “Sure, sure.” The Karlian raised a finger to his right temple, then tapped at the air in front of him. “If I could get an identification placard.”

      Trent stood in the saddle and reached for a pouch around Raverord’s neck. “Course.” A solid piece of hardened glass had his picture and information printed into it. He handed it to the guard.

      “Oh,” the man said, and he chortled. “A ‘G.’ I was trying to spell it with a ‘J.’” He scanned Trent’s glass. “There we are.”

      “Also got some freight,” Trent said. He took back his placard. “For the apothecary, I assume.”

      “Uh.” The man looked over his screen. “You’re connecting through Munsrow, correct?”

      Trent nodded, but the guard didn’t see him. “Yeah.”

      “Excellent, sir. The apothecary’s been waiting on that for a couple weeks now. Great of you to transport it for him.”

      Trent frowned, unsure of the Karlian’s meaning. “I also need a meeting with the Chamberlain.”

      The guard clicked his cheek. “The Chamberlain’s busy, as you can imagine. That might be tricky.”

      “It’s official royal business.” Trent tugged at the ring on his belt and showed it to the man, who guided Trent’s hand closer.

      “Huh. How did you receive this?”

      “Does that matter?”

      The man’s brow creased, and he stared past Trent down the avenue. “Oh,” he said, stretching the word to fill the time he took to form his next response. “Give me a moment, please.” He turned and raised his right hand to his ear. Trent couldn’t hear what he said, but the conversation proved a short one. “Chamberlain Manifeld will see you as soon as possible.” His speech turned into a spiel. “Please stable your albune at the Tower and make the hand there aware of your shipment. As always, welcome home.”

      Trent notched the ring onto his belt as the ancient wood in front of him creaked opened and admitted him and Grenn to Karhaal. He remembered the last time he’d passed one of the city’s gates, disguised as a crone to smuggle himself out of a side-entrance, one he could have reached by many of the streets and alleys they now passed. But much unlike him, his city hadn’t changed, at least at a glance.

      Three miles, to the inch, they came to the Spoke, a city square of sorts, and they turned down a street almost across from them that led to the Tower. Its ivory walls stretched toward the sky in sovereign likeness of the Bastion.

      “There’s a good boy,” the young woman who helped him said. She petted Raverord across his neck and fixed a thatch of fur that hung in front of his nose. The beast’s eyes illuminated the girl’s freckled face. Her hair hung behind her head in a loose braid the color of summer soil, and her armor almost tasted its copper color.

      “Most of this is freight for the apothecary,” said Trent as he unlashed his hammer from the albune’s side. “Just—be careful with it. I’m not sure exactly what’s in there.”

      “I’ll make sure it gets to him.” Raverord stretched as she scratched over his shoulder and down his front legs. “Such a strong boy getting all this stuff here, aren’t you?”

      The albune groaned.

      A voice tittered from above. Exposed wooden beams stretched from wall to wall, and on one, a couple of serrens, their fur wiry and black, whistled to a sparrow that roosted there. The bird tweeted in kind. One of the serrens pulled a handful of seeds from a pocket in its fur and set them on the beam near the tweeter’s nest before the two skittered toward the stable’s other end and left through a high window.

      Trent pointed toward the rafters. “You’ve got”—

      “Fuck off, man,” Grenn said. “It’s your job.” The guy who helped him held out his hand and waited, his face decidedly plain.

      The girl tending to Raverord looked their way. “Tavit, come on. They’re Karlians.”

      Tavit’s mask cracked into a smile, and he chuckled. “Doesn’t mean this one should get the work for free.” He nudged Grenn in the side with his uncovered arm. Armor colored a yellowed shade of green covered the rest of his body. His voice stretched into a scratchy tenor. “How was Keep, man?” He flicked his eyebrows. “Lots o’ tail, how ‘bout it?”

      Grenn smiled, but he looked uneasy, like he wanted to banter but tore himself between duty and tales for the present company.

      “Don’t let me stop ya,” Trent said. “Just make sure this stuff gets where it needs to.”

      Grenn nodded, though he didn’t seem thrilled. “I will.”

      “Let’s get this little girl unloaded and to a stall,” Tavit said as they walked toward the stable’s other end with Lorithena. “And then you can tell me about all the stalls you’ve unloaded in.” He laughed for the startled look on Grenn’s face.

      “Goddess, Tavit. Not in front of—Trent.”

      “What, he your pops or something? Ha!”

      “I would stay and help,” Trent said to the Karlian who helped him, “but I have a pressing meeting scheduled.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” the young woman said, lifting the saddle bags off Raverord’s back easily enough, most of the weight on her right arm. Her uncovered left arm looked toned and well-muscled. “I can handle all this.”

      “Thanks.” He meant it as he shouldered his hammer and left.

      On his way toward the Spoke on Tower Street, Trent passed a bar that, with how many he saw inside, seemed an unofficial meeting place amongst the new guard. He remembered how young he’d been the first he walked the holy streets, and a trained reverence coursed through him as he passed under the strings of lit bulbs that spanned the city in a connected line. Though he’d convinced himself he didn’t miss being here, idle thoughts of all the opportunities he’d lost for his absence passed him by. He couldn’t trade the years, and he didn’t have clear enough judgment to know if he would, given the chance, but nostalgia painted even the chaff too rosy a red as he trotted through the brick streets, past blaring full-window storefronts and magic shops that extended several stories high—but only on the inside. At one meeting of streets, a small footpath led diagonally between them, a magical avenue of shacks that led gods-knew-where. Those hadn’t been here before, with their run-down wood-slat faces that peeked at him from their windy ways.

      At the temple steps, he stopped and looked up at the obelisk, the Bastion at Karhaal. It stretched impossibly high, white bricks as tall as buildings stacked and laid atop one another until they reached the sky. The first time he saw it, his party had come from the west and caught sight of it as it slid into view over the horizon. The dragons’ storm had hardly blustered that year, but still it had rent enough magic to deliver the world a mini fantasy age and necessitate travel on albunes. They’d passed just north of Crowe’s Weald, where they picked up their last recruit from a village—barely more than a hundred-thousand—on the forest-country’s outskirts in Pratsin.

      A dwarf, who had worn armor of onyx and green, reined alongside a young man named Russ. He hadn’t been a real dwarf as the codices told of them—his rascally features spread smoothly over his face, as human as any of them, and his body simply looked miniaturized rather than deformed by the warp that made dwarves’ hands too large for gloves and their legs as crooked as bows. But dwarf blood no doubt ran through his veins in small part: The coffers at Karhaal hadn’t seen such a surplus as when he’d tended their books as quartermaster. The little man somehow dragnetted prices on iron and gold and copper and platinum and silica such that he almost made a profit just shipping them to and from the city.

      Easily the shrewdest, if not cleverest, man Trent ever met had said, “There’s not a man alive who hasn’t glimpsed that for their first and not wondered in awe how our fathers and mothers built such a thing.” His eyes had twinkled their gray-green as he watched the prescribed wonder arrest the young man next to him.

      Russell Hollowman had been a banker’s child whose father had groomed him to take over the business once he came of age. He’d been good at it in his previous life—Two lives ago now, Trent thought—but the Goddess in Her mercy had saved him from the expectant life he’d had no say in. His father had forgotten him for a nephew and left only a token trust to his true-son when the old man had died back during the War, all of which Trent didn’t hear about until near the War’s end. As his party rode eastward and the monolith thrusted further into the sky, for the first time since he felt his Call, with his old life dwindling behind him, he’d allowed himself to feel something other than guilt: that his life meant what he wanted it to, not what others foisted upon him.

      And look where that got me.

      “It’s amazing,” the old dwarf had said. His accent came from the western part of Yarnle, a lazy and twisted thing in Plainari—gorgeous in the language of Light, though. “The builders worked with nothing other than pullies and winches and ropes and used only their faith in the Goddess Karli as mortar to build a monument that could touch Her very Light—a feat that even the ancient Majesty’s architects had told them was impossible. But their belief proved strong, and there stood and still stands the tallest and humblest thing ever made on Coroth.”

      According to the codices, when Trent looked it up later in the old libraries at Downdarren, the story happened as the quartermaster had told him: the ancient builders had used a special cut in the stones to get them to pull together without the need for mortar; legend for truth.

      Though he hadn’t known the proper words while they rode, Russ had said a small prayer to the Goddess for giving him a life he hadn’t known he’d wanted.

      Now, Trent prayed for guidance, if She had any for him, and glided the temple’s doors open at a finger’s push. Inside, he breathed the familiar scents of cold granite and the myriad essences of incense. The Light felt so close that a woozy giddiness spread through him, and a shiver ran down his spine as he marveled at the frescoes and monuments that hung over him.

      Among them, a fresco showed a depiction of the Grandstand of Master Perinold during the War of the Cradle, her sword held high toward the heavens; a statue of bronzed steel stood in likeness of Master Olipher, whose cape hung off his linked armor as he performed what became known as the Mark of the Vale, the turning point of the War of the Towers; and a yellowing tapestry depicted Master Raris swinging her hammer to smite a demon, one of the first depictions of them that matched modern descriptions. They’d added a new one since Trent left: a dramatic painting of what an artist had imagined as Jeom’s last stand against M’keth. In it, a lone Karlian stood bathed in Light as the armies of the nether loomed over him. To the right of that hung a portrait of Russell Hollowman that looked identical to the one at Arnin, save for the faces in the shadows around him.

      The architects who built the temple had made its footprint in a pattern like the one that stained every Karlian’s arm: a circle connected to a u-bend with a line struck through them. All architecture focused on the point where the three shapes met at the temple’s center, and in its absolute position, a wooden throne waited for the power of Karli’s Light on Coroth. Banners, most with sigils Trent had never taken the time to commit to memory—a lobster, an angel, a sickle, deer and wolves, and myriad others—hung across the sanctuary behind the throne, their marks the representations of Karhaal’s sisters and satellites throughout the world.

      “There’s nothing to do now but wait for Grand Master Hollowman to arrive,” a woman said, following an older gentleman through a door at the front of the sanctuary. She wore armor like a Karlian, except her leg plates didn’t extend past her mid-thigh, and the armor sleeve on her right arm didn’t even reach her elbow. Her left arm remained bare, not even a plate on her shoulder, over which hung a braid of black hair. The woman looked more Leynar than holy warrior for the cloak that draped over her shoulders.

      Trent passed the first row of pews while the two spoke.

      “Unsurprising that my counsel tells me to tie my hands and wait for something to happen,” said the man. “I’m aware of your position on this.” His voice issued from him as though his mouth didn’t want to fully form his words. “As you’ve made me aware since the runes lit up, your Priests can do as they like if he shows up. Until then, it’s my opinion we assume business-as-usual and wait for an official session before deciding what our collective next step is. Look at us”—he turned on her—“has your rune grown cold? If such an invasion were happening, I can’t help but imagine we’d know about it.” His purple armor and balding pate gleamed in the firelight of great braziers that hung overhead, and his eyes shone almost white.

      “The demons have never made it into Karhaal, Chamberlain,” said the woman, her voice a cadence of admonishment. “Our runes haven’t gone cold because we’re not hunting them, and they’re not chasing us. But we need to get ahead of this immediately, lest we lose control of the situation.”

      “What situation? The king didn’t reveal who gave him his information by name, just someone of Authority. How do we know that somehow”—he raised his voice to override the woman when she tried to answer—“that somehow a Leynar or a Warlock didn’t break into the rune magic? That the scepter isn’t compromised?”

      “I highly doubt either.” The woman’s voice grated against her annoyance. “And the rune magic isn’t like a computer. If it were, my Priests would have figured that out long ago.”

      “You think your Priests are the best at what they do? Who says you even need the Light to get inside the runes? Leynars can get under demon magic with enough power.”

      “Stop getting off point, Karles.”

      “Look, I’m not going to cause a panic on a hunch, Madam Undertaker. I don’t care if that hunch is his Majesty’s. He won’t return our trials at contact, and I’ve heard rumors he’s not giving comment to anyone, far be it us. You’d think he’s trying to stir shit up just for its own sake.”

      “But if we stood beside his word and let people know they needed to be a little cognizant, if nothing else, for anything strange”—

      Manifeld huffed. “People will believe what they want to. All I can do is the best with what the Light gives me, and right now it makes no sense to assume anything until our agents have gathered more information. Karli may not have chosen me, but the Karlians still elected me from among them. I arose and accepted this heavy burden when no one else wanted to, and I carry that weight in every decision I make.”

      “I’m aware. Regardless of the details, when the king appointed me, he instructed me to follow your lead.”

      The Chamberlain gave her a disbelieving look.

      “He did,” she said, insistent. Trent almost believed her. “You may not trust this, but we do listen to you. I keep holding out hope that you’ll eventually listen to me sometimes. My counsel is at your service.”

      “Yes, when it’s not serving the king first.”

      “His Majesty told me to guide Leynars who felt the Call to the Light. That’s what I’ve done. Karlians, however, are falling behind us, in more ways than one, and it’s at your decision. I just wish I could understand your motivations, especially now.”

      “They’re just not wizards, ma’am, and there’s no crime in that.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s called training for the Peace,” said Manifeld. “Standard practice. We voted on it in both sessions we’ve had since the king appointed you, and the Council agreed it was unnecessary. I can’t make Karlians think something any more than we can convince people the king is right or wrong. They either believe him or they don’t, and no amount of pleading will change that until people die.”

      “What would it take to convince you, then? Just to make the Order’s line one of unity instead of derision.”

      “I don’t know,” the Chamberlain said as Trent reached the front of the sanctuary. “A sign from Karli Herself. But silent as She’s been, I wouldn’t lose sleep over not getting one.”

      Trent cleared his throat. “Hello, sir.”

      “Ah, yes.” Manifeld looked at Trent, then to the Undertaker through wide eyes. “Our guest from his Majesty. So nice of him to send a little bird our way. Come, come, let us hold palaver.” He sat in a seat next to—and more decadent than—the wooden throne that awaited the Grand Master.

      Trent set his hammer next to him near the foot of the stage, looked up at the Chamberlain, and waited. The Undertaker stood behind Manifeld to his left.

      “And what is it the scepter sees fit to throw our way?” the Chamberlain asked. “Sending a messenger of ours to do their bidding?”

      “I’m not here representing the scepter,” said Trent. “I am here of my own accord and volition.”

      “Then why did the front guardsman tell me a messenger from Keep needed to see me? Are you not him?”

      “I am. But Keep didn’t send me. I’m here to serve as warning if nothing else.”

      Manifeld shifted in his seat, pulled his body away from the backrest. “A warning? Do they mean to threaten us?”

      Trent stared at him a moment. “They don’t, sir. Even if they did, I’d like to think they wouldn’t send a Karlian to threaten their own kind.”

      “Yes,” the Chamberlain said. He sat back, scratching his chin. “The guards at the front informed me of who you are—who you say you are, at least. Curious how we have a record of you but not your whereabouts. I’ve never heard of Trent Geno before, and I wonder who really stands before me now.”

      Trent’s flicked his gaze between the Chamberlain and the Undertaker, making sure to keep his face plain. The Undertaker watched him with a subtle scowl.

      “But I’m sure all that will come out in due time.” Manifeld waved Trent toward him. “Come closer and let us hold the counsel the scepter sent you for.”

      Trent put his left foot on the first step to the stage in petition of the leadership. “I won’t say this again: I don’t represent the scepter.”

      “Then enlighten us.” Manifeld swept his hands to either side of his body. “Please.”

      “I’m here to make sure the circumstance doesn’t spiral into the wrong hands.”

      The Chamberlain rolled his eyes. “And why do you think you’re qualified for such a thing?”

      “Because I made the king aware of the demons’ return,” Trent said, as matter-of-fact as he could. He pulled the gauntlet off his left hand and turned his palm toward them. “I’ve seen a mastered demon with my own eyes, just two nights past.”

      Manifeld stared for less than a second, then shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. The scepter and you will have to do a little better than that.”

      “Better than what?” said Trent after a second’s quiet. “The Taint of Fel?”

      “Artifice,” the Chamberlain said, shrugging. “As though it’s hard to fake dying your hands a shade of black? Perhaps you know a Warlock. Plenty of explanations before we jump to the paramount of conclusions.”

      “I have pictures.” Trent reached for the terminal on his belt.

      “Pictures!” Manifeld looked at the Undertaker, who seemed unamused by his triviality. “Good thing we can’t doctor them to show exactly what we want. I’ve got one of me running through a field with wild albunes. Naked, mind you. I just love the—love the freedom.” His mushy voice filled the temple’s point when he laughed. “I hope you understand, Mr. Geno, there are much more pressing matters to which I must attend, and an imagined, one-off encounter with a lesser demon isn’t one of them.” He stood.

      “I’ve seen the master.”

      “Seen what?” the Undertaker said. Her thickly-lined eyes gained a dour tint.

      “The master. She pulled me into the nether and showed herself to me.”

      “And why would she show herself to you?” asked Manifeld. “An out-of-the-loop farmer living on the outskirts of society? I’ll be honest with you”—

      “Don’t change your character on my account, Karles,” Trent said.

      Manifeld cast a deadly expression through a sidelong stare. “Oh, I know your type. Disappear when there’s nothing to do, no angles for you to pick at, and then walk in like you own the place once you’ve got a burr under your ass, when there’s something a little more exciting happening. Because you’ve got your little story and your ring and your pictures and a way to tie everything up and make it seem so convenient. I’ve seen contrivances like yours before, and I’ve met them the same as I am you.”

      “Why would I meet with you in private if I were tryin to trick you? I would have wanted as many people here as I could manage.”

      “Why—why would you even ask that?” said Manifeld. He chuckled and held up one hand for a second in a gesture of bemusement. “You thought about it and calculated how you wanted to approach this. Didn’t work, mind you.” He tapped his temple. “Can’t fool someone who sees from all sides.”

      “All sides,” Trent said. He bit at his lower lip. “The enemy works in darkness, and you seem to cast long enough of a shadow for them.”

      “I work because no one else will,” the Chamberlain said, his voice poison. “What are you implying, sir? If I cast a shadow, it’s hells smaller than the cavern Hollowman left.”

      “Yeah, you work.”

      “I’ve done the best I could with what I have,” Manifeld said, his voice rising. “I’d like to see what anyone did in my position. Time and again I’ve done what I must, made hard decisions, and time and again the Order only issues criticism and derision, even at their highest ranks.”

      Trent’s brow flicked in mock-quizzicality. “And why do you think that is?”

      “Because the Order’s been in shambles ever since that coward Hollowman left, and nobody wants to pick up the pieces from his presumable death.”

      “Hollowman’s alive.”

      “Once again,” the Chamberlain said, looking toward the heavens. “Someone insists on his life, yet they have no proof.”

      “You want proof?” Trent turned his left arm over, but before he touched his rune, it turned cold and sickly blue.

      The Undertaker gasped and looked at hers, wide-eyed. “Gods in heaven. What’s happening?”

      Manifeld gaped at his, then at Trent. “What did you do?”

      “Fuck off,” Trent said. He turned when the temple doors burst open.

      A young woman ran into the vestibule. Her cloak billowed behind her in her haste. “Madam Undertaker!” she yelled. “A demon! In the courtyard!”

      “What are you on about?” Manifeld said. “Demons can’t walk here.”

      “See for ya fuckin self, then.” She ran back outside.

      “Chamberlain, what do we do?” asked the Undertaker.

      “I don’t know. Suppose we take a look.”

      “But what does this mean? Surely”—

      Trent reequipped his gauntlet while they bickered and lifted his hammer onto his shoulder. His armor sleeved down his left arm as he ran to the doors. Screams against bangs echoed from the other side.

      “Help them!” someone shouted. “For the gods’ sakes, help them!”

      Trent pushed the doors open in a quick heave.
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      The air outside burned with tarry blackness. Members of the Order cried out, trying to gain any form of control in the first moments of chaos. Some just tried to get away. To Trent’s left, at the foot of the temple’s stairs, a blast of dark energy tore into the granite around a young man, who raised his arms too late for defense and slumped to the ground in a mist of red.

      A foulness whispered, and its sweeping shadow manifested into form. “Hah!” the demon cried out. It blitzed toward another Karlian. Both assaulter and victim screamed as the monster tore the man’s body, the halves of which unmet at his left shoulder. He dropped his axe and fell away from itself, and his skull crashed to the brick in a thick knock.

      Already another dozen laid dead around the courtyard. Their blood painted the scene in abominable trespass of the holy site.

      “Tickles!” the demon yelled at another Karlian, who channeled Light against its hide. It phased behind her, pierced her chest with its claws, and lifted her off the ground in a quick heave. It cackled for her bloody sputters, then it threw her across the yard, where she landed with a sickening thud and moved no more.

      Manifeld and the Undertaker hurried out behind Trent. The former recoiled against the temple door. “Goddess, what have You brought to us?”

      “Get back inside,” Trent said.

      “We can help,” said the Undertaker, breathless.

      “Now!”

      The Undertaker tarried, but they followed his order.

      Grenn ran toward the courtyard from a side street and slammed his hammer toward the ground, pulsing the area with Light, disbursing the Fel from around him. Trent equipped his helmet and hurried toward his young friend.

      Across the yard from them, the demon laughed as it chased another victim.

      “No!” the man shrieked, his voice cracking in shrill panic, his magic bouncing off the demon’s hide. It towered over him, a gargantuan of muscle and sinew and terror and speed, and when it caught him, the grotesquerie pulled the Priest’s mandible from his face, his face from his head, and his head from his shoulders in three swipes of its arm. As though the man had just told a funny joke, the demon laughed—“Hah!”—and picked up the headless body to throw it at others.

      “What the fuck do we do against that thing?” Grenn said.

      “Kill it,” said Trent. “The only way we know how. Save others if you can. I’ll take him.”

      A woman near them had knelt next to a fallen Karlian. Her sword lay on the ground next to her. “Goddess, please help us!” she cried.

      “Come on,” Grenn said, pulling her from the corpse. “Come on, you’ve got to go.”

      “Karli’i narthe!” Trent yelled, and several members of the Order turned at his call. He strained his body, pulled a muster of Light, and raised his hammer. The demon, too, had turned its attention toward him, and in the next instant, Trent stood behind it, his hammer arcing toward its head. But the monstrosity turned its grinning face, its eyes frenzied. Trent’s weapon ignited and blew its mass toward the demon’s skull, but the beast trilled a sharp pitch and phased away, and Uniquity hit nothing but air.

      A terrified scream stabbed the courtyard, and Trent gave chase. They danced a frantic waltz: the demon killed indiscriminately, the members of the Order who tried to stop it proved unable, and Trent’s smites missed the abomination, too slow to even graze it. He stopped next to Grenn, and the demon sped away.

      “Ruin… the fun,” the demon said. “Too… easy!” It chased a young woman across the ground, bashing her head against the granite as she scrambled away. “Nlah?” it sounded after the third blow, nonplussed when she raised herself again onto her hands and knees. But her body failed her when she next tried to crawl, and she fell sidelong onto the ground. Rivulets of blood rained down her terror-stricken face.

      “Grah!” the monster yelled and swooped upon her to deliver dozens of quick punches that boomed for each hit. The girl’s body stopped flailing only when the demon ceased its assault on her corpse.

      “Just listen,” said Grenn. He held out his arm, trying to keep a woman behind him.

      “You’re not taking me away,” she said, her voice distorted and slow. She stepped past him, faster than Grenn could track. Cat-like ears laid flat against her head, and her dark-purple hair fluttered in a stray breeze. A furry tail swept from her lower back. She wore Priestly armor, crafted into a chest piece that bared her shoulders and a skirt that hung to mid-thigh. Light answered her call and hung over her left hand, then her right ignited in electricity and flame. “I’ll use this on you first if I have to.”

      Grenn shook his head, his words paced by heavy breathing. “There’s no saving anyone from that thing. What are you gonna do?” Trent watched, wondering the same thing, glad he couldn’t see Grenn’s face for the desperation in the young man’s voice.

      The demon phased around the courtyard, finishing up the last few stragglers who couldn’t get away in time. It blasted one with dark magic and crushed two others’ heads together, hard enough for their skulls to crack open and fill the yard with an unsatisfying thwack. Their eyes rolled into their heads, and they fell to the ground and convulsed, their faces half-covered in Taint from the demon’s touch.

      The cat-eared girl chanted an invocation, and Trent stepped away, taken aback by the power signature of the spell she cast. Two seconds later, the girl let loose a combination of ancient magic and Light and beamed the force across the courtyard toward the insane malefactor in a single power. Her cloak billowed behind her as she channeled.

      The demon turned and phased, but its blackness caught in the aura that spread from the Priest’s magic. Like an animal, it tried madly to escape the impediment, pulling one way, then another, but it couldn’t find purchase for flight. It screamed against the bond, then settled its gaze on its trapper and howled in slathering grunts, pushing toward her. The Priest skidded backwards, bracing herself against the demon’s strength, but it moved quicker as her power faded.

      Instinct made Trent call upon the Light and channel it to her. Grenn followed his lead, and in their combined effort, the demon slowed as though it moved through quick-setting resin. Its undulations became more erratic, and its voice escaped it in crazed bursts. For an instant, it stopped altogether, its outstretched hand less than a foot from the girl’s face, and Trent thought they’d beaten it, that it might cease to move forever by this new magic.

      But in the next, its screech returned to the world, and it pulsed dark energy toward the Priest, who flew backwards, hit the low wall behind her at a senseless speed, and toppled over herself into the garden beyond. The dark magic burned through Trent’s Light and singed his hand.

      Shadow clouded and coalesced at the center of the courtyard as the demon shook itself free of the Light’s entanglement. Its arms swung through the air in arcing cuts, stirring the Fel around it, and its voice escaped its throat in la-la-las, like a child playing a game. It screamed at Trent before it scanned past him and settled its gaze on Grenn. A manic grin spread across its face, then it looked between them and laughed. “Friend… of master. From the fields!”

      The demon used their pause to phase behind the young knight and close its right hand around his neck. Grenn struggled against it, frantic as he pawed at the demon’s arm. His armor cracked against its grip, and Grenn gagged. His helmet sparked and partially retracted, and the demon phased with him to the other side of the yard.

      “Do… you see… me, Russell?” Its eyes changed from pitch to jade-green. “I… found you.” Its mouth and throat struggled to form the words it said. “Kill… the pup”—it traced a claw into Grenn’s right cheek—“and kill me. Don’t… let me… murder more. Hah!”

      Others looked on, cowering behind walls and statues and trees. Yet still, a few edged forward past their fear.

      Grenn looked at Trent from within the demon’s power, and when their gazes met, a flicker of smirk broke across the young man’s face. “You think you scare him, bitch?”

      “Shut up!” the demon yelled, throttling Grenn’s neck. “You’ll be dead… soon enough. Don’t… waste your breath.” It pulled Grenn from side-to-side as it swayed. “Nyah!” it said with each jerk.

      Trent raised his hammer overhead and blasted it downward. When he pierced the granite, he left Uniquity in the stone and quickly followed a line of splintering Light that crackled through the ground. The blow splashed through Grenn and cuffed the demon, which loosened its grip on the young warrior, and in that moment of pause and shriek, Trent slipped between them, grabbed the monster hard by its throat, and pushed it to its knees.

      Their gazes met, and Trent felt the nether’s pull. He resisted, planted his feet into the ground, pushed against the draw. “Understand,” Trent said, staring into the pools of the creature’s soul, “I’m coming for you. If I don’t, the Order will still find and kill you. You’re just a different strain of disease on this planet, and we are Coroth’s cure.”

      “Hah! You… don’t understand… anything. You fool.” The demon laughed and folded backwards toward the ground as it howled and spat, grabbing at Trent’s wrists with huge hands.

      “Quiet!” Trent shouted. “Show me where your master waits.” He grabbed its skull with his free hand and forced the beast’s gaze to meet his.

      “Gone,” it said. Its eyes turned black again. “Gone… from you… forever. You will die… without seeing her… again. Hah!”

      The weight of the demon’s words blew through Trent, and as though it had struck him, his hand flew from the creature’s head. He tightened his grip around its neck while it laughed and cooed and twisted and flailed, and its jovialities turned to gargled attempts of the same.

      A vision came to Trent of a forest, dark and cold. The scent of blood faded for the stench of tar and sulfur, and his vision sped as though on rails toward a clearing. Hundreds of red eyes peered at him from just out of sight, blackened by the forest’s shadows, all of which led him toward a cave. Just before he crossed its threshold, his vision returned to Karhaal. He yelped and caught his unbalance before he fell.

      Trent looked at the demon’s face. “What did you do?” he said, then he yelled, “Tell me what that was!”

      The demon’s body shook under his grasp, and it gagged with glee. “Come for thee!”

      Anger flared within him, and Trent crushed the demon’s neck.

      “Don’t kill it,” the cat-eared Priest said. She spoke quickly, cradling her left arm against her body. “We can study it, learn from it. Don’t let this chance pah—pass. Please.”

      Trent decided before he spoke. “Made a lot of mistakes in my life. Leavin this thing alive isn’t gonna be one of ‘em.” The Light answered his call, and he pushed his left hand into the demon’s chest.

      “Hah! Tickles… from the”—its voice pitched higher, and it lost its ability for speech. Even when it could no longer make sound, its body heaved in hilarity while it died.

      Trent closed his eyes in focus, his body protesting the effort. His chest tightened, and his muscles spasmed in his left thigh and pinched in his groin. An ache grew steadily in his head as his shoulders shrugged to keep the demon under him.

      After so much power, its Fel conceded all at once and transmogrified the hell-spawn into a veil of shadow. Trent’s right fist closed on nothing, but finding what he sought, his left hand clasped the demon’s soul before its body ashed into the wind and left nothing behind but its fetor and destruction and silence. The rune on Trent’s arm lost its vigor and warmed.

      His left side seized up with a stitch, and his lungs burned as he labored to draw breath. He lowered his helmet to gulp frigid air.

      “Dear Goddess,” one man said, his voice carrying in the quiet. “What have we done?” He fell to his knees and wept in front of one of the fallen, whose legs and arms splayed from his body at wrong angles.

      “Revlina!” a woman called. Georina ran into the courtyard, her hair matted to one side of her head. “No.” She knelt next to a corpse, turned it over.

      “Georina,” said the younger woman from Faahraon as she stumbled out of a storefront nearby. Her legs buckled from under her just as Georina caught her in her arms, and they sunk to the ground, where Georina buried her face in the girl’s neck, holding her close.

      The temple doors opened, and the Chamberlain poked his head out from between them. “Is it gone?”

      “Yes,” Grenn said. “No thanks to you.” He held one hand over his face, trying to staunch the corrupted wound under his right eye.

      “Hey. I stayed inside because he”—Manifeld pointed at Trent as he pulled himself between the doors—“told me to.”

      More of the Order joined them near the center of the yard. Trent stood, and his armor actuated when he tipped left, aiding his balance. Most watched him with a mixture of fear or suspicion or anger—curious wonder on a few. They bumped their neighbors and spoke in whispers. Whimpering mourns filled the spaces between quiet speech.

      While Trent recovered his breath, his gaze fell upon the slain, so few in their years. The man on the ground in front of him would have been a child, not much older than Grenn, if at all, when Trent left after the War. He knelt and closed the Karlian’s still-intact right eye and said a short prayer for the man’s soul to rejoin the gods.

      Then he stood. “Look”—his voice caught in his throat, and he forced himself to speak louder. “Look what you’ve all witnessed. A greater demon”—he held up the soul stone—“with power far deadlier than anything we’ve faced before. For a greater demon to journey outside the nether requires strength beyond their own—far be it to walk upon our holy grounds. This is hardly how you should have found out, but it suffices for as good a message as any: the demons’ power has returned, and behind them, a master.”

      No one responded. Their gazes met his with the same emotions they’d shown.

      “How did you want to tell them?” the Chamberlain said. “What did you want to tell them, hmm? Exactly what you told me? Demons have never made it inside our walls before, and now, at this auspicious hour, when we’re all gathering in one place, a greater demon! Who could have orchestrated such a thing?”

      A woman spoke from the edge of the square. “The demon knew him. He spoke to it.”

      “Thank the Goddess he did,” said a man. “Imagine if he hadn’t been here.”

      “Is this true?” the Chamberlain asked. “Then could it be you who called it here? To prove what I wonder. Force our hand at something? What does the scepter want out of this?”

      “It didn’t know me,” Trent told him. “Its master did, and it was her to whom I spoke.”

      “So you admit it!” the Chamberlain said.

      “Speak plainly, Manifeld.” Georina joined Trent and Grenn. “If you mean to accuse, then be out with it. Surely I misunderstand you about his Majesty and the scepter.”

      Manifeld pointed at Trent again. “He is here on behalf of the king, and the demon came to find him. Just now, he admitted to speaking with its master, as he admitted in private not ten minutes ago.”

      “Chamberlain,” said Grenn, “try to understand that speaking to something doesn’t make you party with it.”

      Manifeld raked Grenn with his gaze before he returned his attention to Trent. “You spoke of Hollowman. Are you and he cohorts? Should we assume our Grand Master has turned to the darkness? What about you? Familiar with the darkest of arts?” The Chamberlain waited. “I think it’s time we find out who you are, Mr. Geno”—he hurled Trent’s name like an insult. “You come here in armor that isn’t yours to deliver denunciations you have no business declaring. Perhaps you’re a Warlock and you stole that armor from someone. Tricked them. Maybe your entire act is just that—a trick.”

      “No,” said Trent. “I can assure you it’s not.”

      Grenn stepped beside him. “So can I.”

      “What proof do you have?” asked Manifeld.

      Trent waited a moment. “Russell Hollowman stands before you.”

      The crowd whispered: “Russell Hollowman,” “No, it can’t be. He’s dead,” “That looks nothing like him,” and, “I told you he looked familiar.”

      “And the Grand Master doesn’t need proof,” Grenn said. “His word here is law by anointed right.”

      “Oh-ho, sir knight,” said the Chamberlain. “I’ve no intention of trying to reason with you. How have things been in Keep, by the way? This one slipped you while you busied yourself cavorting from one bedroom to the next.”

      “Of course I slipped him,” Trent said. He reached for the monocle in his pocket and traded the soul stone for the glass. “I don’t look as I should. Been able to fool the queen herself.” Trent chucked his monocle at the Chamberlain, who tried to catch it, but in his haphazard haste, he missed it, and it fell to the ground. “See for yourself.”

      The Undertaker picked up the wire-rimmed curio and examined it, her face alight with interest.

      Manifeld held out his hand. “If you would Madam Undertaker.”

      She instead rolled the glass across the back of her palm and tossed it from one hand to the other until it balanced in the air between them. “Excellent quality,” she said and peered through the crystal. No emotion betrayed her face as she lowered and raised the piece several times. Apparently satisfied, she whispered to the Chamberlain and handed the monocle to him.

      Manifeld held the piece to his right eye, and he too didn’t react when he gazed through it. “It’s a ruse.” He lowered his hand. “Who else has seen you through this?”

      “I have,” said Grenn.

      Trent gestured toward Grenn. “Him. And the king.”

      “The king,” Manifeld said, his voice a circus. “Anyone else?”

      “I’ll look through it,” said a man who approached the stairs. “I want to.”

      Manifeld ignored him. “Madam Undertaker, what do you make of this?”

      “There’s no magic in the glass, Chamberlain. Anyone who looks through it simply sees past its paired enchantment. In this case”—she appraised Trent with her scowl—“Russell Hollowman’s disguise.”

      Displeasure contorted Manifeld’s face. His grip loosened and tightened on the monocle while he thought, then he addressed the crowd. “Has anyone ever heard of Trent Geno before? Anyone from the old guard here to vouch for him?”

      “There won’t be,” Trent said. “Can’t be. Before I left twenty years ago, Trent Geno didn’t exist except in my mind. As I wanted to show you before”—he un-sleeved his left arm—“I can prove beyond a shadow of doubt who I am. Not only with that monocle, but”—he touched the rune and traced along its pattern, and the symbol glowed anew.

      The Chamberlain shook his head, unimpressed. Though most had retracted their left arm’s armor, Manifeld ignored his. “It’s some form of magical hijacking. I’ve already given the Undertaker my opinion on this. Tell me, how are you in our databases if you technically don’t exist?”

      “Excellent engineering.”

      “For the gods’ sakes, Chamberlain,” the Undertaker said. “If the king himself trusted him, you should”—

      “Thank you, Madam Undertaker, I’ll take that under advisement,” Manifeld said, his voice a clipped patronage. “However, as I’ve told you, I suspect the scepter is under mal-control, and today’s events do nothing to calm my fears.” The Chamberlain raised his voice. “Until such a time when this man”—he pointed at Trent—“or any other can prove he is who he says he is, there’s nothing we can do.”

      The gathered all spoke at once.

      Manifeld spoke over the collected voices. “That—that is my appointed decision.” He waited until the crowd quieted, ignoring their collective questions and outrage. “Taking on a disguise is illegal, Mr. Geno. If you pretend to have done so, then you have violated the law.”

      “Someone can tender a disguise if they have approval from the Order or High Tower or the scepter. I gave myself the authority and allowed a Leynar to put one on me.”

      The Chamberlain giggled. “Preposterous. And convenient. You’ve thought of every angle on this, haven’t you? But you’ve forgotten one important detail: it all relies on the supposition and our required belief that you’re who you say you are.”

      “You’re daft, Karles,” Georina said. “You would hang your own brother if it meant you didn’t lose your seat.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have one.” Manifeld’s gaze lingered on her. “Georina, good to see you again. Sorry, we’re fresh out of girls for you to groom. I hope you’re here for more than that this time.”

      The blonde scowled at him.

      “How do we know you’re who you say you are?” the man at the foot of the temple’s stairs asked. “You expect us to just believe you’re the Chamberlain. How do we know you aren’t a malevolence in disguise engineering all this from the shadows? What if I am?”

      “That’s—that’s markedly stretched,” Manifeld said. “I’m not the one under scrutiny here.” Again, he pointed at Trent. “He is.”

      “You’ve gotten off point,” said Georina, her voice strained. “Never mind who he says he is. Trent Geno. Russell Hollowman. Neither of them matters if we end up dead.”

      “Then what would you have me do?” The Chamberlain’s tone had become stone.

      “Assert Hollowman’s death and hold session to elect a new Grand Master—as you should have done years ago.”

      Manifeld threw out his arms. “You can’t expect me to prove a negative. If Karli wanted us to choose a new one, She would have sent a sign.”

      “Um,” Grenn said, gesturing to Trent.

      Manifeld went on: “If this man is Russell Hollowman, the Goddess could show him for what he is, but She chooses not to. Now I think—I think that says about all it needs to.”

      “I’m not saying prove it,” Georina said. “Just have the gumption to assert it. That’s all it”—

      “Or perhaps prove something else,” said Trent. “Prove the scepter is under my control, or anyone’s other than his Majesty’s, and you can have your way. Denounce them and pull the Order away from the kingdom as a sovereign capitol.” He waited, and the Chamberlain did nothing. “But you’re full of shit. I know you won’t do it, and until then, we have to move forward from this. All of us.”

      He raised his voice and addressed the crowd. “I’m not here to retake my Seat. None of you have to believe what I say. But the nether’s threat has returned—that much is clear, and anyone can see it, so long as they don’t close their eyes. To say otherwise is to be complicit in our downfall.” Trent shrugged. “That’s how War is. I recalled the Order for this singular purpose: Our powers, given to us through divinity, are ours to wield, to protect this world against the jeopardy of the nether where others can’t. We must stand as one. That doesn’t mean you have to stand behind me.” His gaze returned to Manifeld. “Just that you don’t stand with someone who would watch this world fall into its own shadow.”

      No one responded immediately, but a Karlian nudged his Priest friend and muttered to her. Others did the same, and those mutterings turned to a hum, which turned to a buzz, and then the courtyard filled with arguing voices.

      “If those things can get through our protections,” a Karlian said, “we’re not safe outside them, either. No one is. Are they going to pop up everywhere?” He looked to the Chamberlain for an answer.

      “I don’t know,” said Manifeld. “How could I?”

      Their bickering became cacophonous. Some sided with the Chamberlain, that until they had more information, waiting would prove the best course; others demanded action now, no matter the decision.

      “We’re not even safe within Karhaal’s walls!” yelled a Priest.

      “Why aren’t we prepared to handle this?” another said, her voice strained with emotion. “That thing slaughtered us, and we couldn’t do a damned thing to stop it!”

      Trent closed his eyes to gain a semblance of concentration, trying to think how best he could convince them, if he even could, of the imminent danger. But he couldn’t; no one wanted to believe him.

      “Quiet!” he shouted. His voice echoed through the courtyard and flurried the Fel and snow. Quiet returned. “You have lost the trust of those who appointed you to govern, Chamberlain. Make your decision.”

      The Priest with purple hair spoke from behind them. “Madam Undertaker.” She climbed the stairs toward the pair of leadership. Trent couldn’t hear what she said. The Undertaker looked between the Priest and him, keeping her face markedly plain, then she whispered to Manifeld.

      The Chamberlain considered the Undertaker’s words, then marshaled his next thoughts and looked as though he risked being sick for having them. “Madam Undertaker and I will discuss this”—

      The gathered erupted in dissension.

      Manifeld spoke over them: “In private. And when we’ve decided, we will convene a session. Until then”—the first real emotion Trent had seen out of him came forth, and the Chamberlain’s voice caught in his throat. “Until then, pray for those who have fallen. And for yourselves. Try not to fall to madness.”

      Those gathered kept shouting questions as the leadership turned. “What do we do now?” “What if another attacks?”

      “Manifeld,” Trent said.

      The Chamberlain glared at him.

      “My trinket.”

      Manifeld cast the monocle toward the temple steps, where it tinked and skidded across the snow. He, the Undertaker, and the cat-eared Priest entered the temple, and the doors closed behind them.

      A trickle of conversation stuttered through the crowd. Those who’d agreed with the Chamberlain cast mistrustful gazes at Trent, those who’d demanded action looked unsure, and an unsound chorus grained into the fractious silence. Their faces became masks while they waited for answers to questions they didn’t ask. Trent remained silent—he couldn’t truly affect the situation, not with just his words.

      Ache already set into the muscles down his back. That he could remember, the War hadn’t drained him as the world now did, and a weary burden set upon him, not just from the toll of his self-banishment, but from the constant caution his life now required. Any promise of his return now carried reality’s bitter accents; perhaps this world and he had parted ways too long ago to come together again, and approach toward old normality would only exhaust both.

      In whispered silence, the crowd dispersed. Georina returned to the collapsed girl, who still sat on her knees, her fair face vacant. Color had returned to it—no longer white, at least—but her shock hadn’t passed, not in such a short time. She let Georina help her to her feet, then they turned onto the street that led away from the courtyard without even a glance toward Trent.

      The man who’d offered to look through Trent’s monocle knelt to pick it up and joined them at the courtyard’s center. “Be silly of me to say I don’t need to look through this to believe you.” His voice ground through his throat with a twisted accent. “Just figure I’d ask ‘fore I did.”

      Trent masked his face as mildly as he could. “Sure.”

      The young Karlian raised the monocle to his eye while Trent went to retrieve his hammer, and just like everyone else who had peered through it, he didn’t react at first. But as he lowered the glass, his thrill got the better of him: he giggled. “Holy shit, it’s you.”

      “Sure as serrens,” Trent said. He lost his balance and swayed to the left. His armor, again, recovered for him.

      “Didn’t know what to expect, I guess.” The man handed the monocle back to Trent, who pocketed it. “Grew up me whole life hearing me mum talk about Russell Hollowman and how the Karlians had scared away the bogeymen—that’s what she called them when she’d tuck me and me sis into bed. I was too young when Master Jeom did what he did to really know about it, ya know? But when we learnt about it in school, I can still remember: a chill ran down the left side of me back, and I knew if I got the Call, there’s nothing anyone coulda done to stop me from gettin here.” The young man looked around the square, at the red that daubed the granite and snow, at the bodies that laid motionless. “Don’t know what I’da done now, though, knowin ‘bout all this.”

      “About all what?” Grenn said. He grimaced when he spoke. “The danger?”

      Alarm plagued the young man’s face at the insinuation. “No, no I didn’t mean it like”—

      “There’s nothin to defend yourself about,” said Trent. “Questioning your decision is part of it. Nobody warns you about all the regrets and”—he scratched his chin—“wouldas and couldas. It is what it is. More of my generation went home to be with their families than stayed at the height. Didn’t matter. It all came down to one man anyway.”

      “I wish it had been that way here,” the Karlian said. “So senseless.”

      “Senseless,” Trent said. He stomped down the idea that his presence had caused the deaths of all who laid dead. “Don’t say that. In the least, they deserve a convocation. I’ll hold one tonight at the Chantry. If you’d let the urlans know, that’d be helpful. And tell others that if they want, they can come.”

      “I will,” said the young Karlian, excited. “I want to help any way I can. Master Russell, if you need anything, just let me know and I’ll be there.”

      “You can tell me one thing,” said Trent, trying to sound offhand.

      “Anything.”

      “Where’s your weapon?”

      Melancholy spread across the young man’s face, and his body sagged. He kicked a pebble of granite away from him. “It’s in me quarters.”

      “Keep it on you from now on. At all times.” Trent didn’t think he could overstate the importance of doing so, but he didn’t want to admonish, not now. “Tell others that, too. What’s your name?”

      “Markil, sir.”

      “Markil.” Trent briefly squeezed the young Karlian’s left shoulder. “Steady caution.”

      “Thank you.” Markil stood in place a few seconds, long enough to make his presence awkward. “Right,” he said to himself and walked away.

      Grenn watched him go. “What now?” They stood alone.

      “We wait,” said Trent. He grabbed Grenn’s jaw and pulled his face to the side. Blood still flowed on his cheek. Some dripped to the ruined ground from his jaw. “You need that looked at.”

      Grenn pulled his head away from Trent’s hand and rubbed at the wound, wincing. “Goddess. Fuck, that hurts.” Blood had coated his gauntlet, and still more ran up his arm in crimson rills. The veins under his eye already traced black. “I needed to make a stop at the healers’ hovel anyway.”

      “Gonna need the apothecary. The healers might get it to clot, but it’s tricky, especially if they haven’t dealt with Fel wounds before.”

      “I don’t how you can get any better than our healers”—Grenn signed indifference—“but Luff’s good, too.” He cast his gaze at the ground.

      A dull wind poured past them and flaked apart Fel as the gray overhead closed in on the city. The cold pricked at Trent’s face. He’d become used to the tepid winters of Keep, where frost had been the season’s worst symptom at its depth. Here, with the clouds becoming fog as the meek day gave to night—Well, at least it won’t snow tonight. Grenn followed him when he turned away from the temple.

      Trent’s boots caught intermittently on the exposed brick of the herringbone streets. A Karlian further on stood from where he’d sat on the curb and knelt next to a body. The sledge of a sword on his back angled behind him and skidded the ground as he picked up his limp charge. He carried the Priest against his torso, her frame so small against him that her feet didn’t even drag the ground. Trent saw no distinguishable wounds on her body, save for the Fel’s touch that blackened her right calf.

      “You should wait for the urlans to handle her,” Trent said. The man turned at his voice. “Shouldn’t handle the dead. Fel infests these bodies, and the souls that inhabited them are no longer part of this world.”

      “They don’t know any better,” Grenn said, quiet.

      When the man saw who spoke to him, he said, “Sorry,” and set the girl’s body on the ground, cradling her head to lay it carefully on the brick. “She—she was special.” His lower eyelids brimmed with tears. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “That’s old as anything,” said Trent as they closed the distance. “I don’t tell you that to make you feel bad for feeling. Just that it’s gonna be there, and while it’s fresh, you’re gonna need somethin the world can’t give ya.”

      The man looked like Trent had slapped him, and he tried to hide the tears that fell from his face with a gauntleted hand. “I should have been there.” He sobbed. “Here.”

      “Yeah. That won’t go away, either.”

      The Karlian put his hands on his hips and stared at the sky, then shook his head and turned. “Fuck you, man.”

      “Sure,” Trent said.

      “Karl,” said Grenn, calling after him, but Karl turned onto a side street and disappeared as soon as he crossed its boundary. “Is that how you guys were?” Grenn waited for Trent to look at him before he finished his question. “So hard?”

      “It’s the only way you could be. Karlians and Leynars died by the thousands back then. Nothin to do but move on, or else our emotions woulda consumed us.”

      Until the night, that was, Trent thought, when the women and men would commiserate in their night-songs of no words, when they’d weep and try to figure out how to go on with the guilt they had of surviving, when their aches and the prospects of losing more and of how much longer the War might go on became too much. It got easier, never easy.

      “Goddess,” said Grenn. “Maybe we have gotten weak.”

      Grenn wouldn’t have thought to share stuff like this with him—just a farmer-friend who wouldn’t have appreciated corruption or attenuation even at these hallowed grounds. How everything had become so political escaped him, and Trent cast a troubled look at the street where Karl had disappeared. Even then, Grenn might not have noticed anything amiss, apart from what he could detect with his own moral compass. That Grenn might be the best of them caused his throat to tighten.

      To their left, an urlan climbed a flight of stairs that led underground. “Mother Karli, what happened here?” She knelt next to the girl’s body and grabbed her wrist, then her neck. “Time of death, based on ambient temperature and body rigor”—

      Grenn pulled his communicator off his belt and typed while they walked. They headed to the healers’ hovel on the east side of Karhaal, near a square that exited to Vqenna.

      A healer, who Grenn knew, helped him as soon as they arrived. “Not many injured, at least,” he said.

      “Because they’re all dead,” said Trent. He took a seat in the reception area. “Demons don’t take prisoners.” The healer didn’t responded before he took Grenn back.

      Trent closed his eyes. The call of his dreams allured him, clawed at him much unlike they had for most of the last twenty years. He hadn’t minded not dreaming—before he figured out the meditations, his nightmares had plagued him, robbed him of as much sleep as he’d gotten after the War ended.

      Through the dream-want, his mind raced toward what he needed: the Tomb. As before, it clouded in obfuscation in his mind’s eye, and his thoughts surged to where he might find his secret-keeper.

      Nothing in his life, Trent had convinced himself long ago, happened by chance or coincidence, despite what D’niqa had told him. He’d spent much of his exile trying to understand his wife’s disappearance, and as the last few days had unfolded, he’d not only vindicated his suspicion of her being alive, but also gained a sliver of insight into the Goddess’s intentions. Even when he thought he’d messed up, it still folded into Her plan. And now, he knew what awaited him past Karhaal in Tanvarn, where the story of the Fleecer intertwined with his need a little too neatly. Especially after Sieku’s message last night.

      Grenn came from the back ten minutes later. A couple adhesive strips pulled together the chasm of his wound, and his helmet still hung disheveled around his neck. “Just like you said, need the apothecary for a real fix.”

      The man who accompanied him intoned advice: “Be careful of your eyesight. If you see any auras, even think you do, get back here at once.”

      “Really? Nothing about hearing voices or feeling the compulsion to tear someone limb-from-limb?”

      “Nothin like that, Grenn,” the man said, but in a moment’s pause, concern etched his face. “Just—anything weird, quick as you can.”

      Grenn laughed. “It’s a Fel wound. What’s it gonna do? Kill me?”

      The healer looked at Trent, who shook his head. Though relief shaded his face, trouble still tinted his poise.

      “Hope ya didn’t catch it,” said Grenn. The healer and he laughed, but Grenn’s joviality left him as soon as he and Trent turned onto the street.

      A man walked his dog on the avenue’s other side, where they passed a storefront that raised cats, who yipped at the dog and her master with a detached familiarity. Fences ran the sidewalk’s length in front of other stores that kept livestock, from pigs and honey badgers and hamsters to chickens and ducks and swans and geese. Their storefronts stood open-air behind them.

      A woman beat a massive rug with a wooden paddle. She stopped to leer at Trent and Grenn when they walked by and continued paddling after they passed, throwing dust into the air and dirtying the sidewalk.

      Non-Karlians—anyone who couldn’t call upon the Light—couldn’t vendor within the hallowed walls before, and Trent wondered when Manifeld had allowed the trespass.

      The clouds continued their plunge, and an intermittent wind kicked up fallen powder in flurries. Heat lamps kept the storefronts warm enough for their living merchandise, but frost crept up the windows and froze sheets of sleet that groundskeepers hadn’t cleared away.

      They neared the Spoke, and their conversation turned toward the Priest from the courtyard.

      “… the power that coursed through her,” Trent said. “Did you feel it?”

      Grenn shook his head. “I caught yours. I’m sure everyone there did.”

      “Felt nothing like it before. Not even outta Jeom. The man could channel Light like no one else, but the power she used, pushing the Light and Ley into a singular force”—he shook his head. “I wonder why we never tried before. Goddess alive, it was enough to stop a greater demon that I couldn’t even touch.”

      “Leynars and Karlians might not have been able to. Priests are new, and their powers are uncodified, from what I understand. If it’s a new escalation, we might know why the demons gained in power so fast. ‘Cause we did, too.”

      “Not all of us.” Trent tried to decide if the escalation happened because of or caused the manifestation of the Priests’ power, which itself stuck in a beginnings-end cycle. “Who is she?”

      Grenn looked around. “Who?”

      “The Priest.”

      “Oh.” The younger Karlian returned his attention to his tablet. “As far I know, she’s the Undertaker’s pet.”

      “Because of”—Trent gestured to the top of his head.

      “No,” said Grenn. “Nothing like that. At least—I don’t think it’s anything like that.” He stared at the front of a clothing store. Its signage promised twenty percent off pullovers and bespoke boots. “Pet project.” His gaze returned to Trent. “And she’s apparently good at what she does.”

      “Do ya know why exactly the Priests became a thing?”

      “Kingy pushed super hard for ‘em—what?—five, six years ago? I thought, and so did a lot of us, that his repugnance for Manifeld is what caused it. I never really cared. Happened after my trials.”

      “It would make sense,” said Trent, and he hoped he didn’t sound as unsure as he felt. He lamented not asking the king what had driven him to form the Priesthood. Manifeld no doubt had a hand in Brech’s actions, but his Majesty couldn’t have known the Leynar could manipulate the Light—at least in any meaningful way. Priests had quickly gained an earmark for Trent’s interest, and so did Brech’s involvement with them. “I wonder if the Undertaker would hold counsel with me.”

      “I don’t see why she wouldn’t.” Grenn winced when he spoke the last syllable and sprang open his mouth, like trying to pop his ear. “Seemed on-board with you being Grand Master. But she’s been hush-hush since she got here. Won’t even let anybody know her real name. She’s just”—he held his right hand out and moved it in a downward arc—“the Undertaker.”

      “Distrust has sown its seeds well in my absence, it would seem.”

      “All depends on who’s tending the field. Distrust flourishes in uncertainty. Since you’re back, maybe they might come to bear.”

      Trent huffed. Fucking farming metaphors, of course. “Just in time for War. Nothing could be more uncertain.”

      “Then should we have come here first?” Perhaps despite himself, Grenn’s tone had grained with evident displeasure.

      “Had to. I am the Grand Master, even if no one wants to believe it. I’m duty-bound to return to the Seat if I give an edict. Gone twenty years, and suddenly I activate everyone?” He tutted. “Though now that it’s done, I don’t know why I followed that instinct.”

      “To return?”

      Trent shook his head. “To recall everyone. I thought that—I dunno—that making everyone aware would be good. Couldn’t hurt, right? But even back during the War, when we were preparing for potential invasion—time was time, after all—no one wanted to believe.” He paused. “And then we got here and that demon found me, almost like I played into her damn hand.”

      “That’s how you’re reading this?”

      “Just a feeling. And again, me not understanding somethin—maybe underestimating someone is a better phrase—will get someone killed. Got people killed, Goddess alive. Because that damned thing somehow got into Karhaal.”

      “If anyone can tell you how, it’s the apothecary.” Grenn wavered, long enough for Trent to become wary of the lull. He spoke when he noticed Trent staring at him. “Why do I get the idea you’re not on great terms with your secret-keeper? Just—you would have gone there first if you were, right?”

      Trent sighed. “I haven’t talked to her in almost eighteen years.” She moved to Munsrow, gave up Ollerian to help you, for the gods’ sakes. “Lost contact with each other. My fault—it’s all my fault with her. I don’t know if she even wants to hear from me.”

      “That’s not much to expect of someone, especially when that someone is, ya know, your secret-keeper.”

      Trent considered what he wanted to say. He sufficed with: “I don’t expect much of anyone anymore.”
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      At the Spoke, Trent headed for a narrow alley between two of the streets that ran from the town’s center. “There’s a shortcut this way.”

      Toward its other end, the sky darkened. The clouds, that he could see between overhanging balconies and eves, suddenly moved at a windswept pace across the sky. Any time he stopped to get a better look, he’d take one step too far and end up unable to see between the buildings, as though they conspired to obscure his sight.

      Grenn had stopped at the alley’s mouth, his gaze well trained on the device he held.

      “You waitin for something?” Trent said over his shoulder. His footfalls faded into quiet nonentity as he neared the other side, where he ducked under where two buildings had leaned together.

      The square beyond appeared freshly-swept of snow and clear of time’s hard passage, the brick work un-scuffed and neat. A row of darkened shop fronts lined the plaza. He’d never seen this part of Karhaal before. Out-of-place adrenaline filled him with muted dis-ease.

      Bellicose tones of a couple arguing filled the sterile air, far enough away that Trent heard it from every direction depending on which way he walked or turned. Deep-fry wafted to him then lost itself, guiding him nowhere. The atmosphere buzzed and pressed against him and morphed at the corners of his vision.

      An old trashcan’s lid broke the tempered scene, and from between two shops, a man walked into the square from a side street. A serren followed him, hopping after the man on tiny feet, chittering in a squeaky language Trent didn’t understand. The man walked with a gimp. A crude wooden crutch tucked under his left arm, on the wrong side of his body to aid his crooked left leg. Gray hair matted down his stooped back.

      The man paced a few steps, saying, “I understand. That doesn’t mean you’re right,” before he saw Trent and stopped. Brown teeth showed between his raw-red lips. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      Trent’s mind settled on the most obvious question: “Who are you?” Or maybe why would have been better.

      The man puffed and headed for a chair that paired with a small iron-wrought table and sat. He leaned his crutch against his left armrest; a threadbare hanky hung from where the stick tucked under his arm. While he settled himself, against low groans and pained exhalations, he massaged a lump in his left leg that moved underneath his skin.

      Trent got the idea, from outside his mind, that the store the man sat in front of sold frozen yogurt. But they didn’t call it that, and his mind struggled to figure out they.

      “I’ve been trying to remember who I am for a long time,” the man finally said, like there hadn’t been a gap between him answering and the question. “I’d convinced myself once that I was trying to recall something, coming through all these different points, that I was heading somewhere meaningful.” His lower eyelids had pulled away from his eyes, and tears collected in pools before skidding down his face. “But that time passed so long ago, and now I worry I’ve gone far enough away that trying to find it again would—unloose the tether, and I’d lose myself forever. If I could head back”—then he spoke to himself: “Back. Just follow the crumbs.” He hit his head three times with his right hand, loud enough for Trent to wince at each thwack.

      The serren tittered next to him, perched on the table on its hind legs. Its silver fur sheened even though no light shined upon it.

      “Cookie crumbs.” He petted the serren with the back of his left hand. “Whatever you want, my prince.”

      “Do you have a name?” Trent asked.

      “He does.” The man gestured to the serren.

      It cheeped at its master and stamped its right foot.

      “She,” the man corrected himself. “Of course. We don’t use genders in my native tongue. At least I don’t think we do. Did.” He spoke in a language that sounded like babble to Trent, like he’d overloaded his cheeks with cotton balls. “Is that my native tongue?” He gestured to his head. “All gets jumbled up there, more than it already is.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t hit it so much,” said Trent.

      The man just laughed and looked to the serren. “Small comforts, isn’t it?”

      “What’s her name?”

      “I can’t pronounce it. Doesn’t matter what language it’s in, my tongue gets caught in my throat. Got stuck behind my soft palette a few—has it been years? Whatever. Took days for it to fix itself. I suffice to just call her Mildred.”

      “And what do I call you?”

      “Whatever you want. But Feneus L. Potkitt, at your service, if you please, and so on. I’m not sure how much service I can provide, and I’ve run out of uses for the artifice of names. She seems to enjoy hers, though.”

      Mildred beamed a gummy grin. During his years as a farmer, he’d thought of the beasts as pests, merely thieves at the best of times that burrowed under his crops and pulled them through the ground to massive cave structures that tunneled for hundreds of miles. Trent imagined what Sieku would have said about one acting like an old man’s loyal hound—He what!?

      Somewhere in his subconscious, Trent knew the questions he needed to ask, but their answers resulted in new queries that his mind couldn’t form the proper syntax or phrasing to ask about. “Where are—where are all the shop owners?” Sure, it makes sense to ask about them.

      Fen looked at him from under dreary eyelids. “There’s nothing like that here. If anyone ever was, they left far before I arrived and have never returned. I like to imagine they jumped down the well.” He gestured to the covered cylinder at the square’s center behind Trent. “Gods know I wish I could. I’ve gotten a few visitors, though. People dressed like you, as unsure as the next of where they are, searching for answers I can’t give.”

      Mildred chittered.

      “Seriously, don’t ask him that.”

      “I’ve heard of pockets opening like this before in Leynar towns,” Trent said. “Now that Priests are at Karhaal, I’m not surprised of spaces like this, really. How long have you been here?”

      Feneus stared at him. “Karhaal. Yes, bit fancier armor, but”—he flicked his right temple a couple times with his middle finger—“something jogs up here every so often. Plenty of time passes without such blessings—long enough to lose track, to grow old and broken and keep running around in circles hoping I find my resolution. To move on to the next test, or whatever it is that comes next.”

      Mildred barked at him.

      Fen visored his brow with his right hand. “Woman, I can’t fit through your holes. Even if I could, where would we go?

      She whined.

      “The Underground of what? For all we know, you just get through the brick and fall into space.”

      “What about this way?” asked Trent, pointing to a street across from where he’d entered. “There’s more town that way. Can’t you hear them?”

      Fen waved his hand. “They’ve been arguing since right after I got here. Something about him not going down on her enough even though she does it for him all the time. You’d think he would just learn, yet here they are. Again.”

      “Not them,” Trent said. He walked past Fen. “Just a few steps past this building”—he ran through the city plan in his head—“yeah, Helbret Avenue. Leads straight out to Vqenna if the gate’s open.”

      Fen peered at him, unimpressed, his old body twisted in his chair. He laughed a solitary exhale, then turned forward and waved Trent off.

      Trent followed the brick-way to its end, where it turned into an alley on his left that ended in a point of light and a small lane on his right that curved out of sight. He’d been to enchanted alcoves before, but nothing this sophisticated had he seen—Helbret Avenue should be right here. He knew it.

      He headed right and followed the curve to its end, past stores’ back doors and new shop fronts. The darkness leered at him, and his reflection looked frightened when he tried to see inside, obscured by a mask-of-face not his own. He set his gaze forward and hurried past them. The street ended at a shopping square, and there sat Fen, who casually massaged the lump in his left thigh while he flipped through a tattered magazine on his lap, uninterested in Trent when he reappeared.

      Huh. The couple argued as Trent lapped the mall, and he passed by the store behind which they had to live. He set his hammer down, put his foot on the windowsill in front of him, and pushed upwards. But muscles in his back seized, and the sill spilled away like sand and scattered him on his ass. When the last grain had refitted itself from under his boot, Trent touched the brick, which hardened under his hand and filled the air with a close approximation of how knocking on brick sounded when he rapped it with his knuckles.

      “You think I haven’t tried that?” said Fen.

      Trent stood and picked up his hammer. At the fork again, he chose left and headed toward the point of light. It dulled as he neared it, and at its end, before he ducked under a pair of joined buildings, he turned and saw Grenn staring at his tablet. He called to his young friend: “Grenn.” But Grenn didn’t respond, didn’t look up from his screen. One step toward him turned the world ninety degrees, and the building to Trent’s right became the ground. He stepped onto it with an unsure stride. The glass strained underfoot.

      At the edge of his vision, a shadow stared at him, its hands held together on its chest by crossed fingers. When Trent looked its way, the shade tucked itself behind the corner from where Trent had come and peeked its hooded guise over the building’s edge. The alley shifted, and the buildings behind Trent fell and closed the gap to wherever they led.

      The presence manifested next to him for his wandering gaze. “Ooh-woo,” it said in an effeminate voice. “Hello.”

      “Good fuck!” Trent yelled, and he hopped toward Grenn—anything to put distance between him and the shade, which scuttled away, as though that gave it an advantage. He kept his back toward the ground, at least to ensure it couldn’t get behind him again.

      A terror from outside himself gripped him, one that came at him in voices he didn’t recognize, in languages and pleas he couldn’t comprehend. All at once, he knew the gods vicious in their retributions against those who overstepped their bounds or tried to outsmart them, and though he didn’t understand the rules of the game he played, he understood another: run.

      Trent bounded toward the alley’s end, and storefront and door and window cracked and splintered for his heavy step. The shadow retreated to the small street’s egress as Trent came to the fork. Even at a brief glimpse, the square below him appeared nothing like the one in which he’d found Fen. At its center, a huge fountain shot water toward the sky from the mouth of a naked seraphim, and scuffed cobblestone had replaced the ornate brickwork. His armor boosted him forward, and he landed on his knee against the shopfronts across the gap. Wood splintered under his impact.

      Panic made him hasten, and in his rush, he struggled to right himself. His feet wouldn’t get under him. He didn’t need to see it to know the shadow had chased him around the corner, and his armor propelled him forward again. But the alley stretched like taffy, and a shadowy tendril wrapped around his waist to stop him, even against his breastplate’s engine.

      “Grenn!” Trent screamed, yet like in a dream, his voice escaped him as hardly more than a whimper. The young man did nothing when the world turned again and the shadow’s curl hung Trent over a chasm of sky.

      His vision wouldn’t resolve. He failed to make sense of the upended realm, and with nary a chance, the shade let him go. Uniquity tumbled from his grip and disappeared into the haze, but for it, his fingers caught a shop’s eve, on which he hoisted himself, his last hope urging him to hold on. But gravity pulled him toward the abyss.

      The eve cracked, and though Trent had pulled himself onto his arms, the building tore to pieces, and he fell. The shade flickered at the edges of his sight as he tumbled. He reached for the ground, willing his body to fall the other way.

      “Grenn!” he yelled, but he couldn’t even hear himself for the wind in his ears.

      The shade stayed at the border where the clouds thinned and gave way to blue sky, but it watched him fall. “Do I know you?” he heard it say.

      At the atmosphere’s edge, Trent saw the planet from which he plummeted. It looked nothing like Coroth, its continents mismatched, its oceans sprayed in the wrong places. The muscles in his neck spasmed for the discord in his mind, and his eyes crammed shut against the pain. The convulsion passed a moment later.

      When he next saw, the sky had turned to night. Stars shone above him in a way he’d never seen—perpetual twilight that lit the world as the moon did during its wax on his farm. Each star danced like a firefly on a humid night, and as he fell into their light, the world became nothing but a speck. The blackness of space turned into a blanket of galaxies that spanned in all directions away from him forever, blighted only by a morphing shadow at the corners of his sight.

      Trent’s heart pulsed in his ears. Off nothing could he push, and as he twisted in place and fell from the only place he’d ever known, sorrow filled the deepest parts of himself. He’d had a purpose. Now it left him in this place.

      A point of light far off to his right burned bright while he floated, and he wondered what distant system suffered because of its tumult, what affect it had on someone like him—someone just trying to make their way through an uncertain time. For weeks, Trent watched it, and his world became that light. His sorrow faded from him until in one minute, the nova dimmed, then disappeared altogether.

      Trent wept. “Oh, Goddess alive, help me.” While the star had flared, the ghost had fled, but it returned, creeping toward him, pushing closer than it had, almost desperate to reach him. With his right thumb, Trent wiped a tear from his cheek. It glistened for the light that danced and twinkled against his skin, a small wonder in this nightmare as he gazed upon his manifest pain. But as he slowly turned, a shadow cast over him.

      Horror made him jerk his head. The shade’s gotten me. But behind him, instead of a shadow, a star blazed purifying Light—the same Light that had glittered his tear—upon a planet. He craned his neck to get a better view and knew it true: Karli’s Light had somehow guided him home.

      His body twisted, and he fell headfirst into the atmosphere, at first toward Keep, his home. An ash storm spread over millions of square kilometers, buffeting toward South Borliee. The rune on his arm warmed, and he looked north, where the Dragons’ Forest mired dark and wet. West of it, a midwinter storm had settled itself over the Light’s bastion at Karhaal. His purpose pointed him, and so he followed and aimed his rocketing body for the country of Vqenna.

      Yet the temple at Karhaal didn’t stand as he remembered it; a crumbled piece had toppled from the obelisk and desecrated Karhaal’s northern side. It further laid a dozen miles into Vqenna, where its great stones cut deep in the ground. White smoke clung to the air over spent fires, and from where the ground had rent open, a bewildering murk snaked like veins from the wounds.

      Lying next to a piece of rubble in an unknown alley, removed from the mass of destruction, Trent found what he sought: his hammer, Uniquity, given its name by the quartermaster who’d forged it thousands of years ago to await its Master. Its Light beckoned to him, and Trent landed in its crater, throwing dust and stone into the air for his impact.

      He stood where he had before and looked back. Grenn had frozen at the alley’s mouth, and Trent almost took a step toward him before a whisper, a smallest voice within him said, Don’t. The background blurred beyond his friend, and Trent knew—knew—he couldn’t go back, not that way, at least. He grabbed his hammer and ducked under the joint of two buildings, blinking as the scene cleared.

      Fen spoke to him. “I don’t know where everything leads, other than they all lead back here.”

      Trent tried to remember where he’d gone, where he’d come from. The street at the other end of the square looked familiar, and he tilted his head while his brain raked through a hasty tangle of unguided sojourns. Maybe he’d been that way. He would check again to be sure.

      “I’ve tried making maps, but this puzzle is by far the most sinister the gods have ever put me in. Worry not, though. Nobody ever gets trapped here long. Except me.”

      Trent turned.

      “Don’t!” Fen warned. “You can’t go back. Have another way ‘round, anywhere else. Come back here, then head that way”—he pointed to where Trent had come from—“but you must never retrace your steps.”

      “Why?” Trent said. He’d finally asked it: a proper question. And even though he asked honestly, his mind untangled a single strand that would lead him to an answer, something freshly locked away that bumped inside its box and wanted free. He didn’t bother with it.

      A distrusting expression cast over Fen’s face, and he glared at Trent from under his brow. “Something watches you, even now, and to go backward is to face that beast, that marauder in the maze. Heed my wisdom and pray you never find it—and it never finds you. I had to learn the hard way, gods know how many times.”

      “What did it do to you?”

      “I wasn’t always old, and that bastard will hunt you for years, just fall into its trap, where a shadow lurks around every corner at the edges of your sight and makes mockery of your efforts to escape it. Shows you visions, untruths that will make you question things that were and everything that could be. If you ever find him, trust nothing he shows you.”

      Trent swallowed hard against Fen’s words. “What happened to your maps?”

      “Huh?” Fen said. He looked at Mildred. “What did he say?”

      Mildred shrugged.

      Trent raised his voice. “You said you made maps. Where are they?”

      “There’s no need to shout. I’m not that old yet.” Fen waved his hand. “And you know, the wind.”

      “Then how do I leave? My friend, he’s—he’s hurt.” But what would have hurt him? “I need to get back to him. We were going to get help.”

      “You’re asking the wrong man,” said Fen, “and I’m sure your friend’s fine. People get on without you. Don’t have a choice, do they?”

      “No.” Trent shook his head, his brow pinched with worry. “Getting on and moving on—they’re two different things.”

      “Who do you think you’re talking to?” asked Fen. His voice had dropped into a reproachful growl. Then his expression fell, and he lost his gaze in his lap. “I’m just lost. So lost. Been everywhere around here at least—at least twice, and still I convince myself there’s a way out, around the next corner, through the next bend. I one time found an orgy”—he turned to his left and yelped; his right hand shot to his back, and he leaned into his chair, defeated—“somewhere around here. I should have stayed there.”

      The old man’s body shook, and his face twisted, like his mind struggled to comprehend something. Then his gaze found Trent, and recognition refolded his countenance. “Wait, I know you. Yes, I recall now. Another of your kind came through here, his armor even fancier than yours. Seemed fond of you. I’ve forgotten when, but I remember remembering what they said. Just—just”—he exhaled—“he told me something.” Tears leaked from his eyes. “Ah, but I can’t bethink what.” He shifted his weight.

      A loud crack filled the small street-courtyard, and a dazed expression spread over Fen’s face. The ancient man’s back bent at an odd angle, and his knuckles quickly turned white from gripping his chair’s armrests. Mildred cawed and jumped to Fen’s shoulder, combing his oily hair out of his face with her paws, chittering in his ear. Fen didn’t answer, only waved her away. She hopped back to the table. Her ears draped down her back, and she watched Fen with redolent concern.

      “It’s you?” Fen said, and the way he laughed spoke of a man manic in purpose and relief. “The gods gave me a message for you?” He looked to the sky, and his face lit with a childlike smile. “Ah, yes Al, I see it. It’s glorious.” His gaze darted back and forth across the blue. “It can’t be worse than this. Show me no more—let me know it when I arrive.”

      “Worse than what?” Trent said. “What’s happening to you?”

      “My back is breaking. I guess I’m dying. Finally! And I get to tell you the secret I’ve been keeping all this time. I tried to find it, and in the end, it found me. You found me. Oh, it’s so simple now.”

      Fen whooped, then his voice descended into a harking, uncontrolled laugh. Trent lips spread in an uneasy smile, and he huffed without a response. Then he chuckled along, and soon the two of them filled the square with cachinnation. For that short time, nothing seemed wrong, even when Fen’s back cracked again, louder, and threw his body toward the left arm rest. When his back broke the third time, he jolted enough to tip the chair over.

      He rolled on the ground, his hilarity tinged suddenly with urgency, and he gasped, twisting to see Trent. The air filled with gunshot when his back buckled, enough to throw his head against the brick with a dull thoink. He coughed a vapor of blood and spit that flung toward Mildred, who cradled Fen’s head with her feet. She screamed against his body’s spasms.

      “Mark the words,” Fen said through gasping breaths he failed to fully draw. The man’s distant eyes beheld more than Trent pretended. “The master plays the game while the pieces perform their bids.” He screamed and wrenched his eyes shut. Even though his words fogged in the street’s still air, sweat beaded on his brow and ran down his face.

      Mildred tittered at him, her own face damp with tears. Snot bubbled from her nose, which she wiped with a paw and on her shoulders. She didn’t—couldn’t—lose focus on her friend.

      “But you only hold one end,” Fen said. His jaw had soldered shut, and he looked now to the sky. “Should the pieces come together again, the atonement made, the time—ah!—forfeit will be forgiv’n.” His gaze bulleted to Trent. “But remember, nothing lasts, and if too good it was made, that does not mean useless it will be”—he smiled before he said the last words—“when gone.”

      Trent didn’t move. Fen’s body shuddered, and he breathed the last breaths of this existence. Levity daubed his face in his final moments. Mildred whined as he sputtered, then his body exhaled a final wheeze, and he died.

      The serren slapped her master’s face, her eyes pools of boundless anguish, and when Fen didn’t respond after a few more pats, she wailed over his corpse. Tears hopped from her face in the quiet aftermath.

      Trent tried to think, but an aura obscured his vision, pushed his eyes into his skull. A specter touched his right shoulder. The Light answered him, and he turned, his right hand burning against the waning day. He blinked, and the scene reformed.

      “Trent,” Grenn said, his right arm raised in a defensive posture. The Light from Trent’s hand lit the young man’s face from below. “What in the hells are you doing, man?”

      “What?” said Trent. Shadows pushed toward them at the alley’s dead end. He let the Light go and touched the wall, corporeal and whole under his gauntlet, and his thoughts fled away. “There was a shortcut.”

      “Nothing here.” Grenn’s gaze traced over the brick, then returned to Trent. “Just some rats fuckin in a trashcan.”

      Trent couldn’t hear them for his heartbeat in his ears. “Right.” He breathed. “Guess I got turned around.”

      They exited the short alley. Trent looked to the temple, where the obelisk disappeared into the low clouds, obscured from his sight.
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      “This one of those Leynar things?” Trent asked. He’d asked that recently, though when or to whom escaped him. “The apothecary wasn’t here before.” A host of darkened shop fronts gawked at him—so familiar yet foreign.

      “The old guy left,” Grenn said.

      “When?”

      “My second year. Made everyone sad to see him go, but”—he joined his hands, then moved them in a diagonal line away from each other to gesture ‘such is life.’

      Only one store front had signage or lights on. ‘Luffy’s Lineage of the Latest and Latent,’ one read. Trent looked to another: ‘I Cannot Help You If You Are Dead.’ A man moved in and out of its frame. He had a pointed chin and wiry, graying hair that stretched to his neck, and he would stop in front of the words, cross his arms, and wag his finger at the viewer before he shook his head and walked off, chuckling.

      “Before you die,” Trent said, reading another aloud, “come see me first.”

      A bell tinked inside when Grenn opened the door, an old hinged one that swung outward, and he gestured, ‘as I said,’ with a tick of his eyebrows. Trent gave the façade a final look before he walked inside.

      Tapestries covered most of the apothecary’s walls, save for a group of shelves behind a counter at the back of the store, where the shop’s lord worked his medicinal practice. ‘Made at a moment’s notice for the notice’s moment,’ a sign read that hung on the inside of the front window. Grenn headed down a front aisle off to their right.

      Faulted stitches and uneven lines sullied most of the art when Trent got a better view of it. Depicted on one against the western wall, a pair of warthogs made love in stitched revelry. The one performing wiped froth from its mouth on the other’s back. Beneath it, the apothecary displayed disparate viscera: swarms of beetles, colonies of ants, hives of bees, a coiled snake, a puppy with curly hair, a frog with long claws, all of which hung in high-density resin and filled jars and vases and many-manner of glassware—flasks, beakers, mason jars, and thin tubes, one barely wide enough to hold its cockroach. Meatloaf sat in a baking dish; the apothecary had even caught its steam in its embalming fluid. Intestinal worms floated inside a dissected length of intestine, and a school of fish hung suspended in a ten-foot aquarium behind everything else.

      A man with graying brown hair and numb eyes of the same color appeared next to Trent, suddenly there when he hadn’t been a second before. “Admiring the handywork, Master Russell?” He spoke with an accent that rounded his ‘R’s and made lazy work of his hard consonants.

      “Made these yourself?”

      “In a way.” The apothecary hearkened a laugh. “Who else’s art would I hang in my store? Not as elegant as nature’s bounty, but not all are blessed with the green technique as you were.”

      “They’re the lucky ones, then.”

      “A good answer.” Luffy stood straight with his hands held behind his back. He looked over the tapestry next to the one of the mating warthogs, where four mallards stood over another—three drakes impatiently waited their turn with the hen. A pair of lenses rested on the end of Luffy’s nose, held by nothing other than the glass’s feet. He scratched at a stitch the maker had missed. “Wonderful,” he said, without a trace of irony or sarcasm.

      “Not bad for an apothecary,” said Trent.

      Luffy sighed and headed toward the back counter. He sported a robe of boring brown that dragged the floor and kicked out in front of him as he walked; under it, he wore a black satin vest that missed its fourth button, a wrinkled white button-down with full-length sleeves, and a pair of slacks that lacked the care of a pressed crease. “I am not an apothecary—not just an apothecary, I mean. Life’s experience is too rich, too”—he searched for a word, waving his right hand over itself, and ported behind the divider that allowed him to his work station—“vast to relegate yourself to one pursuit, one identity, for even a moment. For life is too short to allow yourself to toil.”

      “I’ve found it easier to not even try to be what you want.” Trent followed Luffy to the counter. “The gods have a way of foisting their purpose on you no matter how much you try to buck ‘em.”

      The apothecary laughed. “She told me you were funny, Master Russell, but so self-assured?” He stared down his nose at Trent, and his eyes crossed through his lenses. “Yes. The surety that comes with purpose’s purity.” A notebook flew to his hand from across the booth when he reached for it. His pen strokes flourished off the page, yet their craft hung in the air as they did on the earlier sheets.

      The apothecary scribbled for three minutes. In the interim, he spoke in whispers Trent either couldn’t hear or couldn’t understand, occasionally letting go of the pen to reach under the counter or check a certain bottle behind him. His pen flipped between pages, confirming whether they had more of a certain item in back. When they didn’t, Luffy said, “Add it to the list,” or something thereof. He laughed at one point, as if the pen had told him a joke, then he corrected one item: “Seven, not seventy, but that is a good one.”

      Grenn joined them at the counter, holding two bottles by their nozzles.

      “Sir Grenn,” the apothecary said. He snapped the notebook shut with a pop, which pulled Trent from the pense he’d fallen into watching the master and apprentice work hand-to-hand. “Wonderful to see you again, but so soon?” He checked his watch. “I hope you did not let the demons pull you away from your passions.”

      “Had to, Luff. The recall and all.”

      “A shame, too. Just in time to fuck everything up.” Distress muddied the apothecary’s face. He sighed, and for a fraction of a second, his form phased before reconstituting itself. “So, gentleman, Grand Master, I am at your service this afternoon. For what divine purpose have you called upon me?”

      Grenn gestured to the covered wound under his right eye. It had seeped blood onto the bandage. “Need help with this.”

      “Salve for demon wounds.” Luff picked through the items on the shelf behind him. “Oh, yes.” He lifted a flask, the cork of which had dried and allowed the liquid inside to evaporate, and blew on it, then he coughed when he breathed in the dust. “Still powerful,” he said, his voice strained, and he set the flask on the counter. “Just one moment.”

      He headed to the back of his store. “The more potent stuff, I’ve got to keep away from the idiots who pretend to run this place.” Heavy boxes tumbled and crashed out of sight. “Everything is fine, I swear it to you.” When he stepped back into his workspace, Luffy carried a screwed-shut box under each arm. “Just got this stuff in, right in time, too.” He set them on the counter behind him, and the screws undid themselves when he tapped each in turn. “I normally catch them myself, but”—he patted his right shoulder with his left hand to sign that he left something obvious unsaid.

      Trent couldn’t discern what he should have understood.

      “Let us start on the base,” Luffy said. “Did you pick out your preferred flavor?”

      “I did,” said Grenn. He set the two bottles on the counter.

      “Excellent, my boy.” Luff took a bottle and popped off its cap with his thumb. “Good to see you haven’t forgotten the basics.”

      “Peanut?” Trent said, whispering to Grenn. The young man didn’t respond.

      The base fizzed over the bottle’s lip. Luff caught it between two fingers and pulled it, like he had hold of a chain’s end, into a beaker he grabbed from the farrago of paraphernalia behind him. Evaporating carbonation hissed through the room.

      “Now for all of the nasty stuff.” Luffy reached for Grenn’s face and ripped the bandage off in a quick snap of his wrist.

      Grenn reacted a second later in a drawn-out whinge: “Ow.” Caked blood flaked off his face and floated to the counter. From the wound seeped a trickle of milky blood, which Grenn caught with a handkerchief he pulled from his pocket.

      Luff dabbed a fallen flake onto his finger and sniffed it. “Excellent.” The cruor crumbled between his thumb and middle finger. “Augh, nasty beast”—he raised the same hand’s index finger—“but good to know.”

      Trent winced when Luffy licked the scab. He sidled toward Grenn. “What is this? Like am I”—

      “Just,” Grenn said, stretching out the word, “give him time, that right, Luff?”

      “Correct, sir Grenn.” Luffy dropped Grenn’s blood into the half-filled flask, where it bubbled in the peanut mixture before it broke apart and dissolved. “Though time, we are short on now, aren’t we?” He picked a flask from under the counter and added it to the pile of miscellany behind him. “So how is it we stand in your presence, Master Russell? You did finally tire of your vacation?”

      “No,” said Trent, “but somethin came up.”

      “I always knew you would come back,” the apothecary said, hefting a tome onto the counter. It flipped itself to a page near its back cover, and Luffy flipped the pages twice more before he grabbed a rune and chanted under his breath in an antiquated language to pull a jar from within. Inside, beetles crawled over each other, shining blue and black, their little legs tinking against the glass. Luffy twirled the lid, and a dozen of them spilled onto the counter top. “Come now. You do this every time.” He picked up those that had toppled out and dropped them into the jar, only for more to crawl over them and the container’s sides. “I just need a shell.”

      One stood atop the pile of his swarming compatriots and hissed.

      “What? You speak like this to me? It’s not like you’re using them.”

      The bug flared its carapace, buzzed its wings at him.

      Luffy tutted and reached into the jar, pushing the aggrieved aside, and pulled from its depths an almost-perfect molting. “You see?” He held the shedding for the leader to examine. “Calm down. Now all of you back inside.” They followed his order for the most part, and the apothecary picked up the vessel to peer within.

      Trent watched this happen with disconnected wonder—a man speaking to beetles as though they understood him. He needed rest.

      “Is that everyone?” Luff’s neck percolated to see inside from different angles. “Is it?” The beetle on top squalled. “All right, but I’m warning you: another jailbreak and I’ll burn your damn page.” Before he put the lid back, the top beetle turned and flared its carapace again, then buried itself in the jar, unseen for all the others. Luffy twisted it tight, and the vessel sunk and returned to an unmoving ink.

      A bugger crawled over the counter’s edge and away as Luff dropped the skin into a mortar and ground it with his fingers, unceremonious but deliberate. He continued their conversation like nothing had happened. “She told me Herself, Master Russell, of your imminent return.”

      “Did She?” asked Trent.

      “Yes,” Luffy said, matter-of-fact. He twisted his forearm and got his body behind the mashing movement. “Powder—come on, old man. Otherwise, he’s just putting bug-skin on his face.”

      “He’s not going to anyway?”

      “No.” Suddenly, the apothecary held a pestle in his left hand. “You should know better than anyone: changing how a thing appears also changes it fundamentally, both in what people expect of it and what the changed expects of itself.” He checked the contents of the mortar and mashed a few more times, then poured pearlescent sand into the beaker.

      Luff flipped to a different page in the tome, where he pulled a drawing of a red-and-black leaf from its paper. On another, he did the same with a fleck of green, and a musical note hung in the air, played from the high register of a mid-sized string instrument. It faded abruptly he closed the book, which carried itself to a shelf, fell over onto its back, and huffed.

      “If I asked you”—Luff reached out and touched Grenn’s right cheek on either side of his wound—“how does that feel, you would respond?”

      “It’s all right,” said Grenn.

      “Come now, sir Grenn. There is no shame in this place.”

      Grenn sighed. “Hurts like a bitch.”

      “Good to know. Ligno will make that, eh, not go away, but it will help.”

      “Help is why we came, Luff.”

      “We?” the apothecary said, squatting to reach under his counter. “I understand your need for help, sir Grenn, but Master Russell, too?” He stood and looked to Trent. “And how could I aid the Grand Master this day?”

      “I was speaking more with the royal we,” Grenn said.

      “Ah.” The apothecary pulled a dropper from its vial and deposited an entire squeeze into Grenn’s mixture. Trent turned his head and read the name stamped across the vial’s side: ‘Basiim,’ written in thin and bunched cursive. Luff added half-a-dropper-full more and set that aside, then turned to one of the boxes he’d carried from the back room. “Master Russell has helped me this day anyway,” he said and carefully set the box’s lid on the counter next to it.

      From inside, he pulled a manicured glass bottle so pure in its craft that the amber liquid within seemed suspended in nothing, like it sloshed in the apothecary’s own hands. “The most secret ingredient, to make all the bad stuff go away.” Luffy held the vial up to his face to inspect it. Light from his eyes reflected off the fluid. “Normally I harvest it myself, but the piggies don’t like the cold so much. I almost ran out.” He smiled, seemed hardly able to contain his excitement. “The girl, she told me you brought it for me. So kind of you. It had been in Munsrow for—nearly two months.”

      A wary squint stamped under Trent’s brow. He got that funny feeling of dream-space, as though nothing seemed weird to anyone but himself. Grenn didn’t react.

      Luffy uncorked the bottle and sniffed. “Hoo. Like a fresh jar of rotten pickles.”

      Trent grimaced at that, both the description and the smell.

      “My gentlemen,” the apothecary said, bouncing on the balls of his feet. He pinched a bead of liquid into the vial’s dropper, then held it over the concoction. “A soupçon of warthog’s ass-piss.”

      The mixture simmered when the drop hit its surface, and a frothy head formed across its top, from which a sweetly-sour odor punctuated the bubbling as the brew climbed the container’s sides. Trent crinkled his nose against the smell. It reminded him of the barracks during his time as a recruit—days-old body odor and people either too lazy or unable to detect they needed to clean themselves.

      “Is something wrong, Master Russell?” asked Luff. He sniffed. “The embage getting to you?”

      “No,” said Trent. “I just think your Plainari’s a little off.”

      “Concerned? This is not surprising. We used it all the time millennia ago.” He shrugged. “It went out of fashion, as all things do, but it does the job, better than many synthetic materials, I can tell you. I suppose I should have asked first, but I was so excited—and so long as sir Grenn does not object.”

      “I trust you, Luff,” Grenn said. He glanced at the counter over his comm device, then returned to whatever it showed him.

      The reaction finished when the foam had risen five inches over the edge of its vessel, held up by its own viscosity. “Ah,” said Luff. “Perfect.” He drizzled a caramel-colored liquid across the top.

      “Is it?” Trent said. A new stink like burnt marshmallows stung the back of his throat.

      “Of course, Master Russell.” The beaker sizzled at the apothecary’s touch. “Shit.” He raised his finger to his lips and waved it through the air a few times, mildly annoyed despite his enthusiasm, then pulled a glove from the counter’s other end and put it on. The streaming contents held their shape as they slid out of the overturned beaker, which Luffy gently shook over a piece of waxed parchment. He leaned over the fluff and wafted the vapor toward his face, then exhaled.

      “I think we really got it, sir Grenn.” He manifested a dull putty knife and cut into the mixture, pushed either half to the side, and set to work, smoothing it out and bunching it up again and again. After several passes, the lather began to set into an off-yellow ointment.

      “Great,” Grenn said. He latched his device onto his belt.

      “Indeed.” Luff passed the knife over the paste a dozen more times before he scooped the medicine into a plastic container in a single swipe.

      Grenn reached for the substance with his fingers.

      “No,” the apothecary said. “You do not do this that way.” From a shelf behind him, he pulled a dozen cotton swabs from a larger container and put them in a paper bag. “It will numb your fingers if you use them for that.”

      “Through the gauntlets?” Trent asked.

      Luffy nodded.

      Grenn watched himself in the mirror behind Luffy and applied the ointment properly.

      “And how is it you came upon this wound, sir Grenn?” Luffy asked, watching the young Karlian dab more of the mixture onto his face.

      Grenn didn’t look away from himself and said, “A little show at the temple courtyard. Almost died. Kinda glad I didn’t.”

      “And your armor?”

      “Got a little dinged up, same happening.”

      “During the demon show,” said the apothecary. He tapped the right side of his nose with his index and middle finger. “We shall need the workshop, then. I’ve needed an excuse to stop in.” Luff pulled a lid from the air and capped the rest of the Grenn’s medicine. “Keep applying that until you use all of it—all, you understand?”

      “Yeah, yeah. All.” Grenn waved his hand in front of his face. The wound had already stopped leaking. “Do ya think I need a bandage?”

      “No, no,” Luffy said. He phased to the counter’s other side. “You must let it air. Good for the wound, good for your soul.” The bell above the door clinked, and the apothecary waited for them.

      “Whose workshop are we headin for?” Trent asked.

      “His,” said Grenn.

      “Why aren’t we goin to the quartermaster?”

      Grenn looked between him and Luffy. “He is the quartermaster.”

      Trent laughed for a breath. “Course he is.”

      “I may not balance the books like sir Tinaster,” said Luffy as they stepped past him, “but I assure you the coin is well used.”

      “Goddess, it’s cold,” Grenn said. He peered at the darkened shops. “I swear the world seems a little darker now.”

      “The sun has retreated, sir Grenn. Happens about this time every day right now. Besides, it always could be worse.” Luff’s gaze darted upward before he followed them outside. “As bad as things get, at least there are not spiders on the ceiling.”

      The air smelled stale as they made their way toward the Spoke.

      “… I’ve seen through the monocle Trent—Russ—has,” Grenn said. “How is it you see him without it?”

      Luffy laughed. “The Goddess saw fit to give me the gift of true-sight. How do you think I can measure things, like the specs for you armor, without a tape?”

      Grenn shrugged. “I figured you had—abilities.”

      “You were not wrong.”

      Trent waited for the apothecary to continue, but a clearer picture formed in his mind of the man who walked with him. The Goddess had taken him for Herself despite what he’d been.

      “The people,” said Luff. He gestured to a woman they passed. Her hair hung in front of her face in jet laces, and her armor shone the color of midnight. She kept to herself, scanning all she saw with a neutral uncaring. “We are all a little eccentric, sir Grenn. To see someone is to behold the person as they have cultivated themselves. Look at Master Russell. Elected and anointed Grand Master of the Karlian Order—that’s what someone would have seen before his departure. And what did he leave to do? Farm pumpkins.” He chuckled. “One small piece of proof that before we can figure out others’ motivations, we must first find and rescue ourselves in the maze of our own minds. For how can we possibly help others find their path if we cannot see our own?”

      “Can you see everyone’s path?” Trent said. “See into their hearts and know them?”

      Luffy bobbed his head for a second. “Yes, but real life is replete with intangibles and puzzlements we ourselves cannot see through. It becomes an integral part of who we are, yet like an overgrown underbrush, we or others can simply burn it away. To know someone is to see them during and after the fire, not before.”

      School-aged kids poured in groups down the next street. They paid heed only to their screens and friends. As it should be, Trent thought. “You even see your own?” he asked.

      “How can Karli expect me to peer into the hearts of others if I cannot peer into mine own?” The apothecary waited for an answer that didn’t come. “Look at you. You had to follow your own path, make your own journey, wherever that took you, whatever that meant. Take this one”—Luff pointed at a young man walking down the street with a girl who spoke a meter a second; the young man noticed the apothecary’s attention—“he wants to fuck her, she wants to fuck somebody else”—

      The young man’s eyes widened, and he shuffled past.

      “What?” the young woman said, keeping up with him. “Did I say something?”

      —“and the rest are all too busy trying to figure out how to fuck each other, in one way or another.” The apothecary ignored the younger peoples’ reactions to his words. “And then they each have their own hopes and dreams and goings-on with their families. The nonentities of their lives consume them, and they become lost in nullity’s miasma.”

      Luff turned onto a side street that Trent didn’t see until the apothecary disappeared into it. “But Master Russell, you know better than anyone that being lost is just another act in life’s play. People become lost and like it that way. Others long to lose themselves but can’t let go. Then as with you, life thrust upon you a situation so wondrous that your mortal coil couldn’t stand it, and like an oak that becomes nothing in the fire of its dispassions, you vanished. But what no one will tell you, because no one who needs to hear it wants to, is like all lost sons, you eventually found your way home. Though I suspect”—Luff’s voice echoed when he turned a corner, and he spoke over his shoulder while they walked single file down a narrow alley—“you are not here for long.”

      “What makes you think that?” Trent said, and though he’d lowered his voice, it still echoed. The cramped way caused him unfamiliar claustrophobia.

      “I will say this to you,” Luff said. “As the shepherd searches for himself, he leaves his sheep in the care of wolves. As such, either the wolves become the sheep, or the sheep become the wolves; both lose their way without the guiding principle. The wolves will hunt the sheep until they kill them all and leave only themselves, which kills them eventually anyway, or they will lose the identity that made them wolves by coopting the herd. So the question becomes: have you returned to root out the wolves and reclaim your sheep or to command the weakened wolves?” He laughed, a stark bellow from deep in his chest. “Not superb options either way, I can see.”

      They stopped in front of a bare piece of wall—just sheet metal and large rivets. Luffy leaned against it, a flash of light beamed against his left eye, and a seamless door receded away from them to reveal a brick façade. He pushed against the wall, which opened at a finger’s touch, and stepped into a dark hallway. “Gentleman.” Luff bowed and gestured into the foyer. “Grand Master, I welcome you to my Opus.” The quartermaster disappeared.

      Trent waited a couple seconds. “Do we follow him?”

      “Of course you follow,” Luffy said from inside. “Please.” He sounded far away.

      Past the threshold, the quartermaster’s workshop lit and revealed a collection of scaffoldings that climbed five stories overhead. Shelves lined one entire wall, stocked with sundry materials, from bags of Tanvarnian sand to unworked ore from the Badlands. A maze of workstations littered the ground floor, very much like a small town, each with its own project, manned by a mechanical arm or a fluttering automaton.

      Luff gestured to one that hung over a copy of itself. It wiped its tiny brow with a small piece of cloth and watched Trent as he passed, shielding the open version of itself from his view.

      “Have to let them work out their own flaws,” the quartermaster said.

      “Do you do anything here?” Trent said, watching the various laborers.

      “Of course, Master Russell, but nothing so mundane as basic-bitch work.”

      An arm overhead squealed at him.

      “And what would you call it?” Luffy asked of the drudge. “You do have a problem with the words I use or the idea that you serve a menial purpose?”

      The arm deflated and let out a melancholic hum.

      “Do not sadden, my little friend. Though your purpose may be primitive, you mean the world to me. This entire operation would fall apart without you.”

      Several other devices cocked their faces at him, peeping or creaking in admonishment or protest.

      “All of you,” he said. Luffy switched to a language Trent didn’t recognize. But swearing cadenced the same in any lexicon, and the machines winced at high points in Luffy’s short speech. “Now back to work.” He looked between Trent and Grenn and shrugged. “They need to hear shit like that sometimes.

      “But yes, Master Russell. How would I get all the work finished otherwise? That’s the secret to success”—he raised his right index finger toward the ceiling—“always do as little repetitive work for yourself as possible.” He sighed. “Everything to its purpose, and everything to its place.”

      An articulating arm stopped to have a look at Luff and waved back and forth in front of his face. They had a short conversation in the foreign parlance, during which the arm gestured toward Trent or Grenn. Luffy whistled after half a dozen exchanges, and the branch turned, glowering somehow, and delivered the set of forceps it carried to a theater two stories above them.

      “Leave the calamity to insanity, as I always say.” Luff looked toward a high corner of the room. “At least I think I do. Or is the insanity left to the calamity? Does neither make sense, or do both?” He ran his fingers through his chin hair, then spoke his next words in an old language, of which Trent caught only half a word. For a quarter-minute, the quartermaster contented himself with the workshop’s whizzes and whirs and tinks and tings.

      Then he turned to Grenn. “Now, that armor, if you will.”

      Grenn pulled off his chest piece, careful to not scratch up his face on the broken pieces. “Ow,” he said as he pulled his head through the busted neckline. He lost his concern in the end and let the exposed circuitry pull out his hairs and set the chest piece on the table in front of him. “Goddess, hadn’t been looking forward to that.”

      “And now it is over,” said the quartermaster. “Amazing what you can do when you don’t have a choice.” He hardly glanced at the armor before he raised his hand. A flying servicer in the shape of a mosquito zoomed to him and perched on his finger. Luff whispered to it in a series of whistles and screening pitches that slid from one to the next. The flyer answered in kind. After a back-and-forth that lasted just over two minutes, the little guy hopped to the chest piece and heaved it to a station three stories up on the west wall, where an urlan leaned over it and consulted with the droid that brought it to her.

      Luff turned back to them. “Nothing my urlans can’t handle. You should be fine to pick it up in the morning, perhaps earlier if it suits you.”

      “I’ll be here then,” said Grenn. “I hope I can also leave my hammer.” He looked at Trent. “I—I can’t very well carry it around.”

      Trent waved his left hand to gesture ambivalence.

      “Mm, yes,” the quartermaster said, nodding. “Your shoulder might get achy. I shall consign to you a short sword for the time being. You won’t need it, of that I can assure you, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “Sounds good,” Grenn said, an easy smile across his lips.

      “Sir Luffy,” said Trent.

      “I had hoped,” Luffy said when Trent half-turned to leave, “that while I have you here, since it is customary for the quartermaster to show off a little when the leadership stops in, you would not mind seeing a few of my private and commissioned projects. After all, I technically work at your discretion.”

      “The back room?” Grenn said, excited.

      Luffy must have sensed Trent’s reluctance. “Grand Master, what are you in a hurry for? Dissolving bodies?” He laughed. “I promise you, there will be time for that in plenty afterward.”

      “Yeah,” said Grenn. “Plus, Manifeld’s not gonna call for us ‘til tomorrow, right?”

      None of that concerned Trent. Even if it had, he had no intention of leaving until the next morning, especially now with Grenn’s breastplate in repairs until then. The main lode of his mind itched for rest. Yet a disparate part hadn’t had enough of this new apothecary and quartermaster. “Show me.”

      “Excellent, Master Russell,” said Luff. He headed through the maze of work stations and theaters, the din of which became a chorus of considerable theme, almost like the robots conspired to turn their chaos into song. A back door slid into its frame just before Luff got to it. “We don’t get many visitors back here, not since the king last stopped by years ago.”

      The door shut right after Trent stepped over its threshold. Intensified beams of sunlight loomed over dozens of stations, where little robots worked on their projects.

      “Manifeld”—Luffy used the name like an expletive—“does not deign to enter my domain, even when I ask him. So I stopped.” The quartermaster whistled. “Boys.”

      A couple dozen fluttering droids came at their master’s call and hung in the air before him. Their wings rang at a glimmering frequency while they chirped, and those more affectionate rubbed against Luff’s cheeks. They reminded Trent of faeries that once inhabited Coroth, when men hadn’t yet come to Borliee, dwarves and elves still fought the Wars, and dragons had still been young. Enough land remained unclaimed that some might still exist in the wild, but Trent had never seen one. These came as close as anything to their description: small, almost like little humans, except Luffy hadn’t given them legs.

      “There now, I have not left you that long.” Luffy got the most flamboyant one’s attention, its wings a show of ruby and silver. “You have something to show me? I brought friends. One of them is the Grand Master.”

      At that, the cloud spread and looked around him. They counseled, and a few bowed, then the others took their cue and did the same.

      “Ingratiate yourselves by reverence all you like. He is not so easily impressed, this one, I think.”

      One of them wailed and flew toward Grenn, who leaned away as the mech approached. She hovered near his right hand and pulled it toward his face. Though bewildered, Grenn obliged, and the robot perched on his finger to better see the wound under his right eye. She clinked and whistled and wrung her hands as she examined him.

      “I already cared for that, Xenia. Sir Grenn, it was she who found the old archives that led me to the warthog juice. Considers herself a little healer.”

      Grenn pulled his hand from his face and looked upon the little droid. “Huh. Guess I have you thank for it.”

      Xenia hid her face behind her right wing and shook her head. Still, her left wing fluttered for the praise.

      “I assure you,” said the quartermaster, “there are more notable happenings here than ass-piss.” He conspired with the rest: “How about we impress them.”

      In a current of gold and green, the gaggle moved as one and made a circle around the room before they settled at the first station they wanted Luffy to see, buzzing and bumping in the air while they waited. The leader hung back to chirp at his master.

      “Mm hmm. And what of the rest?”

      The drone spoke. Luff nodded in time with its cadence.

      “Keep them on it. That’s one project we cannot afford to lag on.” What Luffy said next came in pitched whistles and beeps and clicks of his tongue. The leader quieted to listen—even lowered the frequency of its wings—then nodded in response. “Excellent. Now to show our friends what they came to see.”

      At the first table, a worker hung over its project. A dozen others created a screen with their bodies for him against the quartermaster’s attention.

      “Bartus-seven,” Luff said. “If you are not finished, we can come back another time.”

      Bartus squawked at his master, and Trent understood him well enough without knowing his language. Just give me a second, you old fuck.

      Luffy laughed and thrusted his hand through the cloud that tried to block him. “I know you are ready. It does not have to be perfect. Did my blood do the trick?”

      Bartus picked up a plain metal cube and dropped it onto Luffy’s hand. Light glinted off its surface. The quartermaster turned the mechanism between his fingers while the little mech spoke to him.

      “Two of you? How long?”

      The mech responded.

      “That’s barely faster than walking. We need magnitudes better than that. What about the instant transmission?”

      Bartus made two peeps.

      “I told you, it is not a gift. It is an eccentricity of my own, and we can replicate it. What of the harmonic frequencies? Did you match them when you made this new one?”

      The leader spoke for Bartus in a lengthy lecture that seemed to answer Luff’s question.

      “Then we shall have to test it.” Luffy closed his hand. When he opened it again, the cube unfastened with a windy whistle, and its innards spread over his palm and fingers. The quartermaster raised it to his ear. “Sounds in tune.” His form phased. “Just like when I do it. Maybe off by point-oh-oh-one, point-oh-oh-one-two hertz. Might make all the difference. If it does, that will be”—he waited for the fluttering droids to answer.

      They all sang a chorus of three notes.

      “Good to know. Excellent. Bartus, if you will.”

      The little drone sighed before he flew to and landed on Luffy’s hand, where he fiddled with a whirring mechanism as it moved. His arms spun at thousands of rotations per minute, then he shrugged, hopped fully onto the piece, and disappeared.

      “Ah-ha,” Luff said and turned to show his empty hand.

      “What the hells?” Grenn said. “Where’d he go?”

      “A different point in space,” the quartermaster said and checked his watch. “Now we wait, sir Grenn. If what he told me is true, it shouldn’t be long.”

      “Shouldn’t? He might not show back up?”

      Luff signaled a lack of concern. “He always has. There’s hardly anything to worry about.”

      During his early years at the Order, Trent had met a spell thief—someone who manipulated the Ley despite their lack of affinity for it—with whom he had a brief and violent love affair. Her magic, whether from her misuse of magic or the ministrations of her mind and body on another person, impressed upon him his later generalized distrust of Leynars, though she hadn’t been one.

      Still, she often spoke of the Ley’s muted possibilities, of which even those on the Ruling Council had forbidden exploration—something she told him could allow the manipulation of the energies of space and time such that someone could transport almost anything to another point in what she called a ‘holomal chromograph.’

      “That’s not the official name for it,” she said on a night while they laid in bed. Trent had rolled stands of her sable hair between his fingers while she spoke. “But it’s as real as me, and it’s as real as you. And I’ll find a way to get into it. I don’t give a shit if the Council here says we can’t fuck with it. I’m going to. Already have.”

      She had vanished a few weeks later, apparently off the face of Coroth, as Trent had tried to find her during his desperate years after Lillie disappeared.

      The way Luffy could teleport reminded Trent of what she did, only she had to concentrate for minutes to move even halfway across a room.

      “… Wouldn’t wanna get caught somewhere in the middle,” said Grenn. Xenia sat on his shoulder, watching the conversation between Luffy and her new friend.

      “But that is just it, sir Grenn. The agent can’t get caught in the middle. For them the trip takes however long it does—minutes, hours, days. Our matter is making the journey they take extremely short, which we have not yet cracked.”

      “Then just call it a make-shit-disappear machine, and there’s no need to keep experimenting.” Grenn and Luffy laughed.

      “A time machine,” Trent said. “A goddess in the Pantheon is lord of all that. We’ve not much command over it—at least no gift have I ever seen.”

      “Well spoken, Master Russell,” said Luff. “Though we do not seek to move through time. Our movement through that dimension is fast enough as it is, I think—too fast in many cases. We are trying to move through space only. As I can do”—he disappeared to the room’s other side and ported back to them; his magic left motes behind in his stead—“without a problem. Now, I simultaneously move through time, but I’m not in control of that. Others, I know, could do the space-thing with help. It is possible.”

      “Is it the size?” asked Grenn. “Maybe someone’s gonna need to wear something like that on either side of their chest. If it takes”—

      Bartus reappeared at his work station in flash of muted color. Small lightning bolts arced between the machine’s numbles and the droid, who blared a low pitch until the device closed and folded back into shape.

      “Ah ha!” Luffy yelled. “You have already returned to us. Cobblewell, did we get the reading on that?”

      The lead droid whooshed toward a bank of screens on the room’s other side and stopped in front of one in the upper-right corner. From him emanated a series of rings that sounded like jingling bells.

      “Slow down,” the quartermaster said. “Goddess living, you will give me an aneurism.”

      Cobblewell spoke slower, his rings lower pitched and spaced further apart. A few of the other droids gathered around Bartus and chatted with their compatriot in hushed pitches while Cobblewell and Luffy talked—until Bartus emitted a high tone. The others quieted.

      Bartus made three peeps, then the others erupted in uproar, blaring and flying in a frantic cloud over Bartus’s work station.

      “What is this?” said Luff. “Tell me, dear Bartus.”

      The mech flew to Luffy’s face and made a series of eight distinct tones, three of them in a phraseology Trent recognized from the theaters outside the lab.

      Luffy’s eyebrows raised toward his hair line. “Bartus-eight.” He nodded. “You shall need to make him, of course. To work, then.”

      Bartus returned to his cube and hauled it to a focused luster of sunlight within his theater.

      The quartermaster turned to Trent and Grenn. “You must excuse them. They are—excitable. Cobblewell”—Luffy turned to the lead mech—“Bartus-seven will become Bartus-eight under your care.” The rest of what he told him came in the mechanical language, except for a few words: “… ingress architectonics,” and, “… finally get it,” that came in the mecha-nari speak Luffy used with his ilk.

      Bartus returned with a needle and a blood bag.

      “More do you need from me?”

      Bartus responded, nodding.

      The quartermaster rolled his left sleeve up his arm. “Fine, but I’m serious, Bartus: not one drop more after this.” No smile played across his lips.

      The little droid inserted an inch of a long needle into a vein in the crook of Luffy’s arm.

      “It’s not something everyone can say, Master Russell, but I have put blood, sweat, tears, hair, and even an organ into this operation.” He raised his right hand. “Not from my body. But still, it belonged to me before I gave it to these people for science.” A wistful expression coated the quartermaster’s face. A few droids had already returned to their own projects. “Now, while we wait for my blood to flow, who is next?”

      A mech spoke from the back of the group.

      “Liri?” Luff said. “You finished your ring?”

      Liri waited three seconds before she responded, then intoned a single note.

      “Oh-ho, just in time. It’s like you were planning this for the Grand Master.” Luff and the colony buzzed toward the next work station, four down and a row over from Bartus’s, where a simple ring laid on a table. “You will love this one, Master Russell. The idea came to me when the Priests entered the Order. I thought the Leynar would not find themselves able to manipulate the Light, yet it comes to their call, and the way they manipulate it differs from our own. So the Light, regardless of its source in the Mother Karli, must be corporeal in our manifest world.” He picked up the ring and raised it to his ear for a second before he turned to face Trent and Grenn. “This works the other way. Well, another way—magic and Light do not work on a line.” He looked at Liri. “What was it that ended up working? The partial singularity?”

      Liri buzzed next to his face and spoke to him, quiet, more private than Bartus.

      Luffy turned their conversation that way and conversed with her in hushed fifes and subtle clicks. “Really?” Liri nodded, then Luffy turned to Trent. “She would like the Grand Master to test it.”

      This being the reason for his presence, Trent didn’t feel he could say no, but at that, he didn’t want to anyway. “Sure.” He already had an idea of how the ring worked. He couldn’t call upon the Ley as he could the Light, but Leynars had channeled through him before. At those times, though he couldn’t manifest it, he could control it in part. “Am I the conduit, or is the ring?” he asked as he took the piece from Luff.

      The quartermaster laughed. “Look at that Liri, he already understands it.”

      Liri chirped.

      “The ring is the conduit. Ley is inside the device, so a layman must but focus, and the ring will take care of the rest. We hope it will become an infinite feedback loop, but we are—a ways from that.”

      Trent put the ring on the middle finger of his left hand. It fit him well. “Anywhere I should aim?”

      “I made that door to withstand dragon fire,” said Luff. “Good a place as any. Let us see what your gut guides you to do with it.”

      Trent turned. Within the ring, he felt a fraction of the power he had as a conduit—many times underpowered compared to focused Ley—but when he held his hand toward the door and centered his mind on bending the potential within, the capacity multiplied magnitudes-over until it reached a criticality and burst forth from his fist in a beam of roaring bright-yellow magic. The ray focused under his will, and Trent bid even more Ley to pour out. An arc cut across the room and blitzed across an empty theater. One of the mechs at the table next to it shrieked madly.

      With a thought, he pulled the magic back and adjusted the beam into a dense rod only a few inches thick, then cut it off the same when it became an auspicious white. The room quieted, and the Ley inside called to him, a power that ruined those too insipid to ignore it.

      “That’s great.” An old awareness returned to him as he stared at the burnished platinum: the Ley used him, and he understood it implicitly, even if not academically. The magic wanted him to use it, needed—

      “My gods,” Luffy said, his unfettered arm raised. “How many motes did you implant?”

      Liri responded in a single syllable.

      The quartermaster thought while Bartus tended to the needle in his arm. “Master Russell, are you sure you are not a Leynar in disguise?”

      “Absolutely, thank Karli. But I well remember what this feels like. Goddess alive, it’s got me giddy for more.” He pulled the ring off his finger. Liri flew to him to retrieve it.

      “Sir Grenn,” said Luffy, “would you like a go with it?”

      Grenn lifted his right hand. “No, thanks. I don’t need that.”

      The quartermaster shrugged. “As he wishes,” he said to Liri, then he spoke to her in their language while she carried the ring back to her table, where he pulled the needle from his skin and let Bartus have the bag of blood. “We probably have that right,” he said and bent his arm to staunch the needlework. “Master the focusing mechanism, and I think we will have the right combination. But we still need to find a work-around in the least for the conflux.” He pointed at Cobblewell, who had overseen the show without a word. “Half-week at the latest.”

      The little leader nodded and relayed the directive to Liri, who responded in a single squeak.

      “Now,” said Luff, “I hope our final experiment is coming along all right.”

      Cobblewell sighed, then he spoke for thirty seconds.

      Luffy listened, and at the end, he rubbed his cheek with his right hand. “Show me anyway.”

      At the back of the droids’ workshop, a curtain descended from the ceiling and partitioned a workstation from the others. Cobblewell disappeared behind the barrier, behind which something issued a quick series of hisses. He reappeared and pushed the curtain out of the way.

      “Perfect,” Luff said. His eyes lit in a different way than before. “What do you think of it, Master Russell?”

      A pair of wooden dowels stood with twine hung between them. Needles moved through a mass of fiber almost faster than Trent could see, and powering it, a bicycle chain connected the machine to a pair of pedals, between which a meter showed a number to the sixth decimal place.

      Before Trent figured it out, the quartermaster said, “One revolution of the pedals is enough to knit five feet of fabric.” He walked to the machine and turned a knob. The needles stopped their work on the length they’d been working and began another piece.

      “It’s a bike,” Trent said.

      “A bike that knits,” said Grenn, unimpressed.

      Xenia tittered.

      Luff cast a deadly expression at her, and she quieted. “Appreciate the little things, sir Grenn. You do not comprehend, perhaps, the engineering that went into making this knob work. Go from sweater, to scarf, to socks, to beanie”—each time he twisted the dial, the machine began a new project, only to abandon it with the next turn—“and the hardest part, which Alpha figured out so ingeniously, was getting the torque right for the pedals to make the needles move so damn fast.”

      “So it’s a knitting machine?” Trent said. “Luff”—

      “And an excellent one at that,” said the quartermaster, petting the station’s tenant. It spoke in tones that pitched lower than the other droids and appeared more mech than the rest of them. Luffy responded to him, then switched to Plainari. “How about you make our friends a scarf.” He pointed at Trent. “Do you know who that is?”

      Alpha looked at Trent, then at his master again and shook his head.

      “He is a special friend. Would you like to give him a special gift?”

      The little guy nodded.

      “Hop to it, my boy,” Luffy said. He walked back to Trent and Grenn.

      Alpha turned the knob to the ‘Scarf’ setting and disappeared into the pedal mechanism. The machine jostled as it approached ‘.200000,’ but settled once it did.

      Luff addressed Cobblewell, who flitted dutifully around his head. “Something to have him work out.”

      Alpha reappeared and checked the gauge for himself before he floated up to the needles and watched them go.

      Luffy leaned toward Trent, lowered his voice to answer unasked questions. “He is a little slow. He cannot upgrade himself because he cannot comprehend his own architecture.” Melancholy painted the quartermaster’s gaze as he looked upon the runt. “So I give him this work. It is not his fault, and he is my creation, one of the first of my brood. I cannot bring myself to abandon him.”

      “Couldn’t you make your own scarves?” said Trent.

      “I could, and I could make them well. But I cannot betray myself like that, Master Russell.”

      The machine ran whisper-quiet, and the needles, once they got going, set into a steady beat. Alpha busied himself, darting between the columns, setting a gear in place when it popped out, untangling yarn before it reached the needles. A small marvel came to Trent at the singular purpose the knitting machine followed—made for one thing, and even though it didn’t do it well, it did it all the same.

      Grenn’s device buzzed against his leg. As he tapped across the screen, Xenia landed on it and fluttered her wings. It took him a moment to grasp what she wanted. “You—you wanna hold it for me?”

      Xenia intoned a response and nodded.

      Grenn looked to Luffy, who shrugged. Xenia pulled the communicator from Grenn’s hand and held it in front of his face, allowing him hands-free use. “That’s pretty fantastic.” He walked around the room in test, and Xenia flew with him.

      “She seems to have taken a liking to you, sir Grenn,” Luff said as Alpha’s machine neared the completion of its fifth foot. A pair of sheers cut the fiber, and the needles pushed the twine’s end through a final stitch.

      Alpha pulled it tight to bind it off and grabbed the scarf off the columns. The mech got just out of arm’s reach to Trent when he stopped.

      “Go on, my boy,” Luff said. “Give it to him.”

      The droid got close enough for Trent to grab the scarf, then he scuttled away.

      “Thank you,” said Trent.

      “Alfie,” Luffy said when Alpha didn’t respond.

      Alpha’s gaze flicked between Trent and the quartermaster. Though he said nothing, the little mech bowed, then he flew to Luffy and landed on his master’s right hand. The quartermaster sang a few notes while Alpha nuzzled against him.

      “Master Russell,” said Luffy when Alpha flew back to his station, “I am sorry I do not have more to show you, and what I did is, uh, not ready yet. But you did get a scarf out of it.” A wistful smile reached the quartermaster’s eyes.

      “And it’s a good scarf,” Trent said. The machine used an unrecognizable pattern, at least to Trent in his cursory look-over, and missed a stitch every few rows. “My wife used to knit. Really good with her hands.” He looked at Alpha, who watched him. “This is good as any of ‘em.”

      The droid didn’t react, just went back to his work.

      But Luffy peered at him, and Trent felt the true-sight pierce him for the first time; he felt every part Russell Hollowman that he hadn’t since he left. “This is kind of you to say,” Luff said. He stared at the ground for a second before he continued.

      “People, Master Russell, become covered in the unspeakable pollution of their lives. Morals and logic fail when they most need them, and those things color a person’s soul in manners undetectable as they give way, inch by inch. I know you are unsure of yourself, Grand Master. I can see it painted across your spirit. Despite your resoluteness, you walk with a hesitant heart—no doubt, in part, why you left. But when the core of a person remains pure, when they have an absolute guiding principle on which they can measure every decision in their lives, when that remains constant, they can scour all that blight away without losing who they are.

      “To never waver is of the gods, so that leaves us somewhere in the middle; to be human, we must make mistakes. The two exist not at odds, but in harmony, in a tension that creates synthesis. And Master Russell, I assure you, you have found yours. It is good to see you didn’t lose yourself. Not really. You must just see it for your own.”

      A small jolt of adrenaline buzzed Trent. He often found himself without reply when someone spoke to him with earnest kindness, but he’d made a habit of telling people in those times what he said to Luffy. “Your words honor me. Thank you, sir.”

      Luffy bowed his head. “Cobblewell.” He spoke with his apprentice as he headed for the inner office’s door. Most of the bots had returned to their stations. One worked on a necklace that smoked and caused the air above it to shimmer. The mech scuttled about as small fires cindered around its station, putting them out as fast as the next one started.

      Cobblewell stayed inside the lab when they crossed its threshold to the comparative chaos outside, and they made their way again through the maze.

      “Xenia,” Luff said, her name alone a mild chide as she accompanied Grenn toward the exit. The droid, though jovial with her new friend, sagged in the air when she looked to her master. “What is this? You wish to leave me?”

      She looked between Grenn and Luffy. Though sheepish, she nodded and chanted a response.

      The quartermaster smiled. “My dear girl, who would I be to stop a daughter of mine from pursuing her life? Nothing could give me more joy than seeing your own. If you would like to accompany him, you go with my blessing. But it is not mine you need.”

      She turned to Grenn.

      “I mean, if you want,” he said. “Yeah.”

      Her response, as she flew in a loop through the air over Grenn’s hair, rang from her like a bell, and she beat her head into Grenn’s chest a few times before settling again in front of his face.

      “Okay,” said Grenn. He felt his sternum. “Easy.”

      “So wonderful, sir Grenn,” Luff said, calling after the younger man. “A tip on the language.”

      Grenn waited for the quartermaster’s advice.

      “It’s all in the whistles.” Luffy whistled a note that hung on the air for several seconds after he made it.

      Grenn pursed his lips, and an approximation of a whistle came from his lips, though nothing as clean as Luffy’s. Xenia giggled and whistled at Luffy’s tone. Hers, too, played for a while.

      “Laugh it up,” Grenn said, and he made for the exit, where Xenia lifted a short-sword for him. Grenn buckled it around his hips. “Show me something else.”

      “You know, Master Russell, I’m surprised you have no cybernetics,” Luffy said while they hung back. “They have become vogue in your missing time. I could show you one or two things if you’d like. Later, of course.”

      “No need for ‘em, Luff. Though yours—they’re easy to miss.”

      “Easy to miss what is not there.”

      “Then perhaps you could help me with somethin else I may have missed.” Trent turned to fully face him. “The demon gettin inside. Grenn told me you might know how it happened.”

      “Little charmer, aren’t you?” Grenn said, halfway across the room.

      Luffy covered his mouth with his right hand and sighed. “Alas, Master Russell, I do not always have the answers you seek. Many hypotheses, each of them as ghastly as the next for differing reasons.”

      Trent shrugged. “Just the one you think’s most likely.”

      Luffy squinted. Light danced behind his eyes, as though manifest calculations burned just behind them. “If you will trust me, I can assure you nobody within Karhaal’s walls called that thing to us, but you must heed my next words if nothing else. There is no easy way to tell you this, and I have kept my thoughts to myself for the time—excepting the king, but even he wrote off my feelings as nothing more than hunches.”

      As though the workers around them could detect their master’s mood, the pandemonium of his workshop quieted.

      “In your time gone, a darkness has wheedled itself into the world. I do not know how, but someone—perhaps this new master?—has manifested their agents throughout Coroth. Believe me, I have searched for them, but it is as though one of the gods machinates to obscure my sight, for I cannot see them. But I assure you, I have detected them. I know it. During the world’s Peace they have infiltrated some of the highest echelons of our government. Arnin. Even the Order, I have no doubt.”

      “Without anyone knowing?” Trent said. “That’s a feat.”

      “Believe me, Master Russell, I know how crazy it sounds. I had hoped I would have proof before I made anyone else aware of my inclinations, but you have returned, and that means events will quickly set in motion that could mean our end. It may already be too late to stop their plans. That is a bleak outlook, I know, but no one—no one—can comprehend how deep their conspiracy goes.”

      The quartermaster headed away. “Though I caution you to take what I say with a skepticism, Master Russell. Were I a demonic agent, I would have a vested interest in being the one to make you aware of this. And being the person in charge of Karhaal’s defenses, I know I am—suspect—thanks to the day’s events.”

      He ported to a theater three stories above and leaned over a work station. “I assure you, my urlans and I will do everything we can to make sure a breach does not happen within the city again.” His voice somehow still carried over the workshop’s din to reach Trent. “I apologize, Grand Master, I will be at your service, or anyone else’s, in a couple hours. Right now, I need distraction.” He addressed the urlan next to him. “Tell me about that jailbreak.”

      Trent watched the quartermaster for another quarter-minute, then he followed the man’s advice and left him to his work.
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      Could it be the Undertaker? Trent thought while he and Grenn headed toward the Spoke. And who at Arnin—surely not the queen. Someone in the electorate?

      Twilight had swept across the sky. Clouds hovered thirty feet overhead, coughing a silky haze across the city that burnished the lights’ glow and made shadows of its people.

      “And you’ll get even faster at predicting?” Grenn asked.

      Xenia chirped.

      Grenn raised his hands in front of his screen. “Devnil, look, no hands.”

      “Yeah, great,” said a Karlian Grenn’s age from the call’s other side. His hair burned raucous-red. “We’re all meeting in Vqenna tonight, getting outta the holy place. Try to take our minds off—what happened. You’re coming?”

      Grenn frowned. “Should be able to make it. Got something to do first, though.”

      “Kay, and if you can, try to skirt the pretender. I’ve heard you and he are friendly.”

      “He’s right here with me, Dev.” Grenn turned the screen to bring Trent in frame. “You can speak with him yourself.”

      “Master Hollowman,” said Dev. “So good to see you.”

      “I hope you don’t mind my being a fucking asshole.”

      “I—I—I don’t mean you’re pretending to be who you say you are, sir. You’re just pretending to be someone else right now”—Dev looked at Grenn and said the next word as an accusation—“apparently.”

      “Who found him again?” Grenn said. “You can tell everyone I said you’re welcome.”

      “Whatever. So Vqenna, Third Street, first removal. Be there.” Before Grenn responded, Devnil cut off the communication, and the device returned to a menu.

      “Friendly guy,” said Trent.

      “Buddy, come on. Almost no one wants to believe you are who you say you are. It’s nothing against you.”

      Trent huffed. “Sure. How’s that thing working?” The tablet had somehow gained a connection.

      “Karhaal intranet.” Grenn walked toward a street that fed off the Spoke to the northwest.

      “We’ve got that now?” Trent walked after Grenn, who didn’t respond to his question. “Where are ya heading? The guy said Third Street.”

      “I’m not going straight there.”

      “Goddess alive, Grenn, this isn’t more girls, is it?”

      “Give me some credit. I don’t take part with people from the Order, not after one almost got me expelled for—fuck, it’s not important.”

      “Sounds like you deserved it. Knowin you.”

      “I wouldn’t have agreed with you at the time,” Grenn said, “but you’re not wrong.”

      Chill stung Trent’s face and dried his eyes. He wrapped Alpha’s scarf around his neck and tucked it into his armor. An aimless tune he hummed kept trying to round back to On a Dragon’s Wing. They turned onto a side street that led to a removal, where the buildings hung over the street five stories above them.

      “Messaging,” Grenn said, and Xenia brought up the proper application. “Topography. Analytics. Liscerring Daily.” With each command, the faerie-mech started a different program. “Huh.”

      Xenia whistled.

      “Careful with him,” said Trent. “He’s just tryin to get ya on his good side. Don’t those things have voice commands built in anyway?”

      “Yeah, but she’s doing this,” Grenn said, impressed.

      The mech chirped and moved a few feet before she noticed Grenn had stopped in front of a building, the windows of which threw eerie glows into the fog. Its eve cast a deep shadow on its door.

      Grenn held out his hand, and Xenia dropped his device. “Stay here with Trent.”

      “Nuhn?” Xenia intoned.

      “I know,” said Grenn, “but I’ll be right back.”

      “Grenn,” Trent said.

      The younger Karlian turned halfway, a pace and a half from the establishment’s door. His shirt clung to his body from the mist. “You have your secrets, I’m sure too many to count. This is just one of mine.”

      Trent didn’t protest, and Grenn knocked a pattern that lasted too long for Trent to commit to memory. After the last beat, fifteen seconds passed before the door opened on a hinge. A sliver of platinum light pierced into the alcove’s darkness.

      “If I’m not out in five minutes,” Grenn said, “just assume I got held up and go on without me.” He pushed the door enough to slip inside.

      Before he disappeared behind it, Trent asked, “In a good way or bad?”

      Grenn chewed his lip. “Guess I’ll see.” The door closed behind him.

      The longer Trent stayed in Karhaal, the more disconnected he became from the city he once called home and life. His influence had evaporated, and now institutions—whatever clientele this one served—existed within Karhaal’s hallowed walls.

      A voice wailed from a story above. It made him think of the brief time he and Lillie had lived behind a bordello, and how the night’s random sounds would turn one or both to the other. The sound now reminded him of his solitude and the ill of the last twenty years, how he’d moved from a life for which he’d fought and so many had died to one where a casual vacancy took from him the only thing that had kept him fighting. Then the world moved on to a state that felt every bit like a waking dream, and he’d become someone simply alive. No matter how hard he tried to push backwards, even an inch, his life marched inexorably in a bearing he didn’t want to go.

      Standing alone in the middle of a Karhaalian street felt about right, considering it all, and as the seconds crept by on his watch, he wondered if this too would come to pass: Grenn disappearing with nary a word, that everyone in his life he valued would leave him. The demon attack that afternoon hadn’t impressed upon him the loss he’d feel in the event of Grenn’s death, but being unable to talk to him, the only familiarity that bridged his old life to his new, filled Trent with bathetic sorrow, a skittish disquiet that made him want to fix everything now, because later would be too late.

      At three seconds past five minutes, the door opened. Xenia chirped when Grenn stepped from within. No one accompanied him. His eyes had become bloodshot, and he let his head rest against the exposed bricked next to the door. Grim gloom surrounded him.

      Xenia purred and perched on Grenn’s shoulder.

      Conscious relief toned Trent’s judgment. He didn’t need to know what the young man had done—if he’d done anything. “Ya good?”

      “Probably.”

      Trent detected the slightest warble on Grenn’s voice, but that could have been his imagination trying to paint a picture he couldn’t see. He clapped Grenn on the shoulder, and after the young man collected himself, they headed for Third Street.

      On its removal lay a Vqennan night district. An onlooker couldn’t have missed it for all the Priests and Karlians gathered there—Trent hadn’t seen so many of the Order in one place since the War’s height.

      What garnered attraction sat tucked in the removal’s corner. The Withering Ox. A bar of the same name had existed elsewhere in Vqenna before, and the inside oozed with familiarity. A young woman pushed a quarter-piece into the slot of an old electric jukebox that stood next to the entrance.

      She looked to her table, a booth on the pub’s front side, where two women and a man watched her. “It works!”

      Pictures, whose tenants moved within their frames, adorned the walls, their occupants the captured essences of bands at least a generation old. Tables wrapped around pillars spaced throughout, and a long one took up the length of the free area off to their right, where people would have danced on a different night. Booths ran along the three walls that didn’t have the bar against them, and the bar took up the whole length of the fourth, where an urlan mixed and poured drinks. A mirror stretched behind it and made the place seem larger than its reality. The table tops had dusted with age and from cleaning product, and the place had repaired the chairs and upholstery with heavy tape and mismatched parts when they broke or tore or came undone, but the atmosphere—to Trent it felt a lot more like home than Karhaal did.

      Karlians sat with their weapons close by; maces, axes, swords, and staves.

      “… I don’t know,” a guy said at the table nearest the entrance. “A training exercise?” He eyed Trent’s hammer when he pulled it off his shoulder and set the head on the floor. “That’s what the Chamberlain said, at least.” His conversation drowned into the sea of voices.

      Waiters, in shorts and button-up flannels, moved around the chaos with subtle surety, coming and going through a door at the bar’s far end, through which the scents of fried foods and smoky wood drifted from the kitchens. A hearth burned on the bar’s other side, where a group of Priests leaned over a table that tucked into the far corner.

      Trent took off his scarf. Despite his memories, he felt out of place amongst the normality—like the rest celebrated a holiday he didn’t observe. Those gathered may have hoped that if they could take a small step back, the demon might be a one-off; that if they waited on this uneasy precipice, didn’t let their lives tip into the chaotic void another War promised, nothing had to be wrong yet.

      No one noticed Trent, but a group of Karlians jeered: “Grenn!”

      “Hey Abernathy,” a girl said, an affable grin across her face. She sat next to Tavit. “Wondered if ya died. Saved ya a seat anyway.” Another guy at the table said something Trent couldn’t hear.

      The rest erupted in laughter, and a small chant emerged: “Nar-the-nar-the-nar-the”—they clinked their steins and drank. Grenn took half a step and stopped.

      Before the young man spoke, Trent said, “S’right. Not my scene anyway.” He remembered how deferential he’d been to Jeom. It felt strange to have someone treat him the same.

      A worn smile spread across Grenn’s lips. “If I don’t see ya before tomorrow morning, I’ll meet ya at the guest inn.”

      “Sure.” Why wouldn’t he stay at the guest’s inn? “Try to get some rest tonight.”

      “Rest?” said a man who stood a head shorter than Grenn. His voice whined at a high tenor. He held a long-staff in his right hand and wore the armor of a Karlian in dark blue. Runes hung in the air around metal rings near either end of his weapon and swam across its surface in time with his hand. “This one? No need.” He observed Grenn’s face. Even in the pub’s low light, the scar gleamed with ointment, and the veins under his eye had glazed purple and orange. “Damn, that’s gonna leave a fuck of a scar.”

      A waiter came to them, his face and jawline sculpted by the cybernetics that shined under his skin. “Boys,” he said, his voice a comfortable baritone that laced with the synthetic node at his throat. “Can I get ya something?” He’d unbuttoned his shirt a button too far, and his chest gleamed, his body powdered with dark hair the same color as his eyes and the mane around his face.

      “This one”—the small guy’s staff stayed upright when he let go of it, and he poked Grenn’s chest—“needs somethin a-nice and strong. He almost died today. You should feel sorry for him.”

      “Poor baby,” said the waiter.

      The small one shook his head. “No sympathy. It’s what the service industry is really missin these days.”

      “Let’s start with somethin light,” said Grenn. “You’ve got a good stout, if I remember.”

      “Best in Vqenna,” the waiter said.

      “I’ll take two o’ those.”

      “Grenn,” his small friend said. “That’s nice of ya.”

      Grenn pointed at the short guy with his thumb. “He can get his own.”

      “The hells, man? First the waiter, now you? What’s next, the Goddess Herself?”

      “She already turned against ya, Lars,” the girl who’d saved a seat for Grenn said. “Remember, you didn’t pray hard enough. That’s why you’re so short.”

      “Then blessings to us all,” said Lars. “What I lack in height, I more than make up for in length.”

      Those at the table roared with laughter. Trent surmised the exchange had age to it.

      Lars turned to the waiter. “If I’m paying my way, I need somethin sour. Can your boy”—he nodded to the urlan—“help me with that?”

      “He can manage,” the waiter said. He looked at Trent. “And for you, sir?”

      “Coal Velour?”

      “Our urlan prefers a different brand. Something about trade-morality relativity. If you ask me, he just doesn’t like the taste, but I can assure you, the liquor he serves is more than fine.”

      “I’ll take it at the corner booth back there,” Trent said, pointing off to the left.

      “So you shall, sir.” Before the exchange finished, the waiter added, “Lars.”

      The small man turned at his name.

      “Is there anything I can help you with? That is a long—staff—you have there.”

      Lars pressed his gaze upon the waiter. “I hope so,” he said with a flit of his brow. “We’ll have ta see, won’t we?”

      The waiter winked at him before heading for the bar.

      “Slut,” Grenn said, jabbing Lars’s right arm.

      The smaller man exaggerated how much force Grenn used and grabbed onto his staff. It stayed upright as he sagged into it. “Goddess, I’ve told you before: I’m fragile. What have they been feeding you in Keep?”

      “You got no idea how this boy been gettin on,” Tavit said. Grenn and Lars joined the middle table. “The way he tells it”—

      Trent made his way toward the corner booth, next to which a door led to a washroom. As he sat, he thought of Cups back in Adjust and wondered if his path would ever carry him there again. Lillie had never been with him to Keep or Willace’s bar or stood with him on meetings with the king; she’d never even seen him as Grand Master. But this booth, he’d sat with her in one like it. The way her smile had lit up a corner of the world that had been theirs alone, how her eyes had traced across his face, the grace of her bare feet on a dance floor, all played liked motion pictures in his head. If Karli’s Light hadn’t manifested in the world, Lillie would have been enough to tell him good existed, so long as those who sought it didn’t stop.

      Yet he sat here, stymied. Each moment he tarried counted another second onto a scale that balanced against him. No one appreciated the need for haste, and Trent felt that he alone struggled against what Coroth faced, understood its danger. Even those in positions to act—the king, the Chamberlain, the Undertaker—tilted toward inaction. He as Grand Master could act, yet he alone wouldn’t be enough.

      But if what Luffy told him proved true, he might have to be.

      A blonde whose hair hung to the middle of her back came with his drink. Urlans served a lot of purposes, but Trent hated when one tended bar. Willace had spoiled him at Cups, for true, but at a bar that served alcohol by the milliliter, an urlan made sure two fingers meant two fingers.

      “Can I get ya anything else?” she asked.

      “In a bit.”

      “Just wave me down, hon.” She knocked on the table and carried her smile with her to the next.

      Trent closed his eyes and inhaled his drink’s bitter scent, so strong it misted his eyes. The path to the Tomb played through his mind, but reaching its end pushed him into a cloud of fog that rattled his vision. His ears plugged as his mind sojourned toward a sheet of great cliffs, and the sounds of the pub dampened until they congealed into a single note, one that played at him from far away.

      To his left, a girl laughed, and reality and his mindscape merged until—

      “Goddess,” she said. Trent opened his eyes. Across the aisle from him, the girl spoke. Streaks of blonde blended into her dark red hair. “I wish I could have been there. Getting to see a real mastered demon—I can only imagine.”

      “I know,” a young man across from her said. “When my rune got cold, I wanted to get up and just—just do something.”

      “Ooh, so brave.”

      “Look at all of ‘em with their weapons,” another said, her eyes wide with excitement. A shock of gray hair hung down the left side of her face. “Like they’re expecting an attack any moment. Could happen, ya know.” She leaned toward her compatriots and whispered what she said next. Trent heard her mention a professor. “Speaking of, did you see the king yesterday?”

      “No,” said the redhead, “I was in drills. Saw a rerun, though.”

      “He is so fucking hot. Goddess, what I’d give to sleep with him.”

      “What wouldn’t you give?”

      “Shut up,” the gray-haired girl said, and they giggled, something Trent didn’t miss about his youth. “Well, what would you do for the king?”

      “Not much. I like my men a little younger. Bit more pepper on ‘em.”

      “You do realize what this says about you?” the brave young man said. He sounded like a bad impression of the apothecary. “Fire, passion!”

      “Who, then?” asked the girl with gray hair. “What could be better than fucking a king?”

      “Being king?” the guy suggested, his voice back to normal.

      The redhead shrugged. “The prince comes to mind.”

      “Yeah, I bet he does,” said another guy, who sat next to the redhead. He nudged her with his elbow. He’d removed his cloak, and from his shoulders to his wrists, deep-blue lines glowed underneath his skin.

      “Really?” The other girl sounded unimpressed. “The prince.”

      “I mean”—the redhead gestured insistence—“he’s gonna be king.”

      “Yeah, probably. But we don’t know that. Plus, you’re not a Leynar anymore.”

      “Woah, I said I wanted to fuck him, not marry him.” The redhead wrapped her cloak a bit more around herself. “Plus, Priest is just a fancy way of saying I’m better than a Leynar. It’s a new world. He could go for me. And the king is married while we’re on the topic of eligibility.”

      “His Highness is the royal son,” said the guy next to her. “I imagine he’s not hurting in that regard.”

      The rest of their conversation dragged into teenage nonentity, and twenty minutes later, Trent had tucked into his second cup and ordered a cauliflower steak with cheese curds.

      “Comes with a complementary side of pumpkin,” the waiter had told him when he ordered. “Barely got our shipment in from Keep.”

      While Trent waited, he watched the door. More people came inside than left, and soon the place only had standing-room. He saw Georina enter. She combed her hair through her fingers and watched the table where Grenn and the new guard sat, theirs the subject of discussion and envy. An axe hung across her back, its edge curved over three feet and burned with smoldering-red runes. Her gaze found Trent, and they stared at each other for a few seconds before she headed toward his booth.

      “Mind if I sit with you?” she asked. Her armor gleamed in a sourceless light.

      Trent gestured across from him. Like his hammer, she left her ax at the table’s end before she scooted toward the middle of her seat.

      They said nothing for several minutes, except for Georina lamenting, “Wait staff here’s a little dodgy, I guess.” She finally caught a waiter’s attention. “I’ll have the house porter,” she said, and after the waiter left, added to Trent, “How are you?”

      “Not myself.” Several images came to him, the most conspicuous being him floating through space.

      Georina chuckled. “For the last twenty years? Or is this ‘not being yourself’ a more recent development?”

      The waiter returned and set a pint-sized stein and a liter-bottle of dark brown on the table. She winked at Georina before she left.

      “Bit of both,” said Trent. “Having a hard time fitting back in.”

      “Know the feeling.” Georina uncapped the bottle and poured beer into her glass.

      Trent grasped for conversation. “Have you spoken with many others?”

      Georina shook her head. “Almost none of the old guard have returned. Not surprising. If they left during the War, why should they return for this one? No way we’ll get anywhere near a quorum for the session Manifeld wants to call. Not in time, at least, if he calls one too soon.”

      Trent had thought the same on both counts, and in doing so buried himself under a mountain of doubt that piled into regrets, each of which evolved into small hills unto themselves.

      “Even of the few who have returned, I only know of them.”

      “Who are they?” asked Trent.

      “Stinson’s here—well, not here, but she’s in town. Got in about an hour after the show. And Rubble, he’s one of ‘em who came from Yarnle. Goddess, I fell so out of touch. Apart from the few times I’ve come back, Rev is the only member I really talk to.” Georina looked over her shoulder and Trent followed her gaze to a fair-skinned girl who sat on a bench at the middle table’s end. Another young woman shared the seat with her. He’d missed her earlier, but he sufficed that he hadn’t been looking.

      Georina interested herself with the table’s grain, idly picked at the cuticles on her right hand.

      “How’d you two meet?” Trent asked.

      Georina rubbed her hands together. “Me and Rev?”

      Trent nodded.

      “Not that long a story. Not that interesting, either.”

      Trent waved his left hand in an upward arc in want to hear it.

      Georina drafted through the bubbly head of her drink before she spoke, then wiped her mouth neatly with the back of her hand. “Me and her mum were friends in school before I heard my Call. I loved her, in more than the way school girls love their friends. But while I trained, we grew apart, as people who don’t live together are wont to do, and by the time I came back after the War, she’d found a man, a stunning man named Hamil. Not important o’ course. I mean, it is, just not for this story.”

      She smiled. Her left cheek pinched more than her right. “It’s funny. I requested a post in Faahraon, and I went back with the idea that Tiz would have waited for me, that when I returned, we’d be what we could have been if I’d—if I’d been braver before I left.” She sighed and sipped her beer. “Known Revlina almost her whole life, and even if her mother had found someone else—it turns out she never would have gone for me in the first place—I was just glad I got to see her happiness, that I still got to be in her life, even if she didn’t share it with me. And the Goddess sighs.”

      Trent hadn’t heard the expression for a long time, not since it became vogue again a few years into the War after a pop song of the same name released. With his tired mind, he contented himself to say nothing about it and waited for Georina to go on.

      “Our age difference,” she said, “seems off to a lot of people, myself more than any of them. I still remember it, clearer than almost anything in my life—she’d just turned sixteen, and I’ll spare most of the details, but she told me how she felt. About me.” Georina shook her head as she fiddled with her fingers. “I had the audacity to tell her it was puppy love, that I’d known her for her entire life, that it didn’t make sense. She could meet and be with anyone else, find happiness with them. She didn’t want me. And I told her: Once she turned eighteen, if she still wanted—that—we could talk about it again. But she couldn’t bring up before then.”

      “And when did she get her Call?” asked Trent.

      “Seventeen. A Leynar feeling the Goddess’s Call. I hardly understood, but then just a few days later, there came the Karlians, and a strange man in armor kinda like ours—I mean, you’ve seen it—told us the king had formed a new Order.” She puffed. “That’s how they explained it to Tiz. I didn’t even know it had happened. But Tiz was so glad that Rev had me as a mentor, for guidance.” She paused, and a few seconds later, she went on.

      “The six times I’ve visited Karhaal were all to visit Rev. She turned eighteen here, and she wrote me a message that I didn’t read until the next morning. Because I was too afraid of what it said. Knew what it said anyway.”

      Trent’s whiskey bit the inside of his mouth, and he swallowed. “What did you do?”

      “I prayed.” Her voice came as hardly a whisper. “Karli said nothing, which I took to mean she didn’t disapprove. Why would she? Like the gods care for our individual goings-on, especially someone like me. We kept the relationship secret until she passed her trials, after which she told me she didn’t want to ‘live a lie anymore.’ She wanted to tell her parents even though I advised against it—because a secret does not equate to a lie. Rev said it was a lie of omission, at least. She’s so much braver than I ever was. There again, I guess I never had to be.”

      Trent smirked, even as the image of the greater demon sped through his mind.

      “I mean, I’m not beautiful, but ya know, fuck it, I came to terms with that a long time ago, back when I didn’t even know what the hells I liked. Tiz was always kind to me, but the boys—well, Tiz was prettier than me, too. Yet for the first time in my life, someone wanted me, and Rev said I couldn’t keep running from happiness. For some fucked up reason, she finds it with me. And she didn’t care what her parents thought of it, she just wanted them to know.” Georina drained the last half of her glass and refilled it from the bottle.

      “Turned out I had nothing to worry about. The idea didn’t thrill them at first, but they became supportive in the end, especially Tiz after Rev told ‘em how it happened, how I’d advised her against it. Sometimes you don’t think life will ever work out for you, but once you stop trying to force it—trust in the Goddess, I guess, whatever that means—you get there eventually.” Her voice darkened suddenly. “Don’t know what I’d have done if she’d died today.”

      “She didn’t,” Trent said.

      Georina shook her head. “No one’s prepared for this. We all floundered, most of us. Manifeld himself retreated to the temple while you stayed out there and beat the damned thing.”

      “I’d have done nothing without that Priest.” A honed edge poked through his voice. “We all have someone else to thank for how today turned out.”

      Georina twisted her left hand next to her head to gesture acquiescence and shrugged. She peered over her shoulder again, and this time her gaze met Rev’s. They waved to each other, then they closed their hands and pretended to tuck something into their armor before they returned to their company. A dark man spoke halfway down Revlina’s table, and she joined in the laughter, though Trent suspected she hadn’t caught what he said.

      A song came on. The singer uttered the chorus’s first words of a nu-metal group’s single. Trent didn’t catch the name of either. “When everyone’s a winner, we all become the losers”—

      Georina watched him. “She thinks we should trust you.”

      “Does she? What of you?”

      She knocked on the table. “Russell Hollowman saved more lives than anyone else in the last hundred years, setting aside Master Jeom. A couple billion? Maybe three?” She gestured to the lounge. “A dozen’s dozen here, at least. How many countless lives did you touch just because you didn’t shirk your duty, then and today?”

      “Hopefully enough to make up for those I didn’t,” said Trent. He stared into his cup and repeated himself: “It wasn’t just me.”

      “Modesty,” Georina said, a smirk across her wide mouth. “It’s refreshing. Leadership around here lack that little character quirk. But Revlina talked on this back in our room: The Priest isn’t who banished it. We all felt the power you channeled, saw how terrifying your position was. Yet you faced it like it was nothing.” She swigged her beer. “She says you’re the bravest man she’s ever seen. But, to her credit, she may be a little starstruck.” Georina chuckled when Trent rolled his eyes. “You and your squire, though, that’s how she tells it. To her, that cat-girl wouldn’t have stayed unless you had first.”

      Trent didn’t agree, but he remained silent. A lot of people tried to be brave and had succeeded in their endeavor. They just died for it.

      “We need you to be him. The alternatives are stretching and baseless, drummed up because Manifeld needs Hollowman to be alive but doesn’t want him here. So long as he—you—stay that way, the Chamberlain gets to sit in his little chair.”

      “Seems like not much’ll change.” Or maybe everything’ll change. What do I know? “But now everyone here is more prepared for the next time, grisly though the preparations were. If there is a next time.”

      “How did the demon even make it inside, do ya think? Rev wondered whether Manifeld could have lowered the protections around town.”

      “Why would he?” Trent asked.

      “Just to—make a point, I guess?”

      “No.” Trent remembered what Luffy had told him. “He’s a petty fuck, but he doesn’t have the balls to do somethin like that. How would he even get a greater demon to respond? Unless she also thinks he’s a Warlock.”

      “You underestimate people,” Georina said. “I brought up the same arguments with her, but she can be—stubborn. Do you remember Karles, from those couple months you helped train us?”

      Trent cocked his head. “Not much. Just did what we told him. I never thought he’d have the spine for any o’ this—that any of you had much of a spine at all, to be honest.”

      Georina chortled. “He and I were in the same class, ya know, and I can tell you almost nothing has changed. He’s the same walking stain now that he was then. But you left an impression on us, even if we don’t leave one on you. We called you the Young Boar. I don’t know if you ever heard that.”

      Trent shook his head.

      A trace of a smile remained on Georina’s lips. “It’s weird—no, I guess weird’s the wrong word—but it’s a thing. Rev says there’s no denying who you are.”

      Trent didn’t respond.

      “Goddess, she’s so tough. Told her we didn’t have to come out tonight. But ‘It’s fine,’ she told me. ‘I’m fine. Just a little shaken.’ Said she needed to be here for others.” She looked toward her partner, whose eyes shone green in the firelight.

      “Do you believe her?”

      Georina considered. After a few seconds’ quiet, she said, “Yeah.”

      Their conversation lulled for half a minute, filled by the ever-growing crowd and their myriad conversations, all of which blended into an ignorable knot of voices.

      “Can I be honest with you?” Georina asked.

      “I won’t stop you.” It had taken Trent a while to learn people didn’t have to be truthful, especially when they didn’t owe the truth to someone. People often don’t like it, as though fact proved too mundane, too bitter for everyday life, and the honest had to insure themselves against others’ sensibilities, lest they cause offense. Trent had never, he hoped, held the verity of someone’s word against them.

      “It scared me,” she said after a silence. “Not today. I mean, I was scared a bit today, but not of having to fight or anything. Facing that demon and dying wouldn’t have been how anyone wanted to go. But it’s odd: I wonder if I’ll ever be in situation like that again.” She picked at her left thumb’s cuticle. “I don’t get how you guys did it. Back when I was young, I wanted this. At least I told myself I did. Join the Karlians, fight the fight. But reality almost never lives up to your expectations. Back then, if Jeom hadn’t done what he did, saved everyone, even if only for a short time”—she shook her head, tried to laugh—“I’d have run away. I’ve been ashamed of it for so many years. How could any of us live up to him? To you? Then none of us had to. I’ve spent the last nineteen years getting somewhat bitter about it.”

      “Sounds about right.” Trent swirled the last of his whiskey, lamenting its end. “The fear, I mean. That never goes away, you just get faster at thinking through it. That’s all it comes down to: being just quicker than them.”

      Georina stared at him. A smiled cracked her face and crept toward her left cheek. A quick laugh blew through her nose. “Goddess, maybe you are just human.”

      Trent hadn’t thought much about the answer; just a fair appraisal of how War worked. He gulped the last of his drink. “There’s nothing special about me. But fear”—he cleared his throat—“it kills the mind, makes you duller when you don’t need to be, and you learn apace there’s no point being afraid of your own death. That’s what most are frightened of. Others are the ones who might suffer for it, but for you, it’s a quick slash through the air and some blood or your head gets caved in or whatever.”

      Georina’s brow creased. “Cripes, I haven’t seen enough to talk about this, I guess. But don’t knock yourself. It’s not bullshit that Karli anointed you. We all owe you, even though”—she paused.

      “I disappeared for twenty years?”

      “Showed up just in time regardless. And that’s how it seems to a lot of us. If you hadn’t been here today and that demon—that tracker, whatever you want to call it—had just gotten to run free, wreak havoc, it would have killed a lot more people. Maybe gotten into the city.”

      Trent had no intention of telling her that the demon had sought him out, had only been here today because of him. “I don’t matter much. Missed that one a long time ago.”

      Their food came a few minutes later. Georina had ordered fried fish with no side, but they came with pumpkin anyway. She scoffed and pushed the fruit away from her entrée. “Pumpkin,” she said, repulsed, then she noticed Trent watching her. “These can’t be your pumpkins, can they?”

      Trent cocked a half-smile as he cut into his cauliflower. “No need to apologize. Sometimes people just don’t like pumpkin.”

      “When you puke orange for a day and a half, it can sully your opinion.” She broke her fish into quarters.

      Their conversation turned to the goings-on at Karhaal. Georina had asked about his short meeting with the leadership—“If it’s not out of kind for me to ask,” she’d said.

      “… Couldn’t convince him of the demons, even,” Trent said, chewing a bite of cauliflower. The chef hadn’t cooked it long enough to make it fully tender. “Not ‘til the tracker showed up. Tried to show him a picture I got of the one on my farm, but he said I’d probably just doctored it.”

      “Goddess.” Georina bit the end of a piece of fish she’d dipped in a white sauce. “Horrible what he’s done to the place, getting mixed up with the kind he has.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Trent. He waited, a piece of cauliflower on the end of his fork, while Georina chortled and took another bite of fish.

      A few moments’ silence made her look at him. “Do you really not know?”

      Trent watched her a moment, then ate his next bite of food.

      “I wondered why you stopped in the outskirts. It was a shock for me the first time, too. Can’t say what all Manifeld’s done, but the way Rev talks, it’s always been like this.” She shook her head. “That’s not true, of course. Manifeld’s just run the place into the ground—tariffs, taxes. When the Priests got here, even disputes in underlying Leynar philosophies. The Towers in Vqenna were inoperable about four years ago. Did you know that?”

      Trent shook his head. “Didn’t, but Grenn told me some of the same stuff.” Though he didn’t say it—wouldn’t have said it—he’d damned everyone on Coroth to the consequences of his trespasses. How far will they reach? But could the blame fully rest on him for everything that had happened?

      “I thought that was why the king had brought in the Undertaker. To bring a semblance of order back to the Order. Get us out of this Yarnle mess, but”—she shrugged—“no luck. Well, maybe a little bit, but I’m biased.”

      “Yarnle mess?” If the Priests’ leader knew of dealings with Yarnle, surely the king did as well.

      “Yeah, making deals with Yarnle is partly what’s ruined this place.”

      It unsettled Trent how matter-of-factly Georina spoke. He remembered the words of the old quartermaster, who had despised the world’s other side with a fiery spirit. “There’s a reason we left the continent all those eons ago. We need the iron from the Karhaadin Mountains, but other than that, it’s shit. Its people are shit. And unfortunately, that’s the nicest things I can say about the place.”

      Georina frowned before she returned to her food. The way she ate reminded Trent of a group of ancient Karlians who had called themselves the Aseities. Among other eccentricities, they hadn’t eaten adorned food. They ate their sustenance in its purest form possible, mostly raw, the idea being that humans are born pure, and every morsel they consumed needed to match that ideal. Their kind had ended, but their zealotry had left the Order in a state for three centuries that protected Coroth through two Wars. Though Georina ate her fish fried and with sauce, Trent couldn’t help but take note, even if uselessly, that she ate her food with bare hands.

      The rest of their meal passed in silence, and Trent’s mind wandered, yielding the preponderance of its employ to the Undertaker, the player in all this who, especially after what Luff told him, had quickly become the largest mystery.
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        * * *

      

      At a quarter ‘til eight, Trent checked his watch. “A quarter ‘til”—he stopped when Markil walked through the pub’s main entrance, his hair folded in disheveled parts. The young man searched the lounge with bugged eyes, and his body visibly relaxed when he found Trent. His sword banged into tables and the backs of chairs as he hurried through the grown crowd.

      Trent didn’t hear at first what the young man said, the latter’s voice lost in the sea of sound. The music had become steadily louder.

      “This about the Chamberlain?” Trent asked.

      “What?” Markil said. “Yeah.” He raised his voice. “The urlans got the last of the fallen to the Chantry. The Chamberlain wants the convocation done tonight.”

      “Does he want to see me afterwards?”

      “What? No. Not that I know of, at least.”

      Trent nodded. “Thanks. Send a message on the intranet about it.”

      “I will, Grand Master.” He pulled out his screen and found his way to the new guard’s table through the throng of people.

      Trent looked at Georina. “Want to see this? I’ve not done one before. Might be a disaster.”

      Georina laughed. “A convocation?” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “I’ll go if Rev wants to, but I’ve no interest in seeing one for myself just yet.”

      Trent put down a couple five-pieces and knocked on the table in goodbye to Georina. A young man heading inside held the door open, his foot placed against the automatic slides.

      On Third Street proper, the city quieted. Trent’s time in the pub had given the weather time to sharpen its icy spears as it settled over the city. He imagined being inside any of the houses or apartments he passed, how cozy it would be to tuck away with loved ones, and he longed briefly for a life he didn’t have.

      He couldn’t be here longer than tomorrow morning, regardless of the meeting he needed with the leadership. But short of going to the temple tonight, which he didn’t have the constitution to do anyway, he’d run out of options except to force their hand. To try, at least.

      A man and two women walked the street, approaching the city gate, and Trent’s buzzed mind winged a pithy plan. He pulled his scarf over his face.

      “Scuse me,” Trent said, catching the man by the arm. Two dozen thin plates hung from his hips to his boots and fanned when he moved. His sleeves and chest piece covered his thin body in gold, ornamented so fine, only Befiennean wisps could have etched the choice metal. A belt hung slanted across his waist and hung off his left hip, fashioned as a chain of chrysanthemums in rose gold. Peeking from under his cloak, a besagew showed the depiction of a raven over his right shoulder. Leynars did funny things for their cuts at magic. Priests, as it were. “Ya look like ya know your way around here. Could you deliver a message to the Undertaker for me?”

      Bewilderment masked the Priest’s face. “Perhaps. I guess. What—why”—

      “Sorry. I’d do it myself, but—that pretender’s wantin me to say somethin to her. Assumes I might have more clout or whatever, but I don’t fuckin know her any better than I know him.”

      Surprise morphed the Priest’s face to a more amenable version of itself. “I know her pretty well.”

      “Thanks so much,” said Trent, taking the assumption. “Gone for years, and this damn rune, ya know”—he shook his head—“never thought I’d feel that happen again, let me tell ya. Mighta been a mistake to even come back. Like anyone here’d have missed me.”

      The girl with him had noticed the Priest had stopped to talk with Trent. “Thad, what’s goin on?” Her cloak fully enwrapped her body, and her hood shadowed her face.

      “Just a sec,” said Thad. He turned to Trent, his green eyes earnest under tousled blond. “What do you need?”

      “Pardon me,” Trent said, chuckling. “Tell her—the Madam Undertaker—the pretender will hold counsel with her in the morning. And if she doesn’t, he’ll leave without it.” Trent raised his hands to the distrusting gaze Thad cast on him. “That’s what he said. It’s what he said.”

      “Tonight?” asked Thad.

      “Course tonight.” The question bothered him. “If it could wait ‘til tomorrow, I’d do it myself.”

      “Thad,” said the young woman, insistent.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Thad told him after a few seconds.

      The young Priest rejoined the girl, who held out her hand to take his. Their quiet voices, but not their words, carried to Trent in the damp night air. He watched them pass through the city gate, and a minute later, he flashed the rune on his left arm to the attending guard and made his way into Karhaal.

      Where the obelisk served as a beacon seen from thousands of miles around, the Chantry slumped lower than the city’s walls, un-gilded and plain so those who entered might remember the solemnity of what took place within. A plaque on a pedestal outside the building told the tale of how Karhaal had gained its shape. That story ran through Trent’s mind as he made his way through his city’s mist-filled streets.

      The builders had erected the Chantry in Karhaal’s northeast corner, when the sun had risen in the west and set in the east, before the gods had done their reversal and joined Coroth to their universal constant of up and down. Trent didn’t understand how the builders did it tens of millennia ago, but history codices told of how Karlians had worked night and day to move each brick one-hundred-eighty degrees across the city from where the holy founders had originally set them, with respect to north now pointing toward the constellation that Plainari called Nimona. They set the holy site aright—even replaced the stonework at the temple, relaying every brick except those of the Bastion—the sun rose in the east and set in the west, and they’d implanted the Chantry into Karhaal’s proper southwest corner.

      Trent ignored those who socialized outside, sparse as they waited, and descended the crypt’s steps. A small foyer stretched a hundred meters either way and fed into rooms and other hallways that spanned under a small section of Karhaal and Vqenna. Several buildings in the outer city had nothing in them, and their doors couldn’t open from the outside.

      He set his hammer in front of him, held onto its hilt, and bowed his head, trying to clear his mind of the day’s viscera, willing the Goddess’s Light to flow through him, to sober him and calm his nerves. Exhaustion set upon him instead of the reverence with which he’d observed past convocations, and the aches of his day burgeoned further into his muscles, frayed the edges of his mind.

      While he meditated, Trent again eschewed the particular idea that all the corpses laid in the Chantry because of him. No amount of self-pity would change the past or mend his future, he told himself.

      His mind settled. When he opened his eyes, everyone had cleared from the foyer, and the shrine’s doors stood open before him. Those gathered remained quiet when he stepped inside, save for their whispers as he walked toward the altar.

      A woman, who sat at the back on the right side of the aisle, had taken it upon herself to serve as Mourner. She wore a gauche dress, complete with a veil and long sleeves that extended past her hands if she let them. The pews remained mostly bare otherwise, and at the front, on a small stage that raised six inches from the floor, thirty-seven bodies waited, each covered by a white sheet, gilded with a ‘K.’ Despite being perfumed by the urlans who’d serviced them, a subtle Taint soured the air.

      Trent never thought he’d perform a convocation, not after he left. The gathered watched him with expectant spirit, and he centered himself against the notion that when he tried, nothing would happen. Like a son who learns how to pray from his father, Trent remembered the words Jeom used on so many nights during the War, and he raised his hands and spoke to the fractured silence.

      “Karli, we come before You this night, gathered at a fount of Your power, to raze these bodies from the prisons that now hold them, to free the gods’ materials so They might use them again. Those who inhabited them did as the gods saw fit, and so they have left them the same. It is not for us to commiserate at death, but to find meaning in our brief circumstance at life and our eventual return to the Unmake.”

      The first line of Light beamed through a window above them and burned the body it touched. Fel and flesh together disintegrated and climbed and left nothing behind as the Light cleansed.

      Markil came down the stairs from the foyer and stood at the back of the altar room while Trent spoke his next words, which came easier in relief of the Light’s response.

      “Life is Light, and Light is life. We come of it and live in it and borrow from it, and all must return to it. What is old becomes new again, and what is new passes in the same. That which remains is our Path. In life they fought, and now they rest.”

      Countless strands descended to the covered bodies, and the Mourner cried such that all could hear while the energy performed its work. Whispers manifested as the Light carried the Fel away. Their speakers talked in tongues too old or removed from this world for Trent to make sense of them—their words would only fill the air with empty promises of the afterlife anyway, trying to take advantage of the aggrieved.

      When the Light finished its work, anxiety Trent didn’t know he carried left with the last strand, and now, with the last of his fortitude gone, exhaustion slumped his body against the surety of his hammer’s weight. Nobody moved, except for the man Grenn had called Karl, who climbed the stairs as soon as the show finished.

      The Mourner drooped in her chair and wept quietly into her hands. Trent had never served in that capacity, and though he didn’t know if she exaggerated her duty, he at least felt glad that someone had served when needed. He hated how that idea conflated with his view of Karhaal’s leadership.

      “Karli’i narthe,” the Grand Master said. Light illuminate.

      The gathered intoned the proper response: “Regix pas roxe,” May our path remain.

      Trent bowed, grabbed his hammer, and headed the way he’d come.

      Markil walked with him as they climbed to the exit. “That was incredible,” he said in a whisper.

      Trent puffed. “I did what I could.”

      “Goddess.” The young man’s words misted into the night. “I just—wow.”

      Despite himself, Trent smiled. This young man seemed impressed by the macabre. “I need rest. Unless the Chamberlain will see me tonight”—

      “I’ve not heard anything about that, but don’t let anyone bother you. You’ve got a quest we can’t even imagine, I bet.”

      The lights of the guest house’s marquis had succumbed to the haze that blanketed the holy capitol. Trent walked inside and handed his tablet to the urlan who worked the check-in kiosk. “Top floor if you can.”

      He climbed the stairs to the second-highest floor and entered his room, where he slid open the door to a balcony that overlooked a square three rings out from the Spoke. The room’s ambience pushed outward into the cold night, where fog estranged the strung lights and made them float as disembodied moons that couldn’t substitute for the one that soared above the haze.

      Nothing had come through on his communication device. Still, as he stepped out of his armor for the night, he wrote a message to Sieku that outlined the day’s events. From his pouch, he pulled a stick of incense—mint from home—and set it in a bowl on his bedside table. The soul stone Lillie had given him found its way to his right hand, and he sat just inside the room on a cushion he pulled from the couch.

      A statue of Leoldin, Grand Master during the War of the Bridges, stood fifty feet high, carved from a single piece of stone by the people in Befienne’s mountain region millennia ago. The old Master’s head bowed toward the ground, his eyes closed.

      Trent followed Leoldin’s example, and his mind set to work on its chaff. His body relaxed, and as he breathed, the quiet in the courtyard became noise in the night, skitters and whispers going their own way. He waited and observed, nothing more.

      The noise became a theme. Each person who passed had their own gait, their own way that breath whistled past their teeth when they spoke. Doors opened and closed across different streets that all fed into the small square Trent watched over. A couple stopped at the statue, their conversation mainly the prospect of another War. They quickly moved on, and further down the way, they went inside an apartment, the entrance to which slid open and closed a half-dozen times over the next few minutes.

      Grenn walked below, his footsteps scuffing in his right-foot-heavy pattern. Xenia tittered to him. The young Karlian whispered for her to quiet. He walked with an odd heel-toe gait to quiet his footsteps, and a half-minute later, he entered the same building as the others.

      A familiar presence joined Trent on the balcony, and he opened his eyes. Jeom faced away from him, his hands on the balcony’s railing.

      “You’ve joined me again,” said Trent. “I didn’t realize this situation was dire.”

      “You also didn’t seek my counsel. I just happen to like you.”

      “Huh.”

      “Does that surprise you, too? Saw the convocation. How was that?”

      “Thought it would be more—momentous, I guess. Mighta been too tired for it to affect me much right now.”

      Jeom chuckled. “We always imagine these great things will be so important when we do them. Then we find out there’s nothing special about them at all. Just more day-to-day responsibilities that someone didn’t feel ready for, then they passed them on to someone who feels even less so.”

      A small smile stretched across Trent’s lips. “Like them. I hear ‘em down there—they pretend they’re bein so secretive.”

      “Like you were when you were their age?” Jeom watched the statue of Leoldin as though he spoke to the stone instead. “I remember you sneaking into Vqenna all those nights after you met Lillie. Gods, you found such purpose with her; it amazed me. You would just walk right out a gate or pop up somewhere from the Chantry. You didn’t have many friends, I know, but your peers respected the hell out of you, kept your secrets well enough.” He laughed. “Nothing could have kept you from her anyway.”

      “Except the whole damn world,” said Trent. “My rune burned when we were apart, I know I told you before. I had to get to her.” He pictured a day twenty years earlier. “The day the War ended, though, it stopped. Suspected at first it had to do with the demons, like a desensitization or something. But then she stopped messaging me shortly after I told her I was headin home—before the whole Grand Master thing. Something had happened. I didn’t think it was demons, so maybe she had moved on, had given her heart to someone else, and she just couldn’t tell me. All these years, I couldn’t let myself think it was because she’d died. And I couldn’t let myself stop until I found out. Kendra said I was in denial.”

      “Kendra,” Jeom said. Distaste colored her name. “Any idea what you’re gonna say to her?”

      “No. Goddess alive, I hardly know what to say to anyone anymore.”

      “What would you say to the secret meeting going on in the apartment down the street?”

      “That I’m glad younger people can do something other than fuck and drink.”

      Jeom laughed. “It’s what happens. You think we wanted to leave the Order to your guard? Eh, but at least the War tempered your lot. This one, not used to doing their duty without permission first. They’re gonna have a harder time, especially being trained for the Peace. You helped make sure of that.”

      “Yeah,” Trent said, and he felt himself slip from his pense. He breathed, centering himself against his mind’s trouble. “If you could not bring that up just now”—

      “I don’t mean to be an asshole. Just happens”—

      “When you tell the truth to someone who doesn’t like how it sounds. Ya drilled that one into us enough to not forget it, trust me.”

      The night’s sounds filled their silence.

      “That was a good story you told back at the house, by the way, whether it’s true or not.”

      “It is. Took the secret with me to my grave. Figured it was past time to let it go. You think Lillie would have liked it?”

      “Your story?”

      Jeom nodded.

      “She’d have loved it. She came to think of you as a father, ya know. Or a god-father, maybe—someone to keep me safe. One winter—remember when we’d stationed at the Devise Basin for the season?—she came out to the camp, and she couldn’t get enough of you. Made me a bit envious how easily you could make her laugh.”

      “Neither of you had anything to worry about,” Jeom said, smiling. “Any idea what you’d say to her?”

      Trent’s countenance remained plain. “Won’t need to say a damn thing. Never had to.”

      “Mm.”

      Jeom and Trent said nothing else for the rest of the night. The presence that watched Trent gained shape and impressed upon him one importance: of its existence. It drew his concentration toward a point far away, to which Trent didn’t know the path. Patters and forest-sounds came to him: random crackling, branches and leaves moaning against the midwinter chill, small paws and wings moving unseen, indistinguishable from those of the street below. The ghost almost formed words, inhaled in preparation to speak, but it remained quiet for Trent’s pense and left when morning’s twilight pushed against the night’s haze.
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      Trent pulled himself from his meditation the next morning when the first sliver of sunlight pierced through the morning fog to touch Leoldin’s face. The alley-harangues of a wizarding old man and his feckless pet had come to him intermittently during the night, a premonition in its parts: of pieces coming together and of atonements and forgiveness. Yet like trying to remember fragments of a dream, they escaped him, and by the time he left his room, he thought nothing of them.

      He didn’t go with Grenn to get the younger man’s breastplate that morning, but Trent found him waiting in the courtyard below his room. Xenia bounced to Grenn’s left elbow and landed on the freshly gleaming metal. The armor’s folding parts pulled away from his arm in thin blades.

      “Woah,” Grenn said. He appraised his left arm, turning it to catch the light. “How’d you do that?”

      Xenia beeped.

      “Upgrades?”

      She nodded, whistling.

      “Goddess,” said Grenn, marveling at his arm. He copied the sound that meant ‘upgrades,’ though off-pitch.

      “Got your helm workin again?” Trent asked.

      Grenn nodded, and his helm folded over his head. “That and more.” His helmet retracted. Dark half-circles painted his face under each eye.

      “Didn’t see ya at the convocation.”

      “You know how it is.” Grenn stood. “Got held up, and then you told me I needed rest, so”—he shrugged—“that’s what I did.”

      “Ya look like shit.”

      Xenia chirped.

      “Shut it,” Grenn said to her in mock-warning.

      The little mech beeped and whistled, and Trent got her meaning of admonishment.

      “Karli’s Light will sustain me.” Grenn tossed his right hand from his face to gesture indifference.

      Xenia whistled.

      “Okay, okay.” Grenn pursed his lips, tuning a whistle that undulated in pitch. He held his right hand near his face and tapped on nothing in time with the beeps he made. They sounded kind of like Xenia’s. “That good?”

      The mech shrugged, then intoned a response.

      “I assume you didn’t get that from a girl in the Order,” Trent said as Grenn shouldered his hammer. They headed away from Leoldin’s statue, toward the Spoke.

      “Vqenna’s a big place,” said Grenn.

      “Too big. You wanna get breakfast before we’re called in?”

      “You think that’s happening still?”

      “It better. We’re leaving if it doesn’t.”

      Grenn stopped. “What?”

      Trent walked a few steps before he double-took Grenn’s absence and half-turned. “That’s what I told ‘em by proxy.”

      “Come on, man, you heard ‘em. They’re convening a session. If not this morning, if not today, sometime soon. If we’re not here for it”—

      “They’re not gonna have a session while I’m here.” Trent didn’t wait for Grenn to answer. “For one, there’s no quorum—there won’t be. Even if there were, they’ll decide what to do with me, send me on my way, and tell everyone else afterward. Manifeld wants me outta here before the old guard shows up, and I gotta say, I do too.”

      Grenn exhaled. “Even if that’s the case, I’ve got to stay here until I’m reassigned.”

      “What if I told you you’re assigned to Tanvarn?”

      “Is that where you’re heading?”

      Trent nodded. “Whoever was lookin for me is there. Good a place as any to start.”

      “Even still.” Grenn set his hammer on the ground with a thund. His hands found their place on his hips while his gaze traced the brick underfoot. “It’s complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “I can’t let the Order and you pull me between you. For now, at least, I’ve got to just go along.”

      “Goddess alive,” Trent said. He continued toward the Spoke. Bureaucracy.

      “It’ll probably all work out anyway,” Grenn said, catching up to him.

      Trent headed for a diner he’d eaten at during his time as a recruit. An old woman named Gearm had worked there before the War and had stayed during. She’d been a plump woman, on in years when even Jeom had been young. “My lot in life is feeding you people,” she’d told them, flashing her teeth that had dyed blue from her girlhood in L’quc. She often wore a floral button-up with un-pressed slacks under a dirty apron. “It’d be hard to fail at it, so I sure as hell ain’t gonna.”

      “No churretos,” Grenn said, reading the single-page menu.

      “Perhaps blessings do exist,” said Trent. “It’ll give you a chance to eat something real. Promise it won’t kill you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Why does everything here have brackenberries in it?”

      Where the country’s coastline met the Swoen Sea, L’qucian farmers grew the largest share of brackenberries in the world. Gearm had shipped them in and baked them into pies and cobblers, served up fresh-made brackenberry jam with flaky all-butter biscuits, and even infused milk with their nectar. “Tart without being sour,” she’d tell anyone, “and just sweet enough to leave you wanting another bite.”

      They ordered, and the waiter mentioned the restaurant having just gotten “… punkin in from Keep. Ya know if you’re around later, we’ll have pies. And I think Ralen’s doing somethin with the seeds, too.” She spoke with a lazing drawl and had tucked her hair into two buns on the back of her head under a billed hat.

      “It’s winter,” Trent said. “Those pies’ll be savory, yeah?”

      The waiter had only shrugged. “It’s whatever they cook up in back.”

      Two minutes after their food arrived, a harried Priest with light pink hair walked inside, holding her palm-sized tablet up to her face. Trent rolled his eyes when she looked their way and gasped. She quickly tapped on her screen with both thumbs.

      “Excuse me,” Grenn said. He raised his hand and caught the waiter’s attention. “The cook has, unfortunately, undercooked my bacon.”

      “Really?” She picked up a piece. It held its form between her thumb and forefinger. “I told him to crisp it up for ya. We can take it back and char it if ya like, but apart from that, I don’t think it can get any more done.”

      “That’d be great,” Grenn said, an easy smile on his lips. “Thanks.”

      The waiter grabbed the bacon off his plate and headed back to the kitchen. Grenn apparently missed or didn’t care about the glare under her brow. While Grenn cut up his sausage patties, the Priest pocketed her tablet and approached their table.

      “Grand Master,” she said, bowing her head. Then she scowled at Grenn. “Grenn. The Chamberlain requests your presence.” She spoke with a delicate accent that sounded almost affected and had styled her hair in a high ponytail. Her cardinal armor bared her right oblique and hip.

      “Seriously, Ruby?” Grenn said. “We just got our meal.”

      “I’m sure you can eat later.”

      “Grenn,” Trent said. “This is good. Means they listened.” He stood and picked up his hammer. He didn’t mind abandoning his meal—hardly as good as he remembered it, the eggs chalky and the grits crunchy. He’d eaten the few cubes of pumpkin the restaurant called a side.

      Grenn sighed and looked at Xenia. “What do ya think? Get something later?”

      “Of course you get somethin late”—

      Grenn raised his hand. Xenia’s gaze passed between Trent and the Priest. She chirped a response and nodded. “Kay,” Grenn said. He wiped his mouth with his napkin and tossed it onto his plate. “Never liked this place anyway.”

      Ruby followed them out of Gearm’s. Grenn noticed her keeping up with them. “Are you—accompanying us—all the way there?” he asked. “We know the way.”

      “Madam Undertaker herself told me to escort you so you don’t get sidetracked, Grenn.” Again, she said his name like a curse. “And the Chamberlain agreed.”

      Snow crunched underfoot as they walked the streets. Warm air that smelled of sweet vanilla wafted from the first floor of an apartment building near the temple’s courtyard, at which Trent stopped. Apart from the swept stone, the blood and bodies might not have ever been there. For a passing second, he tried to reconcile whether the Chamberlain might pretend nothing had happened if he could just make it look that way.

      “It’s awful,” said Ruby when she noticed Trent had halted. Her ankle boots scraped over the brick.

      “The king’s father had us document so much during the last War,” said Trent, “and still there were—are—those who deny all of what happened.” He hated that he hadn’t taken a picture the day before. “Are the recordings from yesterday safe?”

      “I could check if you like. I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

      The faint scent of Fel and blood came to him, if in no way other than his memory. He said nothing and stepped toward the temple, the doors of which opened at Ruby’s touch. She left them once inside, and her heels echoed to their left as she ascended a stairwell off the foyer.

      Grenn remained quiet.

      “Let’s get past this,” Trent said. At the moment, he wanted nothing more.

      Manifeld’s voice carried to them when they entered the sanctuary. He stood with his back to the nave. The Undertaker looked past him when she saw Trent and Grenn. That cat-eared girl from the day before stood with them. Her gaze passed between the leadership when they spoke, then it settled on Trent.

      Manifeld turned. “Ah ha!” He held his hands behind his back. “The prodigy returns. And even in disguise he sets the terms on which we meet and administrate.”

      Trent and Grenn stopped at the steps where Trent had spoken with leadership the day before. Grenn bowed to each. Trent did not.

      “Grand Master,” the Undertaker said. She bowed. “Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice. I presume you found the city’s accommodations pleasing.”

      “I made do for a night,” said Trent.

      “Displeased with how the place has turned out without you?” the Chamberlain said. He took his seat in the adorned chair next to the wooden throne.

      “I’m sure the city would have done fine without me if its leadership hadn’t run it into the ground first.”

      Manifeld gaffed. “Regardless. We’ve made time this morning, busy as we are. It’s so wonderful we caught you before you could sneak away again.”

      “Stop it,” said the Undertaker, her voice cutting across their argument before they could start. “We aren’t here to discuss the shortcomings of either of you. Our time is shorter-than-short now, and this meeting will be the same. You can trade insults on your own.” She waited for either to speak, and when they only glared at the other, she went on.

      “We relent that an invasion has started. What that means, exactly, is up for debate, but what’s not is the show in the courtyard yesterday afternoon. We’d like to clear a few things up.”

      “Like what?” Trent said, his tone a dissent against unspoken insinuations.

      “To start, I’d like to discuss, at least in digest, about when you channeled Light to Willa. Why did you do that?”

      “It’s a common practice amongst Karlians.”

      The Undertaker considered. Her resting scowl betrayed no emotions. “Understand that Priests combine the powers of Ley and Light to create a new amalgamation. How were you sure you could help her?”

      “Didn’t cross my mind at the time. All I cared about was trying to stop the demon.”

      “Perhaps”—

      “Did you fight in the War?” Trent asked. “Serve at all?”

      “I served but didn’t fight,” said the Undertaker. “We left that up to you, remember? As we have since the Dwindling.”

      “Sure. Then let me tell you: when demons are killing people from heaven to the hells, you do anything you can to stop them. If one of us gained an advantage against one, we lent our power to ‘em to take it down. Became instinct. Leynars use a similar technique, I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “Indeed. That instinct is one we could all use in the coming time. I only ask because it’s not something I’d considered, and for an hour last night I wondered why until I realized the need had never arisen. Now that it has, I’m more than distracted by it.”

      Royal distractions, Trent thought. Whatever the king has tasked her with in his appointment? Or perhaps something more sinister.

      “Doesn’t matter anyway,” she said. “Willa also informed me that while you channeled your Light to her, two things happened. First, she realized her understanding of the holy energy is lacking, and that means mine might be, too. As she tells it, the way you channeled was purer than anything she’d ever felt. Even the Chamberlain and I sensed it—a conduit, of sorts, except it was Light instead of Ley. I would pick your brain about it, but I don’t know the first thing to ask.”

      “Another day, then,” Trent suggested.

      “And hopefully sooner rather than later. Relatedly, while under your influence, Karli came to Willa in a vision. Based on codices that report similar experiences, and knowing Willa the way I do, I have enough reason to believe her.”

      “I’m sure whatever Karli told her is—true,” said Trent.

      A trace of levity broke the Undertaker’s scowl. “There’s no need for guard, Master Hollowman. What Karli told her pertains to you and your claim—that you are Russell Hollowman.”

      Manifeld shifted in his chair, his face stolid, his body stiff.

      “Willa can tell you the rest,” said the Undertaker.

      The girl with purple hair bowed. “Grand Master. I’ve prayed a lot since yesterday. A lot. But I know Karli showed me the truth in the courtyard. I can see the vest—vestiges of Her sight even now.” The young woman’s eyes gauged Trent in a way that made him uncomfortable, like she could see the un-plain. He hadn’t noticed the day before, but her skin had a slight merle-pattern; faint purple and gray lines traced across her body. “When you channeled your Light to me, I saw you the way sh—She sees you, and She told me one thing.” After a breath’s quiet, she finished: “Follow him.”

      “The Goddess herself,” Grenn said, unimpressed. “Did she also tell you this morning’s stock prices?”

      The Chamberlain laughed. “Sir Abernathy, you always were a disappointment, but that—that’s kinda good.”

      Grenn glowered at him. “It takes one to know one, Chamberlain.”

      “She told me I need to go with you,” Willa said, looking pointedly at Grenn, “because this one might get you killed.”

      Trent smirked.

      Grenn scoffed and threw up his right hand in a gesture of uncaring. “And where is it that Willa will accompany Trent?”

      “You’re all going to same place,” the Undertaker said, “at least at first, if you don’t mind the presumption, Grand Master. Sir Abernathy, you know you had the Tanvarn assignment, even before Master Hollowman pulled you away from Keep. Our plans would have become more concrete over the next few weeks, especially with respect to the thing they call the Beast, but you were our prime candidate. That story is far more sinister, knowing what we know now. At that, both you and Willa will go to Tanvarn.”

      “Like what? As partners?”

      “Yes, as partners.” Manifeld said, his voice a mock jibe. He shook his head. “Goddess. I’ll feel a hell of a lot better with you off my streets, Abernathy. Always been headstrong about your abilities—thinking you’re the next savior of humanity. Tanvarn, well that’ll take a while to untangle. And while you’re there with this pretender”—he looked at the Undertaker, whose expression became stone at the accusation; this seemed to satisfy him—“well removed from anything that matters again, try not to find another upstart. Or is that too much to ask?”

      “That doesn’t”—

      “While all of you are in Tanvarn,” the Undertaker said through clenched teeth, “we will be here making sure of the Bastion’s defenses and marshaling for potential mobilization. I haven’t been able to contact his Majesty, but our efforts, I’d imagine, sit in line with the scepter’s wishes and prudence.”

      No one spoke against her. Trent stared at Manifeld, who only menaced at him in the silence.

      “The second question I want to ask you, Grand Master, is about the demon, again in two parts. The Chamberlain and I have our opinions of what happened and why. I wanted to ask you about it, though I understand the answers aren’t simple.”

      Trent waited.

      “How did the demon get inside our walls, do you think? And why was it here?”

      Trent considered his next words with the assumption she already expected the answer he’d give; the questions insisted on themselves, and the Undertaker implicitly colluded with suppositions she’d already drawn.

      “A problem with defenses. And why it was here is as good a guess as anyone’s.”

      The Undertaker watched him. Trent quieted his mind, protected his thoughts.

      “Why don’t you give us yours,” she suggested.

      “No.”

      The Chamberlain nearly arrested in his chair. “No?” A smirk smeared across his lips. “Is that because you know something we don’t? Intimate knowledge, perhaps?”

      “Yes, but that’s beside the point,” Trent said. “The few guesses I have implicate someone in this room, or they proffer information I don’t want to reveal.”

      Manifeld fumed. “And what reason would you have to withhold information from leadership?”

      “Seeing as how I am the leadership, I find it within my rights to.”

      “Oh-ho, that’s where you’re wrong, Mr. Geno. Things have changed, and in your absence, the Undertaker and I have been codifying what this”—he gestured between himself and the woman next to him—“new relationship means. So sorry we didn’t wait for your input. I’ll send”—

      “Even if you don’t respect the Chamberlain’s position,” said the Undertaker, “the king appointed me himself. I hope that will lend me at least a little capital with your trust.”

      “I’d be more than willing to take a private audience with you,” Trent said to her.

      A placid smile spread across her lips. The corners of her eyes wrinkled. “Perhaps another time.”

      Trent wondered how closely she took orders from Brech, and despite himself, a subtle distrust pierced through his confidence in the king. The Undertaker valued her information more than she did Trent’s; her divulgence likely rested outside her own power anyway. But from whom exactly did she take her orders? The question felt too dangerous for him to want an answer. If either could get what they wanted without disclosing to the other… quid pro quo, his Majesty or whomever somewhere in the middle.

      “For now, if we say nothing else,” she said, “thank you for the help you provided yesterday.”

      Trent nodded. “I’m sure Willa’s told you what happened. Thanks to her, we gained the momentum we needed to take it down. Split duty, if it please ya.”

      “As it should be.”

      Trent stared at her, unsatisfied. “Are we finished, then?”

      “One last thing.” The Undertaker clasped her hands. “As I’m sure you’re aware, it’s customary for Order members to accompany the Grand Master on his travels—as far as I know, they simply don’t go anywhere alone. The Chamberlain and I think, for duty’s sake, that you should accompany your squire to Tanvarn, so that we can say in good conscience that the Grand Master didn’t leave Karhaal alone.”

      “And how could you protest?” Manifeld asked. “It’s protocol. You said so yourself that it’s been twenty years—long enough to have lost track of the goings-on in your own city. You don’t wanna be here. There are more important things for a Grand Master to do during War time.”

      It bothered Trent for the Chamberlain to know his thoughts, but seeing as Tanvarn matched his pursuit, he didn’t dissent. “Fine.”

      “You’ll also have Willa with you,” said the Undertaker. “She’s a trained demonologist. I’m sure she can tell you what that means better than I. Her expertise will prove invaluable in the coming time. We’re assigning her the Beast investigation”—

      “What?” Grenn’s mouth hung open in disbelief. “Madam Undertaker, excuse me, but the way you’re talking, it doesn’t sound like we’ll be partners, just that you’re double-assigning us.”

      “Members of the Order are there to help each other,” the Chamberlain said. “Don’t be a wittle, whiny cwybaby. Regardless of how you feel about it or what words you assign to it, your duty is to do what leadership asks of you—what Karli asks of you.”

      “And who speaks for Karli between you?” Trent said, staring at the Chamberlain. “You?”

      “No, but I can imagine how important you think you are.”

      “At least mine’s not a matter of opinion.”

      “Gods,” the Undertaker said, whispering as her posture fell.

      “So a demonologist for the Beast,” Grenn said. “If you’re putting her on that for her expertise, that must mean I’m an expert in sniffing out bullshit. Or maybe you just want me to keep an eye on things.”

      “You’re not an expert in anything,” said Manifeld, his voice a nasty sting. “Unless you count getting ladies to sleep with you.”

      “Envious?”

      “Hardly. And I wouldn’t trust you to keep an eye on my laundry. Your inabilities are part of what got us here.”

      “There it is,” Grenn said. He looked at Willa. “Ya know demons are specifically enigmatic? Nothing they do makes sense except through the lens of them being explicit killing machines. The only thing that makes less sense is why someone might have an interest in studying them. The last I checked, we called those people Warlocks.”

      Willa’s face pinched like Grenn smelled rotten. Her ears sank to the side for a half-second before she spoke. “Did you read that in a textbook?”

      “Children,” said the Chamberlain. “Please.” He exhaled, fast enough for his breath to whistle through his teeth. “Finally, for you, Mr. Geno. Abernathy and Ophel will escort you to Tanvarn, and once they’ve assured us of your arrival there, you’re free to do whatever the hells you want”—

      “I already have that authority. Thank you, though.”

      “Go home,” Manifeld said as though Trent hadn’t interrupted him, “or back to wherever you came from. Find a whore and fuck her brains out”—

      The Undertaker cleared her throat.

      —“I don’t care. Just stay away from here.”

      “You can’t stop that,” Trent said as plainly as he could.

      The Chamberlain’s words growled from his throat. “You shirked your duty, which the Order passed to me. I will be damned if you talk down to me.”

      “Then Goddess damn you. I followed my own duty during my absence.”

      Manifeld huffed, waving his fingers. “If you ever find your way out of this little façade you’ve concocted, come back and show us who you really are, when everyone can see it clearly. Until then”—the Undertaker spoke half a word, but Manifeld cut her off with a gesture of his hand and raised his voice—“until then, you’re nothing but a miserable, washed-up bag of trickery and deceit.”

      “I stand before you now,” Trent said. “That I’ve returned is all the proof I need proffer.”

      “And look what the world’s done without you. Are you satisfied with how average you’ve become? Is that what you wanted? Was this just too much for you?”

      Trent stared at the man who called himself the Chamberlain. “I thought it was a meme at first, but why do I get the feeling you’d honestly do anything to not give up your imagined power?”

      Emotion left Manifeld’s face. “This meeting’s finished.”

      Trent searched for what to say. When nothing came to him, he bowed to the Undertaker. “Madam Undertaker.”

      She returned the gesture. “Grand Master. I hope we see each other again.”

      Trent truly didn’t feel the same. He turned and said, “Grenn, with me.”

      “Chamberlain,” Grenn said and curtly bowed his head. “Madam Undertaker.” Like Trent, he bent at his waist, then followed.

      “I’ll meet you at the stay—stables,” Willa said.

      “In a quarter-hour,” said Manifeld, his voice trailing them out of the sanctuary. “Otherwise I’m assigning your albunes to someone—anyone—else.”

      Trent pushed open the doors. Outside, the sun had climbed half a hand higher in the eastern sky. Ash hazed its rays.

      “He acts like the Tanvarn assignment is a punishment now,” Grenn said, his anger flourishing. “That fucking pithy piece o’ shit. Only a real fuckwit can paint something honorable as trash. Goddess damn him.”

      Xenia chimed.

      Trent listened while they walked. Their breath fogged in the early morning air, glinting like bits of gold in the sunlight. Grenn’s ire and the scent of roasted coffee filled Karhaal’s frigid stillness that morning and followed them as they headed for the stables. The Tower lay as quiet as the city when they entered.

      Grenn headed toward a stall past an archway to their left. This Tower’s interior looked much the same as the streets of the holy place—brick underfoot, unadorned stone and wood for much else.

      “Just a second,” a woman called from around a corner behind the counter. A few seconds later, the girl from the day before came from the living facilities, garbed in a sports bra and a pair of sweat pants. She’d pulled her hair into a messy twirl on the back of her head. “Early morning departures.” She yawned and covered her mouth with her hand. “Excuse me. Sorry I’m not up yet. We only just got word from the temple.”

      Trent didn’t mind, so long as they left soon enough.

      She picked up a tablet from the counter and leaned against the wall to her left. “Let’s see if this stuff is working.” The girl spoke to herself for the next quarter-minute, flicking her fingers across the screen. While she waited for the tablet to respond, she picked at the corner of her right eye.

      “Not lookin like it,” she said. “Tavit!”

      “No chance that asshole’s back yet,” Grenn said. He’d stopped at the first stall. Xenia buzzed around the albunes, and Lorithena huffed at her, blowing the fur that hung over her face. “Probably somewhere on the other side of Vqenna by now.”

      “That asshole”—a man came from the other side of the hall, his armor equipped—“already slept and is ready for the day.”

      “Goddess.” Grenn pointedly looked him over. “I guess it’s true what they say about going to bed alone.”

      Tavit yawned. “I’ll tell ya the next time I do. Unlike you, though, I also take my job seriously.”

      The girl studied Grenn’s face from where she stood. “That’s looking—better?” She set her tablet on the counter next to her and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “It’s doing better even if it looks like shit,” Grenn said.

      “Gods.” She winced. “And the circles under your eyes?”

      Grenn pointed at his right. “This one’s because of the cut. The left”—he gestured ambivalence—“well, people still know how to fight in this town.”

      “Got a third comin with us,” said Trent.

      “Yep,” the girl said and gestured over her tablet with her index and ring fingers. “Just saw. Tavit”—who didn’t pay her attention when she said his name, so she raised her voice—“will get that ready for you.” She waited for the other stable hand to respond while he bantered with Grenn. “Tavit.”

      “Damn,” Tavit said. He and Grenn watched Xenia navigate Grenn’s device. “And she’s the one doing all that?”

      “Yeah,” said Grenn, pleased.

      “Shit. Vel, you seen this?”

      Vel stifled another yawn. “Haven’t seen much of anything this morning.”

      “Shoot, I’m gonna have to go see old Luff, then.”

      “Good luck,” Grenn said. “I don’t think he likes parting with ‘em.”

      “Then how’d you get one, playa?” He bopped Grenn on his chest. “Or did Trent help ya out a bit? Ya know those girls last night seemed pretty impressed”—

      “Believe or not, people like me, Tav.”

      “Ha! Porker’s chance, am I right, Vel?”

      “If ya weren’t so cute, I don’t think anyone would like ya, Grenn,” she said.

      “Wow, piling it on.” Grenn raised a hand to his chest. “I’m hurt.”

      “Ah, but you’re not sufferin for it,” Tavit said, chuckling. He headed for stalls further down the stables, Grenn in tow. “Thought we’d have more time with you here, man. Didn’t know the Tanvarn job was so important—shipping y’all out just as soon as you arrived.”

      “Yeah it’s”—Grenn paused. “Something.”

      “Don’t sound so enthusiastic about it.” Tavit stopped in front of a stall half a dozen down from Thena and Raverord. “Hey, Vel, Bertrin good?”

      “If he’s the one you saddle up,” she said, swiping across her screen. “We checked him in a few weeks ago. He’ll probably like getting to shake himself out.”

      “Hear that, boy?” Tavit pushed into the stall. “Master says it’s time for you to go. Done overstayed your keep.”

      Vel rolled her eyes as she thumbed her screen.

      “Anyway,” Tavit said, quieter as he spoke to Grenn, “you’ve been after that assignment for—what?—a couple months. What’s the problem”—he and Grenn spoke while they tended to Bertrin.

      “Vel, could you help me with something?” Trent said.

      “I can try.”

      “Had an albune here before I left. Wonderin what happened to her.”

      “What was her name?” Vel said, honestly interested. She rested her elbows on the counter.

      “Powque. From Old Magornian. We all got one back then. Hardly enough albunes to go around outside the Order.”

      “Even fewer,” she said. “I was a little girl at the height, but gods do I remember.” She shook her head. “The terror. Hope we can avoid all that this time—but I’m thinkin not.”

      “Why?” Trent asked.

      “Just a feeling. Albunes get calmer the more shit’s going on around them. It’s a diametric stress response. Pretty much no other animal functions the way they do. They calm themselves to preserve their energy for when they need it, and I’ve never seen albunes as docile as they are right now.”

      “Huh.” Trent had never noticed.

      “There’s one named Poke,” said Vel, “but I don’t imagine that’s how you spelled it if we’re looking for Old Magornian.”

      “It’s fine. Figured it was a long shot at this point.”

      “Yeah, the databases got overwritten, probably twice at least, since the War’s end. Sorry.” Before Trent said anything, Vel added, “Be right back.” She disappeared for a couple minutes. When she returned, she headed straight for the stall where Lorithena and Raverord stayed. The sleeves of her armor joined her gauntlets. “Got a quick look at the manifest. That Priest—Willa—is going with you guys? What’s the story there?”

      “There isn’t one,” Trent said, petting Raverord, who still laid on the straw-covered floor. “We do what leadership tells us to.”

      “I mean, shouldn’t the—Grand Master—have a say in that?”

      “Things are different.”

      “Different like how?” She walked around Trent to grab a brush and blanket, then headed for Lorithena, who already stood, waiting for her.

      “Twenty years, give or take,” said Trent.

      “Gotcha,” Vel said, unimpressed. She brushed Lorithena across the withers a few times, then scratched behind the albune’s left ear and down her neck. A cloying tone morphed her voice. “We got ya good yesterday didn’t we, girl, yes we did.”

      The blanket fit well over Lorithena’s back. “It’ll be a godsend when we can accept ports again. I never look forward to this time of year—glad we’re already on this side of it. Goddess knows we can’t keep sending albunes everywhere with how fast they tire out.”

      Trent didn’t want to suggest it might not be over—just getting started if the last War suggested anything. “Poor guy doesn’t wanna get up.”

      “Rav.” Vel nimbly squatted next to the brown-furred beast. “Come on, boy. You’ll get all kinds of rest in Tanvarn—it’s not even that long a trip.”

      The albune didn’t move. Fur over his nose blew away from his face as he breathed. He huffed.

      “Thena’s going.” Vel lowered her voice. “Do you want her out there without you? What if she needs help? Are her legs really stronger than yours?”

      Raverord cawed as Vel petted him and stretched his neck under her touch. When she stopped, he shook out his coat and stood, grunting each time he stretched out a leg.

      “There ya go, boy.”

      Lorithena vocalized a low rumble of displeasure. Vel replied with only a glance. Thena puffed.

      “Sorry if I’m out of kind,” said Vel. She grabbed a blanket and tossed it to Trent, who unfolded it and centered it on Raverord’s back. “But watch out for that Priest who’s joining you.”

      Trent kept his face free of emotion. “Any reason?”

      Vel shook her head. “I just don’t like ‘em much. Ultra-secretive and everything. Especially”—she changed her voice, and Trent thought she sounded too much like the Undertaker—“Miss Ophel, thank you so much for being here today.” Her voice returned to normal. “Awful is right. Like the Undertaker isn’t priming her.”

      She looked at Trent, who only listened. “Don’t think I’m envious or anything. Just something’s going on with ‘em—the Priests, I mean—and they’re playing it way too close, not letting anyone else in on it. All outside the Chamberlain’s influence, too. That’s the craic of the Towers at least.”

      “The Chamberlain doesn’t control much,” Trent said. “That’s not a surprise.”

      “But shouldn’t the king be, like, talking with him instead of the Undertaker? That’s the deal, isn’t it? Leadership from Karhaal, special relationship with the king and everything?”

      Trent shrugged. “What happens when the king makes his own leadership because the proper one disappeared?”

      “This,” Vel said, unsympathetic. She grabbed a saddle bag, lifted it onto Lorithena’s body, and stepped onto her tiptoes to get it fully over. The girl hadn’t appreciated what she’d said, but Trent kept her silence while they finished readying the albunes.

      Eleven minutes later, Trent checked his watch: thirty-two minutes had passed since they left the temple. Vel secured the last of Raverord’s load to his back while Grenn consulted with Xenia over his tablet. Lorithena tossed her mane every minute, impatient to leave.

      The doors opened for Willa just as Tavit came out of the stall with Bertrin, whose dappled coat sheened from deep red to a soft-yellow, even in the low light.

      “Sorry,” Willa said. She wore her armor, and her air hung damp around her face. Her cloak hung off one shoulder, and she carried with her a small leather duffel and an over-the-shoulder carry-all. “Needed to check in with my roommate and teh—tell her I was going. Hope you weren’t waiting on me.”

      “You didn’t know you were leaving before this morning?” Grenn said, suspicious.

      “Not much before you guys did. Is this one mine?” She moved toward Tavit and Bertrin before anyone responded.

      Vel passed a knowing look to Trent, and though he didn’t want to make the king a suspect in his mind, he liked nothing about the current climate at Karhaal. Tavit strapped Willa’s small duffel onto Bertrin’s side, then reached for her personal bag.

      She placed her hand over it, took half a step back. “I’ll keep it on me, thanks.” She equipped a riding helmet—light-weight Karhaalian steel around the back of her head with a full-face visor—and wrapped her cloak around her legs and arms when she mounted Bertrin. Unlike Grenn and Trent, she more laid on the albune’s back than sat.

      They left, and Tavit accompanied them out of the city.  Children capered on a playground in a square not far from the western edge of town. Though they didn’t care about a few Karlians and a Priest, their parents and caretakers did, and they whispered to each other as the Order members passed. Blue circuitry-like lines still burned across a few of the old buildings.

      At the outskirts, a mile past the city’s edge, where a final way station awaited those departing, they stopped, and Tavit addressed them: “To you, Mr. Geno—excuse me, Grand Master might suit you better—and you Miss Ophel, it was a pleasure serving you both.” He looked at Grenn. “Not you.”

      Grenn guffawed. He raised his arm, and they knocked their forearms together, laughing.

      “May the Light illuminate your paths and one day bring you home.”

      Trent looked back. The obelisk stretched into the clear sky. Its point pierced the firmament miles above them, a reminder of the power at Karhaal that pushed against the evil that made to destroy this world. He’d never gazed upon with such a lack of surety, both in the world and of himself.

      For the third time in as many days, Trent raised his helm and told Raverord to run. The albune obeyed, and they shot southwest.
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      Trent jabbed his hammer at Grenn in a lumbering blow. The young Karlian sidestepped and knocked Trent’s handle with his own.

      “Good,” Trent said, stepping out of the pace. “Faster this time.”

      They repeated the exercise. Grenn sidestepped and hit Trent’s hammer toward the sky.

      “You’ve got to watch for openings like that. The demons won’t be this slow, but any advantage is better than none.”

      Grenn leaned against his hammer, steadying his breath.

      “Step through them all again,” said Trent. These had been basic movements during his time as a recruit.

      Grenn held up his hand, unmoving. “What’s that last thing ya did?”

      “The throw? They didn’t teach that as—what?—one of the first techniques you learned?”

      Grenn shook his head. “I hadn’t seen that until you did it in the courtyard.”

      “What I did in the courtyard was a little different, but the throw is just tossing your weapon away from you and lettin yourself catch up with it.”

      “Seems useful.”

      “It is. Now come on. Again.”

      A ricochet of parries, a hammer throw, and a poke at Grenn’s left knee put the young Karlian on his ass.

      Willa’s laughter filled the meadow from where she watched, by the fire they’d set up when they stopped. Her tablet rested on her lap, and she read and drew between watching them exercise.

      They had journeyed far enough south and west through the Thirian Plains to get clear of the storm, and stars shone in the evening’s twilight as dusk settled over Larheamst. The air had warmed, almost guiding them by itself, only cooling now as the sun set. The scents of pine and mint drifted from the forest, and spring grass spread far and away from them underfoot. Lake Thiria, Trent remembered an old Karlian once calling it—vast grasslands that stretched farther than a man could see.

      The southern tip of Crowe’s Weald pressed upon them with cordial darkness from the north. Bands of highly-intelligent roaming tigers still ruled the forest-country, and they traded well with the lemurs and residential serrens. A few miles southwest of them, the Forchapp River flowed toward Loch Nhao’md, bumbling and quiet. Fording it the next morning would be a simple hop for their beasts.

      Raverord and Lorithena had curled up with each other between two trees a dozen meters from where Willa sat. Bertrin rested away from them, rolled onto his back, his legs splayed in the air. He kicked while he slept, cooing every third or fourth punt.

      “Ha-ha,” Grenn said in mock once he stood.

      “Again,” Trent said. “Before we lose the light.”

      Trent worked through the movements with muscle-memory, and on the seventh, Grenn fell behind when Trent reversed a swing, came around from the left instead of the right, and swept his mace in an upward arc rather than down. Uniquity banged into Grenn’s armor again and again.

      The young Karlian fell into a token defensive posture against the assault and raised a shield of Light that softened but didn’t block. After his penultimate strike, Trent threw his weapon behind the young man and chased it, then swiped Grenn across the back and knocked him again to the ground.

      “Damn it!” Grenn pounded his hand against the dirt and grass. “How are you so fucking fast?”

      Trent waited for Grenn to stand.

      “You have to watch him,” Willa said. Trent hadn’t noticed before, but the Priest had a pretty voice, a singer’s timbre if he’d ever heard one. “Pre—predict his movements. Na—easy if you know where he’ll be.”

      “What?” said Grenn on one knee.

      “Most people fight with techniques and patterns. You just have to know ‘em, and you can gain an advantage.”

      “Yeah, thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I could show you some time. If you want.”

      Grenn laughed as he got up. “If you’re so confident, why don’t you try?”

      Willa shrugged and set the tablet on her drawing papers. “Okay.” She stood, notched the links on her forearms into place, and walked onto the makeshift training floor, feeling over her armor. Next to Grenn, she said, “You should move.”

      “Are you serious? You’re taking him?”

      She spoke with no emotional paint. “Yes. Now move.”

      Grenn looked to Trent, who shrugged and said, “Let her do it.”

      The young Karlian stayed in place a few seconds before he scoffed and walked toward the fire. Every few words he spoke came out as a curse, and when he sat, he beat his mace into the ground next to him.

      Trent didn’t have time to consider what the Priest already knew, wouldn’t have known what to ask anyway. Already Willa’s hands glowed with Light.

      “Don’t hold back,” she said.

      “Sure.”

      Trent feinted right and slammed his hammer into the ground. A fissure of Light cracked through the grass and dirt and blazed against the encroaching twilight. He followed. Willa’s magic played against him and slowed him near the end of his movement. When he made it through, out of time with his expectations, he swung wildly at her head.

      She raised her left arm and guided the weapon past her in a fission of Light. Trent reversed and pulled the mace toward her body, and this time, a burst of Light came from his blow when he struck her. Willa grunted. In Trent’s pause, she manifested a golden fist and aimed a right hook at his face. He leapt backwards to dodge and surged forward again.

      Her blocks came sooner into each swing, and a dozen moves into the encounter, Willa found an opening on a short backstroke and shot a bolt of Ley magic at him from under her arm. Trent’s armor absorbed it and dissipated the energy across its circuitry, venting it into the air.

      They hastened in step, and their skirmish became an arm’s race of acceleration. The faster flitted by the moment, and soon, when she didn’t dodge or simply move Trent’s hammer past her, Willa dead-stopped every hit he aimed with pinpoint precision, as though she could somehow predict his strikes.

      He threw Uniquity behind her. She had already turned halfway by the time he caught up, and a ping rang through the air when her tail rapped against his swing. During the counter-momentum, with his weapon hanging to his left, Trent punched, and the jet on his elbow activated to throw his arm toward Willa’s body. She phased, and his suit raised an energy shield behind him, which he barely tucked behind in time.

      Willa pushed him backwards with a roaring beam of Ley, hot as dragon’s fire and molten-white, so forceful it billowed her cloak behind her. She channeled just long enough for Trent to get a bearing on what to do next. But she let up suddenly and followed with a barrage of Light energy, which she let loose through a sweep of her right arm.

      Trent raised his weapon in a cross over his body and pressed against Willa’s magic in the only way he knew: get more Light between himself and harm.  Two bolts missed wide on either side of him and one grazed his right shoulder, but the other two hit the shield he formed. Their combined forces skidded him across the grass a few meters before he finally caught his feet under him.

      A wind squalled from far south of them. Willa held her hands near her face, compelling her magic in whispers Trent couldn’t hear. The bolts flared and skipped past his hammer. Their heat radiated toward him as though he meant to siphon it. As he channeled, Willa’s face pinched against the effort, and for a second, the missiles stopped and shivered as smelted ingots, roiling against the opposing forces. But in the next, they burnished a golden-blue and slid smoother than they had before.

      The Grand Master could hold them no longer. He sidestepped and guided the missiles past him, but it felt like trying to direct a pellet from an old Dwarven firearm—contemptuous weapons that used explosive detonations to propel small pieces of metal and allowed their user to kill from shameful distances. One of the bullets shot into the darkness behind him, but Willa wheeled the other around and struck Trent in the back with a hot crack.

      His suit’s cooling system reactivated, and his display warned him about a vent on his back-left side: ‘CPD,’ in pulsing red letters. Critical Power Diversion. She’d overloaded him. His suit analyzed her in the bustling twilight and warned him of the power she’d already charged. Its threat-level settled on the border between three and four, five being the worst—Trent had never seen a five.

      Sweat beaded across Willa’s forehead and ran down either side of her face, catching stray hairs against her cheeks. Intense focus creased her brow and folded her ears back against her head. Her teeth bared in a sneer. She’d planted her right foot behind her and dug her heel into the dirt against the electricity that crackled between her joined fists. She stepped forward, and a ball of lightning grew between her hands when she pried them apart.

      Thunder echoed in a gale.

      Trent raised his left arm. “No more.”

      She took two breaths. “Do you yield?”

      He considered, eyeing the ball-lightning in her hands. The movements she’d used had proven unfamiliar to him, and he didn’t understand how to hit her through her defenses. He’d tired, and not wanting to cause problems with his armor, he nodded.

      Willa watched him, then her ears perked up and a smile spread across her lips and made it to her eyes. The lightning between her hands dissipated, and she hopped around and clapped, giggling. “Gods, that was incredible!” She ran to him, but she halted half a pace away. “Sorry, I just”—she offered her left hand.

      “I’ve never seen movements like that,” Trent said, shaking her hand. “Who taught you to fight?”

      “No one could. The—the Priests aren’t syste—matized yet. I’ve gotten to help figure out techniques, so this stuff was—mine, I guess.”

      “What was that ya did with your tail?”

      Willa shook her head. “Instinct. I’ve told myself time and again to not let anyone get behind me, to not turn my back, drilled myself on it. But it still happens sometimes, and I panicked.”

      “To be fair, you didn’t turn your back. You should follow your instincts more often. You’re a good fighter.”

      “Thank—thank you,” she said, still out of breath.

      Grenn clapped where he sat. He’d taken his helm down. “So the Undertaker’s been training Priests a hell of a lot better than they’re training Karlians. Story of my fuckin life.”

      “Don’t be sulky,” Willa said as they joined Grenn by the fire.

      “Not sulking. Just stating a fact. How long have you been training?”

      “Five years.” She sat. “And that’s just as a Priest. I was at High Tower when the Undertaker came for me.”

      Grenn tutted. “Five years ago, I was in Yarnle, so I think I get a pass. Not like they’re training Karlians better now than they were then.”

      Willa shrugged. “Maybe. Have you fought one from a younger class?”

      Grenn’s face twitched when he responded. “No.”

      “See. So how do you know?”

      He stared at her through squinted eyes. “Trent, back me up here.”

      “He’s probably right,” Trent said. “They’re not training ‘em any better now. Up until a few days ago, there was no need.” He wanted to add that the king had everything to do with the Priests learning and codifying what they knew, but he didn’t—probably wouldn’t be telling her anything new.

      Willa frowned, but she didn’t speak against him.

      Later that night while they ate, Trent asked Willa about how the Priests “… merged Ley and Light. I felt the power you channeled yesterday. I’d not experienced it before.”

      “You probably couldn’t have,” she said. “Light’s not the same. With the Ley, you can feel it, all the time, talk to it if you know how. You call for it, and it answers because it’s here even when we don’t. But the Light”—she shook her head—“cuh—comes and goes. Always there when you call, but it doesn’t stay. It’s like a sink fau—faucet. Trying to talk to it is like trying to talk to someone who’s speeding past you on a freeway while you stand on the shoulder.”

      Willa held out her hand and seized a static manipulation of Light, which magnified and bent the air around it. It answered her call as it did Trent’s, except she infused this instance with magic, and it became something else. She rolled it over her hand like a large coin.

      Its luminance transfixed her, and she spoke to herself: “Like the Ley, just a little different.” A few second’s quiet passed. “The Undertaker calls it Ley-Light. Simple, I know, but that’s what she wrote in the Leydendum—gods, and that’s a stupid portmanteau she came up with for our codification codex. She’d meant to change it, but it stuck.”

      Trent watched with envy-dosed wonder. The Light stayed for her—she cut it off from its source and kept it without having to channel. This had to be it: the future; the answer. Or a large part of it if not the whole. “Is it really so simple as the Leynar just not being Called?” he asked.

      “Dunno,” said Willa. “It’s en—ergy, just like the Ley. Light purifies the magic, and the magic spoils the Light. But it’s a good kind of spoilage, so I guess that might be the wrong word. Not bad, just different. S—something the Goddess condones, even needs of us.”

      A stutter of blue darted through the Light. It reminded Trent of something, but he couldn’t bethink what. “I just keep asking myself why we didn’t try before.” He honestly wondered if anyone ever had.

      “We couldn’t. Arnin”—she stopped. Surprise rounded Willa’s eyes at what she’d said—almost said—and quickly, her attention turned to the nutrition bar between her fingers.

      Trent didn’t push her. When next he spoke, he tried to sound casual. “Do you know much about the early days of the Order?”

      Willa stared into the fire. “Depends. How early?”

      “Tens of thousands of years ago.”

      She shook her head.

      “Back then, the scepter used us in means the Goddess didn’t intend—using our power in lieu of electricity before we even knew what electricity was, tasking us to fight unholy wars that didn’t serve our Purpose, expecting us to keep the peace. In trade, Karlians could practice their rites without consequence—as though they needed such permission. It bred a time when the Order split into two sects: one where they used their power with abandon, and one where they believed their ordained gift should serve a higher plan. That’s the reason the scepter and the Order are separate powers now—because the Aseities fought for and won that right. And I would counsel anyone to not conflate the two again.” Trent hoped Willa could discern a question he didn’t ask.

      Her face remained plain. “I’ve only known Manifeld as leadership. Well, he and Madam Undertaker, of course.” She bit a piece off her bar and crunched a peanut. “I don’t think that’s happening anyway. The king doesn’t seem too fond of him.”

      “Yeah.” After a pause, Trent added, “That’s how it seems.”

      “Anyway,” Grenn said, out of mood for the conversation, “saw that doggy you’re drawing. You should ask Trent about it. Did ya know he killed one the other day.”

      “You did?” she said.

      Trent cast a sullied look at the younger Karlian, whose indifference to the topic grated on him. He nodded. “Had to,” he said, keeping his voice even. “Is how it is.”

      “Saw you’re also trying to get a likeness for the thing that gave me this”—Grenn pointed to his face.

      Willa folded the pages she’d drawn on into the book she studied. The fire reflected off strokes of gold and black that formed the demons she drew. “Don’t go through my things.” Xenia made a diminutive chirp when the Priest snapped the book shut. Pawp.

      “I didn’t. They were just there.”

      “Well,” Willa said. She quieted for a few seconds. “Don’t.”

      “Do you know the doggies get bigger when they’ve got a master?”

      “I’ve only ever seen demons mastered by Warlocks. I’d love to see one true-mastered, though.”

      “You would?” asked Grenn, the mislike plain on his face. “Live long enough and it sounds like you’ll get to. Makes you wonder about the size of all of ‘em, huh?”

      “I mean, they don’t all get bigger like that,” she said. “Once a master gets to them, I mean.”

      “The lesser ones do,” Trent said, “but the greater ones are always that ugly. They don’t need the size advantage the lesser ones get. They’ve got—different abilities. Much different, especially after the last. But they do need a master to get outside the nether.” Trent reached for his tablet. “I’ve got a picture of the one from my farm—before I banished it.”

      “You do?” said Willa. “Can I see it?”

      Before he’d gotten the program up, she’d already moved next to him. He looked at her, bemused.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I—I just—can I?”

      “Sure.” Trent opened the proper application and swiped to the demon, a few back in his files.

      “Oh my gods.” Willa took the tablet and held it near her face, zooming in and out at different parts on the picture. “It’s huge. Looks like—just muscle with canvas stretched over it. And those teeth.” She stared into the fire for a few seconds. The light bounced off her eyes, and her pupils narrowed into slits. “We’re gonna need to study them if we want to put an end to this. I mean a real end to it.”

      Trent almost asked what she meant, but Grenn spoke first.

      “Can I ask you something?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “Where’d you get your ears and tail from? I’ve seen cybernetics before—there’s nothing that good-looking on the consumer market. Were they a gift?”

      Grenn either didn’t notice or ignored it when Willa’s body tightened. She dropped her hands to her lap, and after a taut silence, she said, “I don’t want to talk about it.” Her voice had become rigid.

      “Come on,” Grenn said. “We’re all Order members here. What? Is your father rich or something? Do you regret ‘em?”

      Willa stood. “I said I don’t want to talk about it. Is tha—that okay w—with”—a growl came from deep in her throat, and she raised her voice—“okay with you?” She handed Trent his tablet before she padded toward her things. “Do you know an exchant?” she said to herself and flicked her right ear. “Try to take these off. Maybe the whole thing is just an illusion.”

      “Cool off,” said Grenn. “It was just a question.”

      Willa rounded on him. “Are you naturally thick-headed, then? Goddess, has it always been this hard when someone’s better than you at—anything? You must be mad a lot.” She headed toward the tent she’d set up for herself with her effects. “Thank you for the meal, Grand Master.”

      Though she couldn’t see him, Trent waved. He turned his attention to Grenn, whose gaze followed Willa.

      “Where ya going?” asked Grenn.

      “To bed! Is that all right?” None of them spoke as she entered her tent and pulled shut its flap.

      Grenn turned back to the fire and hooked his thumb behind him. “What in the hells is her problem? It’s like she didn’t understand me.”

      “Do ya have to antagonize her, Grenn? Goddess, do ya have to be a dumbass all the time?”

      “What? What the hells, you’re taking her side?”

      “There are no sides. And if you’re too blind or stupid to realize when you fuck up, you’re gonna have a hard time learning anything.” Trent stood and pilfered through his saddlebags, found the tent mechanism, and tossed it toward an open patch of grass away from the fire.

      Grenn said nothing. The fire filled the silence until Trent advised him, keeping his voice low.

      “Look, Grenn, you’re better than this. Demons won’t care about your good looks or your sense of humor. Even someone like Manifeld could prove an irreplaceable ally if the War goes on. You may not like it—I sure as hells don’t. But there comes a time when life trumps politics, and that time came a few days ago. We need these peoples’ help, and the last thing we should want is to estrange them, especially if they’re getting cozy with the king and cookin up something without Karhaal knowing about it.”

      Grenn, again, said nothing as he stared into the flames.

      “All right,” Trent said. “Try not to beat yourself up too much. Just do better.”

      Grenn nodded.

      “G’night.”

      Trent reckoned, as he entered his tent, that Grenn wanted something outside himself, and the young man both hadn’t found and didn’t know what to look for.

      The young Karlian’s whistles echoed and disappeared into the night, through which Trent edged the line of falling into pense while he rolled the stone his wife had given him between his hands, aware of the eyes that watched him. They didn’t push against him enough to make him set a ward, but they made sure he knew they saw him. His tablet chimed intermittently as it lost and gained service until it finally stopped during the dark hours, then the world quieted.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, an undue frost clung to the grass, a lingering touch of winter in the southwest. Trent fell from his pense and exited his tent. He stretched his left shoulder and tensed his thighs until they got a good burn in them.

      Grenn already waited at the fire. Willa had just sat on its other side.

      “Hi,” Grenn said with a sheepish awkwardness.

      “Hey.”

      “Sorry”—

      “Don’t.” She looked at him, deadly cross. “Just don’t bring it up again.” She got a small plate of potatoes from over the fire but eschewed any of the bacon.

      The rest of Grenn’s conversation directed toward Trent. “Been thinkin. It’s for the best I’m investigating the witch and the corruption. It’s my area of expertise, right? Handling a demon—I mean, would I even be able to?”

      Trent crunched into a piece of bacon. Goddess alive, this is gonna crack my damn teeth. He picked at a piece between his molars with his tongue. “Course you could. You’re fine at what you do, you’re just not hard-trained, War-trained. Fighting is different when it counts. Don’t disregard yourself.”

      Grenn ate the rest of his meal in silence, and Trent couldn’t help noticing the doubt across the young man’s face. He tried to remember if he had ever been so unsure. Not about fighting, at least.

      They headed out not long after they finished their food.

      Eastward gusts blew against them as they moved from the edge of highland forests to grasslands, where Tanvarnian winds ceded sand from the valley’s desert floor to the dirt and grass over which their steeds now carried them. To the south, the Sister Hills rose and fell along the Trustian border all the way to the Swoen Sea. Friendly raccoons tended the rolling lands, and though the aquifers there made it difficult to secure trade with the serrens, condors oversaw the grounds from the air.

      As they sped westward, the wood receded far off to their right, yet its darkness pressed against the day, crept too far into the light. The rune on Trent’s arm grew cold, and he peered north.

      Grenn pulled up next to him. “Did you feel that?”

      “Been able to,” Trent said, sensing the gazes from the distance. A whisper darted to keep up with him.

      Then a different voice spoke. “Clocks tick.” Her voice. D’niqa came to him as a double vision, a second sight that hung as a projection against the streaking landscape. “Coming into our domain, our hunting grounds, if you will.” She sounded excited.

      Muddy anger tempered Trent’s voice. “You and yours own nothing on Coroth, bitch.”

      She laughed. “What is ours spreads each day, right under your noses. Our power grows even now. Give up. Let this all go away like a bad dream. Your pursuit will not end well for you, Grand Master.”

      “Are you afraid of what will happen when I catch you?” said Trent, unsure if he even whispered. “Away from me, foul demon.”

      Enough silence filled the interim while Raverord pounded dirt and grass underfoot that Trent wondered if she’d gone away, and that surreal notion of questioning one’s immediate past turned his insides cold.

      But she hadn’t left. “We’ve been watching you, Russell.”

      “Because you’re a creep. Your kind’s obsession with mine is nothing short of hideous.”

      “Not at all if you knew just how important you are to us. We can’t think of a better person to spend all our time looking after. But mark our words: do not challenge us.” She giggled and left. Despite her departure, the scrutiny of watching creatures impressed upon him their undeniable hunt.

      Trent pushed Raverord to move faster, and the albune’s legs yielded to his impulse. He couldn’t afford to not find her, none of them could, and though the master let him go with only taunts, finding the Tomb glued itself to the forefront of Trent’s mind.

      The grasslands gave way to chaparral, and farther west, mountains rose in bumpy, snow-crowned ridges.

      Tanvarn leaned over the horizon at midday. Its skyscrapers reached toward the heavens and framed the lower part of the city in a backdrop of sun and burnished steel. The River Niniphen flowed from the northern hills to a shimmering sea hundreds of miles to the south and split the city down its middle. Water channeled into the Lower City on its east bank in lanes miles long, where passenger ships and commerce vehicles made port, the latter taking special advantage of the river’s winter surge. To their left, Trent set his eyes on a freeway, a skinny serpent that dipped from the far-away mountains and pushed south and out of sight into the highlands beyond.

      “There she is,” Grenn said when they stopped at the last hill’s crest before the landscape descended to the valley floor. He sighed. “Not the way I thought I’d meet her, but I’m here.”

      Trent marshaled Raverord, who bucked at their stop. From the albune’s mind came the idea, not in words, of chase.

      If anything’s chasing us, Trent thought, it’s not coming for you. He looked behind them. They’d left the forest well behind them, yet still a presence called to him, attracted his vision, pulled him between the city and a place far away. His thoughts did little to calm his mount, who tossed his head and huffed intermittently as he stamped in place.

      “Try not to get lost in selfish thought,” Trent said. “Remember why we’re here.”

      “How could I forget?” said Grenn, perhaps sharper than he’d wanted. His words painted a picture of discontent to which Trent didn’t subjoin himself.

      As they neared the city, the buildings on its western bank rose above them and stretched into the clean sky. Tanvarn’s capitol building towered above all else in front of them, reflecting sunlight against its burnished-gold coating. Its body split into three wings, off which water overflowed from colossal walkways on its roof. The Hills-over-Tanvarn sat low to the north, their mounds covered in low buildings and tiers of farmland that checkered the green with brown and deep red.

      Not long after they made it to the valley floor, Trent spied a black speck flitting across the firmament. Dragons didn’t patrol this far west during Peacetime—he hadn’t seen his first until his second year as a recruit—yet there it flew, in a holding pattern of sorts, gliding against a zephyr off the mountains. Trent lost sight of it for the waxing day.

      They passed through a suburb on the valley floor called Unily, a collection of low buildings—the tallest no more than twelve stories—that spread for tens of miles around a statue of the valley’s namesake, Yon Sandrin. Cacti had closed their night-blooms, the scents of which—a mix of wheat grass and lemon—lingered in the still air.

      Trent tucked his scarf into a side-pocket on his saddle as they joined traffic on Unily’s other side. Even as they neared the city, Raverord would go out of his way, to Trent’s chagrin, to stomp on massive diamondbacks that slithered over the desert sands, their heads severed from their bodies by his claws quicker than the snakes could react, left for the carrion that soared high above.

      An hour later, past midday, they turned onto a highway that served the city’s front street and arrived at the Leynar Tower. A cheerful fellow waited at the door to welcome them.

      “Welcome to Tanvarn, my sirs,” he said, laughing as the mounts stormed past. Raverord slathered at the respite, damning the heat as Trent dismounted.

      The hand took Trent’s reins and said, “There ya go, boy,” in a thick voice from behind the wiry shock of hair on his face. He stroked Rav’s neck with a pudgy hand. “Ooh, you’re one of Ranold’s, aren’t ya? What an adventure you’re on.”

      “I might speak with your Portal Master,” said Trent. He pulled a silver piece from his pouch and handed it to Raverord’s tender.

      The man pointed toward the Leynar helping Grenn with Lorithena. “Avlin. He’s your man.” Trent unstrapped Uniquity from Rav’s side before the Leynar led the albune away.

      “She’ll need in the same stall with that one,” Grenn said, nodding toward Raverord and his guide. “Also”—he pulled a piece of silver from a pouch on his belt and handed it to the Portal Master—“get ‘em something good.”

      “Your patronage is noted,” said Avlin, though his expression spoiled when Grenn turned.

      A slim young woman came to help Willa with Bertrin, who had dumped his rider to the floor when he sat fully on his ass. “Is this one Bertrin?” the girl said, amused. She’d cut her robe into two pieces—a willowy cut-off blouse and a skirt that hemmed high on her legs.

      Willa nodded as she got up. “I just need the duffle off him.” Bertrin had laid fully on the ground, and though his eyes gave away his attentiveness, he rested his head on his paws and watched the Leynar pull his reins from under him while Willa wiped herself off and got her effects.

      The girl spoke through a bemused smile. “Come on. What, you think you’re too pretty to walk to a stall?”

      Bertrin wheezed, obstinate and unmoving.

      “I’m heading inside,” Willa told Trent. “Figure it’s the best place to start.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’ll also try to get through to the Undertaker and inform the leadership of our arrigh—arrival.”

      Trent nodded. Willa looked like she almost said more. She headed further into the Tower and turned out of sight.

      Grenn watched her leave. “I’ll be, uh, heading for the Liscerring offices.” He sounded yearningly more official—Trent couldn’t think of another word for it—his voice deeper than normal. “Might stop around town, get to know some of the locals.”

      “Right,” Trent said, chuckling.

      Grenn nodded and shouldered his hammer.

      Goddess help me if I’m chasing shadows, Trent thought while he watched him leave. He had been sure on their way into the city, but the reasoning for his supposition now seemed baseless, and he wished he could consult Sieku. The urlan would no doubt tell him how stretching his hypothesis had been. Of everyone on Coroth, Kendra being the Fleecer sounded fanciful if not ridiculous, especially with how conveniently that served him. But he had no other cane to lean on, so he asked the Portal Master where he could find “… the Fleecer in Tanvarn.”

      “I know of no one here by that title,” he said, stroking Lorithena’s neck as he led her to where the hand had stalled Raverord. “There’s a good girl.” He handed her off to the Leynar and turned his attention to Trent. “Though if Karhaal’s sent you, I can only imagine you’re trying to find the Lich.”

      “Is that what she’s called?”

      Avlin nodded.

      “Come on, man,” the Leynar handling Bertrin said, her charmed demeanor evaporating. “Don’t be an asshole.” The albune only huffed.

      “Why?” Trent asked of the Portal Master.

      “Something people thought was funny.” He accompanied Trent toward the stable’s front entrance, the one that led further into the city. “Halfway in the alphabet between ‘B’ and ‘W.’ There’s no need to worry, though. She’s not practicing necromancy or anything. We’d have intervened far before that happened.”

      “I’ve heard the authorities aren’t doing well here. A few too many issues for Karhaal’s liking.”

      “I presume that’s why you’re in Tanvarn,” said the Master of Portals, his tone as thin as his face. He brushed a piece of straw hair from his high cheekbone. “The Karlians at the temples would have suited the work they’ve assigned you, yet your leadership deemed it prudent to send special investigators. The Tower is fine, of that I can assure you. It’s the laypeople and their problems that aren’t, but we can’t pretend to interdict every time there’s a non-magical complaint. We’d lose our ability to take care of the problems we can. High Tower has told us to not intervene until criticalities occur.”

      “Is that a strict rule?” asked Trent. “What would constitute such a thing?”

      “The Capitol yields each satellite to its own discretions.”

      “Wonder why Karhaal’s received enough complaints to uproot two Karlians from Keep, then. We even have a Priest with us, I’m sure you saw.”

      “From Keep?” The Leynar’s brow furrowed. “I’m surprised they would have pulled their best in on this. The Lich is doing nothing illegal, the Beast is unsubstantiated, and the Liscerring debacle is hardly even a scandal. Are you here for something else? The convention, perhaps? Regardless, I’d heard the Chamberlain was going to call a session.” He stopped at the entrance. “Is that not the case now?”

      Trent shook his head. “Scuffed quorum that I’m aware. But you seem well informed. Funny how this Tower’s discretion places them outside the municipal interest.”

      “I can imagine how it looks to an outsider—believe me, we understand the optics—but do remember, also, that gossip is in our name. If there’s any around, it’s because we spread it.”

      “Sounds like a decent way to transmit misinformation.”

      Avlin checked his watch. “There’s a large party coming in from Stasix in a few minutes. Before this conversation runs in circles, I’ll bid you good morrow.” The Portal Master bowed and headed the way they’d come.

      “Sir,” Trent said.

      The man stopped, half-turned, and waited. He stood like he’d strapped a dowel to his back and held his hands in front of him, his shoulders rolled forward.

      “The Lich’s place of business?”

      “Ask a cabbie. I’m sure they’ll know where to take you. And good luck gaining audience. I hear she’s not taking visitors presently.”

      Trent stared at him. Not in Tanvarn a quarter-hour… “Good luck with your rumors.”

      “No luck needed, Grand Master,” said Avlin. “I’m sure you’d blush if you just opened your ears for the craic going around about you and yours.”
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      Outside, a weary breeze served as the only hint that winter’s breath might have etched the Lower City, but the depths of the season probably never even came. A washed-out blue sky hung overhead, and the desert-sun beat upon Trent as he weaved between others on the sidewalk. A shopping complex rose thirty-or-so stories next to him, each floor hodge-podge on the one below. It ran all the way to where Tower Street—aptly named—met with Altin Parkway, a grand avenue that fed toward the docks at the river and farther across into the Upper City. Apartments faced him on the next street, their rows of windows neat and numbered in the hundreds.

      Trent raised his arm, and a taxi pulled out of traffic and stopped at the curb in front of him.

      “Where ya heading?” an urlan asked.

      “Do you know where the—the Lich lives?” Trent said, settling himself in a cabin seat. “The Fleecer is another name I’ve heard.”

      “It’s fine.” The urlan’s accent rounded his long vowels. “Know who you’re talking about.” He merged back into traffic. “Just a few minutes, and you’ll have all the curatives you could want. Though a man o’ the Order like yourself, I’d wonder why you need Tanvarn for what ails you. Unless you’re here for somethin a little more personal.”

      “Strictly business.”

      “Sure,” the cabbie said. He raised his right hand to gesture placation. “Don’t haftuh say no more. None o’ my business. Learned to not ask too deepuh questions a long time ago. Probably dint notice, my left arm ain’t the same color as my right.”

      Trent looked around the driver’s body. His left arm rested against his side, his hand curled into a fist on his lap. It twitched every few seconds without pattern, red against the silver his makers had given him.

      “Long story, believe me, though the short of it focuses on a gorgeous Leynar I met a few years ago. Excuse the phrasing, but she blew me straight outta my gourd and left me leakin on the street. Thought I was gonna die. But I made a little deal with an—after-market specialist—and now I’m fine.” He raised his left arm and extended his fingers. They creaked under their strain before his hand balled into a fist again and dropped to his lap.

      They passed a transit station, a brutal building of concrete with a huge awning at its corner. Thousands of people gathered there, and Trent felt the immensity of their humanity as his cab passed and headed further into the Lower City. His terminal vibrated against his hip. He checked the alert: his messages to Sieku had finally sent.

      “Got a convention coming in from Dawrlo,” the driver said when he noticed Trent paying them more attention than him. “Some came by river just last night, and more are gettin shipped in by the hour.”

      Trent didn’t respond; he just let the urlan speak.

      “… Turns out, at the end o’ the day, if you wait for the light to turn white, it can save you a lotta trouble down the street.” He laughed as he pulled his car toward a curb, and Trent wondered what the long of the urlan’s story would have been, the short having taken the whole drive even with a rushed ending. “Here we are, friend. That’ll be eight piece sixty-three.”

      Trent pulled out a ten-piece and passed it to the urlan before he stepped off the transport. The cabbie’s hand hung over a change dispenser that attached to his left hip, and he looked expectantly at Trent.

      “Keep the change.”

      “Thank you, sir.” The driver slipped the coin into a slot between his legs, where it chinked against others. “The place you’re lookin for is around the corner.”

      “Thanks again.”

      Rundown apartments lined the street, which stunk of cheap confection and fatty meat. A smokestack two blocks down billowed white smoke, and further on, a few kids chased a lighted ball down the sidewalk and hit it over the road to another group. They whooped each time they made a good pass or narrowly dodged a passing car.

      “The dragons already came to peck, ya may already have heard,” a young man holding a bundle of data sticks called out as Trent passed him. “But for all else ya may notta heard, get ya news from within the storm right here ‘fore anywhere else. What’s goin on at Karhaal? Hear what the scepter hasn’t told us since their revelation two nights past. And more comin outta Pratsin”—

      Trent ducked under an array of solar cells that audibly hummed when he got close enough to them. At a cross-street—more of a narrow alley—he followed the voices to his left and found what he sought around the next corner.

      A crowd gathered outside an ornate exposed-brick house—establishment, as Trent had known Leynars to call their work outside the Towers. The woman of the place held palaver with them. She wore an oversized t-shirt that hung off her right shoulder, a bandana over her graying hair, and baggy pants, the right leg of which she’d rolled up to her knee. Her door stood cracked open behind her.

      “But why is it going to cost so much?” a man asked. “Wasn’t a quarter that three months ago.”

      “Supply and demand,” the Lich said. Her eyes tucked under her brow, and her cheeks looked hollow, sunken. “What do you expect me to do? Lose money just so you all can feel a little better?”

      “Don’t trivialize our pain,” a man on the crowd’s far side said.

      “You can have a heart,” said another, a woman near the front of the mob.

      “I don’t run a charity,” the Fleecer said, “and I’m not a doctor.” She sounded tired. “No one subsidizes the cost of my doing business.”

      “What’s causing these prices, though?” a man asked. “I’m running out oil for my hair, and my girlfriend’s breasts are shrinking now because we can’t afford the cream she needs. What in the hells am I supposed to do if we run out o’ that?”

      “Pay up. But don’t complain to me when you can’t. This—this Beast—is eating up my supply lines. My couriers are too scared to travel alone—travel at all, really. I’ve had a shipment stuck in Rallorean for three weeks, and with the storm to the east, I can’t even get portals in.” The Fleecer threw her hands away from her. “And you’ve seen the authorities, sniffing around here like there’s something to find.”

      “Why can’t you go deal with the Beast yourself?” a man said. He’d rolled his track pants to the top of his socks and shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand, despite a pair of sunglasses resting on his beanie. “An investigator told me it’s nothing to worry about, but when Eleen can’t sleep because she sees it everywhere she goes, it becomes my problem. A lot of us depend on you, and when we can’t, those who rely on us can’t, either.”

      “Sounds like your daughter”—

      “Girlfriend. Gods, do you even remember me?”

      “Of course I do. I misspoke. Your girlfriend has an over-active imagination. That’s your problem, not mine, and it has nothing to do with the Beast—which, may I add, no one has proven exists yet.”

      “Convenient for you, isn’t it?” a woman yelled from near the back of the throng.

      “For everyone,” said the witch. “Do you all seriously want a wild demon stalking our streets? From what I understand, the last reported sighting was—what?—a week, week-and-a-half ago? Maybe it’s gone”—

      “That doesn’t matter!” a man shouted. The crowd erupted and all spoke at once.

      Trent watched the uproar with detachment. Leynars loved this kind of thing, especially when they caused it—others depending on them. A cart bumped into him. A young woman in a scarf and wide hat caught up to it.

      “Turnips?” she said.

      Trent checked goods in her cart—just a pile of turnips. He shook his head.

      “Shut up!” the Lich yelled, and her voice pierced through the noise with ease. Between shock and incredulity, the crowd looked to her, and when they had all quieted, she spoke.

      “I understand the synthesis that comes from my relationships with the townspeople—with all of you, I mean. If you suspect I relish telling you I can’t perform the duty I’ve foisted upon myself, we don’t know each other very well. I understand your pains. All of you. But I can’t indebt myself. That serves no one, least of all me.”

      She pointed at the man who spoke of his girlfriend. “Geri, where would you be if I hadn’t found the tincture that cured Eleen’s cough two years ago?”

      Geri’s ire melted, and he hung his head. “The doctors just wouldn’t listen.”

      “Who did?” asked the Fleecer. A second later she turned to an elderly lady who hadn’t spoken yet. The woman leaned over a walker and peered at the witch from under her brow. Her back had formed into a u-shape. “Landa, who found you love?”

      “You did, dear,” the old woman said. Her voice sounded like it came from an ancient record player, and her hair had come partly undone and hung in front of her face. Despite a lack of crisp in the air, she’d wrapped herself in a knitted shawl.

      “After seventy-seven years, I helped find you the love of your life.”

      Landa nodded. “It was a good two months.”

      “See? The best things in life don’t last. I’ve experienced that firsthand.” The witch shook her head, and when she next spoke, she addressed the crowd. “I’m sorry I disappeared last week, but like I told y’all, there’s all the investigative stuff going around and—and I ran out of curatives—and I couldn’t face you. I didn’t know how.”

      “You could have just told us the truth,” Landa told her. “That would have been better than nothing, dear.”

      “I know. But I got scared. The walls felt like they were closing in. Eventually I’ll have to move on to another town, meet all new people—and hope they’re as wonderful as all of you. I thought that time had come.”

      The crowd muttered to themselves and their neighbors. “I can kinda understand that,” a man a few meters away from Trent said.

      “Just—I hope,” said the Lich; she had the grace to affect a tear falling from her face, “that you can all just give me a chance. I don’t want to lose what we’ve got here”—her voice warbled—“until we have to.” Her hands found their way to the small pockets on her pants, and she kicked at a rock on her porch.

      More whispers came from the crowd. “Are you buyin this shit?” a woman said to another, hooking her thumb toward the witch.

      “We won’t let that happen,” said a man from the middle. “Take as much time as ya need. Just don’t keep things from us. That’s all we ask.”

      “I’m aware of that now,” said the Fleecer. A broom worked by itself behind her, sweeping dirt from her doorstep. “Thank you all for being so understanding. You’ll be the first to know when I get restocked.” She awarded what she said next with undue emotion. “May the gods bless you. All of you.”

      But when her gaze passed over Trent, her eyes became slits, and she turned to step inside her house. The spell broke when she shut her door, and as the crowd dispersed, they grumbled amongst themselves.

      “I’ll give her one gods-damned week,” an elder gentleman said. He walked with a limp on his left side and swung his arms to move. The button-down shirt he wore had lost a button over his round stomach and come untucked from the back on his pants. “But my fucking sciatica is killin me. I swear to gods if she doesn’t get that ass-piss in”—

      “Damn,” said Trent. Not back to the start, but—Tanvarn’s a big place.

      “Didn’t like what you saw?” the woman with turnips asked him. “I could show you something, if you’re looking for it right.”

      “No thanks,” said Trent, his speech keener than he’d meant. “Trying to find someone.”

      She raised her brow at him. “Come to Tanvarn to find a lost little witch, have you?” The woman tugged her scarf down from her face and looked at Trent, her lips pouted, her brow wan. “You know, for a minute there I could have almost believed her.”

      A sound somewhere between happiness and incredulity escaped Trent, and he wrapped her in a hug before he thought of what he’d done. Relief painted his gut, and he lifted his old friend off her feet.

      “Gods, are you sure there’s not something else I could help you with?” Kendra asked. A smile grew across her lips when he set her down. Her eyes scanned his weathered face from under her hat’s brim. “You got old.”

      Trent laughed, a mix of ease and exasperation. The lines on Kendra’s face had barely etched into her skin. “You didn’t. And your eyes aren’t the same.”

      Kendra passed her hand over her face, and her irises changed to their proper color. “Electric-blue is rather easy to find if you want to.” Her hand passed the other direction, and they changed back to umber.

      “Goddess.” He marveled at her. “I don’t suppose I should ask how you found me?”

      “A couple Karlians and a Priest come into town, and the Tower won’t spread that like mage-fire?”

      A mild mask coated Trent’s face. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “Call it a hunch, then.” Kendra stepped back and leaned against her cart while she looked at the rest of him, her face plain. “Has your armor always been this garish?” Where they stood, his suit heliographed in the late-afternoon sun. She shrugged. “Better than what the slugs wear, I guess.”

      “Slugs?”

      “You saw them, the men standing around with track pants and windbreakers, acting like it’s last decade. Disgusting. But if you wanted the Lich to know you’re here, I’d say it worked. What, in that case, was your next step?”

      “Guess I’d knock on her door. Try to find—something—out.”

      “And you assumed that would work? Who says the Lich would have wanted to see you? I mean”—she scoffed—“she probably expects you’re here to investigate her—services.”

      “Then it’s her lucky day.”

      “Not mine. A Karlian shows up trying to find you. That’s never good news.”

      “Please. Like you’re not lookin for me.”

      Kendra ignored his suggestion. “And you thought I was her, the Fleecer of Tanvarn, that I would open my door and see O Russell Hollowman, and swoon?”

      “Not exactly,” Trent said, his voice run through with edge. “Had my doubts, but I couldn’t rule it out. I am here on an investigation ya know, but”—he nodded at the fleecer’s door—“she’s not worth much of my time.”

      “Not worth much of anyone’s.” Kendra whispered, and behind her, the façade on the Lich’s house shimmered and revealed the worn wood and slanted architecture more like what Trent expected of a Leynar’s abode—unkempt and badly cared for shacks that looked run through the hells from ripping through space at their tenant’s leisure.

      From between blinds, the Fleecer peeked on the small courtyard. Her gaze swept from stone to courier to a man passing by with a little girl on his shoulders to a carrier cutting through on a gravi-cycle. She settled on Trent, then snapped the blinds shut, and the exterior returned to its curated effect.

      Trent returned his gaze to the woman in front of him. “You’re gonna get me in trouble.”

      Kendra snickered. “At least I’m good for it. So if not the Lich, what were you looking for?”

      Silence hung between them for a second. “An old friend. You’re a hard person to find.”

      “Hmm, especially when the person trying to find you lost track of you eighteen years ago.” She scratched at her nose with her right hand. A wrapping of bandage covered her palm. “You’ve got an excellent urlan, by the way.”

      Trent frowned and cocked his head.

      Kendra laughed. “Come on.” She shoved the covered cart a few feet, after which it continued under its own impetus. “My house is never far away.”

      Trent followed.

      “Just got back from a stroll through the Upper City,” Kendra said as cars passed on their right. A few drivers rubbernecked to look at Trent.

      “Do turnips sell well this time of year?”

      “They sell all the time so long as you know how. But the craic interests me up there more than anything.”

      “Craic,” said Trent. “That the fancy word you all are using now for street gossip?”

      Kendra shrugged. “Didn’t think it was uncommon. And street gossip is always closer to the truth than plain words. Do you prefer pan-beef or something with a little seasoning on it?”

      “Making somethin more appealing doesn’t make it true. Ya like the seasonin more than ya do the beef.”

      A toothy grin crossed Kendra’s lips. “Tell me about it.” She walked with an easy uncaring and weaved between foot traffic like a ghost, her hands in her sweater’s pockets. No one noticed her as she passed, and Trent wondered if his presence or her magic explained the oddity—perhaps both.

      Halfway down an alley-street down which cars couldn’t go, Kendra touched the front door of an unassuming shanty and disappeared. Paint had peeled off its wood-plank face, the window above its door had dirtied with dust and scratches, and the curtain in the front room’s window hung off its rail. Three seconds later, the front door opened. Kendra already headed for the kitchen, tugging the scarf from around her neck.

      Trent stepped inside. To his left, stacks of old communication devices—some of which didn’t even have touch capabilities—rested on a hearth, above which a screen covered half the wall. Its upper-right corner flashed black in intermittent error, and a network of red and blue and dotted gold lines intersected across a map of the entire city, from the western suburbs to the Hills-over up north.

      “Did you learn to bake?” Trent asked. The scent of fresh bread covered the subtler smells of tobacco smoke and burnt plastic.

      “Gods no. Something Reight’s picked up.” Kendra finished her business with the cart and let it guide itself to an alcove in her kitchen, where it sidled into a slot that fit it well. She pulled her hat by its cord off her head.

      A floating podium—a piece of steel with a rounded bottom edge—came from the hallway to Trent’s right and stopped a moment before it continued toward Kendra.

      “Reight?” Trent said.

      Kendra unwrapped herself from her cloak. “My urlan. He’s suggested I should eat more than just processed shit and take-away.” She noticed the podium. “I don’t need you right now.”

      It turned and floated slowly away.

      “Well, well, well.” An urlan came from the hallway, his body colored a polished bronze. “So you’re the guy behind that Sieku.” He appraised Trent. “Somehow I expected more.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.” Trent pointed at Reight with his thumb. “What’s his problem?”

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not”—

      “He’s just pissed about your urlan outsmarting him,” Kendra said. She stacked plastic food containers from her sink and left them on the counter. “Reight, what have I told you about getting the dishes put away? If we’re going to have them, and you’re going to dirty them up, then you have to clean and care for them.”

      “Apologies, ma’am. I get distracted sometimes. And he didn’t outsmart me—I’ve told you that. Just got the jump on me is all. Huge difference.”

      Kendra shrugged. “Looks the same to me.”

      “Don’t feel too bad,” Trent said. “Even the Urlanmeister says Sieku is other-worldly.”

      “He’s not,” said Reight. “He and I obey the same rules”—he gesticulated toward Trent’s chest—“and there’s nothing special about me.”

      Trent nodded slowly. “If you say so.”

      “Glad we settled that. If you get into contact with your little urlan buddy again, tell him to stay the hell out of my network.”

      “Why don’t you just keep him out?”

      “Oh, that—that is just so not the fucking point.” Reight stood in place for a few seconds. His eyes twitched when his gaze fell to the carpet. With only a scoff and a disgusted curl of his lip, he retreated to the hallway and turned out of sight.

      Trent’s attention returned to his old friend. She pulled off her sweater, and with it came her shirt, which she tugged down as she set the pull-over on the counter behind her. Black hair hung in a braid down her back, and Trent noted flecks of gold in the brown of her eyes as her gaze passed between tasks. She grabbed a couple mugs from a shelf above her sink and turned a knob on her stovetop.

      “Want some tea?” she asked. A puddle sloshed inside a kettle she picked up from next to her cart, and she filled it at the tap.

      “Sure,” said Trent. “Ya know, I hadn’t figured out what I’d say if I saw you again. Didn’t know if you’d want to see me.”

      “It’s been too long for us to hold anything against each other, Russ. That accent is change enough anyway.”

      “I guess Keep rubbed off on me.” The light from the window above her sink illuminated Kendra’s fair face. The effect reminded Trent of the first time he saw her at a banquet between Karhaal and High Tower leadership, where they introduced their promising young people to each other. She’d entranced him that night and for a while thereafter, what with how her skin sparkled and the way her eyes smoldered over her straight nose and carefully set lips. And she always knew what to say. “You’ve not changed at all, though. You might look younger, even.”

      She flicked her gaze at him from under her brow. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “An observation if you’d prefer.”

      “My magic’s been doing all right, thanks for noticing. And you’re welcome, I guess.”

      “That’s kinda why I’m here. You’re aware, I’m sure, of all that’s gone on with the king and the Order.”

      “And I’m sure you’ll get to it even if I am.” She stepped on nothing and lifted herself high enough to grab a box of tea from a cupboard and stepped back down.

      “Officially, we’re here”—

      “We?”

      “Yeah. That other Karlian and Priest are here with me. We’re here to—officially—see about a few things Tanvarn’s become somewhat infamous for. Unofficially, this is where I figured I would start. But the Priest is a demonologist. She’s here for the Beast. Officially.”

      “A demonologist?” Kendra said, dumping water from the kettle into the mugs. “That might be useful. You’re not a fan, but demons—well, they used to act in predictable ways if you understood them. Demonologists have a special perception of their behavior. At a price, though.”

      “What”—

      “I don’t know. I’ve only dabbled in it. You’d have to ask someone on its inside. All of it’s guarded by High Tower anyway, what with the exposure they get.

      “But about Tanvarn, here’s a hot take if you need one: there’s nothing to investigate, certainly not now. The Fleecer’s a bitch, but she’s not doing anything illegal. Townspeople kept asking her to handle the Beast, which hasn’t been back since I chased the thing out of the city.” Kendra walked to the living room with the mugs and set one on the coffee table, around which a broken-down couch and a couple armchairs waited. She held the lip of her cup close to her chin. “Impressed?” She’d asked him that before.

      “Hardly,” said Trent.

      Kendra smiled and sidled into a spare seat in her living room. “And the whole Liscerring thing I haven’t even touched. Doesn’t seem worth my time to try to figure out corruption in a two-bit sports team.”

      Trent moved around her couch.

      “Take your armor off before you sit down.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ll fuck up my upholstery if you don’t.”

      Trent stepped out of his armor and pulled the breastplate over his head. “Gotten fussy in your old age, have you?” He removed his gauntlets as he stepped around the sofa. The couch sunk further than he’d guessed, and he tipped to his side when he sat. A pain shot through his hip. “Ow,” he said, grimacing, and he reached for what caused it. The soul stone Lillie had given him found his hand. It tumbled next to his tea when he tossed it and his gauntlets on the table.

      “Not seen that in a while,” Kendra said, staring at his hands.

      “I was elbow-deep in a demon a couple days ago.” He repeated their joke: “Impressed?”

      “Didn’t know extracting a soul stone was impression-worthy.” Her attention turned to the stone, which flew to her hand when she reached for it. As with Trent, an orange stutter zipped across the obsidian while she studied it in soundless whispers.

      “You wouldn’t be saying that if you’d seen these new ones.” He waited for Kendra to talk. She didn’t. “So. What all do you know, then?”

      “That’s—vague.”

      “It’s also an honest question. What do ya want me to fuckin say?”

      “Hi?” Kendra said, shrugging. She tossed the soul stone to the table. “How are you?”

      “Been better, been worse.”

      “Poor you. You had a lot of time to work through it.”

      “Time is all I had.” Trent picked up his mug and sipped. He grimaced. “I never intended to stay like this. Just wanted to figure it out, no matter what that meant. But you know I never did, elsewise I’d have come outta hiding.”

      “And here I thought you’d be out hunting demons in your spare time, you and your crusade.” A furtive smile played across her lips. “But you’re a farmer.”

      “It got me around. And believe me, I didn’t stop hunting them. Been going harder if anything. They gained another use for me—other than destroying my crops and making my runes itch.”

      “A use for demons? You?”

      Trent said nothing for a quarter-minute. He sipped from his mug again and coughed. The water tasted scalded. “Gods, did you get this in a woodshop?” He’d said nothing at first, hoping the flavor would grow on him, but it hadn’t, and he set the mug in its place.

      “It won’t kill you, I promise.”

      Trent puffed. “Anyway, my search eventually landed me in Yarnle, back after the Warlock crisis. By the time all my travel clearances went through, though, it was too late to find anything”—

      “Got the itch, did you?” Kendra said. “And obviously you didn’t find anything, so what has happened? Or is it confidential?”

      “Coming from the woman who sells—turnips?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “We don’t have the time to play a game of serren-and-trade, so I’ll be out with it. You can ask questions as I go along.”

      “Fine,” she said, visibly annoyed by his nonchalance. “Don’t expect the same from me.”

      “I don’t.”

      Her features fell flat. ‘Fuck off,’ her expression said.

      “A man approached me one day at market about a half-year ago…” He explained everything that had happened over the last six months, from the conspiracy at Arnin, to the mastered demon showing up at his house, speaking with Jeom, and what happened at Karhaal. But he left out Lillie. “And then I spoke with the new quartermaster. He told me, among other things, that demonic agents have infiltrated pretty much everywhere in the world. Karhaal, Arnin, our governments.”

      “What happened to the guy?” Kendra asked from the kitchen. “At the start.” She’d finished her tea and gone to make another cup.

      Trent shrugged. “Disappeared about a week in. Therrance told me it was normal outta castle-people.”

      “Do you think he could be”—

      “I dunno. I’ve been trying to work through it, but nothing makes sense.”

      “Well like I said, at least we know where that passabridge leads—where this D’niqa pulled me from, where I spoke to the Beast, that dirty woman.”

      “Why would”—a shiver ran down Trent’s back as the images of the thirty-first floor of the Mazim Estates again filled his mind, how the dirty woman had flailed to get at him through the wall. “Why would the queen’s passabridge lead to a forest? The other side’s not terribly far from Keep, then.” He contemplated what it meant, how it all fit, but he still couldn’t discern whether the queen knew about any of it, and if she did, how much.

      But his mind wouldn’t let him devote much time to that; he and Kendra had other business, what his tale had been leading toward. “You know where we have to go, then.”

      “Russ, if Light doesn’t affect the thing”—

      “We need the Tomb.”

      Kendra chortled. “And we’re just supposed to find it and get whatever’s inside and make all the nasties go away?”

      “If not, what do you intend we do?”

      Kendra chewed the corner of her lip. Though Trent hadn’t seen her in nearly two decades, her mannerisms hadn’t changed. “Wait here.” She disappeared into the hallway and returned half a minute later with a cloth bundle, which she laid on the table.

      Trent unfolded it to find shards of glass. “Well, this isn’t the worst gift you’ve ever gotten me.”

      Kendra rolled her eyes. “Gods,” she said and returned to the kitchen.

      Trent picked up a piece and peered through it. Though broken and scratched, the world still looked clearer through it than without. The perspective twisted his gut. “Ley glass. What’s a witch doing watching things so far from home?”

      “Big world,” said Kendra.

      “Where’d ya get this make? It’s got a peculiarity.” He presaged her jibe: “Apart from being broken.”

      “Got my own kiln out back. Makes it simple. All it takes is time and fortitude. Plus, the sand over here is unparalleled.”

      “And you used it to—look after the demon, I’m guessing?”

      “In a way. I wanted to stress it and see where it went, to see if I could find its master. I didn’t know what it was trying to find, but I’ve got a dozen eye-witness accounts of the damn thing popping up around town. Thought it had to be a Warlock at first. That useless bitch—the Fleecer, I mean—wanted nothing to do with it when the people came to her. Believe me, I tried to convince her, but the townspeople”—her voice changed to impersonate the Fleecer—“aren’t worth my life, darling.” Kendra huffed, and her voice returned to normal. “Like they’re worth yours or mine.”

      Trent shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “They’re not, Russ. Don’t be a damn fool. The Lich isn’t the point anyway.”

      “The point is what caused this damage.” Trent pointed at the bandage on her right hand. “Caused that, didn’t it?”

      After a couple seconds, Kendra nodded. “People aren’t afraid the way they should be.”

      Trent let her words clear from the air before he said, “What should scare them?”

      Kendra cracked the knuckles on her left hand before she said more. “The Ley crystals aren’t breaking because of the distance my sight traveled. They’re too well hewn for that, if you’ll allow me.” She rejoined him in the living room, though she didn’t sit. “But up in New Winstone, there’s a forest”—she noticed Trent’s expression change. “Oh, you know what I’m talking about, don’t you? The Dragons’ Forest. That Beast led me there. Guess what I found.”

      The answer abjectly came to Trent. “A cave.” That vision he had at Karhaal replayed in his mind, all the eyes gazing upon him, a trespasser in their taken land.

      “You’ve seen that too,” she said, not a question.

      Trent contemplated what to say next, how to explain what he’d seen without sounding crazy. “Not in person. Someone—something, maybe—keeps trying to show me. Got through to me in the courtyard at Karhaal.” He thought of his meditations over the last few days. “They’re watchin me.”

      “Watching?” Kendra said.

      “I thought at first it might have been the master, D’niqa, but what peers at me from those distances”—Trent shook his head—“doesn’t feel like her. It’s something different. And I can’t figure it out.”

      “What—what do you mean?”

      “Keep goin with your story. Then we can get to comparing notes.”

      Kendra sighed. “Well I pissed her off enough that this new master came looking for her. This is a different breed—it’s got to be. Humanoid forms. It’s a nightmare.”

      “So the dirty woman is your Beast. You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. And the timing, the way you tell it, means you saw her literally minutes after I did. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out where this D’niqa took me to break the crystal.”

      “Her hive.” Though at first he said it with dismay, Trent’s mind quickly gained a new tack. All his haste over the last two days hadn’t been for nothing. Maybe he’d gotten here soon enough, could get there soon enough. “But that means we might not even need the Tomb. If she’s just some upstart”—

      “With enough power to break Ley glass just by seeing through its”—

      “If we found the hive and could stop D’niqa there, we wouldn’t even need the artifact. Kendra, we could finish this before it really even starts.”

      “Oh.” Kendra hung onto the word like she’d just realized something. “Sorry, I almost forgot I’m not fucking stupid. Do you seriously presume we can walk into a hive and just shoo it away? That’s senseless even for you.”

      Trent didn’t have a good answer. “So this—selling turnips is fine with you?”

      “It’s not about the fucking turnips, Russell.” She snapped her fingers, and a turnip fell into her hand. “It’s what they do, and even then, it’s bigger than them.”

      Trent looked between the root and the pile her kitchen. “That was a little theatrical. And all this”—he gestured to all the screens around the room.

      “This isn’t mine,” she said. “All this shit is Reight’s.”

      “It’s not shit, ma’am,” Reight said from down the hallway.

      Kendra ignored him. “Something he’s working on with processing power, or—I don’t know. I’ve no idea where he’s even found them all.”

      Reight called from the hallway again: “Recycling.”

      “Do you remember the War?” Trent asked.

      Kendra rolled her eyes. “No.”

      “This could be nothin tomorrow. Or the day after, or the day after that. Life can turn on a tenth-piece. I’ve waited for too long, unable to do anything. If I can—now—I will.”

      They stared at each other for several seconds. The front bell rang. A cwisp filled the air when Kendra teleported to and answered the door, which she opened a crack to converse with the caller and left it ajar when she returned to the living room. “Do you know a dumbass with a gash under his right eye? One’s looking for you.”

      Trent sighed as he stood. “A dumbass sounds like someone I’d associate with.” Their bodies grazed the other’s when he passed her by.

      Kendra’s lip curled. “Takes one to know one.”

      “Ooh.” He signed a holy check at her. “Sounds like you know a few, then.”

      A smile crossed her lips. The screen over her hearth chimed. “Shit,” she said. “I need to take this.” She got her tablet from the bar.

      Trent appreciated the familiarity he still shared with his old friend as he watched her disappear into the hallway. Though Grenn had proven a fine buddy, being around someone who had seen the War felt good. Safe—er.

      He turned and stepped outside.

      “What are you doin here, Grenn?” Trent said, shutting the door most of the way, though he figured Kendra could eavesdrop on them even with the door closed.

      “What am I doing here?” Grenn leaned backwards to appraise Trent, as though he viewed him for real for the first time. “What are you doing here? And with a woman so fine. No wonder you were antsy to get going.”

      “How’d you find me?”

      “I don’t know.” Grenn stepped back to inspect the outside of the house. “Just kinda followed my feet, I think.”

      “Sure. What do ya need?”

      “Ooh. Bit of a hurry?”

      Trent cleared his face of expression. “Grenn.”

      “All right. I get it. You need some personal time. I’ll make it quick, then. That Tiana woman—yeah, I’ve already got a meeting with her. All I had to do was go ask. How’d the witch go?”

      “It didn’t. I’m deputizing you on that one.” Trent clapped Grenn on the shoulder. “Have fun.”

      Grenn’s eyebrows shot toward his hairline. “Wait, where do I”—but the door shut before he finished.

      Peace spread across the living space, and Trent felt an eerie comfortability settle upon him: the late-afternoon sun hung through the kitchen window across the room, the bread’s aroma still played on the air, and Kendra’s voice came faintly from the hallway. He might have entered pense, given the chance. Though he didn’t need to, he lightened his step as he crossed the room. On the monitor over the hearth, a few lines that led to a point in the upper city had changed to dotted-gold.

      Trent turned his attention to the cart that had parked itself in the kitchen and uncovered the pile of turnips. Kendra hadn’t cut off their roots, which hung in chutes a foot long on most, and their leafy stalks poked from the vegetables’ purple meat. He picked one off the top of the pile and brushed away dirt with his thumb. Though near-invisible to the eye, he felt a seam across the vegetable’s surface along its circumference. It didn’t twist apart when he tried, nor did it pull apart the same, but when he squeezed it, mash busted through his fingers, and a bundle of circuitry showed through its cotton innards.

      He tossed it back and ran his hand across the countertop as he walked around the kitchen’s island. The tile’s grout had dirtied from lack of care. Dust gathered on the windowsill behind the sink, and boxes of—presumably—junk peeked from the top of her cupboards. Kendra’s sweater still laid next to the loaf of bread.

      Just butter knives, really? Trent thought while he rifled through a couple drawers. What kind of mage doesn’t own proper cutlery? Kendra’s voice carried without shape from the hallway as he made the first cut, and he quickly surmised Reight had prepared it wrong. The bread smelled good, he gave it that, but it lacked—breadiness. Its center had collapsed and formed a tunnel between the crust and crumb. He grabbed a piece and dusted it between his thumb and fingers. Still, the crust tasted fine: buttery and pliant.

      Trent licked his thumb as a door slid open in the hall. Kendra came around the corner.

      “Ooh, you’re brave,” she said. “I could get you some butter and marmalade if you like.” She stared at him, a faraway smidge across her lips.

      “Could you?” Trent asked.

      “Well—no.” She crossed her arms. “You got me. How is it?”

      Trent shook his head. “Heavy. Probably used the wrong flour.”

      “There’s more than one type of flour?” Kendra’s face twisted in honest question.

      Trent peeled another piece of crust from the loaf and popped it into his mouth. “Yeah. There need to be, don’t they? Baking’s a finicky thing.”

      “Did you become a baker in your spare time?”

      “Nope. Just know how to follow a recipe.”

      Kendra laughed. “And Reight wonders why I don’t want to eat his cooking.” She looked toward her screen when it dinged.

      “It wouldn’t kill ya to get real food, ya know? Got a penchant for pumpkin seeds lately.”

      “Pumpkin seeds. Yeah, sounds delicious.” The screen over her mantle chimed again.

      “Who’s that? Someone important?”

      Kendra shook her head. “Just stuff about the convention. It’s no one.”

      “Interesting thing about no one”—

      Kendra groaned.

      —“they fill in for a lotta people.”

      “Gods,” Kendra said, annoyed. “Ya know, when I heard you were coming out of exile, whatever you want to call it, one of the first questions I asked myself was ‘What could get Russell Hollowman off his ass?’ If I’d known it was to keep making the same shitty jokes, I’d have been far less concerned.”

      Trent couldn’t help the smirk that found his lips.

      Silence became them before she went on: “The king’s broadcast the other day will suffice for most people. Then Karhaal’s Grand Master emerging when the world needs him most? A fitting and a perfect cover—for you. But I knew—I bought into the story myself for about a day—only one thing could make you leave your little hidey-hole. And she was conveniently absent from your story earlier.” Kendra waited, and when Trent didn’t fill the silence, she asked, “So where is she?”

      Trent pondered what to say. He’d never liked talking about Lillie with Kendra. “I’d honestly convinced myself for a long time she was dead, and I struggled to find meaning in life without her. It’s why I own a fucking farm now. Trying to buy time or—something, I don’t know. Eventually, my mind got desperate, and I got low, lower than I’d been when you last saw me. So did my expectations.” He took a steadying breath. “Searched everywhere on Coroth, and I couldn’t find her. The last place—and Karli knows I didn’t want to go there—was the nether.”

      “You got there,” Kendra said simply. “That’s where she was?”

      Trent nodded. “Goddess, I was so close.”

      “Close? She’s alive?”

      “Yeah. She touched my face. Gave me that”—he gestured to the soul stone on the coffee table. “Good thing, too.” He chortled, trying to sound casual. “If I hadn’t found her there, I was just gonna stay.”

      Disappointment slipped over Kendra’s face, and she paused a few seconds. “That’s really fucking greedy, Russ.”

      “I know. But since I met D’niqa, I haven’t been able to shake”—he couldn’t find words for his meaning, so he spoke his feelings. “I’m just so close, like Lillie’s here.” If he let his mind relax, he could almost hear her whispering to him. “We have to get to that hive, to try to get to her.” He knew it. “And if we can figure out D’niqa and the Beast, more for us.”

      Kendra’s face remained plain while she thought. A quarter-minute later her countenance melted into acceptance, and she turned in place, her hands on her hips, all the way around until she faced him again. “All right. But we’re not going tonight.”

      “Why?” They’d just taken a shortcut. He couldn’t estimate how far they’d run ahead of his expectations. “Why not now?”

      “It’s east of us. We need to make sure the storm has passed before we try porting in. Plus, do you really want to chase demons in the dark?”

      “I’ve had it worse,” Trent said. “Scared, Kendie?”

      “Don’t fucking call me that.” She cast at him a disbelieving glance. “We’re brimming on the start of another War, and I can’t tell you how I even made it through the last one. Scared is an understatement. There shouldn’t be another one in our lifetime—for several lifetimes—and gods alone know what that means.”

      “My lifetime, yet here we are. I didn’t think a lot o’ shit would happen to me, but even you came around in the end.”

      Kendra scoffed. “Yeah, late as usual.”

      “We’re not too late this time. Lillie and everything—if nothing else, the way shit happened is the way it had to be. I have to believe that. Then and now.”

      “I know what you think you mean”—Kendra tapped her right shoulder to gesture acknowledgement—“but I guess that’s normally it with you. Even when you’re wrong, you’re still somehow right.”

      Trent chuffed and put his hands on the bar to lean against the cheap tile.

      “You good, Russie?”

      He glanced at her, his turn to say, ‘Fuck off,’ with a look. “I’m just tired.”

      “Even more reason that tomorrow we go chasing demons.”

      “And you will be here in the morning?”

      “I’m not the kind to run off and do something stupid.” Kendra phased to her coffee table and picked up their mugs, then ported to the kitchen and set them in the sink.

      “Anymore,” said Trent, turning to face her.

      Kendra huffed, and she leaned against the counter, her arms crossed. They watched each other for a minute, so far removed from their past lives and missed possibilities. They couldn’t go back, and despite the years—or perhaps for them—it gladdened Trent to see his old friend and that their time apart hadn’t turned them completely from the other. For the Goddess’s sake, one hint of a War and the first thing you do is try to find each other.

      “Guess I should go, then,” Trent said. He stepped away.

      “Don’t wanna stay here for the night?”

      Trent gave her a stale look as he picked up his gauntlets from the coffee table.

      “Of course not,” said Kendra. She ambled into her living space. “Inappropriate.”

      “One last thing before I go,” Trent said as he stepped into his leggings.

      Kendra waited.

      “My glamor.”

      “Gods, I wish you’d told me,” she said, complaining. She closed her eyes and held her arms out like an orchestral conductor. “I’d have prepared for it more. Just don’t move.” Her breathing became heavy, and she whispered a few syllables in a Ley dialect. Motes appeared off to Trent’s left, but by the time he glimpsed at them, they’d gone.

      Kendra chuckled and threw her hand away from her face in a gesture of uncaring. “I’m fucking with you. It’s gone.”

      “Just like that?” His voice sounded foreign in his head, to his own ear. He felt no different: Russ’s sun-beaten arms appeared much the same as Trent’s, tanned and aged. “It took a few minutes to fully cast last time.” He pulled his breastplate onto his body.

      “Not to mention my hours of prep beforehand. But taking it off it just an exchant. What I did last time was”—Kendra bobbed her head to either side a couple times—“an evocation of sorts. It’s a lot easier to remove magic than it is to get it to stick. What do you think all the years of training are for?”

      Trent walked toward the entryway, where he beheld himself in a mirror next to the door. For the first time in twenty years, Russell stared back at him. His mind stalled for the suddenness of it all. “Know—know a good place I can stay tonight?”

      “There’s a place in the Lower City called Rhine’s. I’m friends with a few girls there.”

      “Friends? You?”

      “Acquaintances if you’d prefer,” she said as he stepped outside.

      To his left, a fountain cackled. Water erupted in a ten-foot arc from the mouth of a golden fish and clacked into the surrounding basin. To his right, the way they’d come now ended in an alley where two buildings slumped together. The sky had darkened to a merle-navy, and clouds had descended from the mountains to the southwest on a high and wispy wind.

      “Where are we?”

      “Oh shit, that’s right.” Kendra hung her head out the front door, bracing herself against its frame. “Made my house implacable a few years ago, and now it”—she waved her hand above her head—“ends up everywhere. Except the monorail. I made that mistake one too many times. But I don’t think we’re in the Upper City.” She sniffed the air. “Smells like we might be downtown in the Old District. At least we’re not in the Hills, I guess.”

      “If you say so,” Russ said, his tone impatient.

      “Head north”—she paused a few seconds. “Yeah, north, and you’ll hit a main street where you can get a cab.”

      “Sure.” Russ turned. For a second, he almost didn’t want to leave. “Tomorrow.” The word hung between them. “How will I find this place again?”

      Kendra shrugged. “Just find me.”

      “That simple?”

      “So long as you don’t wanna hurt me.” She reached behind her, then held out the stone he’d forgotten on her coffee table. “I assume you want this back.”

      He did. “Yeah, but”—Russ took the other from the pouch on his belt—“I’ll trade ya for it.” They tossed the stones between them, and he pocketed the one from Arnin. “I’m sure you can find somethin fun to do with that.”

      “Fun’s a word,” she said, examining it.

      A diamondback slithered across Kendra’s porch. It didn’t pay either of them mind. Still, Russ recoiled and a surprised syllable escaped his mouth.

      Kendra laughed. “Gods, Russ, it’s a snake. Probably doesn’t even care about you—just coming in from the desert to get cool.”

      “Goddess alive, makes me miss serrens.”

      Kendra winked. “See ya tomorrow, friend.” She shut the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Russ followed Kendra’s advice, and fourteen minutes later, after getting lost in a trackback of alleys and asking an older lady he met on a side street for directions to the main road—“You’ve gone the wrong way, love,” she’d said and corrected his course—he waved down a taxi.

      The urlan inside eyed him as he climbed on and sat. “Where to?” she asked.

      “Need an inn near the Lower City’s hub.”

      “I can take you to my affiliate. Fine establishment, I guarantee it.”

      “Headin for a place called Rhine’s.”

      “Right-e-o, sir.” The car pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic. “Be about forty minutes. Traffic’s awful this time of day.”

      “Sure,” Russ said, distracted by his own body. He felt his face, the contours of which reminded him of returning to an old, disused home, where any semblance of familiarity had vanished long ago. He’d often wondered what he would have accomplished by the time he got back around to being Russell Hollowman, and even in two decades, he’d managed to fail every expectation he’d put upon himself.

      Yet he also butted against those metrics: circumstance and age had removed him too far from the man who had set them.

      “Can take the higher road.” The urlan looked at him over her shoulder. “Takes a little longer, but once the city lights up, especially Rilbin Tower—that big one—it’s a sight you’ll not wanna miss.”

      “Go for it.”

      “Aw-right.” The urlan merged onto a ramp that climbed above the tops of buildings and said, “Joins a loop that goes clear around the city. Sometimes I like to tell tourists you can almost see the ocean over the mountains.” She laughed. “It’s bullshit, of course. Get nowhere near high enough to see any water unless you count the oasis south of here. But his kingship made that a preservation for something. I don’t even fucking understand what’s goin on at Arnin anymore.”

      Russ didn’t respond.

      “Not a talkative one, huh? Must be a celebrity or somethin. Swear I recognize you from somewhere.”

      “Not famous. Infamous if anything.”

      “Well ya look fuckin miserable. Sure you don’t wanna go somewhere else first? Maybe lighten ya mood? One of my affiliates”—

      “No,” said Russ. “Stop advertising, please.”

      “Will do, boss-man.”

      Most of the city lay in early-evening darkness, but as the urlan pulled onto the loop, Rilbin Tower’s marquis lit and blazed, even from across the river.

      “Oh, praise the gods,” the cabbie said. “So lucky ya get to see that.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Russ said, unimpressed. At the end of the day, it objectively meant nothing.

      “Ah, come on. I love seein that shit. It’s like a burst of salvation amongst the gathering darkness. One time I heard the dark is full of horrors or somethin like that. Well who’s gonna be scared of the dark with that around?”

      “Anyone who dreads the dark doesn’t understand what it is. It’s what’s in the dark you gotta fear.”

      “Yeah, never understood the line myself. Not in my programming, ya dig?” She peered at Russ in the rearview mirror, then she burst into a fit of laughter. “Oh gods. Can’t help but giggle at my own jokes. If ya can’t laugh at yourself, who will?”

      Russ didn’t speak for rest of the ride, his mind afire with being himself again and the stake of the next day. He tried to fit everything else that needed to happen with what had happened, and his mind settled on an idea he’d apprise Kendra of once he got to Rhine’s.

      “Thanks for the tip, mister,” the urlan said.

      Russ stepped off the caravan onto the sidewalk in front of the—establishment would have been a good word.

      The hotel spanned four city blocks. Black marble made the exterior, and guillotine windows ran up the building’s face in neat rows and columns until the top floor, where they spaced out and grew into balconies dozens of stories overhead. Its first floor disappeared every few dozen meters to make way for access to side streets. Inside, a chandelier hung from the foyer’s ceiling and shined yellow light across the floor, walls, and banisters, all the same black marble as the building’s face. Accents caught the light in grafts of gold that streamed through the precious stone.

      A woman stood behind a counter. Surprise carved her face when she first saw Russ, but a trained smile remedied her mask. “Welcome to Rhine’s, sir. How may I be of service tonight?”

      “My friend told me this would be a good place to stay.” Russ set his hammer on the floor next to him when he stopped in front of her.

      The woman’s demeanor faltered for a fraction of a second when the weapon thunked against the choice decoration. “Do you have a reservation?” She typed before he answered. “Karhaal probably put one in for you.”

      “No, they didn’t know I was coming.” Russ handed over his tablet. “First floor if ya can.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” the girl said, tapping and swiping across her screen. “If I’d known we had a Karlian staying with us tonight, I would have saved whatever room you liked, but”—she shook her head—“I’m sorry, I can’t find anything in the database.”

      “There’s nothin to find,” Russ said, reiterating as gently as he could. “I’ll take whatever ya got.”

      “The first floor is fully booked—always is, weeks in advance, mind you. How’s the second floor?”

      “Fine.”

      “All right, sir.” She held his tablet under a scanner. It beeped, then she handed it back to him. “Have a wonderful stay.”

      “Much obliged.”

      Russ climbed a flight of stairs to the second story, where a turquoise rug extended the floor’s length over stark white tile. His room waited for him, fresh and stainless, two down from the stairs, and he set his hammer near the door inside.

      Fluffy white carpet scuffed under his boots as he walked the room’s length, and at its end, a movement to his left caught his attention in the washroom’s mirror. He stepped out of his armor and set the breastplate on the floor against his leggings near the room’s window. The street outside had only gotten busier.

      While he washed up, Russ tried not to stare at himself. Lines on his face had sunken into his skin and etched patterns he didn’t recognize, and less gray salted his head and face than it did on Trent.

      His terminal buzzed against his armor and made an audible chirp, and he finished at the sink with a swipe of his hand over his chin. Sieku had responded.

      ‘Wonderful to hear from you, sir. Glad you found Ms. Drander—she’d been using a different name—without my assistance, which was just behind you as soon as service returned. I’ve uploaded those old journal entries you had me find—that wasn’t easy, by the way, almost like you hadn’t wanted to find them again. Karhaal also tried to inform you of a missed call with the king. Leadership told them you’d left already. His Majesty wasn’t pleased.’

      A message waited for him from Brech as well. ‘Wanted to check in and apprise you of what my counselors have said since my address. Until I hear from you, I hope all’s well.’ A digital signature appended the correspondence in a hasty scribble across the page’s lower half that read: ‘His Majesty, Holder of the Scepter, Leader of the United Peoples, King Brech, the First of His Name, of House Breseway, Chancellor of the Western Lowlands.’

      Russ looked at the ring Brech had given him. It had been so important at the time to get it, and if he hadn’t found Kendra here… But he had, much faster than he thought he would—way faster.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and swiped through the programs on his tablet until he found an old journaling application he’d stopped using early in his exile. The last entry, dated seventeen years ago, written by a man he didn’t recognize as himself, read in part, ‘The days piece together. This will be my final entry.’ One a few weeks before that, perhaps the shortest entry in the program, read, ‘I got it.’

      Before he delved further into his readings, he wrote a message to Kendra. ‘Been thinking. I’m gonna bring that Priest with us tomorrow.’ He perused other entries while he awaited her response. Most that garnered his interest pertained to the time during the War. One, from a day when the Order had sustained heavy losses during a raid on Uosis, a city near the equator over in Yarnle, had earned three pages in one sitting from him and documented a day-and-a-half of counter-work.

      Then he found an entry of three paragraphs, dated about a year-and-a-half before he stopped journaling. The last sentence—‘Kendra left, and may the gods’ Will never bring her this way again.’—caused a dose of sadness to settle on his gut. But earlier in the journal’s content, much earlier, on a page that captured an auspicious day before the War had even started, Russ found the date he searched for, and his mind filled with the image of his own words.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Russ sat in a booth at the Withering Ox, waiting under the cover of nocturne for a clandestine meeting. ‘I need to see you,’ a message had read, and Russ now sipped his second finger, the girl he waited on already twenty minutes late. Tempura batter and dirty oil scented the air, and the last of the night’s patrons drank in miserly silence or hopeful destitution; he made a game of trying to discern which. Management had quieted the music as the night stretched on, and now a whisper of a popular rhythm-and-rock song about dragon’s wings came from the jukebox near the entrance behind him.

      The front door squealed in its track. Russ looked over his shoulder. A man at the bar raised his glass toward the three men who entered, and after a second’s recognition, the newcomers all said, “Ha!” in drunken sequence as they stumbled inside. The bartender and her urlan looked unimpressed when they put in their drink order.

      “Nuh uh,” the bartender said. Her dark skin glinted in the firelight. “You gotta pay upfront after last time.”

      “Come on, Teryn,” said the tallest of them. His voice rumbled an octave below what humans should have been able to reach, a gravelly accompaniment to the bright blue lines etched into his jaw and neck. “You know we’re good furrit.”

      “Then pay me for last time.” Teryn’s wiry hair bounced when she bobbed her head. “If not, you’re shit outta luck.”

      “Hey, fuck you”—at the word, the urlan leapt from behind the counter and barred the man across his chest. A booster activated on the android’s back, and it and the man flew toward a table behind them.

      “Miss Teryn told you the stipulations of the transaction,” the urlan said in an overly mechanized voice. He easily held the man on his back. “If they’re unappealing, you are free to take your business elsewhere. In lieu of that, pay, or I’ll call the authorities.”

      “Tonc,” Teryn said, “Get off him. He’s just drunk.”

      The urlan righted himself and hopped back over the bar. He grabbed a rag as he eyed the sot.

      “Yeah, Tonc.” The man grabbed his throat, even though the urlan hadn’t touched it. “Fuck you, too, man. What are ya gonna do? Call a Karlian?”

      “Dude,” Teryn said, incredulous. “Keep it up and I’ll order him to do that next time.”

      “I’ll do it, too.” The urlan pointed a knife at him. “No one would even blame me for it. And stop swearing. What the”—his voice module produced a tone in place of a word—“did I tell you?”

      “All right, gods.” The man pulled a wallet from his jacket pocket. “How much do I owe ya?”

      Goddess alive, Russ thought as he drained the last of his cup, urlans have to shape up a bit before I get one. His fingers tingled when he set the glass down. A puddle of amber settled unevenly across its bottom. Teryn looked toward him. He waved her off. His watch showed twenty-two minutes past one, and Russ covered his face with his hands, rubbing against shallow guilt and deep wear. Lillie hopefully still slept where he’d left her at home. He wished he could be there too.

      “Russ,” Kendra said. He opened his eyes. She pushed her hood back, and the room became a little lighter for the blue under her brow and the honest smile on her face. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “As usual.”

      She didn’t mind the jab. That smile remained glued to her lips, like she couldn’t rid herself of the affectation. “Thanks for coming.”

      “It’s fine, but I don’t want to be gone too long.”

      “Then just—listen,” she said, excited. Her tone caused an inkling of foreboding in Russ’s gut. “I got promoted.”

      “Great.” He hoped she hadn’t called him just to tell him that. “Who’d you have to evocate to get that?”

      Kendra’s mouth opened in mock-incredulity. “No one. That would be an enchantment anyway, come on.” They laughed. “But yeah. Years ahead of when I thought I would. Russ, it’s the big one.”

      “No. The Ollerian post?”

      Kendra nodded, giggling. She covered half her face with her hand when she saw Russ narrow his eyes at her. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Not looking at you like anything. Just not sure I’ve ever heard you giggle like this.” If anything, the suddenness of her appointment surprised him, but being almost ten years older, her getting high-profile appointments had only been a matter of ‘when.’ “Guess we won’t be seeing much of each other. For a while, at least.”

      She giggled again, though this time it sounded out of nerves, lower pitched and shorter than her last. Her mood quickly sobered, and she lowered her gaze to the table. She remained silent for two breaths. Then a third. “That’s—that’s why I wanted to talk.” Almost daringly, she looked Russ in the eye, silently pleading with him to understand what she didn’t want to say. “It’s because of you.”

      He waited.

      “I’ve finally got it,” she said. “Figured out everything in my life, and I am inches—inches—from having it.” Her arm snaked across the table toward him, and she took his hand in her own. As she leaned forward, her robe fell away from her body, and Russ’s eyes flicked toward her exposed chest. She followed his gaze with her own and laughed before she pushed the robe fully off her right shoulder to expose the side of her body on the inside of the booth. “Nothing you haven’t seen before, right?”

      He returned his gaze to her face, could feel her trying to lighten the mood, and he waited for her to go on, failing to keep his face plain. A frown draped across his brow.

      “Russ, when we’re together, it’s great”—she exhaled. After a short silence, she said, “Gods damn it, I’m fucking this up.”

      “Fucking what up?”

      Kendra threw her other hand into the air next to her face in a gesture of indifferent displeasure. “I had a whole speech planned, and now that I’m here, it’s—it’s escaping me. Sounds stupid now.” Her hand played with his. “Sorry it’s taken me so long to figure it out, but when we’re together we’re—we’re fucking unstoppable. That’s how I feel, at least. I mean, you’re moving up in the Order really quickly; for the gods’ sake, you’re Jeom’s squire. And now, with me getting Ollerian”—she stopped and angled her cloak against her body to shield herself from a passing couple.

      Russ had been fine with their relationship; at least he pretended to be. It was what it was, he’d thought to himself whenever the inklings of more stirred for his friend. Yet now, of all the times for her to want to start, his mind met hers with grinding reticence.

      “Kendie.” He let his voice settle around her name before he continued. “Lillie and I just got moved into Vqenna.”

      “Into that shitty apartment,” Kendra said, perhaps meaner than she’d meant.

      Russ chuckled. “Yeah, but it’s our shitty apartment.”

      “I get how complicated this is. There’s no easy way through it, and it’s—more involved—than it would have been just ten months ago. But there aren’t so many intangibles that we couldn’t. I’ll hate myself forever if I—if I lose you.”

      “You’re not losing me.” Though she didn’t need to say any more for him to understand, he added, “What are you trying to say?”

      “Don’t make me.” Her gaze implored him. “I’ve never been good at this shit.” She gripped his hand tighter. Russ had never seen her cry, yet her lower eyelids glistened against the fulgurating flame from across the bar. “Please. Please just say yes.”

      For a moment, he imagined the life he often did with her, one where the gods unbelievably made her feel for him the way he did for her. It almost made sense, caused his heart to flutter, made his palms sweat, excited him like waking up from a good dream still fresh on his mind. Until Lillie came along. Then all that washed away for her.

      “I,” he said, then he nodded, sure of his words. “I love you. Think I always have.” He loosened his hand from around hers. “Lillie helped me realize that, as strange as it sounds—I couldn’t have known if it weren’t for her. I see you and—I mean, come on, you’re my best friend. I don’t want to lose that. We won’t.”

      Russ let her go. “But I’m with Lillie now. And I can’t let myself be with you if I’d regret not being with her.” He shook his head. “Couldn’t do that to either of us.”

      No emotion betrayed Kendra’s face.

      Russ finished: “I’m sorry.”

      Kendra leaned back, pulled her robe back onto her shoulder, and wrapped her cloak around herself. “You don’t have to apologize. I knew in the back of my mind it was a long shot, but I had to hope.” She sniffed. “Sometimes shit just doesn’t work out.” Though she hid her emotions well when she wanted to, her smile couldn’t hide her anguish from him. “At least I can say I tried.”
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        * * *

      

      ‘We spoke about nothing for another quarter-hour, after which Kendra said she needed to go. It embarrassed her, and that killed me. I know what it’s like—she should know. But how could she expect me to wait for her, especially after all she’d told me? And now a shadow hangs over my mind of a life I came dangerously close to having. Confusion. Sadness. Anger. Lillie, if you ever read this, I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I just didn’t know how to tell you.’

      His device buzzed, and he read the reply from Kendra. ‘Whatever,’ she wrote, and in a message that arrived seconds later: ‘If you think it’s best.’ Another arrived a few minutes after that. ‘It’s a little crazy, what we’re doing, right? We could die tomorrow.’

      Russ set his tablet on the nightstand next to his bed and stood. He ordered a vegetable stir fry and ate, after which he showered and put on a fresh change of linen garments.

      The soul stone Lillie had given him found its way to his hands while he read from The Word of Karli at the desk across from his bed. A dull needle pricked at his mind, and he waited for the seconds to pass.

      He didn’t meditate that night, his thoughts perturbed by Kendra, D’niqa, the dirty woman, and a cave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The years had given Russ, in part, what he wanted: anonymity and seclusion. So he felt personally affronted by a knock at his door that stirred him from his reading early the next morning. The day’s light crept into the room through a sliver of flowing curtain behind him as his feet skidded the carpet in quiet scuffs. He answered.

      Against the door’s frame leaned a woman, dark of eye and the same of hair, which she’d pulled into a messy bun that hung off the top of her head. Her dress had slid too far up her legs for modesty, she held a martini carelessly between the fingers of her right hand, and she seemed all-too-happy to see Russ.

      “Hello, my little pint,” she said, her speech slurred. She fell forward, and Russ stepped aside so that she stumbled into his room and crashed onto his still-made bed. A splash of her drink spilled onto the comforter. “Did you make the bed?”

      “No. I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” She drained the rest of her martini, then smiled at him. “Dint do much sleepin last night, either, if ya catch my meaning. Guess you’re the lucky fucker who gets to rob me of the last of my night.”

      Russ didn’t move, remained quiet as she eyed him.

      Her gaze fluttered around the room, and she gasped and hiccupped at the same time when she saw his armor. “Woah! A Karlian? Is Karhaal paying for me tonight?” A canny grin slanted her mouth, and she kissed her index finger. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell nobody.” She raised her glass to her mouth. When nothing poured from it, a displeased pout covered her face, and she tossed the vessel behind her. It landed near the far wall with a crack. “Come on, then,” she said, and she leaned back on the bed. “Get what you ordered.”

      Russ kept his voice plain. “I can assure you I ordered nothing.”

      “Right, right.” She again kissed her finger. “Our little secret.”

      “Grace!” another woman said. She stopped outside Russ’s open door. Her hair glowed a golden blonde the same as her dress, and her gray eyes cast a dour gaze that passed between Russ and her friend—work associate, perhaps.

      “I told you,” Grace said to her friend as the latter stepped inside. “Found the room without you, didn’t I? This guy’s—this guy’s from Karhaal. A Karlian or somethin, right?”

      When the other got close enough, Grace groped for her neck and pulled their faces together. They kissed—a sloppy thing where the drunk girl thrusted far too much tongue into the other’s mouth.

      The blonde pushed them apart, but Grace pulled them together again. “Listen,” the blonde said against her lips. “You didn’t find the right room. There are no more clients tonight. You’re a little too drunk, baby.”

      Grace looked up at her friend with sullen eyes, like a child who wouldn’t understand. The liner on her left eye had run down her cheek. “So—no—you mean I don’t get to fuck a Karlian?” Distress cracked her face, and she fell to her side across the comforter and cried.

      “Grace, come on,” the blonde said, trying to grab her.

      “No.” Grace batted her friend away, talking through sobs. “I just wanna sleep.”

      The blonde got a hold on her friend and pulled her upright. She held Grace’s right hand in hers. “You can sleep when we get home. Can you just make it home?”

      Grace pouted and wiped her face with her free hand, smudging her makeup more. She nodded. “Maybe. If we get churretos.”

      “Then come on.” The blonde pulled Grace’s right arm across her shoulders. They walked past Russ. “Sorry about her.”

      “Nothin done,” Russ said.

      On their way out the door, Grace giggled to her friend. “Hey, he looks familiar. In a cute”—she hiccupped—“kind of way.”

      “Grace,” said the blonde. Her voice stabbed through the quiet outside. “Shut the fuck up.”

      The door closed. Silence, if not peace, returned to the room, but a laugh crept into the back of Russ’s mind that ran away when he focused on it: Heh, heh, heh.

      ‘Meet at Rhine’s,’ he wrote in a message to Grenn and Willa after he’d equipped his armor. ‘Need to go over a few points.’ He pressed send, grabbed Uniquity, and left the room.

      While he checked out, the clerk behind the counter made no inclination of recognition, hardly said a thing other than, “Thank you, Mr. Geno. I hope you enjoyed your stay,” and, “The breakfast is complimentary for our guests,” when Russ asked about it.

      Russ sat at a booth—having requested a table for three—in the restaurant off Rhine’s lobby called The Sullen Goat, alone, feeling absolutely conspicuous. It might have been where he and Kendra intended to go that day, or perhaps his thoughts from the night before still hung over him as his mind bled one day into the next, but his time hadn’t been so disheveled since before he figured out his meditations. A nagging ticked at his mind, pushed it toward untethered excitement and obscenity.

      “A coffee,” he said when a waiter asked him his drink order. Russ watched her head for the entresol to take the order of a couple who sat at a table above him. They looked ragged, like they’d been up all night—her hair tousled, his face painted by dark circles under his eyes, and their clothes wrinkled.

      By the sound of his steps and Xenia’s whistling parlance, Russ heard Grenn come inside a few minutes later. The young man sat in the seat across from him just as the waiter returned with Russ’s drink—a mug three-quarters full of a swirling tan-colored liquid.

      “Thanks,” Russ said. As he raised the cup to his lips, he looked at Grenn, who stared at him with an open-mouthed smile, eyes wide.

      The young Karlian spoke in a whisper: “Russell-fucking-Hollowman.”

      “You’ve seen me before, Grenn.” His voice still sounded strange.

      “Yeah, through that monocle, but I’m sittin here”—Grenn caught Xenia and held her over his right eye—“and now it’s my own eyes.” Xenia chirped and tugged herself from Grenn’s fingers. He laughed and intoned a quick whistle that Xenia returned as she giggled at an inaudible pitch.

      Another waiter passed. “Excuse me,” said Grenn.

      She stopped and regarded him. A smart smile replaced her surprise. “What can I do for ya, darlin?”

      “I’ll start with a coffee like he’s got,” Grenn said. “And can we get a plate of crisp bacon?”

      “O’ course.”

      Grenn’s gaze switched between her and Russ a few times.

      She caught on and asked of Russ, “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, coffee’s fine for now.” Russ took a sip from his cup. Not even a hint of bitterness.

      When she didn’t take notice of what affected Grenn, he said, “That’s Russell Hollowman.”

      “Woah.” She passed a raking glance over Russ. “Cool.”

      Grenn watched her leave, unimpressed by her.

      “Don’t think she knows who I am,” said Russ.

      “Well she should.” Grenn watched her for a few more seconds, then he shrugged. “From what I understand, you’ve gotta have connections to get a room here. Did Karhaal call ahead for you?”

      Russ shook his head. “Kendra recommended it, so it’s where I stayed. Walked right in.”

      “Kendra,” Grenn said. He tapped on the table. “Now there was a looker. How do ya know her?”

      “She’s an old friend.”

      “Didn’t look old to me.”

      Russ huffed. “No, she didn’t.”

      Willa joined them. She plunked onto the booth’s edge next to Grenn, who jumped when she did.

      “Goddess,” he said.

      “Move over.” She nudged him until he shifted further into the booth, then she looked at Russ, the same as she had Trent. “What’s up?”

      Russ swallowed a mouthful of coffee. “Yeah, let’s get right to it, then. There’s a change of itinerary as far the investigations go.”

      “More than yesterday?” Grenn asked.

      “Yesterday?” Willa frowned. “What happened yesterday?”

      “Russ gave me”—

      “The witch,” Russ said. “An old friend of mine has already been investigating a few things around town.” Russ spoke to Willa. “I know what the Undertaker told you, how you were both assigned to certain tasks, but things are different—worse—than we thought. There are concerns you’ll need to make the Order aware of if today doesn’t go right.”

      “Goddess,” said Grenn, “is it that serious?”

      “You know it. There’s a hive. Kendra knows where it is. We think the Beast serves this master I saw on my farm, this D’niqa.”

      “How?” Willa asked. “H—how could a master have gotten that far without us knowing?”

      “It’s not simple. This Beast is a new breed, somethin we’ve not seen before. It was trying to find somethin here in town, then it spoke to Kendra when she chased it a long way away.”

      “She talked to it?” Grenn said.

      Another! Russ heard her yell. He nodded. “The Beast turned into a woman when Kendra tracked it to the forest up in New Winstone. I’ve seen what she describes.”

      Willa looked troubled. “You have? Huh. Sounds like the Beast is alreh—already handled, then.”

      “No. We’re going to where Kendra tracked it, to hopefully find the hive.” Russ watched Willa watch him. “And we want you to come with us.”

      “What?” Grenn and Willa said together. They each cast an annoyed glance at the other.

      “If we’re gonna face trouble, I’m takin one of you with me,” Russ said. “I won’t be letting your talents go to waste.”

      “And it’s gonna be Willa?” said Grenn. “Is it because she said I’ll get you killed?”

      Russ shook his head, but before he could respond, Grenn hurried on.

      “Tell him it’s not true,” he implored the girl next to him.

      Willa held up her hands. “Who am I to go against the word of the Goddess?”

      “That’s not it, Grenn,” said Russ. “She’s a trained demonologist, and we don’t know what we’ll be dealing with there.”

      “And I’ll just stay here,” Grenn said, evidently displeased, “doing gods-know-what.”

      “Makes it easy then, dunnit? If anything happens to us”—

      “What in the hells do ya mean if something happens to you? You’re gonna make it back.”

      Russ wanted nothing more, but War had proven an unsure companion.

      Grenn huffed. “You can trust me. When you make it back, there’ll be another grand adventure for Russell Hollowman to add to the annals of his achievements. And I’ll be here, chasing women or whatever the fuck I do. I checked in on the Lich, by the way. She wouldn’t even answer the door, nothing.”

      “Not surprising,” Russ said. “She’s probably gonna move soon with us pokin around.”

      Willa chewed on her lower lip. “I don’t like it.”

      “Me neither,” Grenn said.

      “Not you.” She turned her attention to Russ. “The authorities I spoke to insisted the Beast was nothing to worry about. ‘A colleh—collective delusion,’ they said. I mean, one of them even told me they’d narrowed down the story’s origin to a thirteen-year-old boy in the Upper City.”

      “I know a gumshoe who would say they’re incompetent,” Russ said.

      “That much is obvious,” said Willa, her voice flat. “But I don’t like us running off without the Order—did you at least make them aware of what we’re doing?”

      “I don’t need to make the Order aware of a dickeybird. My personal counsel has guided my intentions. Informing others of such things would needlessly complicate them.”

      “That’s what I don’t like.”

      “Part o’ the job. You don’t always have to like what you’re told. Sometimes, you just have to follow orders.” Russ waited and added, “So long as they don’t grind too hard against your conscience.”

      “We both know that’s not what I’m getting at,” Willa said. “You’re smart enough to know it’s not.”

      Russ felt an easy familiarity with the Priest who sat across from him, as though they’d both shared a bond he couldn’t remember, and he couldn’t decide if it made him anxious or caused him a modicum of peace. It reminded him of the relationship he had come to have with his secret-keeper. She and Kendra will get along just fine, he thought.

      “I need to make sure I can get done what needs done without Manifeld or the Undertaker trying to butt in,” he said. “Do ya understand? They don’t want in my business anyway. Sent me away without so much as a ‘fuck you.’”

      “That’s not true. Madam Undertaker’s hands were tied.”

      “And mine aren’t.” Russ couldn’t think of how to say what he needed without offending Grenn, so he spoke his thoughts plainly. “Nothin’s gonna happen in the city, and you’ll waste your talents just sitting here waitin for a demon to show up that’s never going to. If you want to investigate the Beast like leadership assigned you to, then this is how you do it. Kendra and I need help—you’ve proven you’re more than capable.”

      “Your flattery won’t find purchase with me,” Willa said, though her ears had perked up against Russ’s words. Her cats-eye pupils oscillated as she measured his talk.

      “I’ll go with him if you don’t want to,” Grenn suggested.

      “Of course I’m going. I’m just—I’m just loyal to the Undertaker. She—she’s been good to me.”

      “I expect you to be,” Russ said, “but the Undertaker is loyal to me if she believes what I say. The training wheels are comin off”—

      “Hey,” said Willa. Her face morphed in distaste at the idea.

      —“for both of you. Grenn, you’ve been on your own for a while now, but this is different. The Order has gotten lax. Everyone’s gotten used to the Peace, but many of us still remember, fought. As far as I know, that’s an advantage we’ve never had before. You both are gonna have to make hard choices. Believe me, this isn’t one of ‘em.”

      Willa waited three second after he finished. “I think you’re right. Just, formally, I’d prefer it if the Undertaker knew. That’s all.”

      “Understandable and noted”—

      “I always knew there was something weird about you, Russ,” Grenn said.

      “Ya did”—

      “This weird pumpkin guy coming around, asking questions about the Order, always silently judging everyone. When I was a recruit, my friends and I had these crazy theories about what had happened to you—like aliens, maybe the ground opened and swallowed you whole, that you had died and the Order wanted to cover it up for whatever reason. Little did we know, you were there the whole gods-damned time.

      “Now I’ve been asking myself since we left Keep, ‘How did I let this happen?’ And the only answer I’ve been able to give myself, the only consolation I might steal from the last couple years, is that it’s easy to miss what’s literally right in front of you if you stop looking for it.”

      “Huh,” Willa said. “Sounds like you’re almost onto something.”

      The smile didn’t fade from Grenn’s face. “No. I just think people spend so long looking for—whatever—that they wouldn’t know what to do if they ever got it.”

      Russ stared at Grenn for a few seconds. It must have been one of those rare bits of knowledge that took a while to ripen, but once it did, the person keeping it knew. “You’re fine, Grenn. Do good.” He swigged the last of his coffee and scooted toward the end of the booth.

      “Are we leaving already?” asked Willa.

      “Good a time as any.”

      Willa and Russ left Grenn at the table alone. “Can’t stand the way he eats his meat,” she said when the waiter came with a plate of bacon. “All charred like that.”

      As they walked out, Russ heard Grenn say, “Is it too early to get a side of you, too?”

      “Wow,” the waiter said, stretching out the syllable. “I’ll give it to ya that you’re a sight better than the slugs that sometimes sneak in here.” Russ didn’t hear how Grenn responded, but considering he heard no commotion, it couldn’t have gone badly. When he looked back, Grenn seemed well in his element as he chatted up the waiter, who leaned against the back of the booth, a smile across her face.

      The morning sun outside freshened Russ’s resolve, and he basked in its rays. Though he unironically longed for the simple days of leisure and rumination on his farm, at least the weather here had proven nice. He hadn’t noticed the night before, but a temple down the street stood in sleek alabaster, painted by the morning light, stark against the exterior of Rhine’s.

      “Where does she live?” Willa asked. She looked one way down the sidewalk, then the other.

      “Dunno,” said Russ. “She told me to find her.”

      “That’s help”—

      “Mee-yow!” a man yelled from the stage of a passing car. He wore a wide grin across his face and sunglasses on his forehead, and he made sure Willa saw him holding his crotch in one hand. His hair flailed as the car sped past. “Come get some milk, little kitty.” The slugs’ laughter faded for the roar of their engine, and they raced around a corner, almost running head-on into another car.

      Willa looked decidedly unimpressed with the passerby. “Has no one told this fucking town that windbruh—breakers and track pants went out of fashion five years ago?”

      Russ smirked. “Never knew they were in fashion.”

      “Yeah,” said Willa. They turned opposite the way the cat-caller had gone. “It was a fucking travesty.”

      Three blocks later, Russ and Willa turned the corner onto a one-way side street, heading west. Her tail flicked behind her as she walked an invisible line with quiet steps.

      “… It appeared during the night,” she told him, watching a comet that skidded along Coroth’s upper atmosphere. “Thousands of years ago, people would have taken it as a sign from the gods. Ev—everything is, I guess, but with all that’s happened over the last few days, I’m sure laymen will find some kind of meaning in it.”

      Russ’s gaze traced where the comet hung over the western mountains, the sky a pale indigo where it met the peaks’ white ridges. In its trail, a haze of blue and purple and silver painted the firmament and sparkled for the sun behind them. The celestial phenomenon made him uneasy, and Willa speaking of patterns and signs and meaning where none existed only added to the dull apprehension that had settled in his gut. “Don’t put stock in it. It’s a rock.”

      He remembered when Jeom had first taken him on an assignment—a short investigation to deal with a necromancer practicing oneiromancy.

      “Death releases us from the confines of mortal understanding,” the Warlock had said after they arrested him. He’d piled a stack of corpses in his living room. Their smell pierced through the embalming fluid he had poured over them, and Russ had raised his helmet against the stench.

      The death-dealer spoke with urgency, his yellowed eyes wide, as though he thought if he could say enough words in time, he’d convince them to not take him away from his “… pets, all of them. They need me. The Order can’t possibly understand the work I’m trying to accomplish here. Within each of their minds is a universe, and pulling them back from the Nothing—or wherever their souls have gone—gives them unimaginable insight into”—he’d searched for a word—“everything. You don’t even know.”

      Jeom clamped the man’s jaw shut with a vice of holy magic so the dealer-in-death couldn’t speak, even covered the man’s mouth so he couldn’t open his lips. “Meaning comes to us from the gods. Anything beyond is like children pretending they’ve built a home out of a sand castle.” Russ hadn’t kept track of the necromancer afterwards.

      They walked past a side street that only allowed foot traffic, and Russ doubled back. An urlan stood outside a house four doors down, and as they got closer, he recognized Reight, who smoked from a wooden pipe that curved over his head. Reight tipped the affectation at them as they approached. Blue smoke coiled toward the sky and caught on a mild breeze.

      “She here?” Russ said, half a house from him. Kendra’s shack had tucked into a gap between a couple of low-cost mansions. Gray-painted stucco covered their exteriors.

      “Unless she ported away,” said Reight, curt.

      Russ pointed at the pipe. “That do anything for ya?”

      Reight waited a few seconds before he answered. “Helps me think.” He dragged while he spoke. “You cut my bread too early.”

      Russ nodded. “Right.”

      “What?”

      “No—just—fine.”

      The urlan brew out a cloud of smoke. “Glad that’s settled.”

      Kendra’s front door opened, and she walked outside, garbed in a Leynar robe that bared her legs and hips and torso to just under her ribs and plunged toward her navel to expose a goodly portion of chest—would have, if not for the leathers she currently wore underneath it. A cloak draped over her shoulders, the hem of which skidded the ground when she dropped a covered box of turnips just off her porch.

      She looked between Russ and Willa. “Hi.”

      She went back inside, where a floating machine slowly moved Reight’s electronics one at a time from the hearth to his room. Kendra batted at it as she walked to her kitchen. “Sorry about the mess. Got it into my mind last night that this place was a fucking sty, so I tried to clean up.” Her lips pursed, then she sighed. “And I only made things worse.”

      Russ ducked to avoid another oddity that zoomed by overhead. “Sounds about right for you.”

      Kendra flipped him off.

      “For a Leynar, I mean.”

      Her other hand joined the first as she walked into her hallway and out of sight. A second and a half later she teleported to the bar, her back to them. “I wouldn’t have overdressed so much, except we’re heading northeast, and it’s gonna be cold up there. Especially in the forest.”

      “There’s not a fancy spell you could use?” Russ asked, dodging a floater again. “How do ya keep yourself warm during cold nights?”

      “That’s one reason I live here.” Different colored gems covered a piece of fine cloth on the counter in front of her, each as purely cut as the next. “Doesn’t really get cold. Plus, I have better things to do with my Ley.” She looked at Russ and frowned. “Gods, did you sleep?”

      “No,” he said and joined her at the bar. “Apparently your friends could have helped me with that if I’d been so inclined. I’m glad I look bad enough for you to ask.”

      “Yeah, I can—tell.” Kendra yawned. “Didn’t sleep much last night, either.” She walked back to the hallway, but her voice carried to him. “Trying to discern as much as I could before we headed back there. Perhaps trying to talk myself out of doing it.” When she walked back into the great room, a leather pouch hung from her left thigh. “Because it is stupid. Surprised I’m still here?”

      “A bit. But no one’s forcing you to come with us.”

      “And let the Grand Master die when I could have saved him? Sounds great. How exactly would I explain that to High Tower, again?”

      “Dunno. How’d you explain me disappearin last time?”

      “I didn’t, remember?” Her gaze turned toward Willa. She gestured toward her with a nod. “And you. At least you appear suited for the part. You’re up for all this, then?”

      “Oh.” Willa seemed surprised that Kendra addressed her. “Yes. It’s—it’s great of you to take me along.”

      Kendra shrugged. “His idea.” She walked toward the Priest, who stood a few inches taller and tensed when Kendra reached out and placed her right palm against her stomach. “And I don’t suppose you mean me any harm.” She stared pointedly into Willa’s eyes. Tension passed briefly through the room and left as fast, then Kendra tapped on the steel. “That’s cute. Seems like you lot have got a little more freedom with your armor than Karlians.”

      “Same as Leynar robes,” Willa said as Kendra headed toward a table near her hallway. “Just like the cut of the cloth for Ley, the make of the armor curves the Light to our own brand.”

      “Makes you wonder how Karlians do it.”

      “We call, and the Light answers,” said Russ. “Do you really need your robes cut like that?

      Kendra puffed. “You think I show this much leg for fun?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “I mean—yes, but—it’s never hurt.” She glared at Russ, who wore a wide grin. “Shut up.”

      Willa continued. “At first the Undertaker just wah—wanted us in the cloth. But the armor Karlians wear offers not only more protection, the way it’s forged lends itself to enhanced Light-handling. The quartermaster actually uses our robes as pattern for our armor’s design and integrates them into the steel. We still have our cloaks.”

      “I see that,” said Kendra. “Can’t forget those for when you need—modesty.” She stashed the last of what she’d be taking with her—a compass and ruler—in the pouch on her thigh and patted up her body, counting on her fingers. “I think”—

      “Wait a second,” Russ said. From his belt, he pulled the ring Brech had given him. “Don’t need this anymore, lookin how I do.” He held it out for Kendra to take. “Figured you could get up to somethin with it.”

      “Holy shit.” Kendra put it on her middle finger of her right hand, where it shrank to match her size. She admired its effect. “Cool.”

      “You’re welcome.” Russ meant it. “Just don’t tell anyone who gave it to ya.”

      “Fine. Got something you should check out, too.” She reached up her right sleeve and pulled out the soul stone Russ had given her, held it over her right hand, and let it fall. It hit her palm with a dooming thud. She repeated the motion, and each time it hit, the smallest jolt of despair filtered into Russ’s gut.

      “Experimented with it a bit last night,” Kendra said. “Its frequency is different—over three percent higher from greaters back in the War.”

      “I can hear it,” Russ said. Kendra dropped the stone to her palm a few more times. “Does it mean anything?”

      Kendra pocketed it up her sleeve. “Dunno.” She spoke with a specially cultivated nonchalance. “But it’s demons, so it’s probably not good.”

      “That could come in handy,” Willa said, “if things get dicey.”

      “I’ve got actual dice for that. Besides, isn’t that why we’re bringing you?”

      “I”—Willa looked to Russ. “I tho—thought I was coming for my demon”—

      “Chill,” Kendra said and raised her right hand. “I’m fucking with you. Russ made me aware of your specialty.” She passed a familiar glance to Russ that said, ‘Cripes.’ “About the stone, you’re sure you don’t want to make another mark on your armor? What with how fond you all were of them.”

      “Yeah. Through with all that. My”—Russ started, then Kendra said the rest with him—“marks is my marks.”

      “That everything, then?” she said, annoyed, but a subtle smile playacted across her mouth.

      “I guess if you’re in a hurry.”

      “Just to get past this. Not to go there.” She wrapped her right hand around his neck and looked past him at Willa. “Versed enough in portal-tech to just follow through?”

      Willa nodded, an earnest mask across her face. “I am.”

      Kendra’s brow flicked in test. “See you there, then.”

      Russ put an arm around Kendra’s waist. She whispered in the way magic understood, and a tug behind his lower back told him the evocation worked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The next time Russ opened his eyes, his hammer glowed with holy Light, his left arm’s rune had turned to ice, and a dull smokiness filled his head, bit at his throat. The trees pressed close, nestling against a fight not their own, and the shadows beyond filtered much past them.

      Kendra invoked a pull of magic in front of him and illuminated a bundle of Ley that floated over her outstretched hand. A branch snapped behind him when Willa ported in. She caught herself a foot behind him.

      “What was that about not wanting to chase demons in the dark?” Russ said. He moved his right hand in the holy check.

      “It’s still daytime above the trees, Russ,” said Kendra.

      She reached toward the boughs high above her, and they parted to let sunlight through to the forest floor. Russ shielded his eyes against the blinding intrusion, which bent against the darkness. Under his armored feet, grass squirmed to make away from the blaze. Kendra let her magic go, and the trees stretched toward each other, frantic to cover the area again in shade.

      Willa sniffed the air. “Smells like Fel.” She worked her own magic to bundle together some Ley.

      Russ raised his helmet. His display came up and rendered the darkness in echo-like waves that pressed against it in pulses and showed him what his naked eyes couldn’t. The closest tree gained its full shape, then one farther on. The darkness leapt erratically and threw shadows that hid what Russ tried to see when he leaned around the wooden guardsmen. Silence pushed against them, accentuated their whispers, magnified every other crack and crinkle and skitter-of-beast that swished in the obscured wood.

      This is not a natural darkness.

      “Sure you ported us to the right place?” he asked.

      “As close as,” Kendra said. Her eyes glowed bright blue while she communed with the forest’s magic. The original cybernetics. “We might be right on top of it. The forests—get demons in here—like to move around, resettle themselves. The braver ones’ll uproot fully if they have to.”

      When Russ could see three trees past him, into the murk that spread like ink in water, he stepped forward. Adrenaline tampered with his gut; he’d almost forgotten how it felt to hunt, and the thrill returned to him, a familiar friend in this unfamiliar world. They moved slowly, peeking around every tree. Russ half-expected to see a pair of red dots or the yellow gleam of teeth, yet around each bend, nothing came to them. Distinct murmurs comingled with the sounds of their breath and the forest’s whispers.

      An uneasy intimacy accompanied him in this wood, and Russ knew, even though he’d never been there, he’d seen the trees past which he now walked.

      Kendra watched Willa a few seconds, waited for the Priest to finish her thought. “That dialect. It sounds new.” Her brow furrowed. “Eqloir?”

      “Close,” said Willa. “Eqloimn.”

      Impression registered on Kendra’s face. “How’s that working for you?”

      “Better than I thought it would when I first picked it up.”

      “I could never get the uni-letter languages to work as well as the older ones. My evocations, particularly, end up scattered with them. They rely more on intonation I think is my problem.”

      Willa nodded. “There are limitations to it, but often limitations are pretexts for creativity. If you’re willing to work with it, gih—give-and-take a little with your phrasing and manifestation, it becomes very forgiving.”

      “Did they teach that at High Tower?” Kendra asked, stepping over a root. “Do all Priests use it?”

      “The Undertaker encourages us each to have our own understanding with the Ley”—she listened to her bundle and whispered back to it before she continued—“as each Priest also has their own understanding with the Light. Every person views the world through their own lens”—

      “So, too, does each of us understand in our own way,” Kendra said, finishing the motto for her. “Good to hear the Undertaker hasn’t lost sight of the Mesiter’s teachings.”

      “Of course not. But our ministrations of the Ley go beyond the academic and philosophical. As Priests we strive to un—derstand what the Undertaker calls the Underley—deep and discrete occurrences of magic beneath the mere physical”—

      “I’m aware of the idea. Leynars have died trying to ascertain that knowledge. Trust me and the Mesiter, it’s not worth chasing.”

      “For the most part, we haven’t been equipped to until now.”

      “I’ll admit I was never interested in it, though”—

      “Ladies,” Russ said, antsy to get on. Annoyance prickled against his mind. “Is now really appropriate to discuss magical dialects and politics?”

      Kendra bounced her brow at Willa. “Mr. Matter-at-hand.” They giggled, then raised their hands back to their mouths and continued their discussions with their own Ley bundles. Russ wondered if they’d just shared an inside joke.

      Near-silence compressed them again. Skitters vibrated the ground, climbed and swept through tree branches. Sighs echoed from the edge of nothingness.

      “Do ya hear them?” Russ asked—those patters underfoot. Surprise caught him when his boot sunk into the ground. His armor spurred him upright, and he jogged a few steps to regain his balance. When he looked back, his display showed a hole, partially collapsed by his weight. “Damn beasts.” Sieku had warned him.

      Kendra laughed. “Russell told me you’re a demonologist. Does Eqloimn make that easier?”

      “It does,” Willa said, her words guarded.

      “Then if the Grand Master doesn’t mind, perhaps you should show us what that training’s good for.”

      “I’m—I’m not sure what you mean.” Willa’s bundle floated by her right ear, speaking its squeaky parlance.

      Russell held up his hammer and spoke as he turned in a full circle: “We’re hunting demons, Willa. Take that at face value.” Burgeoning impatience crept from the back of his mind as the demon’s maw eluded them. He saw nothing.

      After a second’s silence, Willa said, “All right.” She spoke a few syllables to her magic, which cheeped a spicy fricative before she released it. “Just so you know, we’ve been going the wrong way.” She pointed in a direction obtuse from where her Ley headed.

      Russ met Kendra’s gaze.

      “I can feel your uncertainty.” Slight annoyance padded Willa’s voice. “Did you bring me along to keep me out of ta—taa—Tanvarn or because you honestly believed I could help?” Her magic moved through the trees, passing in and out of sight as did she.

      Russell followed. Kendra sidled up to him and whispered, “Or was it both?” She cast an admonishing glower upon him.

      Willa’s voice bent around the trees like the corners in an alley. “Ya know, Grenn wasn’t incorrect when he said demons are specifically enigmatic. But most get the wrong idea of what enigmatic and specifically mean in the same way most don’t understand what a deductible is when they buy insurance.” She hummed on a syllable, and her magic adjusted course off to their right.

      “We understand what the words mean by theh—themselves, but when someone chooses them as vocabulary for specialized terminology, their meaning skews. So when someone reads in a textbook that demons are specifically ee—nigmatic, the first thing that comes to mind is mystery, that we’re not meant to understand them. But what the terminology means, as Guillaume Cedacere wrote, is they’re a mystery until you understand them. A simple concept. Just like”—she snatched at the air in front of her and held onto what she caught between her fingers—“finding something when you know how to look for it.”

      Willa mimed wrapping twine around her left hand, and after a few loops, she jerked against what she held. Something like a curtain fell. Her bundle of Ley floated on the other side, and beyond them, lit by their blue-gold light, a cave waited in a bog of shadow.

      Kendra pointed at the fitting of rock. “There.” Her own motes flew toward the cave’s entrance, around which the Light from Russ’s hammer flicked like a candle’s flame, making movement of nothing. A quiet screech echoed from inside and stretched through the air.

      “How long were we here before you figured that out?” Kendra asked. An expression painted her face a shade Russ hadn’t often seen: one of subdued esteem.

      “Nothing too complicated,” Willa said, trying to hide a satisfied smile. “Demons often camouflage their dens.” She stamped on the fallen illusion with her foot, and bits of Fel flaked into the air as the trick dispelled.

      “Were you timing that? Like the speech and stuff?”

      The Priest couldn’t hide her grin. “You got us really close.”

      Kendra nudged her in the ribs and leaned toward her to whisper in her ear. Willa’s voice ascended to quiet laughter. In the forest’s stiff air, it sounded unnatural. She responded in Ley, and Kendra chuckled.

      Russ looked on with avid anxiety. “We gotta go in, yeah?”

      “Worth a check,” said Kendra, her voice tinted with levity, “but this doesn’t seem right. The cave’s not breathing.”

      Russ stepped toward it, and despite the hole of rock acting as Kendra said, a stench issued from it on the still air, suffocating in its perjure. His helmet filtered the smell away from him.

      “Stinks,” Willa said. She held her hand over her mouth and nose a second, and a hard-light bandana covered half her face.

      Kendra copied Willa. “Don’t remember that before.” Her motes floated back outside. She spoke to them, then shook her head.

      “Watch behind,” said Russ. He hung his hammer over the threshold. Nothing happened.

      Just inside its mouth, the rock descended sharply, and he braced himself against the left wall as he walked. His hand passed over a jagged piece of slate that crackled and fell.

      “Look out!” Willa shouted, and she leapt in front of him, her arms outstretched. Around them, a golden barrier shielded against a trapping of rock that fell upon them. It rained with incendiary magic and shook the ground and cave as it chopped down. Willa’s ears lay back against her head, and her hair fluttered from the effort to keep up the surrounding orb. But the rumbling settled quickly, and once finished, she pushed the rocks off them with her Light.

      “What in the hells was that?” said Kendra. With a gesture of her hand, eidolons of rock reversed and tucked themselves into the hole that had formed in the ceiling. “A trap?”

      Willa pointed to a part of the rock wall. “Claw marks. Demons worship ambushers, and they copy them if they know how. This one was”—she stepped on nothing and raised herself to touch the ceiling above them; a puzzled mask covered her face—“intricate.” Her tail swept the air behind her while she investigated. The bundle she’d formed came at her call, and when she spoke, it spoke back, almost before she finished conjugating.

      Russ follow her gaze with his own. He couldn’t make out much, even by the Light of his mace, but whoever called this cave their home had somehow cut into the rock overhead and worn smooth the wall to his left, where his hand had passed over that tinkly pebble. The dirty woman, D’niqa, surely they weren’t waiting for him here.

      “Think there’ll be more?”

      Though he’d asked of Willa, Kendra answered. “No.” She finished speaking with her bundle, and it floated further inside.

      Twenty yards in, the tunnel opened. Bones littered the area, the preponderance of them gathered at the cave’s hind-end. Bears, skunks, wolves, squirrels, foxes, whatever hunted in this wood had no discrimination for their prey. Not even of humans. A humerus stood up from the pile as a candle, and a skull hung on its shoulder like a final prize. Russ wondered how far the beast—perhaps the Beast—had ranged to kill, whether anyone had gone missing and never been found.

      A shape skittered to their right. They all shined their light toward it.

      “What”—said Kendra. Before she finished, a creature popped up its head and screamed at a sonically deafening pitch. Russ’s armor detected his distress and dampened the noise, but when the creature saw him more clearly, it screeched louder and more desperately.

      Kendra pressed her hands over her ears and yelled, “Quiet!” in Magornian. The sound in Russ’s helmet faded to almost nothing for an instant before his armor readjusted its volume.

      Panting and scampering formed into scratches and words against the den’s far wall. “No!” a high-pitched voice said mid-scream. “No way out!” Then it turned, and when it saw the three of them watching, its shrieking reached a final height. Russ’s display showed they blocked the shadow’s only exit. “No hurt!” It stood on its hind legs, its ears so flat down the back of its head, it looked without them. Pools of dark eyes took up the preponderance of its features. “Please, gods, no hurt!”

      “We won’t hurt you,” Willa said through a laugh.

      “Gods,” said Kendra over the creature’s outcry. “It’s just a serren.”

      The serren stopped screaming long enough to look between them. “No hurt?”

      “The only reason we’d hurt you,” said Russ, “is if you were a demon. Are you a demon?”

      It shook its head. “No dee-mund. No dee-mund here.” The little varmint panted a few breaths. “What you?”

      “I’m a Karlian. Do you know what that is?”

      “You eat me?” the creature asked, its eyes fearful orbs.

      “Of course we’re not going to, you rodent,” Kendra said. “What in the hells are you doing here?”

      “Food.” It rubbed its stomach with a tiny paw. “Hungry.”

      “Gods, please tell me you didn’t eat anything.”

      The serren shook its head at a frantic pace and spoke the same. “No. Food not here. Smells too bad to be food. Might be bathroom. Should leave.” It stepped from the wall.

      Russ held up his hand. “Hang on.” Sieku’s aspersion for them had rubbed off on him, yet seeing this one jarred loose a memory of a dream. “You’re hungry?” He looked to Kendra, then again to the small beast. “Think you can help us with something? There’s food in it for ya.”

      “For me?” it said and took another tentative step toward Russ before it realized what it had done and sprang backward.

      “Gods, Russ,” Kendra said, “it’s a waste of time. Like he’s going to fucking know anything.”

      “Just hang on. Sieku and I deal with these all the time.” Russ reached into his left pocket for a ration of salted meat and turned toward the serren. “Your kind normally eats veg and stuff, I know, but do ya like jerky?”

      “Jooky?” said the serren. It licked its lips and swallowed. “Mm hmm.”

      Russ opened the package and ripped a piece from the whole. “We’ll go one-for-one, right? Understand?”

      The beast’s head moved on its hinge in quick nods.

      Russ set his hammer on its head and gestured for the creature to come closer. He knelt. “What’s your name?”

      “Burth.” He stepped away from the wall. His eyes shot between the three of them as he approached, his body tense.

      “And what did you think I was?” Russ held out the piece of jerky. “What made you wail so fiercely?”

      The serren feinted for the meat, and when nothing happened, he snatched it from Russ’s hand and skittered half a dozen paces away. He spoke while he chewed, his left cheek full. “Dee-mund.”

      “How are you sure I’m not a demon?”

      Burth considered as he gnawed through the other half of his morsel, staring at nothing, and what he said sounded more like thinking out loud than an actual answer. “Dee-mund no talk Plain, don’t give serren food. Serren food for dee-mund.” He looked up at Russ. “You no dee-mund.”

      “Wow,” Kendra said, “I’m glad that’s settled.”

      “You want more?” Russ tore another chunk from the pouch, made sure Burth saw it.

      Burth still chewed his first piece, but he nodded.

      “If a demon lives here, why’d ya come pokin around?”

      “Dee-mund not here. Many days, I know. Deserted.”

      Russ tossed him the morsel. “We know other demons are around, but we haven’t seen any. Are you familiar with where they go?”

      Burth stopped gnawing on the new piece, and his gaze became distant as he looked past Kendra toward the exit. Russ’s display showed nothing there, but still, the act made him shudder. “Dark,” Burth said.

      “Where is this dark? Do you know?”

      Burth nodded. “My den told me.”

      “Can you show us?” Russ asked of him.

      The creature’s eyes opened wide, and he shook his head. “No. No, no, no.”

      “All right, all right.” Russ pulled another piece from the pouch. “You see her?” He pointed at Kendra, and he tried to make what he said next sound as impressive as he could. “She’s a Leynar.”

      Burth’s gaze snapped to Kendra.

      “And the girl behind me is a Priest. We’re here to oust those demons.” Russ leaned forward and lowered his voice. “And I’d have to lie to ya if I said I weren’t a little scared about it.”

      “You scared?” Burth said, his question honest if not disbelieving.

      Russ nodded. “Aw yeah. But do ya know what else we are?”

      Burth shook his head.

      “Brave. Think you can be brave with us?”

      Almost at once, Burth shook his head again. “No. Brave serren get killed.”

      “I told you,” Kendra said. “This is pointless.”

      Burth nodded toward Kendra. “Is she you girl?”

      Russ chuckled and shook his head. “No.”

      “Good. She mean.”

      “I might’ve had something to do with that.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” said Kendra.

      “No,” Burth said. “Not you. You nice. Give Burth food.”

      Kendra’s Ley spoke with her. Her gaze undrew from the serren, her face masked by a callous scowl.  “Someone died here.” She held her Ley bundle a foot over her hand, and from it projected a model of the cave, manifested in time-past. A small shadow pulled an unmoving log of a man by the ankles and dropped him in the middle of the room. The shade stuttered, then paused. “Not long ago. Did you know them, serren?”

      Burth’s gaze became solemn, and he swallowed. “Maybe.” He rubbed the side of his nose. “Haven’t seen Qimber. Worried ‘bout him.”

      “Who’s Qimber? Your master?”

      Burth nodded.

      “What do you see?” asked Russ. He stood.

      “The Beast consumed them.” Kendra grimaced while she watched a quickly-moving diorama. Her left cheek perked against what she saw. “Tortured them.” The shadow morphed between human and dog many times as the scene sped on.

      “Cah—can you reach ‘em?” asked Willa.

      “Maybe.” Kendra grabbed her magic with her right hand and stretched it between her fingers, where it splayed into a timeline. Her gaze darted across it. “It’s gonna take—more interesting magic, if I can. The Order normally doesn’t like this kind of thing.”

      “What, like necromancy?” Willa said, concerned.

      “Nothing so dark, but with two members here”—Kendra raised her left hand in a helpless gesture—“I don’t have a good defense.”

      Russ scoffed. “I’ll attest for ya.”

      “Ooh,” Kendra teased. “The Grand Master condoning shadow magic. I’m a little closer to having heard everything, then.”

      “Not condoning it.” Russ said, plain. “Can ya do it or not?”

      “I’ll need to see if I can get a hold on them. There may still be enough essence here to make a phylactery, but”—she squinted her eyes, shook her head—“their signature is weak. They were alive for almost three days, but they did nothing.”

      “Do you need help?” Willa asked.

      A token smile spread across Kendra’s mouth. “No, dear. You keep your pretty hands clean.” She reached, but before she got to casting, she looked to Russ and said, “It’s more like gray magic, right?”

      “Just get on with it,” he said.

      A ball of hard light pulsed from her hands and coated the cave’s interior in a hex-pattern, after which the air became still. Kendra whispered while she worked.

      “Impressive,” Burth said. “Nothing happen.” He sniffed at a piece of light under his feet.

      “Shh,” Willa said, raising a finger to her lips. She knelt next to the serren. “That’s the thing about magic: it works in the margins, takes a little time.” She watched Kendra. “Especially stuff like this—making people do things they might not want to.”

      “Ahhh.” Burth followed Willa’s gaze and slowly took a bite of jerky. Russ wondered if the beast understood or just pretended to follow along.

      Kendra’s eyes flitted around the cave, and her arms twisted as she gestured at different angles to light different portions of the hex map. Though Russ couldn’t use the Ley, those around a Leynar invoking it could feel when they did. Sometimes the magic presented as a stout tug behind their gut; other times, something might tickle their ear, or a passing breeze might graze their neck when they’re inside, about to tuck into a good book. What about that itch on their leg that makes one think a critter might be crawling on them?

      None of those descriptions suited this.

      As Kendra sifted through the vision, the atmosphere pushed against Russ a little harder. His ears plugged, and his eyes pressed further into his head. The discomfort made him pause. Kendra had used shunned magic around him before—even used him as a conduit for it during his days of youthful naivety, when a pretty girl doesn’t have to make a young man do anything—but this felt dirtier, for lack of a better term, like drinking used cooking oil, bits, char, and all.

      “There.” Relief painted Kendra’s face. Wisps of breath and whispers escaped through twitches of her lips, but now she stood unmoving, her arms outstretched. “That’s a lot more than I thought there’d be.” She spoke almost casually. “You still want me to do this?”

      Russ sensed something like a cord tighten and traced the source to magic around Kendra’s wrist. “What’ll we do if we don’t?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Scared, Kendie? They had already come this far. Russ nodded, and Kendra pulled.

      From a set of bones underneath a dozen other animals, black dust floated through the air toward her and coalesced over her hand to form a floating stone that gleamed like obsidian. She whispered into it, and as she did, smoke issued from her mouth and painted the rock a dull blue. A final mote of dust, from the skull atop the pile, shot toward her, and in blinding luminance, an image climbed out of the phylactery, fell to the ground, then stood. Russ’s armor adjusted the brightness for him to see clearer.

      The vision came to life. “Woah,” the man said. He brushed his hands over his sleeves, bewildered. “It was all black. And now I’m back?”

      “Qimber!” Burth squealed. He ran toward the projection and leapt onto his master’s leg only to pass right through. He rolled across the floor on the man’s other side.

      “Burth?” The serren’s ears perked up. Qimber knelt and reached out, tried to pet Burth’s back, but his hand dissolved against the creature’s body. He raised his fist to his face and turned it either way. “Has this all been a dream?”

      “You’re not back, Qimber,” said Kendra. “Not really.”

      Qimber stared at the woman who spoke to him, then his expression fell with crestfallen resolution. “Fuck, I guess not.” He paused, then asked, “How do you know who I am?”

      “Your serren,” Kendra said, annoyed. “Why are your bones here?”

      Qimber ignored Kendra for his pet. “Sorry I brought us back here, buddy.”

      Burth shook his head. “Couldn’t know. Den scared but knew we’d come. Evil in forest.”

      Kendra cleared her throat. “As charming as your reunion is, we’re rather short on time.”

      The man saw the blue rock that floated over her hand, followed the wispy trails of blue light from it to his body. “I didn’t ask you to do whatever you’re doing.”

      “No, you didn’t. Instead you got yourself killed.” Kendra raised an eyebrow. “I could return you to that state if you’d prefer.”

      Qimber raised his right hand in placation. “All right.” He stood and scratched at his head. “I—I can’t remember. Just the forest—I remember being in the forest.”

      “That would have been stupid even without the Beast’s presence.”

      “I’m aware of that now. Wrong place, wrong time. But—ah, it’s all kind of a mess.” He raised his right hand to his head. His incorporeal visage swirled when he pierced his own essence.

      “Just start with what you remember,” Kendra said. “Work from there. Your name, if you would.”

      “You already know my name.”

      Kendra’s voice became taut. “Humor me, then.”

      The spirit put his hands on his hips and thought for a half-minute before he next spoke. “Qimber. Name is—was—Qimber. My parents live right around here, just south of the hills past the forest’s edge. Dad bought Burth for me—a dozen baskets of fresh vegetables, still dirty, they agreed on—after I finished my schooling. Said I’d need somethin to remember the country by.” He smirked. “Dad used to say, ‘Damn serrens should be glad I’m not exterminatin ‘em.’ Course, he’d never do that. Got a soft spot for them. I think most farmers do.”

      Russ watched, guarded against saying anything.

      “Burth and I come out every year. But it’s been gettin—darker, I guess. Burth’s family told me it had to do with the trees pullin in together. Dunno anything about that, though. I work over on the east cost of Yarnle in shipping.”

      “Where specifically?” Kendra asked. An edge cut into her voice.

      “Is that important?” Qimber said, mirroring Russ’s thought.

      “Maybe.” Kendra’s eyes bored into the vision. She emphasized her next words: “Answer the question.”

      Qimber’s face slackened. “An island off the northeast coast. Kivrenkin. Not many know about it. Don’t suppose that matters now that I’m dead. It’s an all right life, apart from the old hermit who lives out there. Swear to gods you can hear her wailing at night when the tide gets real low.”

      Exasperation spread across Kendra’s face, and she huffed. “No point asking what you did on Kivrenkin, then. Anyone who knows prefers you this way.”

      “Kendra,” Willa said.

      “I’m not proud of what I did,” said Qimber, “of what they do out there. I’ll be the first to admit I’m not smart”—

      “Doesn’t cost you anything now,” Kendra said.

      —“and I got too deep with the wrong people before I could get out. But guess what. Even Arnin bought our stuff. We were busy preparin a huge shipment for ‘em right before I went on leave.”

      Contained rage eroded the plain visage Kendra had cultivated over so many years, and she surged power into the phylactery.

      Qimber yelped and fell to one knee. “What are you doing?” When he raised his hands to his head this time, they cradled his face as they would have when he lived.

      “Just testing a hypothesis.” Kendra looked to the young Priest, who watched, worried. Her gaze returned to Qimber, and she let off the energy she channeled. “You’re fine. Just get on with it. We don’t need a subplot of thunder bugs and lightning.”

      “You’re the one who asked,” Qimber said. Desperation exhausted his voice.

      Kendra almost shouted: “No, I didn’t. You talked your way into that one. Now what did this to you?”

      “Oh gods.” He held his head between his hands. A shadow skulked toward him, as though another party joined him in a holo-projected message. The Beast swiped at him, and Qimber fell onto his back. When he got up, a copy of himself remained on the ground, and he tripped over himself trying to skitter away from it. Cuts marked the other’s face, a particularly deep one across his nose. “No. No, it’s all coming back.” In tandem, a red line shined across his body and the stone that floated over Kendra’s hand.

      Kendra said something in her Ley tongue, then spoke to Qimber in Plainari. “You’re all right.” Her face turned placid. “It can’t get you again.”

      Qimber exhaled a puff of red dust, and at the same time, a rain of red fell from the phylactery. “That’s it,” he said, and he knelt next to himself. “It was a woman. I heard a scream and followed it, against my better instincts. How good could they have been, though, if I followed a random scream in a forest? I’d set up camp, and I was about to lie for a nap when it came. Burth and his family had gone underground, thank the gods.

      “But this bitch, she wasn’t fucking normal—a shapeshifter for one. After I’d found her, calmed her a bit, she grabbed me while I went to piss and brought me here. Paralyzed me. I couldn’t do a thing to stop her.” Again, a vision of the dirty woman dragged a copy of Qimber into the cave by his ankles and dropped him at the cave’s center, where it joined the copy of himself he’d left on the ground. Qimber watched it happen, and his breathing sharpened. A muted drum filled the quiet around them, a heartbeat, quick with fear.

      “She told me what she was gonna do, that it should honor me. Spoke at me while she—she ate me.” He choked up, and for several seconds, the vision stuttered. He swallowed heavily before he went on.

      “Kept me alive as long as she could. Started with my hands and feet.” The unmoving version lost the mentioned appendages, and the heartbeat pulsed. “I couldn’t think much through it, couldn’t scream or get away. Wasn’t even bound.” A few seconds of quiet passed. “But she asked a question, over and again.” Though a bad one, he gave his best impression of her; the dirty woman mouthed in time with him. “‘Do you have a pretty friend? Do you have a pretty friend?’” The shade held a finger against his lips. Even in effigy, her eyes glowed with their sinful light, and her red lips split her face into a ghastly smile. “I shuddered even though I couldn’t move. It didn’t occur to me what she was really asking anyway. Figured she was just talkin about Burth.”

      Qimber shook his head. “But no, she meant to do this, or something worse, to someone else. I can still see her—this thing doesn’t get it right, how terrifying she is—those gray eyes peering at me from pure darkness, the way they shined through her hair. Always smilin, always watching. Kept praying at first that I’d wake up, but then she pulled off my right arm up to my elbow”—as though they couldn’t have envisioned it, Qimber-on-the-floor’s right forearm fell away—“then the other, then to my shoulders—just—dismantling me. She got up to my left knee before she stopped, spooked, like she’d heard something.”

      In time with his words, the dirty woman stilled and stared toward the cave’s entrance. Russ checked his display. Nothing. She looked there in time-past anyway, but still, it daunted him.

      “I feared Burth had come tryin to find me.” Qimber ran his left hand across Burth’s back. The serren wrung his paws in painted distress. “He hadn’t. But she laughed and started saying, ‘That’s it! That’s it!’ again and again, like she’d gotten a new catchphrase instead of pretty little friend.”

      A gouged-out hollow replaced the other’s eye. His face gained a static fuzz even in the blue light of Kendra’s magic. Qimber quieted for a quarter-minute, and Russ became worried the entire image had somehow frozen. The heartbeat came in stuttering trembles.

      But Qimber continued. “I had to watch her after I dissociated. My spirit—just—couldn’t take it anymore. She made fun of me for not being able to talk back at her, how I was unable to scream or get up and leave. ‘Get up and run, it’ll be fun,’ she said. And I watched as my body became another set of bones in her collection.

      “The last I felt, the last thing I remember from being alive”—he closed his eyes and shook his head—“was her running her hand into my stomach when I wasn’t much more than a torso anyway, cuttin me open to dip her fingers in blood. My blood.” The drum reached a tympanic apex, then stopped. Qimber gestured to the wall behind Kendra. “She wrote on the wall over there.”

      Kendra turned her gaze to the rock behind her.

      “Couldn’t read it,” said Qimber. “Weird script. Might be nonsense.” He looked toward his serren. “Burth”—

      Russ turned his attention to the glyphs on the wall. Scratches and gashes marred the cave’s interior, but where Kendra had stopped, the dirty woman had attributed more sense to the markings. Now that he paid them a modicum of attention, his mind made sense of them.

      “Russ,” Kendra said.

      “What is it?” The entrance remained clear, but Russ misgave that nothingness. The message’s syntax didn’t translate well into Plainari when he deciphered it. “It’s Demonic. But old, clunky—older than I’m used to dealing with. From before even the War of the Bridges, yeah?” He pointed to a specific rune he didn’t recognize. “Do ya know what that one says?”

      “Can’t your suit translate it?”

      “Newer models, maybe, but this is War-time armor. All the processing power goes to combat and survival.”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure they called it that back then anyway.” Kendra pressed close to him, lowered her voice. “Russ, we need to leave. Say the word, and it’s done.”

      “Why? What does it say?”

      “Knew you’d come,” Kendra said and pointed to the rune Russ couldn’t read, “Grand Master.”

      A trap, Russ thought. Whispers came to him and snaked through the tech in his helmet. He raised his hands to either side of his face to try to cover his ears, to try to free his mind from their understanding, but the voice laughed a haughty howl and left as quickly as it had come.

      “They’re watching us,” he said, intuiting the truth, then he reached for his hammer, pulled it to him, and shouldered it.

      “Goddess,” Willa said next to them. “Grand Master. That has to mean you, right? But why? I’ve never heard of a demon acting like this. Even during the War, in—in any of the writings I’ve read, there’s nothing like what Qimber describes.”

      Qimber spoke quietly with Burth, who leaned into his master’s touch, even with nothing to press against. “You have to show ‘em, buddy. Just imagine, she might do this to someone else.” He lowered his voice. “We can’t let her do that, can we?”

      Burth sighed, and a few seconds later, he nodded. “Okay.”

      “It’s more than odd,” Russ said. “Demons don’t take prisoners, and”—something snatched at his right hand. His helm showed movement at the mouth of the den. He whipped his hammer to a balanced pose off to his left side. The Light had answered his call and hung over his right hand.

      Burth looked back him.

      “Sneaky little fucker,” said Russ. The serren had pilfered the bag of jerky.

      Kendra called for her motes and held them near her mouth. A part broke away and zoomed out of the cave.

      “Come,” said Burth, who popped a piece of meat into his mouth.

      “Reassess,” said Kendra. She stood next to Russ. “If this wasn’t the trap, we’re sure as hell walking into one.”

      “I know we’re walking into one,” Russ said, his mind on a single track.

      “Then why shouldn’t we leave?” asked Willa. “If we can get word to the Undertaker”—

      “No.” Russ thought of the reasons he wanted to go, fear chief among them. But the opportunity they’d gotten here—if D’niqa had meant for him to see this message, would she expect him to walk into an ambush? How many lives could they save if they stayed? And Lillie—it all just needed to fall into place. “We’re so close. If we find her, we can end this.”

      “Come,” Burth said again. “Show nice man the darkness.”

      “Goddess, Sieku would kill me if he knew I was putting my trust in a serren.”

      “I’m not far from it, either,” said Kendra.

      Regardless, for now, they marshaled forward.

      Burth’s fur glowed in their light. By the time they reached the air outside, the serren had already walked a few dozen feet off to the left. He checked over his shoulder periodically to make sure his charges kept up with him. Kendra whispered under her breath, and another part of her Ley bundle darted away. The air warmed, thickened, and Uniquity’s Light pierced less and less into the gloom.

      Russ stepped toward a tree upon which flecks of the night stuck. He touched the rough bark, gathered the Fel on his gauntlet. The tar stretched between his fingers and the bough when he pulled them apart. “We’re close. Can’t be more than a hundred yards.”

      “What?” Kendra said.

      Burth passed behind a tree and didn’t reappear on its other side.

      Willa stopped. “Where’d he go?” Kendra bumped into her.

      Russ’s brow furrowed. He couldn’t keep track of where the serren had disappeared as he moved around the trees.

      “See that,” said Kendra, “how do you know he’s not just a demon luring us into the trap?”

      “Because demons aren’t this clever,” Russ said, turning in place. “Not the lesser ones.”

      “Leh—lesser demons also can’t speak,” Willa added.

      “That’s also a pretty elaborate ruse with Qimber if Burth is one of ‘em.” The shadows pushed against them. Shade moved at the edges of Russ’s vision, yet no sound reached him, save for a rustle of branch and what sounded like the tightening of a string past its note. “Just got pulled somewhere”—his speech slowed as he focused on a patter underground, a scurrying beast under his right boot. “All we’ve got to do”—

      He picked up his foot and smashed it into the dirt. The ground gave way to the rodents’ tunnels.

      Wails filled the air, and Russ’s Light shined against dozens of eyes, all of which looked up at him in abject terror.

      “What I tell you?” Burth said. He extricated himself from the bunch and climbed out of the hole. “No dee-mund. Just friends.”

      “Burth,” another of them said, though he pronounced the serren’s name more like ‘Booth.’ “You can’t go. Dangers in the Above.”

      “Oh yeah?” Burth held up the treat bag between his front paws. “I got jooky.”

      Collectively, their eyes widened. A small one’s mouth hung open. “Oh gods,” one in back said. It looked to Russ. “You have more?”

      “Russ,” Kendra said, “we don’t have time for this.”

      Russ raised his hand in a wordless gesture and knelt. “Your friend—your brave friend—is helpin us with something.” He rustled in his pocket for another pack of salted meat. “Think you can be quiet while he does?”

      In chorus, like a practiced show, they all nodded and intoned, “Mm hmm.”

      “He family,” said the one in front. “Burth do good.”

      Russ tossed the bag toward them. One in the middle caught it and gnawed it open. All those around her grabbed for a piece and chewed their treat. Loudly.

      “Nice man,” one said.

      “Good man,” said another, nodding.

      Russ stood and turned toward Burth. “All right. Show us where.”

      Burth looked around and shook a flake of Fel off his back. “We here.” He paced forward and stepped onto blackened rock, against which his claws echoed.

      “Go,” a serren said, and the others retreated to the Underground. “Back to mama. Go, go.”

      Russ’s vision resolved, and the vale lifted. He raised his hammer. His Light couldn’t touch the top of the monolithic maw that stood open before them—fifty feet high, at least—as Russ beheld what the presence had tried to show him over the last few days. The haze shimmered, and a lackluster glow reached them from the cave’s throat.

      “Yeah, that’s more like it,” said Kendra. “Warm, too.”

      Burth followed Russ’s gaze to the top of the entrance. His ears draped to the ground behind him. “Itchy.”

      “This is it, Kendra,” said Russ.

      “Ya think? Cripes, this is fucked. Especially now that I’m here in person.”

      “In person is right,” Willa said. Her ears flicked against unseen touches, laid flatter against her head.

      Most everything in Russ told him to stay away, and again he tamped down the impulse to run. If they found D’niqa, which they likely would at the back of this cave, they could finish this War before most anyone even believed it began.

      “Stay out here,” Russ said to Willa. “We need you outside.”

      “Yeah,” she answered, then she looked at him. “I’m fine either way, ya know.”

      “Need someone to make sure we don’t get ambushed heading in.” Russ looked around the cave’s entrance. He couldn’t see the hole he’d kicked into the serrens’ tunnels just a few meters back. “Don’t know what all’s roamin out here. Be careful.”

      “Very reassuring, Russ,” said Kendra.

      “Don’t worry,” Willa said. “Ah—I’ll be fine.”

      “Anything,” Russ said, “and you go. Don’t play hero for us.”

      Willa’s face remained placid. She nodded. Russ took one step forward, then another, his boots kerlinking against the rock underfoot. The world outside drowned away, and the world of the demons pulled him forward.

      “Stay if you want, you sniveling beast.” Kendra sounded a dozen meters behind, yet Russ turned and saw his party only three steps back.

      Burth padded a few steps further inside, then stopped, his face ablaze with alarm. “I wait here with catgirl.” His mousy brown fur rustled as the air moved, and he squinted his eyes each time against the exhalations. “New friends. Good.” He stuffed another piece of jerky into his mouth.

      Kendra looked at Russ, a confused scowl across her face.

      “Just you and me,” he said. Kendra joined him, and they walked into a maw of hell.
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      A basso evil from depths unimaginable came to Russ. It started light as fume, yet it rose to a thunderous range and impressed upon him images of entire cities laid waste, scorched land left in its stead, and victims whipped and tortured under demonic ministrations of flogs, claws and teeth, and Fel magic.

      Russ traced a finger over a rune on his armor. “We are the Light in the darkness,” he whispered to himself. The voice wavered away from him. “The Light where it cannot go.”

      Kendra peered over her shoulder. “It’s not getting closer.” She sounded calm. “What if this is the trap? A chronal paradox?”

      The cave’s walls pinched and pulled from themselves with vapid periodicity. At the narrowest, Russ and Kendra couldn’t even walk abreast, but when it widened, the blackness pulled away from them until it seemed like they walked on nothing, surrounded by the same, and the point at the end got no closer for their effort.

      Yet giddiness sent a chilly pulse down Russ’s body, and he felt sure of what he said. “We’ll get there.” Everything—not just in the last two days, but the last twenty years—had led to this, and now, it would end. How he ever could have thought it wouldn’t lied somewhere beyond him. Goddess guide me to know what is right.

      Almost at once, the maw’s throat opened around them, and the walls pulled away. Two steps further brought them to the edge of a sheer pit, where the air shimmered with heat, buffeted each time the cave exhaled. Gargoyles flew through the open space, lit from below in a hazy orange glow, hopping between portals that pinned to the air and the great hole’s sides.

      At the bottom, a pool of magma bubbled. A crater formed near the middle whenever the cave breathed, and from the fluid, demons hoisted themselves and screeched into the infernal air. Their voices carried to Russ and Kendra, even from miles below, and lumbering behemoths with legs the size of ancient oaks pulled the demonlings from the crashing lava, swiped at their faces, and growled against their screams.

      “Gotta be two miles across,” said Russ. The scale toned panic into the assuredness he’d felt just minutes before. The vanity of demons: to show him the hive—the hive—and let them walk in. It made no sense. Something more waited here, something he hadn’t accounted for.

      Across from them, a dull point glowed and pulsed the same orange light each time a new demon manifested into the realm. The excavators tossed the new ones to the gargoyles, who lifted them with enough speed to clear the blazing liquid from them, then threw them into a portal. Where they went, Russ could only surmise as the demons’ home worlds, never visited by someone from this plane. He and Kendra watched it happen, removed yet so close, on the precipice of just—falling in.

      “It’s too much,” Kendra said through labored breaths, her eyes wide.

      Russ put out his arm when she stepped forward, stopping her a foot from the edge. “This has gotta be the main portal,” he said. “Took us ages to find it last time.” He heard a voice—no, two—coming from—“Do ya hear that?” He strained to listen, and they came to him again. A conversation. The basso drawl spoke, then Russell’s mind itched, trying to glean the other half.

      “There.” Kendra pointed to that light across the way from them. “There’s nowhere else. Can you understand them?”

      Russ didn’t answer. His mind had raced ahead of his actions: no footpath led away on either side, but he had to see who made that voice—his voice, it had to be.

      He lowered his helmet. The blaze knocked into him, sulfur and smoke overcasting his senses, and he beat Uniquity’s head into the rock to steady himself. “Can you mindsight us?”

      Kendra narrowed her eyes as she tugged at the neck of her leathers. A moment later, she nodded, and they stepped toward each other. She stepped on nothing to bring her head level with his, wrapped her right hand around his neck, and pulled their foreheads together. He encircled his right arm around her body—

      “To stabilize us,” she once told him, on a morning a long time ago when she’d wanted to peep on a couple in the room above theirs. The Order had assigned Russ to Downdarren for a stint of training in High Tower’s city. Rain pattered against a window that Kendra had inched opened to a dull-gray sky.

      She’d laughed and wrapped Russ’s arms tighter around her waist. “Gods, don’t be such a prude.” Her body pressed against him, and she pulled his head to hers as she did now. Their closeness had flustered him—her heartbeat against his own. She had smelled of lilacs and cream, and the skin on her face had sparkled in the fire of her room’s hearth. “Eyes closed, Russie,” she’d said, even though she hadn’t opened hers.

      Now, sweat and tar and smoke replaced her perfume, and Kendra’s face gleamed in the pit’s glow, a stolid frown in place of the smile that had played across her lips. Her body shivered against his.

      She whispered in Ley, and Russ got what she meant when a small knocking rapped at the front of his skull. Her consciousness took hold of his, pulled his sight outward, and for a second, they hung over their bodies. Then they shot toward the hole’s other side.

      Though he didn’t have the intimate knowledge of having studied them, Karlians still understood the base-level thinking and interactions under which demons operated; their contact with the Fel made it impossible not to. Grenn had been right—righter, Russ thought, than Willa and Cedacere. Demons acted as animals, and that meant finding food, escaping danger, and staying alive. But copulation and reproduction didn’t exist for them, not in their natural state. That imperative relied on that of their master. The scale here could only mean one thing, and D’niqa had already assured him of its start.

      Halfway across, Russ looked back at his and Kendra’s bodies. On the wall a half a mile below them, a gog patrolled, slinging its long arms across the rock walls. It seemed unaware of their presence.

      Like a séance, a voice wailed in haunting tones that passed by them like a name on the wind; the voice called out, but not for them. A basso growl answered, and his tone emanated without care. As they neared the other side, excitement bundled with dread within Russ over what came next. He clung to the obsequious hope that coming here would solve everything, but if nothing else, they would get ahead of his inability to understand the truth, to see his consequences.

      Kendra set them down in a dimly-lit room. A collection of wax provided the little light, and burnt offerings lent themselves to ashen dust that swirled whenever he spoke.

      A sharp chill not of his rune wracked the right side of Russ’s body.

      M’keth’s image walked across a rock shelf, his body projected in holographic miniature. He clasped his hands behind his back while he spoke to D’niqa, who knelt next to M’keth’s pedestal on one knee, her head bowed. The avatar and she spoke in the Demonic tongue, and Russ understood them through the rasps and gags and hacks that made up its words.

      “… This is almost over, my pet,” M’keth said. His voice reverberated through the small space.  “But do not confuse my clemency with leniency. You have failed to break through his mind, and practically all your venture at their capitol did was expose us.”

      “Our lord, if we’d understood the full implications of what happened, we might have been able to control ourselves. But without the host, we were—erratic, not of our right mind.”

      “You mean to blame me.” M’keth gazed upon her. “There may be an ounce of truth to that. But you knew the one we needed, and she has proven far more useful than I imagined. Even in your missteps, your competence of human emotion has unseated and shaken him.”

      “Our Lord”—

      “I already brunt the responsibility for what’s happened. No more shall you speak of it. We must now look to what’s next. I take your kind as a gift from the god Himself. You are special because of the new ruleset, but that will not win us this game. If we don’t stop the Grand Master, he will lead to your and my undoing, as they always have. But it will be the True End this time, of that Nilrius has assured me.”

      A demon materialized from the shadows at the back of the hall and joined the small council. Like a frog on its hind legs, he shuffled as he walked, a limp under his left foot. His right eye bulged in its socket, the left barely more than a bead, and he held his right arm to his chest as though holding a book, yet no book did he grip. Russ recognized this one, too.

      “Our undoing won’t happen again,” said the frog, his voice a staggered rumble. “Can’t happen. Too strong we are this time, my Lord.” When he spoke, his mouth opened too wide with each syllable and bared rows of tiny human-like teeth.

      “A fine sentiment,” said M’keth. “But as we gain in strength, so too do they.”

      “What opinions could you possibly have on that matter?” D’niqa said to the arrival. “Couldn’t even keep track of a book.”

      The frog’s mouth opened on a hinge and became a flat plane when he threw back his head and laughed. “Do not forget that I have been here for nearly as long as our Lord. I talk with His voice and authority. When I speak, it is His Lord’s opinion.”

      “Granech speaks true,” M’keth said. “And the tasks I give you, my queen, are so simple they border on nonentity. Yet still we fail. It’s false comfort to say we won’t fall this time. The gods keep their field even, and we cannot control that any better than you can your charge.”

      “But we knew he couldn’t have disappeared,” Granech said, “and we already held the perfect pawn to drive him back into it—we just didn’t know until almost too late.” He addressed D’niqa. “Consummate happenstance was all that saved your reveal four nights past. Since life sees fit to proffer no difference based on how we achieved our outcome, it’s pointless to talk of unseen intangibles.”

      “The holy Goddess wouldn’t have wanted Her renewed presence in this game of life to go wasted,” M’keth said. “He has acted as I knew he would.” He paused, considering the frog. “How goes your search?”

      “I have scoured the area where I lost Your touch, my Lord, where I became animal and ran from the Grand Master as You commanded. It would have killed any human who picked it up, and hardly the time has passed for it to lose itself in chaos. Not like before.”

      “Good,” said M’keth, though he didn’t sound relieved. “Alert me when you find it. It is paramount we do so first and first thing.”

      “Your will is mine.” Granech bowed to his master. His head touched his outstretched left foot before he stood again. “Assurances, I have our people and agents searching for it nonstop. We shall not fall as we have in the past.” He looked pointedly at D’niqa, then turned and left. His body melted into the shadows from where he’d come.

      “What of the Grand Master?” D’niqa asked.

      “I underestimated Karli’s Light last time—a mistake I assure you I won’t make again. But humans are predictable, and the closest he shall get within our control is right now.”

      M’keth looked to where Russ and Kendra watched, and he spoke in Plainari. “Grand Master, so fine of you to join us, and on this auspicious day, as well.”

      D’niqa turned her head toward them.

      “Give our guests a generous welcome, won’t you?”

      D’niqa’s fangs flickered, then she lunged at them. Kendra recoiled from Russ, and his sight rocketed to his body. Her face had turned ghostly white. A wail reached them from across the chasm. A moment’s silence passed before Russ yelled, “Run!”

      Kendra bolted as soon as he spoke, electricity snapping in her wake. Russ raised his helmet, and from Uniquity, he fired a missile of Light at the room’s ceiling. Heavy stalactites fell from where it struck. Tendrils of magic tethered themselves to the demons who had already come. Another bolt he shot above where he stood, and a cascade of boulders fell to block the demons’ pursuit.

      But Russ hadn’t run five steps when a bomb ignited behind him. He whispered to himself, preparing the initial spell he would need when he reached the cave’s mouth.

      “Ah, Grand Master,” M’keth said, his voice chasing Russ alongside the horde. “Don’t run. You’ve not even seen the best part. It’s my magnum opus, if you will. My Grand opus. It would be an absolute shame if you missed it.” M’keth’s laughter came from all directions and echoed into a chorus of itself.

      A loud rustling flicked at Russ’s heels, and the hair on his neck stood on end as he outran the vision his mind’s eye conjured: the patters of lizards and rats, the screeches of bats and hell-owls, the roar of beasts large enough to make dragons seem small, and the clatter of hooves and claws against stone.

      At the cave’s mouth, Russ raised his hammer high and shot Light at the entrance. Time slowed as a makeshift barrier formed and sealed against the maw, and sure of the other three behind him, he incanted a prayer. “Karli hear my words this day and lend me the strength of the mothers and fathers and old Masters…” With his left hand, he traced his breastplate’s runes, which lit and burned as liquid gold against the night that issued forth in front of him.

      A cold bead of sweat ran down his back as he finished the prayer, and a strange peace filled him for a fractioned-second. He reached for the holy book that knocked against his right thigh, unlatched it from his belt, and held the spine on his palm. When the book opened, it did so toward its latter ten percent, and Russ found the words Karli needed of him.

      The parable told of a woman who quested for power not of her own, despite her friends cautioning her to not seek it. Karli only gave the power the woman sought to those who at first shunned it, and by striving for it, the hero couldn’t have it; by feeling envy for those who did, she forsook what gifts she’d had before her search began. When she almost killed for it, she ended the story with nothing. During her Atonement, a common refrain in the Karlian holy book story architecture, she prayed the words Russ now did.

      “Mother and Father,” he said, speaking quickly. “I come before you today to atone for my sins. I have found within myself the power I sought from others and elsewhere, and I beseech You to punish me no further.”

      In the story, Karli answered the hero’s prayer, and by cleansing her of the talent she had tried to take for herself, her own strength returned. Though she’d gained no power, the hero had gained Understanding.

      Karli didn’t take from Russ; hearing the words She taught him to pray and seeing his cause Just, She rewarded his faith, and energy surged through him and arced from his hammer like heated metal escaping a forge. It splashed on the ground around him and based a holy site in this place of demonic power. Time caught up with them, and demons crashed into the barrier with unbalancing force.

      “Kendra,” Russ said, his voice strained. The Light hummed at a frantic whine that played beneath everything else. “Get us the hell out of here.”

      “I can’t!” Kendra shouted. Electricity clashed against the demons’ roars and crashes as Kendra’s magic surged against the presence that held them. “He’s holding us here. We need more potential.”

      “Can Willa help?”

      “Way more!”

      Willa surged Light through Russ in pulses, a caramel-like flow that granted him power beyond his own. “More and more,” she said, her voice calm. Her tail flicked and cast a long shadow behind them.

      “Conduit’s outta the question,” Russ yelled to Kendra. “Gonna take all we’ve got just to hold this.”

      The demons pressed hardest at the barrier’s corners. Russ streamed his Light against them, but he only shored up the breaks in the seal as quickly as they came. They scrabbled against the bubble, unsuccessfully at first, but those behind took over when their mates had burned their hands to bleeding nubs, when their chests had singed to ash from their manic purpose. Their incessancy made their will manifest, and through the small holes, they pushed their heads or arms or legs. Their cries filled the forest before the holy magic redoubled and severed them from themselves, then the process began anew.

      Russ kicked the head of a still-chattering demon away from him. “Fuckin hells, there’s gotta be something!”

      Kendra patted her body. “Didn’t think I was gonna need”—her hand settled on a part of her left arm.

      “The soul stone!” she and Russ said together. Kendra reached up her sleeve. Arcs of electricity strung from her eyes to her hands as she worked, faster than Russ could see when he glimpsed her a final time over his shoulder.

      Demons clawed and bit and caught on the shield, buffeted against it with undue force, far stronger than anything during the War. His armor braced against them, yet they came faster and in greater numbers as seconds passed.

      Whispers came to Russ in that horrifying basso that coughed ash into his chest and needled at his stomach and dried his eyes. Russ’s ears itched against the slavish Demonic, and despite himself, his mind made sense of the words—etchings in his brain from contact with the Fel.

      “Go to him. Reveal our plan.”

      D’niqa appeared from throng, first her face above them, then the rest of her body as the demons that slammed against the lower edge parted for her. She stopped a foot from Russ’s barrier, a vanquishing smile across her face and lips. “This is the endgame.” Her voice came as M’keth’s. “This doesn’t have to be difficult, Grand Master. How many people will you let die because of your hubris?”

      “None,” Russ said, speaking through his strain. “No one shall die in my service if I can help it.”

      D’niqa huffed. “We’ll ask you again. Do you not recognize us, Russell?”

      “Away with your woven words, bitch. I’ve told you before: they will find no purchase here. You have haunted me, and if the Goddess wills, you shall do so no more.”

      She laughed. “What the Goddess wills? Did she will this?” D’niqa tapped against the wall of Light. Her power blasted against Russ’s and pulled from him a surge of Light-energy he hadn’t called. He pushed against her and M’keth, but the more he did, the faster he fatigued. Their magics played against the others’ in a grotesque struggle, until the point where their energies met flared and pushed both of them backwards.

      D’niqa let up, and in undue response, so too did Russ. He stood next to Willa, whose lips had pursed in concentration.

      The master giggled. “Oh, we know why that’s happening, don’t we?” Her voice had become hers alone again. “Have you figured us out, Grand Master? We hope you haven’t. That will make our unveiling so much more delicious.” She blew against his Light, and flakes of black Fel dropped from the barricade. Her breath somehow touched his face. It didn’t taste of tar and smoke; instead it reminded Russ of home, of wet soil and mint incense and the metal-fire at Cups.

      “What spell do you put over me?” he said. “To cloud my thoughts and control my desires. How do you do it, temptress?”

      “Oh, Pushkin. You must but accept who we are. All of us.”

      The words struck him, and where their struggle for power over the other had taxed him physically, this sunk into his soul and filled him with dread and sadness. “Why did you call me that?”

      “We called you that. Dear Lillie, she’s been so helpful through all this, keeping tabs on you. The two of you have got this”—a grotesque smile spread across her lips—“disgusting connection.”

      “You have her,” Russ said. He’d been right. “Where is she?”

      “Still!” D’niqa yelled. “Still hasn’t figured us out! Even when we dangle the answer right in front of him, still”—she lashed at the nearest demon and swiped its head off its shoulders, like taking an apple from a bough. Then she pressed a claw against the bubble and traced a mark. Where she touched, her magic formed a black outline.

      While she distracted herself, Russ made efforts to push against the forces that threatened to overpower him. The other demons had relented when D’niqa showed herself, but they conspired in a new way, channeling dark magic against his Light.

      “Russell,” said D’niqa.

      He flicked his gaze toward her, then double-took the shape she’d traced. “What have you done?” Everything in him called for her annihilation. The black mark that hung over him loomed in eerie benevolence: an ‘L’ and ‘R,’ integrated into the holy shape—the rune he and Lillie had made on the night they’d wed.

      D’niqa laughed for his emotion, and she transformed.

      Her image became an approximation of the woman Russell loved. But her hair no longer hung from her head in strands of golden-saffron; a drape of black seaweed instead dangled over her face. Her lips pursed in a manner he’d never seen in life, and the dirty woman’s gray eyes covered hers of brown. She stood naked, save for where her hair hung, down to her thighs.

      “Hello, Russell,” Lillie said, her voice corrupted, ragged.

      “Lillie.” Russ gazed upon her for the first time in the natural world since the War. He hung his hammer in luxation.

      “Look at Coroth,” she said, D’niqa’s voice behind her own. “So fractured. The king means to subjugate it. But we could burn it, remake it in our own image. Us. Just like we’d envisioned, how you always wanted. You’ve sacrificed so much to find me. With that sacrifice, we could be more than before. We could rule the world. You know how fucked it all is, seen how the people squabble over nothing. It is ours for the taking.” Lillie’s voice came marked with deadly surety. “M’keth can grant you the abilities he’s granted me. Join our powers, and we will become unstoppable, my love.”

      He stared at the image of his wife from under a folded brow. It couldn’t—couldn’t be, couldn’t happen. She looked almost pure, like a film had cleaned her image, made her more perfect than she could have been. Should have been. The woman who stood before him did so in effigy.

      “Lillie,” he said. “This isn’t you. Can’t be you. We have—had—a life, and it was more than enough.”

      She stared at him a few seconds. A sneer twisted her face in an absurd approximation of itself, and she laughed, a disbelieving mania that screeched insanity into the hot air. Blackness filled her eyes and flowed across her skin, descending in veins toward her chest and stomach. “Listen to this bullshit.” The other demons guffawed and wailed. “Lillie thinks of you on the constant, by the way.” D’niqa’s voice became an approximation of Lillie’s. “‘My world, my love, all I need is you with me. Don’t hurt him!’” She chuckled. “Humans are so pathetic in their wanting need. Can you really be this stupid? We have won. Take our deal.”

      “Lillie,” said Russ. The mark the master had made against the barrier still burned. Parts had run down the Light’s face in inky lines. Russ traced his own copy of the symbol in the air in front of him.

      D’niqa’s eyes bulged in crazed mirth when she laughed at it. The demons joined her and filled the air with their song. But D’niqa’s voice caught in her throat, and her form burnished to silver, then bright white. Disbelief etched against her craze, and again, she transformed.

      The darkness left her eyes, and they returned to their chestnut-flecked-with-honey. Veins that strained from her neck drew upon the holy Light Russ channeled and softened into her skin. Her hair furbished into its brown-blonde normality and fluttered across her shoulders, and Lillie covered herself with her arms.

      Russ lowered his hammer fully, let its head drop to the ground, his mind filled singularly with the person who now stood before him. Demons above and below watched as he stepped against his own might toward the barrier’s edge and lowered his helmet. The shield flickered, but it held as he walked toward his wife, who leaned against the wall, weak and lilting. Her gaze didn’t leave his.

      “Russ!” Willa shouted from behind him, from far away. “What in the hells are you”—

      Russell touched the holy magic with his armored palm. Lillie pressed her hand against the Light to match his. Its heat radiated toward him. Where the maw scorched and wanted to make ruin of him, Lillie’s touch and the Light healed and made whole—two sides of a coin that stood on its edge in balance, waiting for a controlling force to tip it.

      “You know what you have to do,” Lillie said, her voice weak. “I know what you have to do.” A pained smile spread across her face.

      “Lillie.” Russ stared into her eyes, and for a second, bringing the barrier down sounded like a good idea. “How?”

      She shook her head. “There’s no time. Just remember what we gave each other.”

      Unwanted emotion welled in him. He didn’t need it now, not when D’niqa could surprise him—perhaps her plan in showing him this. “Are you in control?”

      “Something like that,” Lillie said, tensing. “Symbiosis of a sort. I’ve kept her from getting through to you. Have I helped?”

      Russ couldn’t help the sad chuckle at the insinuation. “Lillie.” He could never tire of her name. She looked so weak, so frail and gaunt—what with the way her collar bones poked over her shoulders and how her cheeks sunk into her face. Her waist pulled in too far under her ribs. “What I wouldn’t give to hold you right now.”

      She giggled, then pounded against the barrier as her laugh became a scream. Tears streamed down her face to the cave floor at her dirty feet, and she sobbed. Her pain became Russ’s own. “I don’t get how the gods are so cruel,” she said. “The world faces a danger it’s not seen.” Her eyes glowed against the Light as lambent umber. “We did this already. We earned our Peace.” Her voice warbled. “You more than anyone.”

      “Don’t think of that now. Goddess, I”—

      “You scare M’keth shitless.” Her voice came from between labored breaths. “He thinks you can fuck everything up for him. And you will, just wait—he doesn’t fully understand.” She winced and pressed her left arm against her stomach. With her eyes still closed, she said, “She’s coming back. Russell, remember what I’ve told you, what I gave you. We will always know each other. I luh”—

      Russ equipped his helmet and stepped back. D’niqa screamed and recoiled against her contact with the Light, and she grew and made right the terrible version of herself. Despite her new power, her skin had burned, and she cradled her right hand.

      “So that’s how,” she explained. Her voice became an ear-piercing wretch. “Your wittle wifey this whole gods-damned time. And guess what—we’ll keep her nice and safe for you. Just remember Grand Master”—her face lost any meaningful emotion other than pure hatred, and her brow pulled together over her smoldering eyes; her voice growled a deep bass—“she lives and dies with us.” D’niqa raised her fist.

      Russ lifted his hammer and retook the brunt of the shield’s effort from Willa. The temptress bashed against it, and when she did, a planet set across the Grand Master’s shoulders. With her claws, she traced a M’kethian mark across its face, and cracks formed across the bubble’s surface that Russ couldn’t heal. His feet dug into the ground as the demons pushed toward them.

      “Do not let them leave,” D’niqa said, and the onslaught from her brood reached its pitch.

      Russ’s body shook from the collective impacts. Sweat drenched his hair, and his muscles tensed beyond their facility. Fel filled the air, pushed through the cracks the demons made against his protection, joined what had already gathered on the other side. A tightening hum emanated around them, and his armor glowed brighter as he channeled, forced more Light through himself, burned himself away.

      Yet even for his endeavor, the top of the barrier peeled from the cave’s entrance. A gargoyle’s clawed hand wriggled between rock and Light, and more joined it when they saw its purchase. They widened the gap, until all at once the shield teetered and folded backwards on itself.

      Russ threw the Light beyond where Kendra still prepared her spell, and his magic became a dome. He dug his hammer into the ground. As the demons pushed, and as Russ’s power diminished, the Light gave way and dropped over them like a tent.

      “Kendra!” Russ yelled.

      Burth clung to Willa’s leg, sniveling. “Leave! Please leave!”

      “It’s done!” said Kendra, her voice somewhere close.

      D’niqa jumped and landed on top of them. Her hooves left inky tracings of themselves across the folding surface. A mask coated her face in hatred and destruction. She stabbed her pointed hand into the Light, which formed around her arm like a mold; M’keth’s adulterated power hung as death less than a foot above. “No!” she screamed. Her hand flew toward Russ’s head, then the world erupted in a flash of light.

      A sickening tug roped Russ from underneath his Light’s protection, and in that instant, his barrier shattered and dissipated into the darkness.

      He didn’t know where Kendra had taken them. No matter how hard he focused, only blurred shapes floated through the air. If he neared death, he just hoped it would hold itself off until he told someone—anyone—what they’d seen. If nothing else, he’d saved his friends.

      “Lillie!” he said, and the shapes turned toward each other. A quiet buzz filled his ears. “M’keth.” Again, he said, “Lillie,” then the world faded.
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      His armor stood next to him like a guard. The wood upon which he sat pushed into his back such that he could not stop fidgeting while he formed a picture in his mind of the reunion he would soon have with his beloved. The temple’s doors opened in a creaking heave, and a small figure entered. Finally here in the days following the War’s end, Lillie had come to him, and though he wanted to run toward her, Russ stayed himself.

      He squinted to see her better, her body a sauntering shadow that did not resolve as she approached, did not grow larger for his waiting. “Lillie.” His voice did not echo as he expected it to, and the temple had changed shape around him to one unlike the ordained workings of the Mother Karli. Halls to his left and right stretched away from him forever. The carpet under Lillie’s feet pulled her like a moving walkway, and he realized at once that if he did not run to her, they would never again meet.

      With assured confidence, he stood, eschewed his armor—it would only slow him down—and ran.

      The hall stretched onward with each step. Lillie stayed just within his sight but remained no more than a shadow at the limit of his vision. Then her shade flew toward him, and his wife unveiled her face from under the pelts and skins that covered her body. She towered, her face agleam for that terrible smile that floated in the darkness. Her eyes burned an awful orange, and she smelled of something that had laid rotting in the sun for ungodly hours. A beetle buzzed on the back of Russ’s head. He pawed at it, and in his panic, he looked away from the monster before him.

      But Lillie’s gaze waited for his, and when she spoke, the world around him blacked out and left only a vision of D’niqa, her eyes the color of blood, her face a twisted pile of black ash and spiked bones. Her voice filled the air when she yelled, “Wake up!”

      Russ raced farther north from Karhaal to a plateau where the sun kissed the grass under his feet. Dragons roared in the east, where their barking screeches alone kept away the world’s evil from their domain. A cloudless sky reached to oblivion, and in the distance, the horizon burned a sickly orange. A M’kethian mark blazed across the pockmarked-firmament.

      “Away from here,” she said. “Away from where we cannot go. Unless you wish to take us with you.”

      “No,” said Russ.

      He sat cross-legged on a pillow in the center of a room that had no walls, no scent, and a silence in which nothing even tittered. The cushion beneath him proved a nice change from whatever had come before, and a gray fog surrounded him and stretched to eternity. Russ needed only to wait. Time would take care of him. What more could a man need than peace while he awaited his life’s end?

      But he could not escape the gray; it looked the same whether he closed his eyes or left them open. Time stretched onward, but his mind stayed in place, returning to the nothingness as soon as he thought of anything else—an inescapable safety that led him to one place: nowhere.

      Though comfortable, he soon became irritated by the constraints his mind put upon him, and as he struggled against himself, shadows gained shape among the fog. The scent on the air became milky and reminded him of spring days at the markets near Hemlet before Brech had brought him to Keep. Russ would never find what he searched for, and maybe if he let himself forget, his life could go on. But he wanted something—needed to find it—and his heart beat harder the closer he got to remembering it.

      A shape in the crowd gained the preponderance of his mind’s energy. Her feet danced between the others. The air turned minty, and he figured out the meditation’s puzzle as he watched her: if he thought hard enough about something, he could make it a reality.

      His wife stepped from the smoke.

      “Hello,” Russ said, calm, content.

      Lillie didn’t return the greeting. Instead, she laughed. Hearing it filled Russ with unbound happiness. He could listen to her laughter until the end, and he wouldn’t have wasted his life. But her merriment morphed, gained over- and under-tones of shadow and darkness as her face angled and deformed. Her hair turned to straw, the veins in her neck and arms ran green with disease and rot, her teeth dropped from her mouth, and she grew and loomed over him.

      Russ stared wide-eyed at the mask the master wore, his wife’s skin stretched taut over D’niqa’s face. She bent down and the world around them became black.

      “Wake up!” she yelled into the darkness.

      Russ tried to pull himself out of pense, but he went nowhere.

      “Wake up!”

      He squeezed his eyes closed against her shrill pitch. Her voice still echoed in his ears when next he saw.

      Below him, a meadow awaited, its grass green and veined with shadow where hills folded into each other, where some great god had thrown wildflowers afield and in plenty. Houses pocked the countryside, their chimneys like castle towers from the stories of old. A river meandered through the land, its path a trumpet to nature’s intention, and children, hardly bigger than ants with how he saw them, played in a lake and on its shore, chasing throwing-discs and budgerigars. Honey scented the air, and a tepid breeze flung itself from the clifftop on which Russ stood to the valley below, where it rustled the grass and danced with the children of the valley. Trees cuddled at the foot of snow-capped mountains in the far distance.

      Russell breathed, and he knew he could live here, call it home forever. And at that, he would live a good life.

      Yet beyond the mountains, a storm burned orange, and though slowly it moved, its march toward the serenity came with foreboding inevitability.

      “We told you,” a woman said.

      Russ turned his head and saw his wife, not as he remembered her, but how he knew she now existed. Her arms laced behind her in leather binders, and large crosses stitched over her eyes. A disembodied hand moved her mouth for her.

      “You cannot be here, Grand Master. Not with us, unless you wish to take us with you.” She giggled, then fell to her knees and broke into hysterics. Her cries spoiled the peace.

      Russ blinked, and the valley below caught orange fire. A M’kethian mark burned across its ruin.

      He blinked again, and a bay of screens shined in front of him.

      “Sir?” Sieku said. Russ stood in front of the urlan’s monitors. Part of the middle-upper screen blinked red, and Russ stared, trying to figure out what it meant. “Do you want me to dispatch?”

      “Yeah,” said Russ. “Yeah, Sieku. Just—just get it handled.”

      “I will, sir.” Sieku swiped through commands, and on the upper monitor, blue hash lines covered the offending area. A message read ‘En Route’ on the primary screen. Russ tried to follow what it meant, but his mind pulled his focus elsewhere, to a cave and a toppled tower.

      “Are you all right, sir? You seem—wrong.”

      “Sure.” Right now, he could not figure out what bothered him. His brow furrowed, and the image of a face flashing in darkness came to him. “I think—just a dream or something. Throwing me off.”

      “Perhaps you should go lie down.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, sounds good.” Russ floated to his living room. He knew he had been doing something, but his mind could not pin down what.

      Why are the lights off? They turned on, and their glare made it impossible to see outside while he prepared a kettle for coffee. When he reached for a cupboard, its door did not slide open. Russ pounded on it. Nothing.

      “Sieku, when did this cupboard get stuck?”

      “Everything all right in there, sir?” Sieku’s voice sounded distant.

      “You are supposed to keep watch over the house. How am to trust you if you cannot even fix a cupboard?”

      “I am trying, sir.” The urlan’s voice grew quieter, and whispers followed after it, blurring the words Sieku used. “But you are not here to”—he still spoke, but Russ could no longer understand him.

      “What?”

      Sieku whispered. A rustling filled Russ’s ears, like boots crunching leaves on a wet fall morning. An acidic stink caused his eyes to water, caused his skin to itch like he had dropped into stinging nettle. He blinked against the attack on his senses, and then his vision filled with static. He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles and did not stop for a while.

      When he did, the house had dimmed. A light above him flashed and burned out. Smoke stung his mouth and chest, and he cradled his face in the crook of his elbow. “Sie”—he coughed. Grit crunched between his teeth. His dining room table laid on its side, the chairs around it turned to scrap, dismantled. The stool at his desk stood on only three of its legs. Red dripped from its seat to the ash-covered floor.

      Russ’s front door stood open, and an orange glow peeked inside, dancing as flame. A flickering shadow pranced into his living room and smoldered a pile of kindling. Gray smoke billowed from it before it finally caught fire.

      “Sie”—he coughed again before he could finish the name.

      The fire’s smoke vacuumed outside through the door’s narrow opening. Russ pushed at it, but no more would it open. He looked out the window. Darkness spread over his untended land. In the distance, orange flame advanced across the countryside, and at its heart, a pyre blazed high above the rest. The kingdom burned. Russ pounded on the glass, but his fists made hardly a sound. He punched and caused not even a crack.

      Two shapes sped from the right: a Karlian backpedaled against a demon that towered over him and swiped at his face with unholy speed. Her claws tore through the fabric of space and rent the air with Fel. Arms reached through the tears, grasping; a terrifying face peeked from under them. He could not fit through, but as D’niqa cut new holes, M’keth came closer to grabbing the holy warrior, the dark lord moving through the nether in tandem with his servant.

      They stopped, D’niqa locked against the knight, whose feet drove into the soil against her might. She spoke. He spoke against her. Russ could hear neither, but the Karlian held his ground. Just keep holding, Russ thought. Something bad would happen if the warrior failed.

      D’niqa reached over him and opened a nether gash with a swipe of her claws, and M’keth finally wrapped his fingers around the Karlian’s neck. His helmet sparked and unfolded, and the knight fell to his knees, still holding D’niqa away with his hammer. Mania greased M’keth’s face as he reached, but his claws only grazed the man’s hair.

      Russ recognized his old friend. “Grenn?” How long had it been? The younger man’s hair had grayed, that atop his head and across his face more white than brown. A scar ran up his neck to his left jaw and eye. The one on his right cheek still gleamed against his weathered skin. His eyes burned gold and etched shadows into the lines on his face.

      D’niqa leaned closer to him and spoke, a wide grin across her lips that showed fangs too many for her mouth. Russ only heard her final word: “Burn.” With her left hand, she hooked a barb under Grenn’s jaw and pierced into his head. His mouth hung open, and surprise blended with the fear that veiled his face. D’niqa jerked her hand upwards, and the Light left Grenn’s eyes.

      “No!” Russ shouted. He pounded on the window, willing it to break, but it made nary a sound.

      Grenn’s arms fell away from the defensive posture he had held, and he dropped his hammer. D’niqa pulled her fingers from his head, blood trailing from his neck to her hand, and she kicked his chest. The old man flew backwards, then he collapsed and moved no more.

      “Grenn!” yelled Russ.

      M’keth’s hands hung from different tears. He cackled, clapping with glee. A grav-engine’s whir filled Russ’s ears, and the world grew dark.

      The bitch raced toward the window and reached into it. Glass molded around her arm. “Wake up!” she screamed. The world became a negative of itself.

      Russ covered his ears against the sound. The image of Grenn’s lifeless body burned through his squeezed-shut eyes. He slumped backwards, his body weak.

      “Wake up!” the master yelled again.

      Russ did not need to see to her face to know it morphed into the ghastly redness she had taken each time she had commanded him. “Grenn,” he said, his voice growing weaker. He raised his arm and hoped it would be enough to stop her from reaching him.

      But the glass cracked. His lungs burned and would not fill enough to yell. Panic gripped him when something grabbed his legs. He kicked, but his muscles tensed barely enough to scuttle a bit further away, not enough to free himself.

      “Cannot kill you if you are asleep. Not the right way, at least. We attack at dawn. Now wake up.”

      The world flashed to blackness. “Understand.” Russ’s mind filled with a final scene.

      She leaned against a wall at the back of the room. Shadows snaked up her legs like vines, pitch black even in the orange glow. D’niqa waited—for what, only M’keth could see. The avatar stood before her, speaking with the goblin-frog.

      “Our agents have informed me that both Arnin and High Tower are readying for potential mobilization,” Granech said. “The former is even rousting their governments in Yarnle. This could be the time to set up our garrisons on the world’s other side. With Your permission, my Lord”—

      “No,” said M’keth. “We shall wait. I won’t fight this War against the Light and the young king. Our power must remain here, for if we do not defeat the Grand Master, our show at strength is for naught. We already hold the piece to keep him in the fold. All we must do is wait for him to awaken, which D’niqa has informed me is imminent.”

      Granech turned his gaze to the bitch, but he said nothing.

      “No need shall there be to fight,” M’keth went on. “Nilrius has given a gift unassailable. They will simply concede in the realization that nothing can stand against us this time. D’niqa shall deliver the final blow, and with it, so too shall we seal the fate of this world for our own. They will see my might and tremble at my name.”

      “They already do, our Lord,” D’niqa said. Her word charmed Him, she knew.

      M’keth smirked, a fiendish gash across His face. “It’s time they realized our new power. With the Grand Master out of the way, we will need only to wait for those in play to finish”—

      In the last moments of Russ’s slumber, a woman appeared from the darkness, her form pure in his pitted dreamscape. She stood in front of him, her black hair pulled into a high ponytail, wearing a corset and leather pants. In her hands, she held a dark stone made of glass, larger than her fist. Russ saw her for only a second, then he awakened.

      The sun shined through a window to his right. A sheer curtain moved in an imaginary breeze. He tried to sit up, but the bedding hemmed him in place, and he fell against his pillow, disoriented. A cream ceiling loomed above. His body weakened as he wriggled against the comforter, and his chest rasped, aching for air his hot prison wouldn’t let him have. After a few seconds’ tension, it loosened from under his body, and he tossed its edge away.

      “Good man awake. Yay!” Tiny applause pressed against the room’s stuffy quiet. “Toss and turn and toss and turn, then awake!”

      Russ sat up and slid his legs over the bed’s edge. A dark shape gained form as he blinked. On a stool near the end of the bed, his cheeks round for the plate of cut fruit and vegetables, sat Burth.

      “Jooky?” the serren asked. He held up a piece of meat between his front paws.

      Russ stretched, moist with sweat. His muscles burned as he used them, and he grunted against a pain in his right shoulder when he pulled too hard against himself. The world spun, and his throat caught on a lump when his stomach twisted. Dizzy man wakes up from a bad dream and thinks he’s all right. Though his head hurt, he laughed.

      He wore a matching set of pinstripe pajamas, the sleeves of which hung past his hands, but his pants cut off at mid-calf. The runes on his arms shined through the cloth. His thoughts stayed away from him for his wanting order of them. He needed to tell someone—something.

      “Who dressed me?” It hurt to speak. A coppery taste filled his mouth when he swallowed. “What’s the time?” He looked to the serren for an answer.

      Burth shrugged as he nibbled on a piece of pineapple.

      “Grenn,” Russ said. “Where’s Grenn? And Kendra? Willa?”

      The serren stared at him, and Russ wondered if he still dreamed. He watched the creature eat while he worked to clear the fog of his imagination from his waking mind. How much had been nightmare? Grenn couldn’t be dead. Had Kendra survived? And Willa? Surely if the serren had, they made it out, too.

      All of it. Yes, he is. And no.

      Russ shook his head. That can’t be true. He stood and caught his unbalance against the window. Foot- and street-traffic passed, perfectly unaware and unconcerned of the danger they all faced. In the western sky, the comet, its tail now long and wide, shined as a pearlescent wing in the world-made-broken. Should he have viewed it as a sign? Going there—how many days past?—when Karli had shown him a warning. Because it had to be for him, if for anybody. But no, Russell Hollowman couldn’t be that important, not so much that the Goddess would paint the sky for him.

      The stone Lillie had given him rested on the bedside table. He pocketed it before he shambled to the door, which opened it at his touch.

      Outside, quiet blanketed the hallway. “Grenn.” His voice didn’t echo. It just disappeared down the hallway’s length.

      He’s dead. What did we tell you?

      Russ leaned against the wall as he walked. “Kendra,” he said, sotto voce.

      Gone. They’re all gone. Left you to rot.

      He turned the corner to a lobby, where a door pitched open to his left. People spoke on its other side, but no one noticed him slip in. Around the hall, Karlians and Priests spoke with their mates as they ate. Most crowded around tables, both standing and sitting, on the main floor and on the entresol that ran around the room. Is this Karhaal? Russ searched hopelessly for any sign that he’d not fallen into another dream.

      Relief welled against his throat when he saw Grenn. “Grenn.” The young Karlian didn’t hear him, but the mech that perched on his right shoulder and watched their table’s conversation peered in Russ’s direction. Her eyes lit when she saw him, and she buzzed to Grenn’s face.

      “What is it?” Grenn asked. A response from Xenia guided Grenn’s gaze to Russ. The young Karlian stood, quick enough that his chair hit the girl’s behind him.

      “Hey!” She turned toward him, annoyed.

      “Sorry,” said Grenn, unnoticing of the small spectacle he’d made. He sidled between two tables and made his way toward Russ.

      Annoyance panged ran through the Grand Master as he watched the young man come, fully armored, but he desperately needed answers to his questions. “Where’s Kendra?” he asked, Grenn still ten feet from him. “I need her.”

      Surprise sprang across the young Karlian’s face. “She’s not here.” A few at Grenn’s table saw where he went, and others followed their gazes. They whispered between themselves, watching. Grenn closed the distance between them. “But holy shit, you’re up.” He looked at Xenia. “Go find Markil.” Xenia flew past Russ and down the hallway from which he’d come. “He was supposed to let me know first thing when you woke up.”

      “Not here? What the fuck do ya mean? Is she all right?”

      No, she’s dead, remember?

      A different voice noted, You also said Grenn was dead.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Grenn tried to sound assuring. “She just—she left after you guys got back from wherever. Wouldn’t say a fuckin word about anything except to keep you safe, and a few hours later, Order members started showing up. I don’t know if that’s connected, but then more and more got here. Didn’t know what to think.” He breathed. “It’s so great to see you awake.”

      “Why?” asked Russ, gesturing to the tables. “Why are they here?” To die, of course.

      “Said they came at the Grand Master’s call. To help.”

      “They can’t.”

      “With the—with the War? Why not?”

      Willa appeared from around the booth to Russ’s right. “Russ,” she said, wonder imprinted across her face. “Wheh—when did you wake up?”

      “A few minutes ago, apparently,” said Grenn.

      “Willa,” Russ said. “Goddess, you’re all right. What’s happened? How long was I asleep?” He remembered a part of his nightmares and grabbed at Grenn’s hair. “None of this is gray. It can’t have been long.”

      Grenn pushed at Russ’s arm, confused. “Yeah. Goddess, I know shit got weird in the forest, but”—

      “Grenn, stop,” said Willa.

      Russ waited while the other two played eyes at each other. “What the fuck’s happened?”

      “For us?” Grenn said. He considered. “Not much. Around the world? A whole shit storm. Manifeld called a session—he didn’t have a quorum, just like you said—and what happens when he does? A Leynar walks in like she belongs there and refuses to speak with anyone but the Undertaker, who she apprised of the situation here in Tanvarn. Then the Undertaker called for a vote of no confidence in the Chamberlain, and it passed.”

      “What? That can’t”—

      Grenn held up his left hand. “But now Manifeld himself is contesting the vote because they performed it during, as he’s called it, an illegitimate session, which, everyone knows, he called. It’s been a fucking mess, especially with all the Towers coming back online. And Arnin wants an update from you—said they got a cryptic message—and all this has been coming through me because someone told ‘em that the dumbass with the scar is the Grand Master’s squire.” He gestured around. “Do you see any other dumbasses here with a big scar on their face?”

      We see a dumbass whose neck is prime for the cutting, Russ thought. Though he didn’t want Grenn to die, something in him wanted to kill him. Everyone in this room. We could take them all in a Fel swoop. He counted. Seventeen, if he tried. The rest would overwhelm him, but he could at least get a handful. They’d come here to eat, and he could make it so they came here to die. Any of them. And if he died, all the better for it. Grenn spoke, but the sound around Russ became a rush of blood in his ears as he struggled against his own mind.

      The girl knows something’s off. Willa watched him, her brow creased, her eyes sharp. We should get her first. Russ moved his right arm, and he saw Willa see it. They stared at each other. He smirked, daring her to move first. But what would he do if—No, look at her, she’s ready; so when—she protected herself against him? Willa wore her armor. And we lack our claws.

      But Russ checked his right hand. He didn’t have claws.

      Adrenaline sluiced through his chest, and from outside himself, like his inner monologue had split in two, a different voice spoke to him.

      Damn it. Almost had you fooled, didn’t we? D’niqa’s voice became her own.

      Russ’s consciousness recoiled from her. Get out of my head. He panicked. Willa’s ears flicked when his expression changed from malice to fear.

      You ruined the surprise. We were hoping to get you to kill someone, at least.

      That would never happen, Russ thought, but he had never felt less sure of anything in his life.

      Okay, she said. Say this next—

      “Fuck off!” Russ yelled. The conversation around him quieted. Dozens stared at him, whispering to their table mates.

      “Russ,” said Grenn.

      The Grand Master pulled himself away, his breathing strained. A bead of sweat ran down his neck. He walked a precipice, struggling to distinguish reality from obscenity.

      “You all right, man?”

      D’niqa laughed. Yes, Grand Master, are you sure you’re all right?

      “No.” Russ grabbed his own head with both hands. “Get of my head, you bitch!”

      “Russ, please,” Willa said. She put a hand on his upper arm.

      Russell batted it away and looked upon her with unfettered hate. He struggled to keep out D’niqa’s whispers, strained the muscles in his neck and face to keep his thoughts his own.

      Grenn stepped between them. “Russ, come on. Maybe you should go back to bed.”

      Russ’ gaze flicked between Willa and the young man. Concern daubed their faces. “They’re coming.” He turned and spoke to no one. “They’re coming.”

      “Russ,” Willa said, “who”—

      He crashed into a waiter carrying a tray of food, and they tumbled to the floor. Russ’s hand closed on a few pieces of soft bacon, which he shoved into his mouth as he stood. “Temple,” he said to the man on the ground. “Where is it? She can’t follow me there.”

      “Which one?” said the waiter, annoyed. He picked himself off the ground and wiped at the food on his clothes. White gravy stained the front of his monogrammed shirt. “Catch a cab or something.” An urlan had already knelt next to the mess and started cleaning it, stacking dishes and wiping up food with dictated efficiency.

      Outside, Russ—“Temple. Stay away.”—hailed a cab and climbed on. “Temple. Stay away.”

      “Sir, the temple’s”—

      “Just drive! Go—go to the temple. Stay away.”

      The cabbie pulled away from the curb. Through the entire ride, Russ repeated to himself, “Temple. Stay away,” and a short time later, the cabbie stopped in front of a temple in Tanvarn.

      Without paying, Russ stepped off the shuttle and stampeded into the holy place, the doors of which had barely opened enough for him to side-step past them. The effort to keep D’niqa at bay lessened. He crashed into the first prayer room’s door and found it occupied, the next one as well. At the third, the door opened, and he locked it shut behind him.

      The room, simple, white, and featureless, with a high window that let in the morning light, had only a nightstand at its other end. Russ rummaged through it to find a stick of incense and a box of matches. He fumbled them in his tortured haste.

      Bit of a hurry, aren’t we? D’niqa said, her voice cool and distant. She laughed.

      Russ dropped his first stalk, and he knocked the next one off its pedestal when he couldn’t get a match to catch fire. His will held the next in place, and he singed his fingers lighting a match for it. His shaky hand almost put out the flame before the cane caught cinder. The incense wavered as he backed toward the room’s center, where he sat and closed his eyes. But D’niqa invaded his head further until her thoughts again became his, and Russ couldn’t let loose his own mind.

      If we can’t have our own, neither can you. The incense wavered in its bowl.

      Beads of sweat coated Russ’s brow as he struggled to keep focus. “Lillie!” he shouted. “Keep her away from me!” He put his hands over his ears and screamed for the person with whom he most needed counsel. “Jeom!”

      Yes! Oh, yes! Bark for me.

      Russ uttered a panicked prayer, and a ward shielded him. Her voice dampened to a scratching of leaves against a door during a late-summer storm, and when he next opened his eyes, the smoke from his incense drifted toward the form of his old friend, who stood still, his hands behind his back. “Jeom.”

      “There’s no need to yell,” said the old Master. “I’m just a call away. Always have been.” His manner evaporated to concern when he saw the fear on Russ’s face. He approached and placed his ethereal hand on his apprentice’s head. “Close your eyes. Calm”—Jeom breathed, and his next words reverberated through the room—“your mind.”

      Russell’s nerves cut, and he entered pense. The sun coated his old Master in twinkling light that reflected in pinpricks on the room’s walls. All had quieted.

      Jeom leaned against the cabinet. “Better?”

      “No.” Russ’s voice came from him in a growl of anger. Though D’niqa no longer pressed against him, a tedious unraveling of his trust—in most everything he knew—edged toward erosion. The room’s air had cooled, and smoky sage had replaced the mint he’d become accustomed to.

      Jeom huffed. “Could set that upon you again if you’d prefer.”

      “If you can take it away, why let us live with it?” Goddess, he wanted to hurt the man—to hurt him.

      “Don’t confuse me for a god. You’ll need it back, you just can’t process it right now. Look at you: you’re scuffed. Let your mind work through what it can, through what you want of me, and maybe you’ll come out the other side of this with something worthwhile.”

      “How could you keep”—

      “I wanted to tell you, but those decisions lie outside of myself.”

      “Do not presage my thoughts,” Russell said in gnarled speech. “You’re here. You must think—you must know how important this is.”

      Jeom responded, emphatic: “I’m here because I must be.”

      “Then why did you stay away for so long?” Russ wiped snot on his sleeve and sniffed. “How could you keep this from me?”

      “It’s the main reason She kept me away.” Jeom’s tone edged on instability, a mode Russ hadn’t heard or seen during the former’s life. “I can’t act against the gods’ rules. It is for you to understand why They kept from you what They did.”

      “But you knew.” His words stabbed in accusation. “She knew, didn’t She—that this would happen?”

      “Not even gods can tell the future.” Jeom’s right brow flicked. “Not all of them.”

      “I’m not talking about the future!” Russ’s voice didn’t echo. “I’m talking about—about Lillie. M’keth.” A tear streamed down his cheek onto his lips. “I was never supposed to find her, was I? We’re just pawns in the gods’ stupid game.” His thoughts cleared, and suddenly the forest scene became clear again, when his wife had spoken with him from the barrier’s other side, her face illuminated and gaunt. “They don’t even care about all the pain and misery They”—

      “Do not!” exclaimed Jeom. His voice resounded in the small prayer space. “Do not besmirch Them. Their control is as makers, not wizards and wish-fulfillers.”

      “But They can set events in motion. Why give us life if all it’s for is shitting on everyone? This whole thing is a damn joke.”

      “Life? The gift of life, to have our essences ripped from the void of nonentity, for the gods to make us part of Their puzzle. That’s a joke to you?”

      “If not, then it’s a cruel truth.”

      “The truth normally is.”

      Unless it says something you like hearing. When will I understand? “Gods damn you. You were supposed to have defeated him. I dared to let myself think it was true. And now he’s just gained power. How in the hells are we supposed to stop him now? You’ve—you’ve doomed us all.”

      “I knew my sacrifice would undo itself in time,” Jeom said, sure. “Didn’t know how long exactly, but it would happen. The chosen—the preferred, whatever you want to call them—hadn’t been born yet. Karli guided me, and my destiny was to give everyone the most precious commodity I could.”

      Russ snorted. “But it was all a lie.”

      “Not a lie,” Jeom said, shaking his head. “Hope is never a lie.”

      “It’s not a whole truth, either,” said Russ, his words pocked by sobs.

      Jeom raised his voice. “That’s because the whole truth is meaningless to most everyone. What do you want me to tell you? That I didn’t want to do what I did, but I bound myself in duty and did it anyway?”

      Russ could hardly speak for the emotion in his throat. “No—I know it’s not true at that. I want to kn—know whether I wasted my life searching for somethin I couldn’t have found. Something that, for Her reasons, She wouldn’t let me have.”

      “Yeah, because it fits your story—that She took Lillie from you to keep you safe to fight in another War. Poor you. I’m not going to feed your victimization complex, especially because that’s not what She did. You don’t even know what you’d be without it now, do you?”

      “Don’t,” Russ said, his voice thick. “You can counsel, but I’ll be damned if you talk down to me—if you talk down to me.”

      “Then what would you like counseled on, my apprentice?” Sarcasm coated Jeom’s words. He crossed his arm and waited.

      Russ let his mind float. All his thoughts swirled around one emotion, one he’d felt for the first time in a long while when he saw M’keth pacing in the hell maw. “Were you afraid of dying that night?”

      “In a way,” said Jeom. “Do you wish to see what happened?”

      Before Russ answered, the room dulled to a gray fog and resolved into a throng of demons. At their center, a lone man stood in sheened golden armor, his hammer on the ground next to him. A rat-demon’s head lay under it, smashed from a simple assault. Snow flurried in bursts around them, and a quiet wind howled far away, as distant as the darkness that pressed toward them from all directions.

      Only the radiance from Jeom’s body lit the scene. “I wish to speak with your master,” he said, talking at them in Demonic, his tongue as fluent as theirs.

      They jeered, swiped at him from out of reach.

      “Not here,” one of them said, an ugly goblin whose lop-sided head sat on his shoulders of the same. His good eye bulged in its socket. He stood hunchbacked and left-leaning, and his jaw opened far too wide when he spoke. “You will have to go to His realm.” Even in Demonic, Granech spoke with a twisted accent. “But why would He see you this day?”

      “I wish to sue for a time of peace.”

      The demons laughed. All around him, they skulked. The humanoids stood close by, and the rats and other animals marshaled behind them, weaving underfoot, vying for any opening. Jeom’s gaze passed over each in turn, his face devoid of emotion or inclination.

      “Our master has no interest in peace,” the mouth said. “His interest lies in your peoples’ destruction, so this place might become a new ground for our march. We are winning. What would M’keth”—the name reverberated through the crowd—“gain from such an auspicious position?”

      “Information.”

      The mouth’s laughter came as crushed gravel. His jaw clicked a few times before he spoke. “What could you know that M’keth does not already?”

      “How to get inside Karlian defenses.”

      The speaker squinted his good eye and turned his gaze fully upon the Grand Master. “Would you betray your own people just to have peace? How long would you bargain for? A day? A week? For your lifetime? Such things do not interest Him. You made a mistake coming here.”

      Jeom sighed. His breath fogged in the frigid air. “I will speak with him.” He bowed his head and clasped his hands.

      “And who are you to command such an audience?”

      Jeom remained silent. A bat flew from above and swooped toward his head. Quicker than Russ could see, Jeom reached for it, crushed its head in his fist, and threw the demon aside. “I wish to speak with your master,” he said, no longer in Demonic. “It’s understandable why he’s afraid.”

      The demons howled. Their laughter filled the air, loud enough for Russ to wince against it. A mouse-like creature scurried toward Jeom, pattering along the ground as a bereft shadow until it materialized from the dirt, and dove at the Master’s ankle. He lifted his hammer and crushed the small demon beneath it. Its hind legs twitched while the rest of them screamed with hilarity.

      Jeom stood still against their noise. “This isn’t a game, and even if it were, you have lost. I will give you a dozen seconds, no more, before I kill you all”—he pointed at Granech—“including you, and then be on my way.”

      They wailed louder and pointed at the man before them like a sideshow, bantering amongst themselves: “Thinks he can take us all,” “He would die shitting himself from the pain,” and, “All part of the plan.”

      Granech held with him a notebook, which he clasped in his right hand and cradled close against his body. Blood and mud covered it, seeped into its pages and congealed against the demon’s grip. A centipede crawled across his mottled face, and when its head neared the demon’s lips, he opened wide his jaw and crunched. He pulled the rest of bug into his mouth while he watched Jeom, listening. “Silence!” The word came laced with basso tones; from his maw issued echoing blackness. The others quieted immediately to hear him. “Your insolence shall be the end of you.”

      A whisper of wind sounded behind Jeom, and when he turned, M’keth stood before him, twice a man’s height, three times as wide at the shoulders, his human-like face purer and more terrible than any Russ had seen—beautiful, yet awful to behold. Perhaps despite themselves, the demons nearest him cowered for his presence.

      “The hubris,” M’keth said. He cast his gaze over the horde. “You think you can face he who is the Light?”

      “Do you think you can?” Jeom asked. “M’keth, I’ve come”—

      “Speak not the Demonic.” M’keth spoke in Plainari. He held his arms behind his straight back and walked the circle the demons had made around Jeom with an uncaring grace, almost floating. “Though your exposure to the Fel has left your tongue perfect, your speech sickens me.”

      “I’ve come to bargain with you,” said Jeom. He stared at the avatar’s face, turned with him.

      M’keth laughed. “And what could you offer me that I could not simply take?”

      “Lay down your arms. Banish your armies. Let Coroth alone for a hundred millennia. If you do, this planet will be yours when that time comes.”

      M’keth’s gaze probed him. None of the demons looked upon their master, their gazes cast toward the ground—all except for Granech, who watched, calculating.

      “I will admit,” M’keth finally said, “your presence here is propitious, though I cannot imagine the Goddess approves of such slaneisch. You say you’ve come to bargain, so do so, before I lose my patience. I would say to think twice about your words, but for your kind, I’m sure it wouldn’t matter.”

      “I’ve made my bargain. Leave, and when you return, Coroth is yours.”

      “Offering me what is already mine is not a bargain. You fail to understand what is truly at stake. Our motivations aren’t so different; in fact, they align more often than you’d imagine. My master and yours do not operate in manners so unique, and theirs are missions with scope beyond your comprehension.”

      “But you pretend understand them.”

      Though nothing could touch him here, Russell stepped backward when the avatar bared his teeth—a perfect, human-like grin that both assured and reviled him.

      “I will offer you this,” said M’keth. “Join me, and we can put to rest this little game. There’s no reason we must fight against the other, apart from the rules the gods have made. Lay down your arms, and the rest is simply like ripping off a bandage. No other choice exists for your kind.”

      “I would never accept”—

      “This is not a bargain. Consider it pity.”

      “I would rather die,” Jeom said.

      M’keth raced toward him, grabbed the Grand Master around the neck, and lifted him off the ground. “I can arrange that,” he said, his jaw clenched. “If you will not join us, then you will all die.”

      A crooked smile rearranged Jeom’s face, and he spoke through M’keth’s crushing grip. “That’s—the idea.” He pulled the Light to him, and just like every other time in his life that Jeom had called upon it, an immense power set upon the world. Coroth trembled, and Jeom guided and set that force upon M’keth.

      The demons’ lord dropped him, and from the avatar emanated a Fel so powerful that it pulled at the fabric of reality. Around the square, holes opened and sucked demons through, tearing them when they caught on the fissures. One plugged with a lumberer’s backside, and he swung his arms trying to free himself, bawling in grunts.

      “Shouldn’t have touched me,” Jeom said, his voice cracked and wispy. He fell to one knee, rubbing at the blackened skin on his neck. The veins that flowed into his face traced onyx, and his lips puckered bright red. “If nothing else comes of this”—Jeom made sure the demon lord watched him, heard him—“know that I came here with every intention of seeing you die, but I’ll take what I can get.”

      “No.” M’keth’s mouth hung open. Fear guised his face, burrowed into his eyes. A cloud of ash and sooty darkness surrounded him when he tried to port away, but the Light held him in place. He looked to the demon who served as his mouth. “You fool! Make away!”

      The demon called Granech ran at his master’s command, then Nilrius’s avatar turned toward the Grand Master, both ugly and resigned to their fates.

      “I am the Light where it cannot go,” Jeom said. His body glowed faintly, and his golden armor heliographed of itself. He coughed, but nothing cleared from his voice. “We are the defenders of the Light on Coroth”—as Jeom spoke the holy words, he shined brighter, ignited the area around them in holy flame, and soon even Russ had to shield his eyes against the luminance.

      The scene faded, the demons panicking and scattered, their master held against his will to face the trap Jeom had brought to him.

      “I was afraid that night,” said Jeom, pushing through his past’s vision. The rest of the scene fell to smoke. “But not how every layman on Coroth fears death—I knew I walked my last that day. The only thing I feared was not doing what needed done before I fell. That’s all any man should fear.”

      Russ breathed. “D’niqa, this new lieutenant, tried to make the same deal with me.”

      “Tempting, wasn’t it? But every word from a demon’s mouth is bullshit. These atrocities don’t operate the way you and I do—on good faith, where our words can bind us and hold us against trespasses. M’keth makes deals and breaks them, such is his way.”

      Russ looked to the carpet at his knees, threadbare from practitioners using the room over years upon years. Tears pooled in his eyes, yet now he did not cry. “You once told me it’s what made a man, one who didn’t need permission to do his duty when it was right. But I’m not like you. I can’t do what you did—I’m not strong like you were.”

      “Russ,” Jeom said, his tone soft. “Karli chose you because of who you are. If anybody else could do what She needs of you, She would have picked them.”

      “But not like this. You didn’t have a stake in the War like this. Not that you ever told me, at least.”

      “No.” Jeom shook his head. “I’m driven by something different than you.”

      “What? Duty?”

      “Nothing so esoteric, Russ.”

      Russ laughed for a breath. Those words had felt so right to say to Grenn, so frustrating when Jeom used them on him. “But I can’t kill her.” He hung his head. Tears fell from the bridge of his nose, and he shivered. “I can’t kill Lillie. I’m not strong enough for this.”

      A dull weight settled on his shoulder, and Jeom spoke: “Nobody ever thinks they’re strong enough to do what needs done. Until they do it. How easy the gods’ tests would be if we knew we could do Their work. They pick us for this crucible, and regardless of whether we make it, that’s better than not getting to try.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Russ turned his gaze to the ceiling. He held his hands to either side of his legs and pleaded. “I don’t deserve this—any of this—the mantle… I’m powerless, and without a true Grand Master, this War will cause our end. You laid upon me a responsibility that I shirked, and now, I am punished, perhaps forever. At that, it wouldn’t be long enough. But in Your wisdom, if You can somehow find it within Your graces, I know I can prove to You my devotion. Just give me this chance.”

      Jeom picked at the corner of his right eye. “Are you done?”

      Russ felt none the better for his plea. When he lowered his hands, his right found the soul stone and pulled it from his pocket.

      “Good thing no one was here to see that,” Jeom said. “They might have written stories about it, gods forbid. Russell Hollowman’s Atonement. But this isn’t a story, and your life is hardly a parable.”

      Silence surrounded them for a dozen seconds before Jeom spoke again. “It’s possible to drown in waters through which others swim. But Russell, She chose you as She chose me and all the Grand Masters in our past. The world isn’t fair—rarely is it. We are powerful, and so too are the demons. When two equal forces meet upon each other, their strength seems as nothing in their cancellation. What I learned, as do all Grand Masters in their time, is that Karlians lose this battle from the moment we’re born, perhaps even before.”

      Russell waited, scraping for meaning.

      “It is our epic struggle, Grand Master, perhaps in all time and in all worlds. Powers flux. We’re lucky that flux swings in our favor. Some worlds don’t have such luck. Yet this is but a crucible”—that word again. “For what, I’m unaware, and so were all the Masters before me. But time and again the demons came, the best of us fell, and They recalculated what it might take to beat us anew. This, new and old, again and again. And even if this world falls, They start another and repeat the cycle.”

      “But a crucible for what?” asked Russ. “How many Coroths have there been? What do the gods want of all this? If you know”—

      “I can’t,” Jeom said, “and I won’t.” His eyes traced nothing. “May have told you too much already now that I’ve said it.”

      Quiet surrounded them, and Jeom paced, muttering to himself, waving his hand in time with his musings. Russ rolled the stone between his hands as his mind slowly settled on the one truth he’d avoided for the past two decades.

      “I have to pay for it. That’s the way of things, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Jeom said. Then he noticed what Russ handled. “What is that?”

      “A soul stone.” Russ sniffed and wiped his nose with his sleeve. “Lillie gave it to me in the nether at Arnin.”

      “It can’t be hers”—

      “No. She told me she took it from someone who wasn’t aware she had. Been trying to piece together how or if it fits into all this. I feel like I’m so close.” Russ’s thoughts returned to his wife. “She was so close. Twice now. My rune never stopped twinging over the years, and when it would, I’d”—he sighed—“I’d almost feel her there with me. All that time. Figured out the meditation, even, so I wouldn’t have to sleep. Couldn’t bear to miss a tick, anything that might tell me she was alive.”

      Jeom frowned.

      “Funny. I don’t know if I remember havin this dream, or if I remember remembering having it. Musta been a long time ago, but I’m just there, floating through space. Somethin’s chasing me, and there’s this one star, brighter than any of ‘em. Can’t remember much what happened after that, and—maybe the dream changed; perhaps it was two different dreams—I ended up talkin to this guy.” Russ paused. “Gah, he told somethin important, I think. Wish I could remember it.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Jeom sounded annoyed but interested.

      “Just talking. They’re coming. D’niqa said she’d attack at dawn. Guess my mind is scrambling.”

      “Russell, Karli has Called you again. And whether you accept or turn away is up to”—

      “But one thing he said”—

      “He? M’keth?”

      “No.” Russ batted his hand to the side of his face to wave away smoke that had tickled his nose. “I can’t really remember what he said or who he was, but”—he tried to remember the meaning if not the words. “I think he was talkin about bringin me and Lillie together. Somehow.” Then he doubted. “But that’s probably not right.”

      Jeom stared at him. Skepticism tinted his gaze. “A dream character?”

      “Yeah. And I know exactly where she is now. This’ll all be over if I can just get to her.”

      Russ had calmed, enough for the words he spoke to make sense, for him to find certainty in what he surmised despite how unsure the world had become. Whether ‘her’ meant D’niqa or Lillie didn’t matter anymore. He would do what he had to do. Because it had to be that way. He’d been so convinced of finding Lillie in the nether that he’d felt like he made that manifest, but the truth Karli needed him to know came to him as a letter that told a synopsis of his life, if not in truth, then in tale:

      In times of surety, we don’t even try to find it, but when the gods test us, Meaning finds us the same. And what an uncertain game the gods had played with him.

      Jeom stared at him for a few seconds, then looked back at the stick of incense. “About that time, then.” He sighed. “My young friend, set what comes tomorrow out of mind and rest tonight. You’ll need it. But first you must talk to your people. You can’t hide any longer.”

      “I could try,” Russ said, knowing he couldn’t.

      The old Master chuckled. “You could, but they’ve found you. So even if you think you still can, don’t.”

      “Would that I could, then. Thank you for your counsel, my old friend.”

      Jeom’s legs had already disappeared. A smile coated his face before the rest of him followed. “Good luck.”

      A dull tink sounded from the bowl of ash, and the Grand Master came out of pense.
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      Russ turned down the hall. A voice-quartet practiced at the sanctuary’s nave, where the temple staff burned incense scented with agave and honeydew. With the weather outside—the sun hung low through the temple’s windows—he could almost convince himself that spring had already come upon them. He breathed in the peace.

      A man stopped next to him. “They told me I’d find you here.”

      Russ recognized the voice. Time had played its song on his old mate. “Alerix Pender.”

      Alerix sighed. “Aye, ‘tis I.”

      “‘Tis I, ‘tis I,” Russ said, speaking the words they’d often sung during their off-hours. “Need look nowhere but to me”—

      “And if you miss me much, I’ll be a sight to see,” they said. They remained stoic a few seconds before they turned to each other, laughing.

      Russ grabbed Alerix’s arm to balance himself. “Goddess alive, it’s been too long. How is it?”

      “All right when I haven’t been trying to dodge Karhaal or—or slinking through an underbelly somewhere.”

      “Ah, you’re a sight. I’ve not seen anyone from my year or older since I”—

      “Disappeared?” Alerix said. His voice sounded like old radio recordings Russ had heard on tepid midsummer days during his youth; a proper tenor that would have transmitted clearly over airwaves. “Or gotten involved again?”

      Russ sighed. “Both.”

      “And Karhaal tells me you’ve been working as a pumpkin farmer.”

      “Ran a farm that cultivated pumpkins, yeah? Doesn’t make me a pumpkin farmer.”

      Alerix gaffed. “Right. And being a toad doesn’t mean you’ve got warty skin”—

      “Well what of that armor? Thought you’d disappeared, too. Surprised they’d even let you into the city.”

      “This rune”—Alerix held out his uncovered left arm—“gets me into Karhaal. It gets me the benefits.” He gestured to his armor. “Not this. I almost didn’t report for your recall anyway.” A subtle denigration under-toned his words.

      “Then what brings you here?”

      “Heard a certain asshole had laid up, and traveling sounded a lot better than just sitting around there.” Alerix stood a few inches taller than Russell. His hair formed a ‘U’ from ear to ear around the back of his head. “Got to Karhaal just in time for a session—no quorum, mind.” He tutted. “The Chamberlain might wonder why I’ve stayed away all these years. Goddess, and then Luff told me you’d left already. Chased out o’ town the way I hear it. What a fucking mess.”

      “Left of my own,” said Russ. “Didn’t fancy gettin stuck there. I’ve got—had—more important things to do.”

      “Like what, if I’m not out of kind.”

      Russ tried to sound casual, but he’d never perfected the mode. “Finding the main hive of this War?”

      Alerix’s brow pulled together. “Cripes, the rules just keep changing, don’t they? Didn’t find that until near the end last time—just days before Jeom”—

      “Yeah.” They remained silent a half-dozen seconds. “How many are here, do ya know?”

      “More keep showing up by the hour. Most I either haven’t seen since before the War ended or are new—to me, at least. Old Luff chastised anyone who didn’t want to come.” Alerix imitated the apothecary. “‘What do you mean you won’t respond to his call? Surely I must have misheard you.’ Shamed them more than anything. He had more than few words for me personally. That was fun. And he gave me something for you, I guess as some sort of insurance.” From his pocket he pulled a ring, a plain piece of silvered metal that rested on his palm. “He told me you’d know what to do with it.”

      Russ took it. The ring hummed with a frequency of Ley energy, more powerful than what he’d used in Karhaal—like Liri had somehow wound the magic tighter. It whirred in time with the passing seconds. An etching on the inside read, ‘For the man who has found nothing.’ He laughed and pocketed it. “Funny guy, old Luff.”

      Alerix chuffed. “Sure. Ya know, I never thought I’d see you again, apart from your portraits.” He gestured with his right thumb toward a painting in the temple’s foyer, identical to those at Arnin and Karhaal. “Saw the runes on your hammer in the security recordings, though. Knew it was you. How Manifeld justified his doubt comes down to who he is, and”—

      “Russ,” someone said from behind them. They turned.

      “That’s Grand Master to you, boy,” said Alerix. “What in the hells are you doing here? I told you all to stay put.”

      “We’re not kids, ass”—

      “It’s fine, Al,” Russ said. “He’s my friend.”

      Alerix looked between them, his gaze oblique, then he hmphed. “At least he looks the part”—

      “Russ, what’s going on?”

      “I’ll tell everybody once we’re back at Rhine’s,” said Russ. “Are they still flocked there?”

      Grenn raised his hand to his ear and waited. “Yeah. People heard you woke up. We’ve been waiting.”

      Russ stopped himself before he spoke. For an instant, while the quartet sang their hymn about the Light’s absolution through Urtim the Unbound, he sensed an elusive peace that threatened to fall upon him. Light from the high windows scattered shadows to the sanctuary’s corners, and though this temple would never be the one at Karhaal, that made this hall—of aging pine—no less impressive. The air inside had warmed and loomed on the pleasant side of comfortability.

      But the peace here, no matter how well made, served only as an illusion—perhaps even a distraction—from the world outside it walls.

      “Then we should go,” Russ said. They left.

      Outside, Russ stopped on the sidewalk and raised his arm to hail a passing cab.

      “What are ya doing?” Grenn asked. Concern painted the younger man’s face. “Rhine’s is right there.” He pointed at a building across the street, four blocks from them.

      “What?” Russ stared at the black marble. “But the ride here took ages.”

      “We literally watched the cabbie drive down the street and pull over here.”

      Russ winced. “We?”

      “Yeah. Willa and I followed you outside, along with a couple others.”

      “Fuck, that’s embarrassing.”

      “There are worse things to be embarrassed about,” Alerix said as they headed toward the hotel. His armor gleamed a pasty color of cream in the early-evening sun.

      “Sure.” Russ wrung his hands while they walked. “Any idea what I should say to ‘em? Everyone gathered, I mean.”

      “You do mean to address them?”

      Russ nodded. “I have to.” A double-wide freight vehicle lumbered by, going the other way with a dull roar. Its suspenders kicked up dust from the dry road. A gravi-cycle with flashing lights preceded its path. Other street-traffic cleared toward the sidewalk.

      “There’s been a lot of speculation over the years,” said Alerix after it passed. “I’m sure you’ve kept your ears open. Most of us just want to hear your truth. Shit, I’m having to pinch myself right now to make sure I’m not dreaming. Had to see you for myself, of course.” He waited for Russ to look at him before he said more. “And I’m glad to fetch you, as my old description might have warranted.”

      “Warden Pender.” Russ dropped his gaze to the sidewalk. “Goddess, I messed all this up”—

      “Don’t tell me that. I’m well aware of the trouble your departure caused—how much it still causes. But you’ve got a host of gathered Karlians and—Leynars—who want answers that no other person on Coroth can give them. Though I don’t know about the latter group.”

      “The Priests,” Grenn said. “And we serve the same Goddess.”

      Alerix tutted. “The scepter installed his own power at Karhaal after the Accords specifically prohibit such a thing. That borders on high treason.” He leaned toward Russ. “But even if a tribunal convicted him, his own council would exonerate him—against, I think, even an edict from the Order.” The old Warden straightened himself. “We all know from whom the Priests, as you call them, take their orders. The king’s mistress—that Undertaker.” Disgust tinged her name.

      “Do you know anything about her?” Russ asked.

      “Apart from her thinking she’s queen-shit, no. Believe me, I’ve tried. She appeared from nowhere as far as I’m concerned—after I left, of course. As Warden, I had access to nearly all the powers you left in your stead, and even then I don’t think it would have been enough to stop the king from butting in on our affairs. I wanted nothing more than to keep things floating”—

      “Then why didn’t you?” asked Grenn. “Why didn’t you do what Manifeld did?”

      “There was no need for it when I was there. Like I said, I couldn’t have done anything to stop the king anyway, especially after Manifeld created his little Chamberlain position. Our ship sunk faster than I could manage—than anyone could, even Manifeld. Have to at least give him that. He took up a responsibility nobody else near leadership wanted.”

      That nagged Russ more than anything as they entered Rhine’s. Would the world have turned out so much differently if he hadn’t done what he did?

      Nerves bugged his gut against the collective hum of those on the door’s other side. He couldn’t parse what any of them said; trying would have annoyed him anyway.

      “Then it sounds like you’re in this mess because of yourself, too,” said Grenn. “Don’t lay everything on Russ or the Priests”—

      “Grenn,” Russ said, “it’s not the time.”

      Alerix stood next to him with a mask of spiteful patience. “I’ll head in first, call order.” He stepped forward but half-turned and cast a withering glare upon Grenn. “And Boy.” He made sure Grenn looked at him. “I just ask that you remember exactly what’s going on here.” The older Karlian pushed inside. A couple saw Russ before the doors closed.

      “Who the fuck does he think he is?” Grenn said after the doors settled.

      Russ would have wondered the same, but he empathized with Alerix. The years had proven unkind to most.

      “Karlians,” Alerix said. A few seconds later, a long swallow-like whistle quieted the room. “Right. And the others of you gathered here, lend me your attention for a moment. Many of you know of the attack at Karhaal, and the man who showed up there calling himself Trent Geno. That man, who will stand before us presently, is our Grand Master, as you all shall see with your own eyes.”

      From the door’s other side came a chorus of gasps and mutterings.

      “Long have we awaited,” said Alerix, and he repeated himself, louder: “Long have we awaited the Grand Master’s return. I’ll be the first to admit to you”—the gathered quieted for him—“I never expected we’d see another War. Yet War is here, sure as serrens. I never expected for the Grand Master of our Order to just up and disappear, either, yet we all responded to his call regardless. Russell Hollowman himself stands on the other side of this door”—in Russ’s mind’s eye, he saw Alerix pointing toward him.

      Alerix continued, his voice quieter. “This our Outset. As Warden, I won’t speak for you, but I want to hear what he has to say. In this moment, with us gathered like no time in the recent past, I will vouch for him as he addresses us.”

      The door opened, and Russ realized that he stood in pajamas, his feet dirty and bare.

      “Good luck,” Grenn said, and Russ stepped inside to face his legacy.

      Whispers passed across the room: “Holy shit. That was him earlier,” “Goddess, did he go insane?” “There’s no way that’s him. Why should we”—and, “Get his portrait up.”

      In front of them, Russ’s nerves calmed. “You’ve all”—his voice caught in his throat, and he coughed. “You’ve all come here at the behest of someone else.” His words boomed through the room. “Me. The king. Perhaps the Goddess Herself.”

      They’d quieted for him, more than they had for Alerix. Anxieties and missteps plagued Russ’s mind while he turned in place, trying to look at each person there, but too many waited on his words. Those on the second story leaned against the wooden railing, watching from above.

      “Let me start this—this forum—with a small statement. I made a choice twenty years ago. Since then, Coroth has seen the most structured and settled peace the world has ever had. Nothing I’ve done would have changed that, and nothing I did caused it. We live in a world cultivated by a man whose power and achievements eclipse anyone alive right now.

      “But that peace has ended. The demons come. Even now, I feel it. I’m sure you all do. They have heard their master’s call. I may have shirked the duty given to me by man, but I can never escape my duty to the Goddess Karli. We must protect this world from that threat.”

      “But we elected you because of what you did,” a man said from the upper deck. “During the War, I mean. How could you just abandon us?”

      Russ wanted to laugh. He hoped these people would understand the truth as he did, if not now, then eventually. “Whatever power you think I have, I don’t. Whatever things you assume I did, I didn’t. I’m a person, the same as any of you. That answer won’t suffice for many here. It doesn’t for me, either. But everyone makes their choice, and I made mine.”

      “It was greedy. If you say what you did can’t diminish who you are, then who in the hells are you?”

      “Hear,” an old Priest said from the upper level. Her scowl burrowed her eyes under her brow. “We have all had to live with the consequences of your actions.”

      Russ shook his head. “You won’t have to forever. I don’t expect any of you to understand”—

      “But why? What is it we can’t understand? Has your exile been worth it—sending the world into chaos?”

      “Hear,” a man across the hall said. He banged his fist on the banister in front of him. A few others joined his agreement.

      Russ only had to remember how close he’d come to Lillie on the barrier’s other side just days before. “Every second.”

      The crowd erupted, all speaking at once. “He’s unfit to be Grand Master,” “… a desertion of his duties,” “We should call a new cabinet!”

      “Order,” Alerix said. They didn’t quiet. “Order!” he then yelled and stomped his armored heel into the ground. Apart from a table in the back-right corner from them, those in the restaurant hushed. “We’ll all have time to air our grievances. Believe you me, I have more than most of you. But now’s not the time to let old wounds and disorder sow anarchy among our ranks.”

      “Where were you, Pender?” a man said from a table near stained-glass windows on the restaurant’s north wall. The depiction of a Mother Goose painted his sheened armor fitful shades of blue and red. His voice came to them like a crab scuttling across sand. “You, the Warden of Karhaal, speak of disorder, but even you couldn’t find the Grand Master. Surely you must have suspected him dead to abandon your post.”

      “I didn’t leave mine until you voted Manifeld into his seat. What in the hells was I supposed to do?”

      “Could have stayed and helped. Most of us did ‘til just a couple years ago. Pretended things were always just a day away from returning to normal.”

      “And you leaving helped,” said Alerix.

      “No less than you”—

      “If you’re going to assign blame,” Russ said, “let it lay upon me. Alerix wouldn’t have left Karhaal were it not for my departure, and you—any of you—wouldn’t have elected Manifeld to fill my Seat in-proxy had I been there.”

      “Where you were supposed to be,” a scowling Karlian said from a table to Russ’s left, close enough that Russell saw the flecks of puce in his dark eyes.

      “No,” said Russ, shaking his head. “I was right where I was supposed to be.”

      The man squinted. His mouth hung open, but he spoke no more.

      “People told us about the demon getting into Karhaal,” another Karlian said. Concern corroded her voice. She looked hardly old enough to have passed her trials. Her golden hair burned for the light that shined in the window behind her. “How did that happen? I mean, are we facing something different this time?”

      “Yes,” Russ said. “And no. I’m not sure how the demon at Karhaal got in. The apothecary is looking into it”—

      “The apothecary?” another girl said from a table in the middle. “Shouldn’t the quartermaster be doing something?”

      “They’re the same person, genius,” said Grenn.

      “What?” The girl seemed honestly nonplussed.

      “I have the quartermaster looking into how it happened,” Russ said. “You’re right that they shouldn’t have been able to get inside, but I know why it happened. The demon was after me and knew where I was, and it being able to cross onto holy ground can only mean one thing—that they have grown in power. An escalation.”

      “But Karhaal,” said a man. “The Bastion of Light—they’ve never gotten inside, despite myriad escalations. Does ‘holy’ mean nothing anymore? If so, how can we be sure of anything?”

      “Besides,” another said, “why would the demons want you? You’ve done fuck-all for the last twenty years.”

      Russ couldn’t help himself. He chuckled. “I am the Grand Master whether I’ve been here. To the demons, if not you, that means something. Just a week ago, a mastered demon came to my farm—I’m a pumpkin farmer, by the way.” This earned a few laughs, mostly groans and derisive cuts, from the Order. “I used that lesser to gain entrance to the nether, and there I met this new—whatever she is—for the first time. When I tried to banish her”—Russell breathed—“she toyed with the Light.”

      Gasps lit the air around the hall. “Toyed? You mean it didn’t”—

      “Still harmed her, but no, it didn’t kill her. She’s followed me since, and now she intends to end us, starting with me, as their imperative has always been.” He considered whether to tell them about M’keth, but Russ didn’t even know where the avatar stayed in terms of power, whether he could come back fully.

      “So where were you the past few days?” a hooded Priest asked to the left, above him. “We came here to see the Grand Master for ourselves, only for your people to tell us you were—resting.”

      Russ looked to Grenn and Willa, behind him and to his left. “Did they?”

      “Ken—Kendra told us to not say anything until you woke up,” Willa said, her voice carrying as little as she could manage.

      Russ huffed. “And what if I hadn’t?”

      “We’d deal with that if we had to,” said Grenn.

      Russ let his gaze linger on them, then he turned back to the crowd. He swallowed hard, pruning what to tell them of his trek into the forest. “I’d just come from a hive. The hive of this War, I think. A few thousand miles north of Keep.”

      “Then we can destroy it,” a large man said from a booth along the first floor’s edge. In his haste to stand, his chair screeched against the floor. “We can stop this invasion before it even gets started. If what we need is Priestly power, we’ve already got that, more than enough. Let my Lycans”—

      Russ raised his hand. “They’ve had years to prepare for this, hidden and unchecked. They’re already marching for us.”

      The man watched him in perturbed silence. He consulted a moment with those at his table. A woman there shook her head, then the man returned his attention to Russ. “How are you aware of their movements?”

      Grenn answered: “What in the hells else would they be doing”—

      “She told me,” said Russ. “You may call me forsaken for this, for knowing the mind of this new master who would see us dead. But she’s coming at dawn, and if we don’t stop her, Tanvarn will be the Redater of this War. We can’t abandon our promise to this world. Not when it needs us most.”

      “You did,” a girl said to his right.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “What are you talking about? This entire forum is about your dereliction.”

      “The world doesn’t need a Grand Master during Peace. If I’d abandoned my duty, I wouldn’t be standing here in front of you now. And everyone would be blissfully unaware of a party of demons coming to rape and pillage Tanvarn.”

      “You still abandoned your post,” a woman said from the balcony.

      A man from the middle of the hall joined her opinion. “And if you’d been at your Seat, we might have detected this sooner.”

      “Maybe,” said Russ, unconcerned. But even fixing the past can’t change what we face.

      “Then you’ve doomed us all.”

      Russ nodded. “Maybe.”

      A small roar of voices all spoke at once, and this time Russ made nothing of what they said in the growing bedlam.

      Then one question rang from the back of the hall: “Are you actually going to answer anything?”

      Alerix answered in kind. “He has.” He stomped his foot. Doom. Silence returned to them. “We can’t change what happened.” His voice had become a whip. “Goddess knows I wish that were possible. Many a night have I laid awake, wishing I could prevent all this. The Grand Master is generous to assign blame only to himself, for there was much most any of us could have done in his stead. But we didn’t, and his departure and our laze affected everyone—not just here, not just of the Order.

      “This is not a dick-measuring contest of who feels more wronged or who’s less at fault. If you think it is, then get the fuck out of this forum, relinquish your armor, and never darken our halls again. All we can do is move forward and forget about what should have been or almost was.” He waited, and Russ watched for anyone to move. No one did. “Look at the runes across your Grand Master’s arms.”

      Russ pushed the sleeves over his elbows and made an uncertain spectacle of himself as hundreds of gazes pressed upon him.

      “The demons are here,” Alerix said, “and they come for us.”

      “He’s right,” a familiar voice said. Russ hadn’t noticed her before, but Georina sat a table with Revlina near the booths on the northern wall. “I saw the one in the courtyard myself.”

      Russ nodded at her in silent acknowledgement. “As individuals, you can do as you please. Goddess knows I did. But as the Order, as members of Karli’s sacred alliance, we can’t. If you fight with me—with me, not for me—you’re riding not with a Grand Master. Just another man, one who messed up years ago. I can’t make things right, can’t undo all the trespasses I’ve committed, but still we have our mission. Where the Light cannot go, we do in its stead to protect those who can’t guard themselves.

      “But make no mistake, it’s different this time. They mean for my fall to trigger a concession—that everyone on Coroth will see their new power and simply dwindle for it. I call upon you now, all of you, to stand with me and fight this most mighty evil to ever walk Coroth.”

      Russ waited. His heart fluttered when no one responded. They whispered, but none answered him. How to make them understand?

      He turned to Alerix, who leaned against the door frame behind him, his arms crossed. “Alerix Pender, will you accept my call and join me on the morrow?”

      The Warden stared at him with a discerning gaze, then he righted himself and said, “Aye.” He raised his voice. “I made the vow, and so I shall keep it.”

      Without Russ’s proffering, a couple chairs scooted from their table, and he turned to see who stood.

      “I stand with you,” Georina said. Her voice carried well through the room.

      Revlina bowed her head. “At your service, Grand Master,” she said in her quiet way.

      “Willa Ophel,” Russ said, turning to his accompaniment. “What says the Undertaker’s teachings?”

      Willa’s brow creased, but when she spoke, no trace of it remained. “We all serve the same Light, feel the same Call, make the same pledge.” Her voice came in perfect measure, calculated. “The words you spoke after your trials are the same we speak at ours. If what you ask for is solidarity, the Priests would be the last to breach their faith.”

      Russ looked to Grenn, who said, “You make the choice. I answer your call.”

      A girl to Grenn’s left watched him, and she stood. “I accept your call, Grand Master.”

      The door squeaked open behind them. “Who had the lemon-crusted chicken?” a waiter asked. The silence must have deafened him. “Shit, this”—he backed out of the room.

      Russ found a familiar face on a woman who stood above in lithe Karlian armor. A hood hung over her head and half-obscured scars she’d earned during a skirmish just south of the equator. The plan had been a quick in-and-out—getting a doting official’s once-removed cousin out of harm’s way.

      She acknowledged his gaze with a nod and spoke with an accent from Yarnle—perhaps Aisilmapua. “I did not vote for ya. But de Mother Karli put ya in dis Seat. If ya will sit upon it, I will follow.”

      A door opened at the side of the dining hall, and three Karlians exited. Alerix met their departure with a huff. But at a table near the back, a retinue of Karlians and Priests all stood at once.

      “The Iron Lycans accept the Master’s call,” the mountainous man said. He stood with his hands clasped in front of his body, his face a stoic mask. Dark eyes pierced the distance between him and Russ.

      The Grand Master nodded. Others in the hall declared phrasings of acquiescence to his call. A steady trickle left. The words they used came as more than just parlance. He would never convince most that what he’d done had been right, but their pledges to him, as did their pledges to the Goddess, bound them in inexorable duty they couldn’t shirk.

      Two in the last group declined silently, their glaives tucked under their cloaks as they left, but even for their departure, nearly two-thirds of the dining hall had contracted themselves.

      He swept his gaze over all who stood. “Karli’i narthe regix ne veruc,” he said in the language of the Light.

      In what constituted a chorus, his militia replied, “Regix pas roxe.”

      “Thank you all. Be ready in the morning.”

      The crowd returned to their neighbors and those at their tables, and a buzz ladled into the dining room. Already, Russell’s mind ran through possible tactics, contingencies, and stopgaps, commissioning reconnaissance, deputizing Order members, and getting a forward camp setup—away from the city. That had to be the priority: getting their people and the possible theater away from Tanvarn. He needed to speak with Alerix.

      Next to the Warden stood a woman—a city guard from Keep. Chrome threads ran through her crisp button down and slacks that pressed over her nimble legs. Black hair hung around her head, cut in length to between her jaw and earlobes. She held her helmet under her arm and abruptly turned her attention from Alerix to Russell.

      “Grand Master.” She took off her sunglasses to reveal grass-green eyes and cleared her throat before she continued in enunciated Plainari. “I’m an emissary from Arnin, Passa Rovenstirk. The king has sent me to help—at your command.”

      Russ frowned at her. “The king? Why?”

      “He’d like to explain that to you himself. His Majesty requests your presence in a comm.”

      “Now?”

      “At your earliest convenience, sir. There is no rush, he wanted me to assure you.”

      “Sure.” Russ lowered his voice. “Give me a quarter-hour to confer with my people.”

      Passa nodded. “The set up awaits you in room one-oh-seven.” She handed him a personal keycard, then stepped back and looked past his shoulder.

      “Grand Master,” a deep voice said behind him. Russ turned and craned his neck to look at the man’s face. A kempt yet wiry beard of graying brown covered his rigid jowl, and his voice sounded like it ran through gravel, throaty and constrained by his accent. “Name’s Barius.” He extended his arm toward Russ, who shook the man’s gauntleted hand. “I am founder of the Iron Lycans. Our expertise is yours.”

      “I’m sure we can use it,” Russ said.

      “Use it well.” Barius’s tone and the twinkle in his eyes read more as warnings than suggestions. “We’re used to running more private investigations, but I’m sure we can be of service.”

      As the wolf departed, Russ said to Alerix, who stood next to him, “Sounds like they’d make a good scouting party.”

      “Aye. With freelancers, though, I wonder if our money’ll prove good enough for them. They’ll expect payment eventually.”

      “Even here?”

      Alerix shrugged.

      “Grand Master…” a young Priest said, calling upon his time. A queue had formed behind her.

      “Grand Master…” so it came until Grenn stepped between Russ and the line. It had only grown over the last forty minutes.

      “That’ll be all,” Grenn said, authority affecting his voice. “The Grand Master has important affairs to which he must attend.”

      It gladdened Russ that the young Karlian had at least a small measure of clout within the Order. Those in line listened to him, and Russ and Alerix left to walk the halls of Rhine’s first floor.

      “That was hardly all of them,” Alerix said. They stepped aside to let a couple pass by them. “But it’ll be enough. Has to be, I suppose.”

      “They’re doing what they think is right,” said Russ, thinking of those who had left, “where their duty calls them.”

      “More will come ‘round, once they’ve brushed the chips off their shoulders. It’s honestly more than we could have asked for right now, considering your absolute lack of political capital.”

      They made a circuit of the first floor while they discussed potentialities. “… We’ll need a member of the old guard teamed with one of the new in as many instances as we can,” Alerix told him. “These new ones are still fundamentally recruits—as green as they can be for Wartime. For the Peace, they were fine, but not now.”

      “Talked to one who didn’t even know how to do a throw.” A mild piece of guilt broke off within Russ as soon as he said it—he would never want Grenn to know he used him as an example for inadequacy.

      Alerix let out a creaky guffaw. “Goddess, we might really be done, won’t we?”

      “I’ll need your full appraisal”—Russ spoke quietly as they approached room one-oh-seven for a second time—“as soon as I’m out of this comm. You’ve a better grasp on stratagem—always did. Put that Warden mind of yours to work.”

      Alerix nodded. “What do you think the king wants of you?” While he spoke, his fingers tapped against his thumb.

      “Either a talking to or counsel. Either way, it won’t take long.”

      With his hand inches from the door, a crash resounded down the hall, and across the lobby, from the entrance to the kitchen, a brown blur bounded toward them. A man followed, checked either way, then leapt after Burth. He landed on him and raised the blade he held. Burth shrieked. Even Russ covered his ears as the serren extricated himself from the man’s grip. The chef screamed against the piercing noise, and before he even stood again, Burth had hidden himself behind Russ’s leg, panting.

      Willa came from the eatery. Her concern melted, and she simpered. “Burth, you weren’t in the kitchens again, were you?”

      The cook approached, holding his cleaver in both hands, looking crazed for his out-of-place toupee and bulging black eyes. “Where is it? The rat. Show yourself!” His apron hung half untied around his thin waist.

      Russ looked down at Burth. “He wouldn’t be tryin to find you, right?”

      Burth shook his head so quickly that his face became a smear. His ears hung down his back, and his eyes had become saucers on his face.

      “You,” the cook said, finding the serren. A thin moustache traced his upper lip. “It’s been three days now. I told you I would take a finger if I caught you again.”

      Burth squeezed Russ’s calf and kept himself as much out of the man’s sight as he could.

      “You don’t need to take anything,” Russ said, holding up his hand. His tone bordered on placation. “He’s harmless.”

      “That”—the chef moved his body like a cobra, trying to find the best angle to get at the cowering creature—“is a rodent. I will have him spoiling my food no longer.”

      “Serrens can’t spoi—spoil food,” said Willa. “They’re exceptionally clean.”

      “He damn well can!” The cook swiped at the beast.

      Russ sidestepped. “Hey.”

      The chef slashed again and caught the back of Russ’s pant leg, and Burth hopped behind the other, yipping in his panic.

      Willa caught the man’s wrist when he swung a third time and squeezed hard enough that Russ heard a pop. “That’s the Grand Master of the Karlian Order you’re swinging at.” Her tone warned by itself, but she added, “I’d be a little more careful.”

      “What in the hells are you talking about? A rat cannot be Grand”—

      “Not Burth,” she said, still holding his arm.

      The chef’s gaze flicked between her and Russ a few times before his rage broke, and recognition un-creased his brows. “Oh. So this shindig is your doing, huh?” He relaxed and wrenched his arm from Willa’s grip. “You have made my kitchens hell. First the convention, now this, whatever it is. How long can we expect you to stay, may I ask?”

      “Not much past tomorrow, I’d imagine,” Russ said. Butterflies buffeted through his gut as he envisioned, in a not-so-distant lifetime, eating breakfast with Lillie. That could be their first meal—a simple breakfast. The day after next, maybe. Or the next day, or the day after that.

      The mustachioed gentleman huffed, then his gaze flicked to Burth. “Be careful naming them. Makes those things exceptionally hard to rid yourself of when the time comes. If you’ll excuse me, I have pumpkins to prepare.” His feet clomped across the carpeted hall.

      Russ watched the man walk away, perturbed by the near-miss with the knife. He knelt and inspected the slice in his pant leg—clean through the fabric but nothing more—then petted Burth. “Troublesome little fellow, aren’t you?”

      The serren leaned into his fingers on a spot under his ribs.

      “You good to hang out with Willa for a while?”

      Burth nodded, then shook out his fur and ears. “Yes, yes.” He bounded toward Willa and hid behind her left leg, peeking from behind it to watch the chef.

      “I’ll watch him,” Willa said, bemused. “Come on, little one.”

      Burth followed her. “I many things, but a little one is not one of them.”

      Willa laughed.

      “Hey,” Russ said. Willa turned to face him. He nodded toward Alerix. “Not sure you two have met.”

      “No,” said Alerix. “We haven’t.”

      Willa said nothing.

      “Well—now you have,” said Russ. “Alerix, how ‘bout we take her into the fold. I’m sure her knowledge could be of use.”

      Skepticism powdered the Warden’s face. “We’ll see. If that’s your wish, Grand Master.”

      “It is. Get that Passa woman from Arnin, too. And Willa”—her ears perked at her name. “I need to talk to you later.”

      Willa’s face remained expressionless. She nodded before she turned around a corner.

      “Good luck, Grand Master,” Alerix said.

      Goddess help us all to do what is right. Russ entered the room, where a wired tablet waited for him at a table.
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      On the screen, Russ saw a chair’s back. “Your Majesty,” he said.

      The chair turned. Brech held a tablet on his left palm, a monogrammed piece of paper in his right hand. A floating bot hung off to the side of his head, to which the king presumably had dictated in the Grand Master’s absence. He smiled when he saw Russ, who took a seat at the workspace set up for him.

      “Russell Hollowman, with my own eyes, and already dressed for bed I see.”

      “At your service.” Russ pulled his chair toward the desk. “And I woke up in these.”

      “I am glad you woke up, thank the gods.” Brech set what he held on the table in front of him and dialed a point on his right temple with his middle finger. “For the time being, I’d rather hoped we’d eschew titles and formality, the circumstances being what they are.”

      Russ gestured an easy uncaring. “As you please.”

      “Excellent. Now before we begin, a Leynar informed me of your change in appearance. My staff have counseled me to confirm your identity the next time we spoke, should a time such as this come.”

      Russell smirked. “What did they have in mind?”

      “We settled on asking you about gifts. One you got for Denard on his”—Brech picked through a stack of papers and found the one he wanted—“twelfth birthday. That’s at least what it said in the royal records.”

      “Goddess,” Russ said, thinking back. “The scepter keeps record of all that?”

      “Oh, yes. I could tell you what I had for breakfast on the winter solstice fourteen years ago if you’d like. The doctors also keep track of when I shit. Trust me, it’s hardly the most invasive thing I go through.”

      Russ sighed. “Ah, that’s either that pin I got him or those pumpkin seed starters—I don’t suspect those ever went anywhere, though. Pinny told me your gardeners couldn’t get them to.”

      “Which one, if you had to guess?” the king asked, impatient.

      Russ paused, then said, “No guess. It’s the pin.”

      Brech looked to his left, behind his camera. “Satisfied?” A second passed. “Leave me, please.” His gaze followed the person who retired from his study, then it returned to Russ. “So, apprise me.”

      Russell recollected for half a dozen seconds, considering whether he should start chronologically or in order of importance, and of what to keep to himself.

      “Russ?”

      “Sorry, tryin to figure out where to start.”

      “How about you assure me you have a plan, and we’ll go from there.”

      “The beginnings of one,” said Russ, and he explained, in digest, what had happened since he left Arnin, all the way to what he’d discussed with Alerix, leaving out more personal details. By the time he’d caught the king up, forty minutes had passed. “I’m having people trained in tactics devise strategies with what we have, but it’ll be a spread-thin fight. Especially if M’keth sends—I guess even a fraction of what he has.”

      “How much is it?” Brech sounded earnest.

      “Like I told you, it’s the main hive—and so close to Keep this time. The demon lords have kept them well out of the way in the past.”

      “Gods,” the king said, his voice traced with helplessness. “Once again, I turn to the only question I feel is any use to you: how can I help? I’ve been trying to remember for the past four or five days—it’s all a blur—what my father did during the War, and I’ve realized I really can’t. At first, I concluded it was because he hadn’t included me in his counsels, that he hadn’t wanted to burden me. But over the last few days, it’s come to me that perhaps he honestly couldn’t do a gods-damned thing, and he left it to those who could. If nothing else, I’d just like to be able to relieve my people.”

      “I’ve got the best here workin on it. We’ll have a member of the new guard with one of the old in every instance. That’s what I’m thinkin presently anyway, if enough of ‘em show up. I’ve deputized a few lieutenants—people I trust. We’re gonna try to keep this contained as much as we can, Brech, but I can’t predict how much good it’s gonna do.”

      “Any time you can buy us is better than none. You know, you’re a hard man to get a hold of when you want to be. I had meant to catch you in Karhaal, but the damn storm. I tried to contact the Undertaker after my announcement to let her know of your arrival, but communications, magical or electronic, had shorted. Even for my private channels, she was predisposed.”

      “I’m sure I had somethin to do with that.”

      Brech laughed. “Yeah. Sorry she kept from you what she did—sensitive information. It wasn’t up to her whether she told you. Though she was become with grief, in a word, when communications opened the afternoon you left. I’d have preferred to hold a council with both of you.”

      “To tell us what?”

      “What I’m about to tell you now. As Grand Master, you have the right to know what’s been going on.” The king sighed. “The Chamberlain and I didn’t get along well in your absence, I’m sure you’re aware by now. For years after I took up the scepter, the leadership at Karhaal proved incapable of much anything, wanted to do nothing in your stead. I had hoped Manifeld would be different, but every time I proffered help, he viewed it as an attempt to usurp power from him. Nothing, I assure you, was further from the truth.”

      “What did you want?” Russ asked, steady in his questioning.

      “While you were gone, I tried to devise a weapon—something we didn’t have last time, have never had—so if another War broke out, which my counselors and electors assured me wouldn’t happen”—

      “No reason to think it would. Wars happening this close to each other”—Russ shook his head. “It’s never happened.”

      “Yes,” said Brech, “but I didn’t want to leave however-far-down-the-line empty-handed. It was more than me, more than us. It would be my legacy. Nobody took my concerns seriously at Arnin, and Karhaal wouldn’t have anything to do with me, despite my pleas for assistance. Eventually, even I fell out of favor with the idea.” A wistful smile spread across the king’s face. “But the gods sent a sign for me to not give up on my endeavor in the form of a Leynar. My guard had arrested her over in Yarnle for practicing holy magic outside the Order.”

      Russ crossed his arms. “Why were your little birds on the lookout for that?”

      Brech shrugged. “Searching for you.”

      “I used holy magic,” Russ said, plain. “Within Keep.”

      “We didn’t think you were in Keep.” Levity poked through Brech’s annoyance. “That’s hardly the point, Russ.”

      Russell waved his hand gently in front of him to gesture for his Majesty to go on. “Please.”

      Brech shook his head, smirking. “This woman, she confused me at first. Told me of her vision and how the gods themselves had inspired her. Leyna herself, she said, told her she could lead the next fight if she figured out how to meld Ley with Light.” He chuckled. “She spoke in poetry for days.”

      “Poetry.”

      “Like a lunatic. When she finished, and I could finally get a straight answer from her, I asked why we hadn’t done what she suggested before. Where I expected a glib answer, she spent the next week and a half showing me why it couldn’t have worked. My guards had confiscated charts, files, so much data—dioramas even—and she brought them all in and showed me how they connected. My own apothecaries, scientists, and mathematicians worked through it in the days following. They found a few small faults, but nothing the whole didn’t take care of. I’d hoped she’d be the one who showed you, but by the time I got through to her, you’d already left.”

      “Show me what?” Russ asked. Despite himself, irritation needled at him.

      “Russ, our world literally changed.”

      “Like”—

      “Yeah,” Brech said. “The physical makeup. There’s always been a struggle, and that struggle exists in two parts, the first of which was Order and Chaos.”

      “You sound like a Leynar.”

      Brech puffed. “Are you surprised? I’m married to one, and right now the person with most of my thoughts is a woman whose name I don’t know and who’s leading up the largest secret research investiture the scepter has ever undertaken. What she told me, in short, is the gods had kept Ley and Light separated until such time that their divided power wouldn’t be enough to fight off that of the nether.

      “But”—Brech rubbed the tips of his first two fingers against his thumb—“the gods sprinkled a little something else into the pot for us, and They gave this—woman—the wherewithal to discern Their mystery. Because you know the gods: They can’t give us Their knowledge freely; we’re too stupid to take such a hint. But there in the margins, the outliers gain the edge, and we unlock—a new Understanding.”

      “So when the shift, for lack of a better word, happened,” said Russ, “is that what triggered the escalation?” Did this new power cause the birth of D’niqa’s kind? “Did the Undertaker know?”

      “She didn’t know, but her formula gave a greater probability to our ability coming first. It couldn’t have happened unless the gods changed the fabric of our reality, pushed one thing, which shoved another”—

      “That’s probably making a logical leap or two to get to that point. How do we know the gods did it? What if it happened because of something the demons did?”

      “Might have, but that only opens the philosophical argument of whether anything anyone does is the gods’ doing—by virtue of us being Their creation. And what happened first is a matter of dragon-and-egg, as the Escalation Question always is. Regardless, the math made little sense before, proverbially and concretely. When we gained the ability to combine Ley magic and Light, we unlocked the capability to combat the demon’s new powers, including the new breed—this D’niqa you spoke of. She matches a description close to what the Undertaker derived from her formulas. What we’re left to figure out is how to best use this new gift.”

      “But Brech, this brings up a far more sinister query: Did the gods mean to tamper with such a thing?”

      “There’s always the possibility they didn’t. Acin’s”—he waved his hand at the side of his face and threw it off screen—“always causing mischief. Could be Her, but we’ll never get a good answer from the gods or be able to trace the origin of such a thing to its source anyway.”

      Russ smiled. “Who needs Acin when you’re capable of causing mischief just fine?”

      “You mean how?” A small automaton buzzed through a window over the door and dropped off a physical memo, of which the king took hold, glanced at, then set aside.

      “All this business with the Undertaker and Karhaal.”

      An incredulous mask dressed Brech’s face. “I had no choice. You’d disappeared to gods-knew-where. Manifeld was less than useless. If I hadn’t taken matters into my hands—imagine if the escalation had happened and I had done nothing. Where would we be? Any of us.”

      “As your friend, Brech, I understand why you did what you did. Hells, I’m the reason for it. But as the Karlian Grand Master, I advise you to exercise caution in your next steps. The scepter has already overstepped its bounds in establishing a presence at Karhaal, and to continue to push for ingresses”—he sighed, unable to blunt the accusation—“some would consider that breaching the Accords.”

      The king watched him. “I’m aware, and I look forward to figuring out such things alongside you. The Undertaker has already made me wise of the no-confidence vote in Manifeld, and once we’re past this little skirmish”—

      “Hardly a skirmish.”

      “But you said yourself M’keth is still a spirit. Who’s to say he can do more than project himself? So long as he’s not corporeal, there’s a chance we could end this in short order.”

      “We?” said Russ.

      “Yes, we,” Brech said, amused. “Your dear friend—Kendra? She stopped by Arnin a couple days past and cited a fairly-ancient rite, one that secures a person a meeting with the monarch in times of desperate need. And not just with me—my entire high council. A plucky girl, that one. She had a rune ring.” He eyed Russ in mock, if not bemusement. “Not a stretch to wonder from whom she got such a trinket.”

      “Then I take it not everything I told you was your first time hearing it.”

      “Correct. Kendra told me I was honor-bound to secure bodies for the Grand Master of the Order in a time of War. Nothing I wasn’t aware of, but she wouldn’t leave until I got word out to the Towers. I don’t know when they’ll respond—if they’ll respond—but suffice for me to say you will have an army soon enough.”

      “Soon enough isn’t now, Brech.”

      “No, soon enough is what it is.” Giddiness washed over the king. He stood and angled the camera to see him better. “There may be no need for an army anyway, once I’ve finished my project. During our last meeting, I told you of a—certain something—I’d commissioned, a weapon of sorts. One that will hopefully attenuate this War enough that most won’t even know it happened. Sparse chance, but that’s the dream, at least.”

      Russ proffered interest: “What have you made?”

      “It’s huge, Russell. Imagine a ship the size of a small city. In the sky. One that can generate and fire so much energy—Ley-Light, as the Undertaker calls it—that it decimates anything it touches. From low-orbit.”

      “Orbit?” Russ said. “Enough goin on down here. We’ve stayed outta the skies. What do the dragons think o’ this?”

      “I have a pretty good relationship with them despite my electors trying to muck that up. Yarnle especially, with their collective air-traffic restructuring.”

      “Brech, I’ll be honest with ya”—

      “I trust you always will be,” the king said.

      “It sounds dangerous.”

      “Of course it’s dangerous. It’s all dangerous. Leaving the void to live is dangerous. But we’ve struck a chord. This is it, the final escalation, the final War. It’s what the gods made our planet for—to test the melding of two godly energies, I know it. And we’ve done it now, figured it out, reached the magnum opus of this game. We could do it—make this M’keth’s and the demons’ True End. As Grand Master, you made the promise to defend Coroth with your life. I’ve made my own personal vow to keep this planet out of the demons’ hands, and I will withstand the gods themselves before I let us lose.”

      Russ cocked his head. “You at least sound convincing.”

      Brech laughed. “Yeah, I’ve been practicing that. All the good it does us right now.”

      “You can do as much good at Arnin as I can here. Keep media attention away from the fight, if you can.”

      “I’ll try, but”—Brech’s mouth hung open while he struggled to find his words. “I’ll do what I can.” Behind him, three jeweled mechs buzzed out of a cracked-open window above the door that led into his room. “If you need anything from Arnin, tell Passa. She insisted on taking this job.”

      “Did she?” Russ said.

      “Yeah.” Brech remained quiet a few seconds before he continued. “Anything. Your friend made her way to High Tower after Arnin, so I’ve heard through the lines. I don’t know if they’re planning something, not that the Mesiter has ever let the scepter, or the Order as far as I’m aware, in on his dealings. In the least, I can assure you, you have the full support of Arnin and Karhaal”—he scoffed. “I don’t need to tell you that.”

      “I’m lookin to make it past tomorrow, Brech. After that, the armies of Coroth will do what they can and what they will.”

      The king nodded. “So they shall.”

      Russ felt their conversation coming to its close. “Your Majesty,” he said, awarding the king his styling as he considered his knowledge of Arnin. They’d passed the point of politics and of their words offending the other. Might not get the chance to chat again. “There’s one last thing I need to tell you.” He paused, and Brech placed his hands on the desk to face him squarely. “About half a year ago, a serviceman from the Mazim Estates contacted me and made me aware of—happenings—at Arnin.”

      He explained up to finding the passabridge the week before, leaving out the names and people involved except for the man at the beginning. “I went searching for one thing and found another entirely, a mystery I’d have had time to unravel forgiving the present circumstances.”

      Brech remained silent, his visage stoic while he considered Russ’s words.

      “The quartermaster at Karhaal,” Russ went on, “also made me aware of demonic agents at Karhaal, in our governments in Yarnle and Borliee, even right there at Arnin. I don’t know if that and my sleuthing could be connected. I just needed to make you aware.”

      For a half-minute afterward, the king didn’t speak, until he said, “A fire, once lit, cannot be undone, Grand Master. It can only burn its course. If that’s all, I have another meeting to which I must attend.”

      Russ nodded. “Your Majesty. Don’t let me keep you.”

      Brech watched him. “If I don’t speak to you before, good luck tomorrow, my friend.”

      Russ let the king have the last word, and Arnin cut the call. He sat for a few minutes, pondering why Brech had seemed so untroubled about Pinny. Perhaps he already knew. He’s king, after all. Nothing happens in that castle he’s not aware of. Still, if the king knew already, what did that mean? It felt too close to D’niqa for Russ to gain any comfort from Brech’s cool demeanor, and questioning the king, acting toward him as an equal—superior in ways—felt foreign. And no one seemed concerned about the demonic agents, like they thought he joked about them or something.

      He left the meeting room. Alerix joined him, and they walked the halls of Rhine’s first floor.

      “… Already got scouts skulking the Hills-over and the bluffs off to the east,” the lieutenant said. “If they’re porting in, it’s through passabridges in the forests. Remember how much of a problem they were during the last?”

      “I do,” Russ said. By the War’s end, the dragons’ buffeting had proven a blessing—the Order could no longer port in and out, but neither could the demons. “How are our numbers looking?”

      “Coming in droves now. A conservative estimate would put us at a gross-thousand by morning.”

      Damn. That’s sparse. “Good. Strategies?”

      “Being worked on as we speak. Got our top minds on it, as you know. That Willa—she’s a character. Has a wicked mind on her. I might suppose it was a good idea to deputize her, even though she’s a Priest.” Alerix tapped the right side of his nose.

      “You suppose?”

      The Warden huffed. “Old albunes.”

      “If not for her, a few days ago may have been a different story.”

      “Gods, that show in the courtyard. Hardly believed it until I saw it myself. Almost made me feel bad for not getting to Karhaal sooner.”

      “Almost?”

      “What good would I have done? I’m a strategist, not a warrior. Not like you and Jeom. Pragmaticism and Problem Solving, the words of the Silver Scythe. I’d wonder what the Priests’ proclivities are. Do you reckon most of them can fight like her? Would have asked the Undertaker, but she wouldn’t meet with any of us.”

      “Wouldn’t even meet with me.” They stepped around a self-serve refreshment vendor that rolled slowly down the hall.

      “I mislike it. Nothing in Karhaal should surpass the Grand Master’s word. Doesn’t matter how long he’s been gone. The Goddess Karli takes us each on our own path. You’d think people of the Order would appreciate such a sentiment.”

      “His Majesty told me Madam Undertaker wanted to, but he’d tied her hands, so to speak.”

      “Madam Undertaker.” Alerix tutted and spoke through a clenched jaw. “Arnin meddling. A member of leadership pretending anything could supersede your word. Disgraceful, on both counts.”

      They spoke until they reached Russ’s room. Alerix in general belittled Priests, philosophized about the fledgling War effort, and opined peanuts, among other things. “Hardy foodstuffs, given the right conditions. We might commission them being added to the field rations.”

      “Sure,” Russ said. “Might also think about pumpkin seeds, too.” He took a deep breath. “I’m gonna rest, I hope that’s not”—

      “We’ll do all right without you for a few hours.” Alerix smirked as he leaned toward the Grand Master. “I dare say we’re all a bit used to it.”

      Russ laughed for a breath. The comment filled him with hope rather than despair, that despite his absence, perhaps they’d be able to move toward a future that didn’t devolve into contemplations of would-haves and could-haves. “See ya in a few.”

      The door closed behind him, and for a few precious seconds, Russell let his mind clear of the clutter it had gathered in his short time awake. He’d not had time to process the forest, how it met with the time before and after, and he didn’t know much of what had gone on for the days he’d been unconscious apart from what Grenn and Willa and Brech had told him.

      From his bedside table, his tablet buzzed, and Russ opened his eyes, not having realized he’d closed them. Hotel staff had remade his bed, and on the desk across from it waited a plate of hot food—a small cut of steak, a pile of mashed potatoes, and a portion of spiced pumpkin. Next to it, a note, written in elegant cursive, read, ‘Lunch Menu, One Portion.’ Russ grabbed the fork that had come with it and speared a piece of fruit.

      It tasted as heavily spiced as it looked, and he wondered if everyone in Tanvarn expected their pumpkin prepared this way: so steamed it turned to mush in his mouth without having to chew, and so spicy he couldn’t taste the meat. Russ coughed for the aftertaste that caught in his throat and stifled more against his arm. He reached for a bottle of anise nectar that staff had sent with his meal and drained half the bottle. Its sweetness played into the pumpkin’s cinnamon.

      In the potato’s case, he found their presentation perfect—buttery and smooth. Hard to screw up potatoes, I guess, he thought, forking another bite. He took the plate to his bed and pulled his tablet from the nightstand to his lap.

      ‘When you get a chance,’ he read, ‘I’ve information on that query.’ Russ checked the sender. Sieku. A message a day since the one three days earlier, all at the same time—three minutes past six in the evening. Russ stabbed the steak as he dialed Sieku, and he tore off a piece between his teeth. Juice ran down his lip; he caught it with the end of his right sleeve.

      “Greetings—sir?”

      “I’m here, Sieku.” Russ held the plate away and leaned over the tablet.

      “Are you all right? I feel a like a cheap whore from down here.”

      “Goddess.” Russ switched the tablet with the plate and held the former at eye-level. It wouldn’t work—at least not comfortably. “Let me move.” He carried everything to the desk and wondered what material the chair had under its upholstery when he sat. The one on the second floor hadn’t been as nice.

      “That’s better,” Sieku said, drawing out the first word. “I’d wondered if it was the light playing tricks on me, but it seems you’ve lost a bit of your tan already, sir.”

      Russ cut a bite off the steak with the side of his fork. “Is that all?”

      “I’m sure there’s more. I’m ready to listen if you’re ready to tell.”

      “What do you wanna know? How much have you heard already?”

      “Pretend I’m aware of nothing.”

      Russ shrugged. “All right. So we got to Arnin”—

      He went through what had happened, everything.

      “What did I tell you, sir?” said Sieku, laughing. “You find a serren in a random forest and suddenly you’re unconscious for three days? I don’t find coincidence there.”

      Russ laughed, too. “And I ended up here, and I’m leading the Karlians”—his voice busted with a laugh at how ridiculous it sounded—“into the start of the next War.”

      Sieku threw his head back. His chair tipped backwards as he leaned against an armrest. “That’s terrifying! I’m not worried about you at all.”

      They howled for a minute and a half afterward, and when Russ had calmed, another round befell them until, finally, he took a deep breath and found a reserve of sanity.

      “What about you?” he said, wiping tears from under his eyes. “Tell me what’s goin on over there.” The last bites of potato had gone cold while he spoke, but he ate them anyway. The pumpkin too; it tasted better cooled.

      “All the stock is moved, sir. We can’t sell another until mid-Spring. At least that’s what I’ve told people. The royal inventory is well handled.”

      “Try to preserve those Light canisters if you can. I don’t know when I’ll get a chance to refill them.” The thought of one day, perhaps soon, being back on his farm with Lillie elated him, but the path to that future rested in obscurity and fog. A pit formed in his stomach when he imagined facing her the next day, and he took what paltry solace he could that daybreak wouldn’t come until after he’d slept.

      “It will all be better when you’re back, sir. It’s gotten quiet without you—boring, too. The most fun I’ve had is settling a dispute between harvesters four and five.” Sieku saw the inquiry on Russ’s face. “A nearly-serious squabble over a four-hundred square meter section of land that either insisted the other had taken from them.”

      Russ frowned. “Four and five haven’t acted up before. How’d ya solve it?”

      “They’re simulated intelligences, so I wrote it outta their code. Now neither of them does it, and we’ve got a bald patch of land in the middle of sector Minin. Oh, and that just gets worse.”

      “Serrens?”

      “Nothing so horrible, sir. Though I have heard their patters. I’ve been good about seeing to them, especially without your—caring nature.”

      “Don’t go killin ‘em”—

      “Who do you take me for? I’m not cruel, I just don’t like them. But I’ve simplified my relocation process. Handles the same function in a fraction of the time.”

      “That’s—good?”

      “Indeed. I’ve got the rovers refilling the Underground, but as always, it never seems enough.” Sieku chuckled and said to himself something like ‘share the hunting.’ Russ didn’t press him on it. “As I was saying, people have come looking for you, sir. They’re not as blind as the king thought they might be. His Majesty says demons are back and suddenly you’re gone? It doesn’t take much to”—Sieku brought his index fingers together.

      “How’ve you handled them?”

      “How else? I’ve told them you’re not here and to get the hell off your property.”

      Russ flinched. “You could be a bit less abrasive.”

      Sieku’s voice became a mechanized version of itself. “Er, I am robot. If you please, this Master’s property. Shoo.”

      “All right, smartass.” Russ couldn’t help but chuckle. “Speaking of abrasive, I spoke with Kendra’s urlan, Reight”—

      “That urlan is a tool, and if someone doesn’t get him handled, he will cause a problem down the road. Had a scour of his databases—all the projects he’s got going on”—

      “Spare the details. I guess just make sure he doesn’t end the world while we’re trying to save it.”

      “I will, sir. Anyway, if you’ll pardon the second interruption, we can get to what I have for you. I’ve finished querying what you told me to find before the world had its episode.”

      “Right,” Russ said. It felt so long ago.

      “Nothing had come up by the morning you left, and that continued for days until—and I hope Ms. Drander wouldn’t find offense with me poking around her documents; she needs to get better security—I found a log for a shipping manifest from three years ago that she’d only scanned into her databases days before this all started. Now I don’t know if this means anything to you, but there’s an island off the northeast coast of Yarnle called Kivrenkin. Would you believe me if I told you there’s—some bad stuff going on there?”

      “No reason not to,” Russell answered. Though he cared about Sieku’s research, his devotion to the topic wavered as did his ability to stay awake. But his memory nudged, and he folded the word in his mouth. “Kivrenkin. Sounds familiar. I’ve heard it before, but”—he shook his head—“yeah, I can’t place it.”

      “That’s not surprising, sir. Technically, it doesn’t exist. The name’s only used by the people who work there. Now what all they do is a mystery—even to me—but why are my databases connecting that island to Yarnle electors and the scepter?” He waited a few seconds. “That’s an honest question.”

      “Dunno. Sieku, I just—I just want you to exercise caution, especially after what Luff told me. Keep yourself safe. Don’t dig too much into this if it’s dangerous.”

      “I’ve got interviews lined up with a server bank and couple service urlans who used to commission there. Other than that, there’s not much to go on.”

      “That’s”—Russell yawned. The food had set upon his stomach. “That’s great, Sieku. You’ve done well.”

      “I’ll have a bit of information for you later about Karhaal’s sister-states. The data should finish compiling tomorrow.”

      They watched each other for in a few second’s silence.

      “Since you seem to be flagging, and in bit of a change of tack”—Sieku breathed. “Well, I’ve become rather attached to you. You not making it back here eventually would—would sadden me.”

      Russ set the fork on the plate with a dull tink and pushed the dish toward the table’s left edge. “I want to come home, too, Sieku.” Because he did think of Keep as home, a place where he could live a quiet rest of his life.

      “I—I’m gonna go down to the river. Just watch it, like we used to do sometimes. Been years. Might find a modicum of peace there ‘til I hear from you tomorrow.”

      “Wish I could join you.”

      “Sir,” said Sieku, uneven. His mouth hung open. Russ had never heard the warble that accompanied his urlan’s voice. “I wish we had more time. May the Light ever illuminate your path.”

      Russ nodded. He ran his thumb over Sieku’s image. “The path will remain.”

      Sieku looked at the camera, then to the screen where Russ’s stream fed to him. Without another word, he ended the call.

      Russ leaned back. A pain caught in the upper part of his right thigh, and he fished the soul stone from his pocket. He looked over it, heard the whispers that pattered like mice. The stone’s cut splintered light across its irregular edges, and that flit of dark energy parsed through it, like a star moving through a galaxy. Fragments of a beast, pieces of an ancient animal entrapped in amber, floated in and out of view within. He tapped the stone on the desk and raised it a couple inches. With a small infusion of energy, it suspended, and Russ pulled his hands away.

      The chair tilted back when he shifted his weight. He didn’t want to think of what would come. Doing so wouldn’t change having to face it in the morning. Burned mint still clung to his clothes.

      Outside, the sun had vanished behind the Lea Mountains, its light lost in Tanvarn’s valley and the streets of the Lower City, and the comet had grown to a dragon’s wing in the northwestern sky. Russ fancied for a passing moment that he could ride one into battle the next morning, triumphant and terrible like the Leynar of Old. Then he gazed upon Uniquity, a dragon of his own that had smote countless nether creatures to ash the same. Its runes smoldered their milky blue.

      Before he gave way to rest, he opened an application on his terminal to set an alarm for three the next morning. While he waited, he ran his finger around the device’s edge, and his nail caught on a piece of paper, which pulled from its hiding spot. ‘Russ,’ it read, written in a careful scrawl. A short message inked across the page, and he recognized Kendra’s hand. Theatrics, Kendra? Really?

      He read.

      ‘Russell,

      ‘I’m sorry for leaving again. There come points in peoples’ lives where the cost of staying somewhere becomes too great to themselves and others. In my life’s symphony, those moments came in the summer of ’43 and the fall of ‘52. It’s one of the biggest regrets of my life that I left you to go through your loss alone. Though it’s hard for me to admit, you’re the subject of a lot of my regrets. If I needed an excuse, which this isn’t, greed inspired most of my actions then. Even now, I guess—looking out for me, trying to secure for myself before others.

      ‘I’m not ashamed of the way I acted or of what those actions led me to do, but at the same time, I couldn’t be around you, unable to help or—do much of anything. To see you be with her and then watch you hurt so much was…’—a drop of ink fettered the page here—‘I couldn’t.

      ‘If you awaken in time, I’ve gone to Arnin to invoke a meeting with the king. After that’—more drops of ink blotted the paper—‘damn it, I’m bad at this shit. Try to stay in touch.

      ‘Kendra

      ‘P.S. You speak so formally when you talk to demons. It’s odd.’

      He dropped the paper on the desk and leaned back, pondering what he might say to her, but nothing came to him.

      His body felt as heavy as concrete, yet the chair cradled him like a cloud, and his feet lifted off the ground when he leaned an inch further back. He closed his eyes, and for the first time in the better part of two decades, his instinct let sleep take him.
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      A shape gained form in his mind’s eye, rising as quickly as it fell. He didn’t enter pense, but watching the shadow unfocused his mind enough for it to relax and meander toward other thoughts. Ghostly hands sifted through ash. A dog padded through alleyways.

      For the next few minutes, static moved toward and away from him. Intermittently, he heard a voice like over the radio that spouted nonsense in a language he didn’t understand. Roasted chicken with cracked pepper and sage came from a translucent point of light off to his right. It switched from smelling good to burnt several times before it settled on crispy and faded away. A quiet hum liquefied in his ears and prickled his arms. The runes across his body pulsed from their normal blue to gold and red and black.

      The world spun, and a voice, innocent in its intentions, spoke to him. All it wanted—“… Understand.” It came in a whisper, like a child lost in the dark. In front of him, a pulse of light pulled at him, called to him. “Lost… Help…”

      Russ opened his eyes, sweaty and disoriented. Night still awaited him outside. He checked his watch. Two hours and twelve minutes had passed. The whispers still came, and the soul stone flared each time they muttered. The voice had stopped making sense, but Russell felt the urgency in its call.

      He watched, waiting for the soul stone Lillie had given him to speak again.

      It did, in a language he wished he couldn’t understand. “Vanished… Grasp… Guide…”

      Russ picked it up, and a tiny whisper, the smallest of warnings in his mind said, What if this is her?

      “The game’s already in motion,” came a woman’s husky voice. Russ couldn’t be sure he actually heard it.

      The rock tried nothing against his grip, but he felt its thoughts push against the barrier he’d laid upon it hours before. All this time, right here in his pocket, and he’d never questioned it, never let it show him what it wanted.

      Russ drew a circle in Light on the desk’s surface and set the stone within it. The rock floated, and he directed Light into its depths.
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      Sweat beaded on Russ’s brow. While he focused, its knowledge became his; so disparate, his mind of the living, the natural world, of the Light; hers of darkness, of disorder and chaos and pain, of the nether. He’d never held the soul of a demon that still lived. It made no sense, caused his mind to clash with the stone’s consciousness.

      He now searched for meaning as he pieced together the innards of a demon’s severed psyche, for which he didn’t hold all the parts. Like a fossil that hadn’t all fallen in one place, he found a grunt here, one of her prized trinkets there. The stone showed him freely. He heard her laugh, watched her disembowel a mutant in a quiet solar, and all of it threatened to form a picture if only Russ could sleuth long enough to locate what he sought.

      Under the might of the nether’s will or his own hubris, the room around him had darkened, and inky Fel rained like black snow in a cave—

      “In a dark forest,” the stone told him.

      He saw her, but she couldn’t see him, didn’t know him from a piece of the wall. The master bore herself of a new darkness, alone and crying and flailing, evil from her first breath within that hollow of rock. Dirt under her muculent hide fell when she shook, and what didn’t cling to her befouled her new playground.

      The beast laughed when she saw her claws, baring the sabers that filled her mouth, and she skulked for days, thrashing against the walls, testing the limits of this new product. Her scaly hide pierced the rock, her hair-made-of-wire cut through the air when she moved, and her claws and teeth made death of all she touched.

      Then she perked up and listened.

      “His call,” the stone told him. The memory came to Russ as though he’d lived it himself, of a deep voice that he recognized in his own mind. He felt the fear rise in her. Yet she couldn’t deny Him. Russ followed her to a great cave. She ran inside without question, following the one compulsion she knew.

      “Yes,” her new master said. “Come to me. Kill me. Show me what your kind makes of itself.”

      Her gaze scattered around, and her nostrils flared, testing the air. Why won’t he show yourself? Russ heard her think when she found the right tunnel.

      A being of orange light appeared. “Behold me and tremble.”

      Her claws dug into the rock under her feet. She pawed at the floor, tore up a piece of slate, and threw it behind her in a quick lash.

      “Yes,” M’keth said again. “Beautiful work, Nil. She and her kind will do great things.”

      The beast lunged and extended her front legs toward He who spoke, roaring at Him in deafening rage. She swiped, snapped at His neck with saber-teeth. But her claws, her head, her body, all passed through, and she landed on His other side, where she turned with nary a pause. Her growls filled the cramped room. Her hackles stood on end.

      Massive, Russ thought as he beheld the true form of the Beast of Tanvarn, and he marveled at how anyone could have missed her for herself.

      What are you? she thought.

      “Do you truly want an answer?” M’keth added the correct weight to His words to bear a contract.

      She responded simply. Yes.

      “Then rise, my queen and champion, the first of your kind.” M’keth held out His right hand, palm side-up, then turned it palm side-down.

      The Beast turned in kind and yipped, both in surprise and pain as new power filled her, changed her mind, forced her body into a new form. Her cries turned into a voice, and she fell to the ground in a fleshy heap of ungainly humanity. But she stood with surety. Excitement flowed through her, and she swiped through the air, leaving Fel energy where her nails tore through reality’s fabric. The avatar offered her His hand.

      The dirty woman’s eyes, gray and lit, stared up at M’keth, and she took His hand in hers. Frission crawled across Russell’s back, caused the little hairs on his neck to stand on end.

      He followed her to Tanvarn, where she set to work at finding the thing M’keth wanted of her.

      “Those who know to look for you will, and arresting their sight would prove unwise,” M’keth had told her before she left. She had wrapped herself in unwashed linens that hung from her body, ballooned from her waifish frame. “Travel by nether, but not when one watches you. If you phase while watched, they can follow. Foolhardy would they be, but that has never stopped them before. We cannot allow them here until the right time is nigh.”

      The Beast had worked for years, questing and returning, each time M’keth more pleased with her and her discoveries.

      Dark clouds resolved into the beast’s birthing cave, where the dirty woman delved into a man’s body with her claws, and her right arm became bloody past her elbow. She carried the sanguine ink to a wall and marked upon it the message her master had told her to write.

      “There is only one who will pull him out of hiding.” M’keth spoke inside her mind while she worked, and His speech made her manic in her purpose.

      “That’s it!” she said between bouts of laughter. “That’s it!”

      When she finished, she phased and arrived on the outskirts of the place she’d been so many times. Mountains hung low to the west, silhouetted by the setting sun. The dirty woman transformed into the Beast. She howled, then loped to the desert floor below and sped toward the city proper, over hill and under, and stalked through streets she called our grounds.

      Russ followed, and in an alley, wet and coated with grime behind a quiet lumber mill, he saw her. The stone didn’t understand his elation. She watched from the alley’s other end, waiting.

      The Beast skulked, picked intermittently at trash heaps, and raised her front paws onto windowsills to look through their namesakes.

      Funny, Russ thought, she almost seems happy here.

      “Was,” said the stone. “In our own way.”

      The Beast cambered past a girl and cooed—a poor approximation of a sound a dog might make—and disappeared into another side street before the young woman turned. Beyond the little street’s end, the lights of the Upper City shined from across the River Niniphen, and even from here, the monorail rattled, its machination a low rumble against the quiet night.

      Lillie had followed her to this street. The Beast lumbered toward the river front, and Lillie reached out as though to pet it when it passed her. But her hand phased through the demon’s hide, and when she finished her magic trick, she clutched a piece of rock in her fist.

      The Beast turned, growling, her gaze searching for her abuser. She gnawed at her side where she’d felt the touch and sniffed the air. Her concentration pulled toward where Lillie stood. D’niqa’s gray eyes passed over her half a dozen times, and she growled, …daring the touch to show itself. My brand is deadlier, she promised. But when nothing manifested, she shook out her mane and continued down the street with a cool trot.

      Russ stayed by his wife, who raised her free hand to her forehead, then slid it down her face to her chin and away from her chest. Her dress had ripped on its delicate parts, and her skin had dirtied for her travels, but she appeared healthy otherwise—nothing like she’d been at the cave. She looked upon the stone and whispered to herself between steadying breaths. An orange line traced through it, frantic in its movements against the smooth sides.

      The alley flipped to a mirror of itself. Russ first checked for D’niqa, but he couldn’t find her in the brick-and-cobblestone passage his wife now walked. Lillie peered over her shoulder. The darkness left inky tracings of her body as she moved. Her hair floated behind her like she swam through water. Everything around them looked washed out, almost a negative of what Russ’s eyes expected.

      “Hello, my daughter,” an unfamiliar voice said.

      Lillie exhaled. “Finally. You decided to come find me?” Dark windows stared back at her, and if Russ stared into them too long, his mind made movement of the gloom within. “How long will you stay in the shadows this time?”

      The unseen chuckled. “That depends.” She spoke slowly. Her voice filled the alley with a feminine rasp. “Did you find what I asked of you?”

      “Yes,” Lillie said, out of patience. She looked either way down the path. “Now what do you want of me?”

      Again, the concealed woman chuckled, then she appeared from behind an invisible curtain. A long coif of scarlet-black hair hung high from a knot on the back of her head, and she wore a crimson corset with dark leather pants. She looked like trouble—one of those women who would have made Russ stammer, robbed him of his words without having to try. “I won’t keep you long”—

      “A ghost has held me captive in dreams before”—

      “Calm yourself. I’m not a ghost. And I shan’t keep you hostage.” The woman shifted her weight onto her left leg. An innocent expression spread over her face. “I’m kind of sad. Our little partnership is almost over.”

      Lillie hesitated, scowling. “Then how can I finish my service?”

      The woman perked up. “Good attitude.” She wiped her hands over her thighs. A cloud of black dust came from her pants and reached Lillie, who coughed. “Tell me how you got it.”

      Lillie clutched the stone to her chest, guarding it. The scene shuddered as the memory played. “I just wanted it, and I grabbed it. The demon suspected something, but it kept going in the end.”

      “That simple, huh? A rare gift to extract a soul stone without its demon knowing, far be it living. Nilrius sees fit to play his games inside of games, like he’s special and exempt from the rules, and this looks like quite the cheat.” She couldn’t hide the coy smile the split her mouth. “We’re going to have to spoil it for him, aren’t we? And He Who Is Above isn’t stopping us, so how bad could it be, right?”

      “Spoil—what?” Lillie said. Confusion beclouded her face, yet her eyes sparkled, even here.

      “I didn’t come to this nether-place”—she said the word with disdain; her nose crinkled—“for nothing.”

      “Then is this at last about my husband? You told me you could get me back to him.”

      “In a way,” the woman said, wiping her brow with the butt of her hand. “You know, I hope one day I fall in love, if for no other reason than to figure out what skews your minds to such extremes. You encounter my kind, and your first thought isn’t, ‘Hey can you get me out of here?’ I mean, it was, but my point is it keeps comes back to him.” She narrowed her eyes, shifted her balance to her right leg. “Us, maybe that’s it. There’s something about him.” She looked toward the ground and spoke to herself.

      “So can”—

      “All I’ll say about the Grand Master is maybe. It’s up to you, and I personally don’t care about him. You humans are imperfect to a fault. The only thing perfect about you is your propensity for imperfection, and your lot could have fucked this up without trying—which is why I needed to come into the shadows for a moment.” She paused. “But as I’ve told you, you can tell no one. Is that still our understanding?”

      “Sure, but I’m fairly certain of which one you are by now.”

      The woman grinned, wide enough for her colored lips to reveal straight teeth. “Not too far of a stretch is it?”

      “No, and in that case, I don’t know why I’m putting my trust in you.”

      The woman responded simply: “You don’t have a choice. But do remember, I’m also the goddess of honesty. So trust me when I say that what I’m about to tell you will set in motion a very dangerous game. Say follow, and it’ll take you where you need to be. You’ve been lost in the nether long enough to pick up on how.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Lillie. Concern etched into her brow. “How long have you kept me here?”

      “Afterwards, get that to someone who knows what to do with it,” the goddess said, ignoring the question. If Lillie’s mood caused her concern, she didn’t let on.

      “Why? What can it do?”

      “If everything’s made right with it, that stone could kill the thing you took it from. I cannot overstate how important that is.” She looked at Russ, and a roguish grin spread across her mouth. Russ watched her see him. “Consider this a correction of sorts, a rebalancing of the game, one that the King of Gods has been playing unfairly for a while. Your story now has everything to do with getting that stone back to the bitch. It just needs augmented. You’ll know how. That you’ve made it here means you’re doing a good job.”

      The goddess turned on her heel and disappeared with an audible pop.

      “Wait!” Lillie yelled. Her footsteps pealed when she ran to where Acin had stood.

      The moon hung high overhead and slanted light onto a wall high to Russ’s left. He followed his wife through the nether-scape, the soul stone unspeakingly pulled to itself as they passed between light and darkness, past junctures where only a single person could slip through at a time. A cargo ship a hundred feet high sat at port to their right, its portholes’ lights soft suns when Russ saw them through the slum’s gaps. Old electrical lines ran across the buildings’ faces, doubling and tripling for the nether’s aura.

      Lillie finally stopped near a dumpster in a wide stretch of the passageway, where she consulted a piece of wall upon which Russ saw nothing important. A hoary air conditioner hung out the window of the building at its end. Its calescent fumes dissolved into the midwinter night.

      His stone floated through her while he observed.

      “No,” Russell said through gritted teeth, and he jostled in his seat back in a future-Tanvarn. Here, his hand swiped into Lillie’s back. She gasped and turned, her eyes wide and searching.

      Short-winded, she said, “Hello,” in a quiet voice.

      What took you? Russell wanted to ask. What keeps you here? He could smell her—at least the approximation of her within the stone’s memory: the coziness of fall, of cloves and orange and blanket-warmth, close enough to reality to not fret the difference.

      “Answers for another time, Grand Master,” the stone said, echoing the words it had heard the night after Cups.

      Lillie rolled the stone in her hand and swallowed. “Just say follow, get the stone back to the bitch. But purify it—how? She said I’d know how.” She stared at the ground, pacing a slow circle. Russ had never seen her like this: determined beyond reason to find a solution to a problem well outside herself. Yet she seemed almost comfortable here.

      The stone balanced on the back of her hand, then she rolled it across her fingers. It bounced between her palms, and as she paced, it stopped making it to either hand. Eventually it hung in the air between them. Quiet rushed into the alley as Lillie raised it to her lips, and after a second’s pause, she whispered, “Follow.” Her face became an expectant mask while she waited.

      A tepid breeze brushed through the back street.

      Nothing else happened.

      “Gods damn it!” she shouted and chucked the stone away. It hit the alley’s other wall with a surprising tlink and landed on the ground, where it didn’t roll, it just stopped. Lillie watched it happen. “Oh.” Russ didn’t get out of the way quickly enough when she stepped toward it, and her shoulder grazed his chest. Again, she looked toward him, but she paid the novelty no more than a moment’s attention this time before she turned and picked up the demon’s soul. She raised it again to her lips.

      “Follow,” she said—in the Demonic tongue—and disappeared.

      The scene shifted to days later by what the stone told him, and the dirty woman stood on a dead finger of bough in a forest. M’keth watched through her eyes as D’niqa stared at nothing, yet a presence familiar to Russell faced her. He gladdened for it; at the same time, he hated it.

      “Russell,” Lillie said, peeking at the dirty woman from behind a tree, worry sketched across her face. “Where are you?”

      “This is not her,” said M’keth. “Send the sight to me.” The demon lord took the vision elsewhere, and the scene laid dark for a few seconds, save for the light coming off the dirty woman’s eyes. Even inside the soul stone, Russ misliked them, how they saw and searched and calculated.

      A chunk of white filled the air, jagged and implacable. The dirty woman stepped into the nether and swarmed to it.

      “Another!” she cried, trying like hell to pull herself through. The passabridge had met with its end, and the memory of a man named Trent coming through its other side played.

      A trickle of felt on rock knocked off to their right. The dirty woman twitched her head toward the noise and left the suspended man alone when she ran to it. Lillie dashed, and the stone’s projection jittered when she got near.

      When she caressed Trent’s face, the illusion that veiled her husband faltered, and when she handed him the stone, reality skipped, like a stream getting interrupted by a bad connection. Russ didn’t hear what she said, but he remembered it, and her lips moved in time with his memory. “Your journey isn’t over yet—our journey’s not finished.”

      The dirty woman returned, skulking behind a pocket of gloom she’d pulled around herself. Russ hadn’t watched where she’d gone, but now she served no import to either him or her soul. Lillie walked away, and the dirty woman prowled after her, an evil grin across her face. They came within inches of where Russ stood, the bitch catching up quickly in long, erratic strides. Far enough away, they disappeared, as did Trent Geno, and the stone pulled them back to a hotel room in Tanvarn.

      Now he waited. The soul stone’s inner topography morphed as it understood what Russ had shown it. Lillie was lost the whole time. She hadn’t found another, and based on her question to Acin, her time in the nether hadn’t matched its proper passage. It couldn’t have—she still looked years younger. But what would the nether have done to her? Could they still live the life Russ wanted for them? Or had theirs both become existences incongruous with reality? With normality. In the least he found pyrrhic peace that their separation had been uncorrectable by human intervention, that she hadn’t stayed lost by any error he committed.

      One-hundred-thirty-three minutes after he began, the process finished with a final schink, and the stone’s color turned from currant and orange to scuffed tan and gold. Russ picked it up. No longer did discarded memories and parts flicker toward him. The light within remained still, as though a magnetic restraint had reactivated to hold it in place. At peace.

      I am your master now, Russ thought. When I instruct you, you will kill from whom you came.

      The stone didn’t speak to him, but Russ felt no resistance to his words; instead, an unreserved understanding of the order he gave broadcast from the stone to its keeper. He couldn’t have put into parlance how he knew the stone would follow his command when the time came, but he intuited beyond a dragon’s shadow that it would.

      These were the pieces, Russ surmised a half-hour later while he stared at himself in his washroom’s mirror; the fruition of his forgotten dream, the rejoinder to his pleas to the Goddess Karli. He shaved the scruff from his still-unfamiliar face. He’d aged from a beating sun. It hadn’t bothered him as Trent, but now it displaced the calm Jeom had once promised would become him on the mornings of battle.

      “It’s that way everyone’s first time,” the old Master had said on the morning of Russ’s first true combat. He’d stood with the young man while the latter fumbled with a brace on his right arm—extra protection against the invasive force the Order had pushed toward the pole south of Redater. “But soon enough, you’ll wake up and say to yourself”—

      “This shit again?” said Russ. Water dripped off his chin. Despite what Jeom had told him, he’d never felt that way before, not like now. He patted his face dry with a towel.

      While he stepped into his armor, his mind paced through what he needed to do. Only two things could he ensure that morning: giving a phrase to Grenn and an instruction to Willa. All else would happen by the will and grace of the Goddess Karli, and at that, he whispered a prayer to himself while his armor actuated fully into place. Liri’s ring fit the middle finger of his right hand, and Alpha’s scarf tucked well into the pocket of his linens. He picked up his hammer and left.

      Alerix waited for him outside his door, dozing on a bench the man had dragged from the foyer. A woman waited with him, her back straight, her hands on her bouncing knees.

      “Willa,” Russell said.

      “Russ.” She stood and swept the front of her skirt. “Uh—Grand Master.”

      “No need for that,” said Russ. Alerix snored. His armor had let him sag to one side during the night. “How long’s he been out?”

      “About an hour. Said it would be a good idea to wait for you. Just to make sure, you know”—

      “That I didn’t stumble my way into the eating hall?” Russ smirked. Or perhaps that I’d even stay. “Thanks for stickin around.” He nudged Alerix’s shoulder. “Wake up, ya small piece.”

      Alerix stirred and batted around his face. “I don’t want to. Just take ya damn walk without me, woman.” He settled his head on his fist and snored a couple times before his eyes lazily opened. “Fancy seeing you from down here,” he said and wiped his cheek with his right hand. “Cripes, how did I do it back then?” Slowly, he stood and stretched out his back. “Grand Master, good to see you’re awake. I was just waiting here with, uh—with, uh”—he waved his hand over itself.

      Willa finished for him: “Willa.”

      “Willa,” Alerix said, and he pointed at her. “Knew it before you said it.”

      She flicked her right temple.

      Alerix laughed, but when he turned his attention to Russ, his joviality melted for staunch duty. “Wanted to be the first to let you know what happened while you slept.”

      “Rested,” said Russ. “Where’s Grenn?”

      Though he’d asked the question of Willa, Alerix answered. “Your squire accompanied the main party to our staging area.”

      “Squire?” Russ said. “That’s what you’ve all decided? Leadership had the same idea.”

      “For now, at least. He’s not a terribly sharp boy, but he’s a hard worker when he wants to be.”

      “He’s not stupid,” Willa said, her tone plain.

      “Didn’t say he was.”

      “Sometimes that depends on your teacher, too,” Russ said. “Give him some credit.”

      “He’s been with the Grand Master for the last couple years. You’d think he’d have learned something in that time.”

      “He didn’t know who I was ‘til—what?—a week ago.”

      “Sure he didn’t,” said Alerix. The skepticism in his voice nicked at Russ’s nerves. He considered the Warden and whether he should correct him.

      Willa whistled, and Burth peeked his head around the corner off to their right. “Come on,” she said, waving him toward them. While Burth hopped down the hall, she answered a question Russell hadn’t asked. “I told him to keep watch down there in case anyone came this way. He wanted to help.” She knelt and scratched Burth’s head as he yawned. “That’s a good boy, isn’t it?”

      The serren leaned into her touch, and his ears raised from his back. Willa ran his left ear through her fingers, after which he shook his head and yawned again. Alerix scowled at the creature.

      Russ, too, knelt and spoke to Burth. “Think you can stay here and be good?”

      Burth stared up at him, his eyes slits, then he sighed and nodded. “Good boy, good boy. That what I do.” Russ’s door slid open to allow the serren inside, and he climbed onto the bed, where he tipped onto his back and promptly fell asleep.

      Russell gave Willa a quizzical stare. “How’d he do that—just walk right inside?”

      “Kendra told people he was yours,” Willa said. Her voice morphed into a perfect rendition of Kendra’s: “Because he sure as hell isn’t mine.”

      Outside, a taxi waited to ferry them through the outskirts of the Lower City to the Order’s staging area.

      “… I’m just saying,” Alerix went on, having spoken since the other side of Unily, “we talk all the time about demons being a threat to humanity, but the population on Coroth just crossed over nine-eighty-billion—we’ve recovered well since the Greatest of Wars. We’ll be at a trillion by the end of the decade if this one doesn’t cause too much issue, and the largest threat to our survival on this planet is food-product sustainability. Serrens account for ten-point-seven percent of natural destruction to not just crops, but wild and domesticated animals as well. Don’t let their would-be-cute demeanor deceive you, they make deals just the same as humans, but they cut them with all manner of fauna—birds being their main ingress into anything they can’t get through their Underground. Now science has come a long way, but don’t fool yourself: the only good serren is caged or killed”—

      “You sound like me about demons,” Russ said. “But I’ve just treated what the serrens take as a sort of tax. When did you become an expert on the finer points of cropping?”

      “Had time, didn’t I? Opportunities came along I didn’t pass on. Own a few dozen peanut farms.” Alerix waved his hand at unasked questions. “Over in Yarnle, south the equator—just over four-million acres of land, nice and humid. Got a great view of the Bay of Bartholomere.”

      “And everyone’s gettin on me about being a pumpkin farmer.”

      “I own farms. Didn’t say I worked the crops.”

      Russ hmph’d. “Warts and all.”

      The old Warden smiled, but it looked like it took him far away rather than keeping his mind here and now.

      “So what about the demons?”

      Alerix’s brow bounced. “The Lycans found them first. I’m not surprised I hadn’t heard of them before. They’re an extrinsic bunch. Wouldn’t surprise me if it came out they were actual werewolves with how well they can track—almost seemed able to sniff them out. You hadn’t been resting twenty minutes before they reported a small lot of them gathering in the woods north of the eastern flats.”

      “Is that where we’re heading?” said Russ.

      Alerix nodded. “Aye. Removed from town, just like you wanted.”

      At the desert’s end, where Tanvarn’s Upper City still towered behind them, Russ caught an odor in the air, even through the cabin’s shield, and at first he couldn’t be sure he smelled it. But as they climbed, the stench of Fel, of smoke and tar and acrid sulfur, bit into the back of his throat and stung his nostrils. At times it came in suffocating clouds. The rune in the crook of his left elbow grew cold.

      Alerix mentioned a quick nap, and he crossed his arms and tucked himself as well as he could into his seat.

      “We’ve not spoken much about Kendra—at all about Kendra,” Russell said quietly to Willa. “She left me a note, and I’ve gleaned what’s happened with her, but did she tell you anything before she left?”

      Willa shook her head. “Other than keeping you safe and making sure you woke up. But we surmised the gist of what she intended, at least in part. Grenn was ay—ang—angry, to put it in a word. I told him what I knew, but it wasn’t enough.”

      “Grenn doesn’t like bein outta the picture.”

      They crested the highlands, their cart retracing the steps their albunes had made days before. The ground leveled out, and a mile away, tents, some as tall as the black trees of the forest, lit the otherwise dark countryside. High-command’s Light beamed against the wood’s soldiers in spotlight-like glows and reflected toward the heavens as Order members swarmed between the pavilions in bustles of planning and coordination.

      The cabin’s shield came down as they approached. The night air remained crisp despite the Fel’s grasp and carried the buzz of many gathered in one place. They’d splintered into groups, each deliberating different topics, their distinctions lost for the whole.

      “You can understand it, can’t you?” Willa asked. Her ears flicked against a blither of wind.

      “Course I can, but”—

      “I mean, he reveres you. I’ve not known him a week, and I can tell he strives to live up to you. Your greatness.” She scoffed. “I mean, ev—everybody at Karhaal does. You’ve been gone twenty years, and still Karlians compare themselves to you.”

      “What people think of me isn’t my business.” He and Willa stepped off when the cart stopped.

      Alerix stirred. “Cripes, here already?” He yanked himself up for his aging joints and followed them, after which the cart pivoted and headed back toward the Lower City.

      “And don’t act like you’re tellin me somethin I don’t know,” Russell went on. “Happens every generation after a War. I wanted to live up to Jeom. That’s something I can’t do. Grenn and many others will try to live up to me and find themselves unable. That’s life. It’s a good thing, trust me, to not live up to your heroes. If you can, they’re just”—

      “People.” Willa’s gaze dropped to the ground in pause. “If you’re just a person we can all be like you, gods forbid.”

      “Better, probably by far,” Russ said, ignoring her sarcasm if any she spoke. “Just in your own ways.” They headed toward the main prop-up. “Take you, for example. With the way you handled that demon at Karhaal, I’d almost think you’d faced ‘em before.”

      Willa shook her head, but she didn’t disagree. “Of sorts.”

      Russell didn’t press her for more, and they followed Alerix, who’d already stepped inside the makeshift temple.

      A Karlian held the tent flap open for them and bowed when Russ neared. “Grand Master.” Russ recognized him from the streets in Karhaal and the convocation.

      “Karl,” Russ said as he passed inside.

      “… Priests will form the front line,” said a woman. “Here”—she stopped when she saw Russ, and for a second, so too did all movement inside. The gathered Order members bowed in conspicuity. A few caught on late and did so out-of-time after eyeing their compatriots.

      Russell had no idea what to do. He nodded. “Thank you all for being here. Continue.”

      “And here,” the woman finished. She wore the armor of a Priest. Her cloak hemmed high against the back of her thighs.

      Willa went to join a group of Priests in an alcove off the main room.

      “And my Lycans are already figuring out flanking strategies.” Barius’s voice boomed through the tent in his heavy accent. “When we push them back, we’ll need ways to acquisition nether ports and Ley-Light traps to keep them from escaping. We’ve set up a holo-based forward-camp. These images are updating in real time.”

      “Ley-Light?” Alerix said, his arms crossed.

      “Yes,” said Barius as though Alerix shouldn’t have had to ask. “You saw the recordings at Karhaal the same as I, sir. The combination is the only means we have of stopping them now. All of our tactics rely on joint powers this day.”

      Alerix stared up at Barius, evidently displeased. “Luke, at least you’re pretty. Let’s hear it from you, then.”

      “As I was saying,” said Luke. Her voice came with a nasally accent that left her nose scrunched. She tucked her auburn hair neatly behind her ears and went on. “And Grand Master, I’m glad you’re here for final approval. The Priests will form a secondary line here”—she pointed to a digital recreation of the edge of the forest, a special blackness just a couple miles north of them—“and set up a perimeter. The normal: wards, enchantments, widdercants, laying the base for”—and for the next hour, they discussed what would happen in the few that followed.
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      Mesiter Itharin paced a dozen steps while he spoke, then he turned and walked the other way. He spoke in crisp Plainari, his voice a stalwart tenor from low in his chest, and walked with his hands behind his back, his posture perfect as he addressed the Leynars who had gathered for the emergency convent at High Tower.

      His sight had settled on one Leynar, to whom he spoke. “Understand that we’re all taking a risk here.”

      “It’s unprecedented in modern history,” the other said. His voice carried in its creak, even to Kendra, who stood near the back of the Zyldeni theater. “Do you know how far in the annals we had to search to find even an insinuation of combined help?”

      “I can imagine it was”—

      “Seven-thousand R.D.E., give or take a few years—not since the rise of the modern demon has Karhaal called upon High Tower. Even at the height of the last War, they didn’t, much to the dismay of half a dozen Houses, and, mind you, Karhaal still has not answered our grievances. It’s madness, both then and now, to assume we would risk our lives when Karhaal can handle their ends of the Accords, apparently without our aid.”

      “House Karak wishes to add an opinion,” said a woman. Her white hair hung almost to the ground and floated around her in a gossamer vale. “If it is Sonder’s finding that the last instance of instigated, non-incidental cooperation between the Leynar and Karlians was when the modern demon came from the nether, then there is no more proper time for us to hold the same venture. Granting what the Mesiter has told us is true, and that his word is that of the king, whose statement mirrors the Grand Master’s, there’s good reason such peril should trigger a renewed allegiance. It sounds like we’re setting up to risk our lives just getting out of bed in the morning.”

      “Thank you, House Karak,” Itharin said, out of patience. A dull yellow emanated from his eyes, a stain from the sheer number of years he’d practiced magic. Kendra had a millennium before the Ley might mar her face.

      Maybe two if you tried, Kendra thought, but it didn’t matter—Whatever.

      “It is good to hear at least one House understands,” the Mesiter said, then he turned to the man who’d stood at the right time to voice his opinion. His concern had been—to put it mildly, Kendra thought—the ‘propensity for death’ that fighting demons often bred. “Appreciate that they can’t go on without our aid, otherwise they’d not have asked for it. I wouldn’t have called the Houses together unless we were in dire need”—

      “We all know what the situation is,” the creaky-voiced man said. “The king made the world well aware, and the global collective of anxiety rose two-point-one percent in a day. That gain has doubled night-over-night since”—

      “Which means fuck-all,” said another across the theater. Her robe fell off her right shoulder when she stood. She covered her exposed breast with her left hand but left the robe lilting toward the ground. Her dark hair hung in an unkempt mess across her back. “If I’d known all you’d discuss is numbers and statistics, I’d have stayed in Loth.”

      “Easy for a tenant of House Propense to eschew the modesty of hard fact, but my House has seen the world turn to tumult over nothing”—

      “It’s hardly tumult,” the other said, condescending. “Let’s at least be honest about that. A rise from nearly-nothing results in an amount only slightly more than nearly-nothing.”

      “You mean to teach me about numbers?” The man turned toward Itharin, his speech heated. “You’ve called upon the House of Sonder, of all the Houses you could have, and you expect us to march with you, with this ludicrous plan? How do we know it will work?”

      “We don’t,” the Mesiter said. “But as I told you privately before this meeting, the number of expected deaths, granting that it does—and there’s not reason to think it won’t—is below point-two percent, and we often come out ahead on those estimates, grisly though they are.”

      The man from Sonder’s tone and attitude evaporated. “Okay then.” He sat.

      Itharin’s posture fell, and he breathed a long sigh.

      Coulda left forty-two minutes ago if not for that, Kendra thought. She smirked. That’s probably what he’s thinking.

      The woman from Propense remained standing. “None of us have any problems with death, so long as the cause under which we die is good.”

      “The Grand Master represents nothing but,” Itharin said. “He’s perhaps the best of all of us and has returned. Though he hasn’t asked personally”—much to the chagrin of a few House here, Kendra knew—“the king has asked of us by rite, and so we shall provide.”

      Kendra’s gaze passed over the rest. A group had set up a tent, around which they’d built a fire of real wood and hung a kettle over the flame to make themselves tea. They all acted so casually, a cool uncaring that Kendra had cultivated only in affectation. Though she had wondered at times if they simply pretended, those who wore it well did so gracefully enough to make it seem natural.

      “And what of the Priests?” said a deep voice to her left, where a House had ported a small part of their forest to the theater. Among the branches, ravens and owls, eagles and falcons, and pigeons perched; and under them lay or stood bears, horses, deer, moose, ducks, swans, wolves, rats, and most any other fauna with four legs or a pair of wings.

      Kendra remembered asking one of another House, the members of which transformed into anything coldblooded, why they and Wyndamere didn’t share a banner. The kin had only stared at her before he walked away without answering. Only later did she learn how inappropriate what she’d asked had been.

      “It’s somethin ya gotta be a part of to get,” a Leynar in Reyastock had told her during her eighth schooling year, so even now she didn’t understand why.

      Wyndamere’s fur and feathers all had a similar merle pattern in muted shades of black, white, and brown and gray. Their speaker took the shape of a bear, as tall lying down as a man standing. Scars crossed his face and muzzle, and his fur quavered in a breeze Kendra couldn’t feel. His eyes shined as black mirrors.

      “Karhaal has access to our power now,” he said, “in one way at least. What need have they of us? It’s my understanding”—

      “None of us need House Wyndamere,” a small wizard to Kendra’s right said. He sat with his group, their robes streaked red and purple. “While your lot is out gamboling through forests and trying to stick your dicks in”—

      “The Priests are Leynars,” the Mesiter said, raising his voice against the man from House Gntinac, “but their power and godly politics lie with the Order, which doesn’t, as I’ve told many of you repeatedly, mean they aren’t apart of us anymore. We all live on one Coroth, and it’s under that banner we must now come together, no matter what your opinion is of Karhaal or the Grand Master or the Priests”—he looked at the man in the streaked robes—“or House. Do you—all of you—understand me?”

      No one said a thing against him.

      “If you’ve no other grievances,” said Itharin, “we have portals prepared to guide us to our staging area, but you’re more than welcome to use your own.” He pulled back the sleeve on his left wrist and checked his watch. “Daylight already sets time against us. My Leynars”—the Mesiter swept his gaze over the lot of them—“Leynarim ex tehd.” Ley is life.

      “Leynarim ex tehd,” Kendra intoned in time with everyone else.

      They cleared away their chairs and tents and fires with sweeps of their arms and talked amongst their cliques. Kendra watched their smoke float away on the open air. Their mutterings filled the theater in a dull drone.

      Itharin finished speaking with the woman whose hair hung stark-white around her. Her porcelain skin reflected light, and her eyes misted white, broken each time she blinked. To Kendra she almost looked alien, and she lamented that even as Leynars, time played its tune on each of them. Yet the Mesiter, as he approached her against the flow walking past him, appeared as young as a boy fresh through his schooling years, his gait springy, his mind balanced.

      The group who’d had tea hadn’t yet folded their tent. An elder tossed his bag in air, the opening of which spread wide enough to envelope the canopy without taking it down.

      “You can’t just let your bag eat this stuff,” a woman said, her voice a drawling nag.

      “Deal with it later.” Despite Leynars’ abilities, the gentleman had allowed age to toll his body. He walked with a limp under his left leg and headed away from the woman he spoke to. His bag collapsed under his right arm, and with his left, he offhandedly traced a portal, manifesting while he spoke. “Anything inside is suspended”—

      “I know how a fucking suspension differential works,” she said, walking after him. “The tent is made of Algene Silk”—

      “If anything happened to it, I’ll buy another one. Hells, I’ll make one for you. It’s not worthy of my time to keep track of what you say I can and can’t”—their conversation lost itself to the portal’s other side.

      For a minute, Kendra and Itharin watched the Leynars’ procession, only a minority of which headed to the portal stage.

      Then the Mesiter crossed his arms and leaned against the stone wall behind them. His silvered robe shimmered in the evening sun, fluttering at its hem in the fledgling night’s breeze. “Suppose that went about as well as it could have.”

      “Better, maybe,” Kendra said. “You all just might make it there in time.”

      The Mesiter huffed and checked his watch again. “Only we could make a five-minute declaration a forty-seven-minute forum of whether helping save the planet is moral and necessary.”

      “Time’s not terribly important to many here.” Even with the impetus of War, the Leynar proceeded in a time of their own.

      “That doesn’t mean others are immune to such contrivances. Yet watch them move, all at your counsel.”

      “Behold the forest, for I am we,” said Kendra in Old Magornian, quoting Horis Baldaman from his work critical of the War of the Bridges, ironically titled Why the War of the Bridges Failed.

      Wyndamere finished their ritual and ported the piece of forest from under them, then joined the march.

      Itharin attended them all with quick-flitting glances. “It’s good to see you, by the way—wondered if you’d ever pop up again, what with those years you went dark.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Itharin tutted. He turned toward her, his left shoulder against the stone wall. “I wish you would, but I don’t expect you to come with us, Ms. Drander. You always showed such promise”—

      “Oh, how long have you been waiting for this?” she asked.

      The Mesiter ignored her interruption. “I used to think if you could just get past whatever held you up, you’d do well in leadership here. Perhaps I could have even retired and passed the position on to you.”

      “I’d have loved that,” Kendra said, painting her words with sarcasm. “Doubly glad I didn’t come back, then.”

      “Such is life.” The Mesiter gestured uncaring. “All that ever holds anyone back is themselves.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Hold myself back. Shit just happens sometimes. There are some things no one can fix.” Kendra glanced at him. “Think about me often, do you?”

      Itharin shook his head, watching everyone else. Silence became them for a short time until he said, “You’re the lucky one. People like you, not bound by the game’s ministrations. I’m glad you left. Many were, for their reasons, but you would have wasted your talents here, working for idiots like me, trying to prove yourself to fools like them.” He gestured toward the retreating crowd.

      “Your flattery won’t gain you favor with me. Not then, not now.”

      “Damn,” said Itharin, taking his turn at sarcasm, his a subtler brand. “I’d hoped I could convince you this time.”

      “I don’t like being convinced.” And that had cost her more than once. “But you could tell me one thing.”

      The Mesiter waited.

      “Why are you going?”

      For a moment, a storm played behind Itharin’s eyes. “If the Grand Master of the Order fights, I can’t in good conscience withhold my powers from him, especially with the situation as dire as you describe. Leynars may have kept out of the last War, but I fought alongside Jeom and Perinold and those before them for a thousand years. I’ve got War stories as far back as Towers. Gods, I wasn’t even Mesiter then. Consider it a personal deficiency, but I can’t deny a call from the scepter or the Grand Master. I’d fight alongside them without question.”

      “As Mesiter or yourself?”

      Itharin shrugged. “Before I was Mesiter, I supported them as myself, and now that I’m Mesiter, I join them as both. Either way, I fight because my personal morals won’t let me do otherwise.”

      “It better be personal,” Kendra warned, “and not some form of external duty. You might find in the coming days that the Accords mean less and less, especially to those in power.”

      “And if the situation in Karhaal is as you describe, the Priests might end up running the place. What that means for us is as good as anyone’s guess, especially with the Undertaker being where and who she is.” His gaze seemed far away, even as he looked at her. “Wouldn’t be the man I am today if I let things like that bother me, though.”

      “And I wouldn’t be the woman I am today if I weren’t such a bitch.” Kendra crossed her arms and mirrored the Mesiter, turning their conversation a little more private. “I can see the shadow that hangs over you, can feel you want to tell me something. Be out with it.”

      “I’ve nothing to tell”—

      “Then you wouldn’t need to hide it.”

      “Whatever,” he said pointedly, but, perhaps despite himself, his mood sedated. “Fine, it’s just—we Leynar, we calculate. Were it not for my ability to foresee, I would have died long ago. I hear the echoes and whispers of all the realities in which I have, yet here”—he gestured to the theater with his right arm—“I remain. It’s easy to not fear death when you know you’re not facing it, but I’ve learned over the years it’s those who see their fate coming who fear it most. Mine scares me, for no matter the choices I make, I march inexorably toward a death that’s far away yet unignorably on my horizon. I can’t run from it—that’s why a goddess called it Fate. I just hope one day you find yours, or whatever you’re searching for in its stead.”

      “I found it, and beyond it was another. Our paths aren’t etched in stone. There’s a reality out there where I’m living the way I wish I could. In this one, though, I’m needed for a different purpose. That’s not bad, it just is.”

      The Mesiter smiled. “Gods.”

      Kendra rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me I’ve impressed you that easily.”

      “Impressed? You? No. You’re just either more jaded or far wiser than I am.” A trace of his smile remained on his face. “The Grand Master, I know he’s your friend, but your decision is one I’ll support without question. Where is it you think you’ll go?”

      Yet there you ask. Kendra considered what to say, appraised how much the Mesiter already knew. Though no one could read minds—that gift had eluded them, much to her irritation; she’d often daydreamed about what she could have done, how her life could have turned out had the gods given her that ability; just as well They didn’t, knowing what she’d have done with it—Itharin had ways of finding out what no one wanted him to. He stared deliberately far-off, toward the sky over a gatehouse on the courtyard’s other side.

      Kendra followed his gaze and saw nothing but a haze that beat south. “I have a few ideas.” She didn’t want his opinion. “Nothing concrete yet.”

      The Mesiter looked to the ground between them, skated his foot over wet grass, and checked his watch. “Whatever you decide”—he pushed himself from the wall and turned to face her while he walked away—“I’m sure you’ll make it through just fine.” He winked, then he kicked and teleported away.

      Kendra watched the last two groups go. Alone, torn. Like most choices she’d made in her life, her decision came down to what seemed objectively right and what matched her own self-interest. The former had often been the latter, disguised, splintering her mind until she’d made the wrong judgment. A small part of her wanted to go, to see Russ and make everything what it could be. But she fought it, for that life could never be anything more than an apparition.

      She got through half her teleportation evocation when a great emptiness filled her. Just like every wrong choice she’d made since she met him, her mind turned to the one man on the planet she wished she wanted nothing to do with.

      Russ, what in the hells did you do? she said to herself, for events well outside her control made her choice for her.
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      Grenn walked inside and stopped next to Russ, who stood near the tent’s flap. Order members passed through to secure orders and go over last-minute strategies, and deputies pushed notifications and alerts from one device to another and made sure minutiae made it to the right people. Those here knew War-time, and Russ watched them work, his opinion garnered when proper.

      The job of Grand Master, as Jeom had told him, comprised two primary functions: “Number one is essentially acting as babysitter to all the factions across the world. Sometimes it’s simple disputes, other times it’s—well, it’s all bullshit, really. And two is being the first into battle and the last out if you can help it.”

      “Got the list of all the assignments,” Grenn said. “We’ve got more of the old guard here than new.” Surprise grained his tone. “A battle urlan made the list real quick, like it was nothing.”

      Impression shot Russ’s brow upward. “The Urlanmeister sent battle urlans?”

      Grenn nodded.

      “Huh. Make sure everyone gets a copy of that.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah.”

      Grenn pressed the proper order of taps on his tablet, and a final swipe sent the dossier to everyone who had checked-in to the forward camp. “Done?”

      Over the next few seconds, chimes and beeps and buzzes sounded through the tent at once.

      “Great,” Russ said, whispering. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Same, man.”

      “Squire Abernathy,” Luke said, leaning past Barius to see him. “Good work.”

      Grenn nodded after a second’s hesitation. “Ma’am.” Then he spoke to Russ: “I didn’t even do anything.”

      Russ laughed. “Yeah, that’s about right.” The wound on Grenn’s right cheek still shined, but Luff’s tincture looked to be doing its work. At least the veins had reduced back into his skin. “Where’s Xenia?”

      “Back at Rhine’s with Burth. She’s probably worried ragged.” He paused. “Look, I’m not trying to pansy out, but I know I’m not that good in a fight. I’ll stay back here if you want me to.”

      Russell waited, trying to figure whether Grenn joked. “Fuck are ya talkin about? You’ll be with me. How else am I supposed to make sure ya don’t die?” Everything in the day—and further—counted on it.

      “I mean, I could just stay here, help strategize.”

      Russ shook his head. “No, ya gotta learn somehow. Put yourself with me, wherever you are.”

      Grenn consulted the list he’d brought with him. “No one’s assigned to you right now. According to that urlan’s databases, you’re still em-eye-ay, actually.”

      “As Trent Geno or Russell Hollowman?”

      “Both,” said Grenn, flicking through the report. “Shit, there’s an assignment on Trent. Gods damn it.” A group of the new guard, who’d set themselves up in an antechamber off the main room finally hailed him. Grenn’s face lit when he saw the callers. “Hey, I’ll catch you in a few.” He gestured through his tablet while he walked.

      “What do they need you for?” Russ asked.

      Grenn half-turned, smirking. “Official Karlian business.”

      Russ couldn’t help smiling. “Sure.”

      Before Grenn made it to them, he stopped by Passa Rovenstirk, who remained mostly quiet and out-of-the-way for her presence there. Grenn probably made some quip, and Passa laughed. Her face pulled into an honest smile that made it to her eyes and bared her straight teeth. She responded. Grenn got the last word as he backpedaled toward his friends. Passa watched him go, then returned her attention to the main table, a grin still smeared across her face, which she promptly straightened when she glanced at Russ.

      The world, despite what anyone said, revolved around such harmless interactions, important because of how they made people feel. Passa’s smile reminded Russ of Lillie, who had given hers freely and with care. Arnin’s envoy, and everyone for that matter, needed to remember and value and unreservedly partake in those small instances of unshackled emotion despite what propriety or duty might instruct, especially in the coming days. Grenn needed to work on a lot, but that didn’t include his ability to bring out the best—and worst—in others.

      Willa walked out of a room to Russ’s left, her tail flicking behind her. A hurrying Karlian bumped it, said nothing, and kept moving. She watched him leave, then she wandered toward Russ.

      “What’s up?” Russ said, attempting to seem casual.

      Willa stayed quiet a half-dozen seconds before she spoke. “I can’t help feeling like this is just the start.”

      “Of the War?” You’re not wrong.

      “No. Well yeah, obviously. Something I’ve been thinking about.” A discerning glint flecked her eyes. “In all I’ve read of eh—escalations, the demons normally have a pretty good way of dealing with our new power. Like in the last when the greaters gained the ability to port. Got ahead of us more than few times from what I’ve read. What if now—what if it’s not enough?”

      “Some sort of intuition you have?” asked Russ, honestly interested. “An understanding you’ve gained?”

      Willa shook her head. “I haven’t been exposed to Fel enough. Just thoughts, trying to figure out how we beat one of them, let alone however many more there are like her. Because there have to be more, whuh—what with that humanoid affectation. Wish I could talk to the Un—dertaker.”

      Russ silently mirrored her wish. “There probably are; Luffy assured me of that. And finding them won’t be near as simple as D’niqa. But I still think you’re right—what you said by the fire the other night. Once we get ahead of them, this will be their True End. You and yours are gonna make sure o’ that. I know it.”

      “Me and mine?”

      “Priests. Demonologists, too. Speaking of which, Kendra mentioned you guys pay a price of sorts for your study. She didn’t tell me what it was—said I needed to hear it from someone first-hand.” He let the question ask itself.

      Willa’s ears perked up, but she looked around and quieted.

      “I hope I’m not out of kind for bringing it up.”

      She shook her head. “Not everybody understands, but demonologists’ curiosities are just—pure interest, mostly. The work we perform pertains not just to the demons themselves, but of a want to further understand the gods’ universe. This tiny part of it, at least. We graze the line between this world and theirs, and in doing so, we gain Understanding. We also become more susceptible to the Fel and its influences.”

      “War-time Karlians always become exposed. That’s how I can speak Demonic. Gonna happen to everyone who fights.”

      “It’s more than that. Until a few hundred years ago, Warlocks could freely practice their art so long as they didn’t hurt anyone. They were essentially demonologists, though we didn’t call them either name, and modern-day Warlocks are more fucked up. Our understanding of the Fel makes it easier to control demons, to master them, even. But no one likes to mention that it also makes the practitioner more likely to fall under the control of demons.”

      “Seen that happen,” said Russ. He told her of a few days of culling on Yarnle’s west coast. Jeom himself had condemned the city and led the offensive into Alvilmedo, the streets of which had filled with people just standing around, waiting—until the Order arrived. Ash had cleared enough over the Corlane Channel by the third morning to see Zri Lidn’s peak on Aisilmapua, where it jutted from the horizon like a burning sword. “Like mindless slaves, though. Alvilmedo became an uninhabitable zone after that. We couldn’t get the nether to stop piercing through.”

      “That’s why High Tower keeps close watch on us. Demonologists, I mean. Sometimes blisteringly so. Afraid we might just”—she gestured away from herself—“go off.”

      They watched everyone for a few minutes. Their trickles of conversations became a harmony of voices that all focused on one thing. Russ thought it unfortunate that it took this—War and the threat of annihilation—to bring the peoples of Coroth together. But this alliance and unanimity existed on a faulted plate that awaited any fracture to split it. Uneasy tranquility plagued Russ’s thoughts and filled his gut with mock-adrenaline when he imagined this all fading away because of one fateful moment later that morning.

      Willa leaned against the wall behind her, staring at the ground. “I caught what you said by the fire.” She glanced at him. “The day we left Karhaal.”

      “Figured you had.”

      “The Karlians—they saved me more than once. Believe me, I’ve talked with Madam Undertaker about what we’re doing and how it pertains to the Accords. She’s assured me those agreements are the dealings of man. Hers is work of the gods.” The corners of her mouth upturned, but not enough to make her smile. “But still, she and the king have muddied that all up. I thought when I joined the Order, I’d get to work hand-in-hand with Karlians, fie—fight the fight. But sometimes it’s like trying to cut a queue, like we haven’t paid our dues.”

      “It’s not like that. Look, we’re all workin”—

      Willa shook her head. Her purple eyes cast a knowing gaze, older than her years. “That’s how the Light and Ley worked at first. One didn’t want to join the other. Even with our additions to the Leydeh—Leydendum, it took years for us to summarize our findings, and that was with the Undertaker’s help. I spent a month at one point just writing.”

      “Goddess alive, I can’t imagine.”

      “Enchanted text. An urlan would have done it otherwise. Gods, will I be glad to get past this. Means we’ll ho—hopefully press on to more important matters.”

      That’s debatable. Russ found Grenn, who sat with his guard, huddled over a table removed from the main. “Speakin of being past this, I’ve got a favor of sorts to ask of ya.” He paused to make sure she listened. “I know he’s abrasive, to put it kindly, but don’t give up on Grenn. It might sound strange, but he’s—he’s gonna need someone, and you’re better than most.” Was that it—was that really so important? He tried to read the emotion on her face.

      Willa watched Grenn. “He might not be dragonstone,” she said. A trace of levity threatened the corners of her mouth. “But there’s something there. I don’t know what. That man may be beyond my help.” Then her brow furrowed. “W—where will you be, though?”

      “Grand Master-ing. I’ll be at Karhaal or wherever I’m needed. I won’t have time to mind him after I retake the Seat, not with an Order to run. And Grenn is—he won’t be the Order’s first choice to squire for me officially.”

      “You’d think the Grand Master would get a say in that.”

      “You’d think.”

      “He’s awfully taken with that Passa woman anyway. Maybe he’ll end up back in Keep.”

      Russell snickered. “Her today, another tomorrow, and a third the day after. It’s the one thing you can count on with him. He’s charming.”

      Willa’s countenance returned to the subtle fury of her resting-face while she watched. “He’s really liked Rhine’s the past few days, I can tell you that.” Her watch beeped on the inside of her left wrist, and she tapped a few times on its display. “That’s me. See ya.” Before Russ responded, she left the tent.

      Seven minutes later, he stood at the line, an arbitrary denominator one kilometer from the forest’s edge. The tacticians, especially Alerix, had argued about it for three minutes and forty-three seconds by Russ’s watch before Barius had swatted his hand through the map and said, “A thousand meters. It’s decided.” No one had challenged him.

      Russ had gathered with the Lycans under their banner, a silver wolf on a field of gray. At times, as the cloth tempted the pre-dawn breeze, the wolf melted into the field, hidden. Unlike Jeom and Perinold and Raris—all War-time Masters for that matter—Russ had no sigil. Verrusen had wanted to give him one of a boar’s head, blackish-blue on a field of bursting gold. But Russ had demurred; under no pretense had he pretended he would ever need one of his own. War wouldn’t come again.

      Away on either side of them, other satellites had erected the standard of their clan or faction. Nearest them, an embroidered black angel flew across a field of red. A few hundred milled beneath it. Further on, a copper trumpet played against a yellow sunburst that fluttered as floss in a nothing-wind. To their left, a partridge flew across a field of light green, a purple lobster in full plate wielded a scepter on a bed of ivory—under which stood Willa and a conference of Priests—and myriad other banners Russell had perhaps seen but not committed to memory. More, though, he’d never even glimpsed.

      “Look at them,” Barius said, towering over the rest of the line. He spoke to the girl the battle-urlan had assigned to him and gestured to the demons at the forest’s edge with his hammer. “They won’t care about your inabilities—they will prey on them. Give them even one out, and they will take it from you, as easy as gutting a fish. But the ultimate glory is overcoming our weaknesses, triumphing despite them. You know your own, yes?”

      The young woman held a sword in either hand. Her bone-white armor glowed faintly in the twilight. Barius had run her through a smattering of War-time training exercises. “My defense,” she said. “Always has been.”

      “A true warrior of the Light focuses on all aspects of martial combat, so that the Goddess Karli can manifest Herself in this world through every swing and step and dodge and parry. But it’s better to excel at one than be shite at all. You are a good fighter. Use me as your shield and strike when right.”

      The girl took import in his words, and they ran through another exercise, her swords ablur as they ricocheted off Barius’s hammer. She didn’t seem worried as Grenn did.

      Russ’s squire faced the demons’ line. “Are you gonna run me through anything?” he asked, slightly strained, fiddling with a trinket on his waist guard. “Though I don’t suppose it would help, right?”

      “Yeah,” said Russ. “You’re probably about as good as you’re gonna get for now. Besides, I need to tell ya something.” The morning’s first waypoint had come upon him, and he put the verity of his intentions in his trust of the Goddess and his gut. “And there’s no easy way of going about it.”

      “What?” Grenn said, offhand. “You expecting to die?”

      Russ spoke matter-of-factly: “No one expects to die. It just happens. But in case I do, I need you to know what I’m about to tell ya.” Unlike when he got it from Jeom, he wanted Grenn to agree to it first.

      “Cripes, Russ, what is it?” He sounded annoyed, like a fly wouldn’t let him be.

      “My half o’ the way to the Tomb.” He didn’t wait for Grenn to respond, though the young man’s attention snapped toward him. “Regardless of what happens, I’m not goin after it.”

      “What?” Fear and surprise tarnished Grenn’s face. “You can’t just abandon us. We’ll all be lost without you—been lost. Besides, if I find it, what in the hells’ll I be able to do with it?”

      “You’ll find a way. Jeom knew about it during the last War, and he didn’t need it then. Maybe we won’t need it in this one. It’s not my story either way.” Russ yawned, then a sly grin spread across his face. “I will be here to run the Order, by the way. You and Willa were both concerned about that, thanks.”

      “You haven’t even been back a week. Forgive our unease.” Then Russ’s words pinched his right eye. “You talked to Willa about this?”

      “Not this, but it got to the same point in the end.” Calm spread through him, an antithesis to the morning they faced. “Need to let Kendra know, too, if you ever see her again. She’s got the other half, and there are transference magnitudes that need observed. I was never clear on it. She’ll probably know what’s up as soon as I pass it to ya anyway.”

      “Russ, please.” Grenn shook his head. “I can’t handle this right now.”

      “What, do ya need to meditate first?” Russ looked toward the forest, where thousands of tiny eyes gazed upon him. They knew him, they targeted him, and if they could help it, he and everyone here would die today. “I need to pass it on, Grenn. If you don’t think you can handle this, tell me.”

      “I don’t know if I can handle anything, man.”

      “Grenn.”

      The young grunted, but his misgiving morphed into sound loyalty. Solemnity set his jaw, and he threw his hand away from himself. “All right. If you think it’s best, just do it.”

      Russ turned toward him. “You listening? Because once I pass it, I shall know it no more.”

      Grenn nodded.

      Even though no one paid them attention, he stepped toward Grenn, met the young warrior’s gaze, and spoke quietly. “Then hear: Where those who do not walk meets those who walk only on air, you’re halfway there. Look to the ground, then to the sky, and to the horizon, your eyes will pry.”

      When Russell finished, a pill of dulcet realization dropped into his gut. Half of the secret he’d made all those years before—gone. He breathed, the last of his material ties stripped from him as he prepared to face the hell on Coroth that awaited him across the field. Relief chased even that recognition.

      “Can anyone else know this?” asked Grenn.

      “No.” Russ knew it true. “Not even if they saw into my mind. Plus, magical thoughts? They’re not worth the trouble of stealing. Kill ya as soon as serve ya.”

      Grenn took a deep breath, and the crease returned to his brow. “Goddess.” He looked west, to the dragon’s wing that shone in its blue and purple and silver. It had burnished in the night. Red and gold sung amongst its graces and lit the night against the darkness that spread before them. “What do ya think that thing is?” he said.

      “A celestial phenomenon,” said Russ. “Nothing more.”

      “Mm.”

      In his youth, Russ had found the uncanny alluring—exciting, even—the idea that the world didn’t just have mundanity on offer, that everyone could feel special by virtue of living if the world could just be a little more fantastic. After all, who doesn’t wish to find secret power within themselves or discover mystical happenings never seen in the world before? But his father had drummed that out of him as fancy, not for the mind of a man. The man who became his true father had shown Russell that the world could be perfect because of its ordinariness, should one just keep searching for it.

      On the night Jeom took his Walk, Russ and he had sat in a makeshift parlor in the ruins of Ogden, propped up by the Order as a provisional command in South Borliee. Order had returned to much of the world; they’d found the main hive, high up in the northern Newnton Mountains in a cliff face overlooking the Swoen Sea, and the War had wound to near its end. They’d joked and laughed, their levity coming from a place of honest calm. Even Jeom had drunk his share of beer for the excitement, despite how dry he’d often left his lips.

      “Everyone always wants what they can’t have,” Jeom had said, nursing the last of his drink, which they’d shipped in from a brewery just north of Vqenna in Buckaby. “But you, Russ, you’ve always had it whether you knew it or not. You’re one of the lucky ones.” It had been easy to feel good. Nearly five years, and their time at War had neared its end.

      Jeom got up to leave a few minutes after finishing his bottle and casually told Russ a riddle. “Just something to think on,” he’d said, and then intoned the words Russ had given to Grenn.

      In hindsight, it became so obvious what Jeom had done, and despite what the old Master or anyone said about Russ, Jeom had grace and surety that he didn’t, even in artifice. Those words had chewed a hole in his mind, not just that night, but over the last two decades. He’d even blamed them in part for Lillie’s disappearance; the world had been nothing but uncanny since the morning after Jeom had given them to him, when he heard his old friend had died during the night and the demons’ invasion had ended. Praise the Goddess, he could no longer remember them, no longer take his mind’s eye to the place where—

      And now, he faced the uncertainty of this day, sure at least of what he’d done by his own conscience.

      “So what are we waiting for here?” asked Grenn.

      “A standoff,” Russ said. “Watch.” He waved toward the forest. “They can’t do anything to ya, not yet. Wanna murder—and believe me, they will if we give ‘em a sliver of chance—but right now they’re just waitin for us to fuck up. Feinting in a way. I think that’s a new one, what do ya think, Barius?” He pointed to a demon that walked a slathering hound by a chain.

      Grenn made a sound like “Heh,” but Russ didn’t think he’d found it funny.

      “Yes,” said Barius, “except a lot of those dogs are walking on two legs as well.”

      “Those big guys must be twenty feet tall,” said Grenn. “What the fuck? I thought these fights were different, but they’re just—standing there.”

      “That is because the demons are pussies,” Barius said. “M’keth has fought us too many times and lost to not know this is a pointless endeavor. They specialize in guerilla tactics, only coming out when they have an advantage. But their masters are smart. Fight us on the line, with honor. It is the only way they could ever truly win”. He looked at Grenn, who had to crane his neck to meet Barius’s eye. “By taking our honor, they could steal something more prized: our glory.”

      “It will be M’keth’s hubris that wins us this War,” Russ said, thinking of the stone in his pocket, what he’d told it to do. “Always is.”

      “Honor’s not gonna keep us alive, though,” Grenn said.

      “Then it would give you a good death,” said the wolf. “This is something I’ve never gotten out of the people in Borliee. You hold no contention for it.”

      Grenn’s voice strained again. “I’ll take being alive over honor any day. A girl’s warm skin under my hand”—

      “Pray you never have to match your actions to your words. The Karlians of Old held it above all else.” He turned back to his charge. “Again.” They went through a parrying exercise at half-speed.

      “This is better than them having raided Tanvarn by night,” said Russ. “You think this is bad, try huntin ‘em through city streets surrounded by rubble and body parts you thought you’d never see separated from a person.”

      “Rather’d be doing something than waiting for a fight to break out.” Grenn squinted his eyes. In the low light, Russ could barely follow the young man’s gaze, but one of the gargantuans stopped its pacing and hung over the demons’ line, its hand held over its brow like in a salute. Then it went back to its trot, adding to the din that carried to them, knocking branches off trees with its face and shoulders, batting at flying beasts that came to nag it. “That big fucker keeps looking at me. Goddess, this is so fucking scuffed.”

      “That’s not even the worst of them.”

      “Shit.” Grenn stepped back and bent over, his hands on his knees. He dry-heaved a few times, then steadied himself. His breath caught in his chest. “Cripes, I can’t even puke. Couldn’t eat this morning, either.”

      The early-morning sun slid over the eastern horizon and touched the zenith of Rilbin Tower to the west. For a few seconds, the light between them swelled and formed an orb that broke only when the light from the east had fully replaced the shadow. Demons hissed and cawed against it.

      Trees rustled, and the rock Russell now commanded reacted to their movement. By a thought that Russ couldn’t be sure came from him or the essence inside the stone, he found her, the soul in his pocket inexorably called to its counterpart. She sat on a felled tree’s stump. Giant splinters bit into her thighs and ass.

      “Come and found me?” she said. Fel flaked from her and pulled the nether into the forest’s space, creating a breeze that shouldn’t have reached that far into the darkness. “Can’t stay away, we suppose. Your end approaches, Grand Master. We hope you’re not ready for it. The hearts of men are so fickle when death threatens to take them.”

      “I will chase you through all the realms of hell if it means freeing Coroth of your kind. Death has no power over me. Your master should have told you that.”

      She laughed. “No, just dear Lillie.”

      “Mark the words,” Russ said, then he left her alone in the dark.

      “Grenn,” he said when he returned. “One last thing before we do this.”

      “Waddaya need?” Grenn still hadn’t found his breath, and he swallowed heavily.

      “I don’t know why the Goddess put her with us, but She did. And I can’t help but feel it was for a purpose.” He paused before he went on. “You’re gonna need to trust her—Willa, I mean.”

      Grenn exhaled. “I know.” He looked off to their left, to the Priests gathered under the purple lobster.

      No humor eroded Willa’s face while she watched the conversation’s flow. But her ears flicked, she found them staring, and her tale swept either way behind her. She waved in a small gesture.

      A meager smile crossed Grenn’s lips, and he returned a sign of his own: a snap and a point of his finger, after which Willa returned her consideration to her own company, and Grenn looked to Russ, who watched him with a discerning glare.

      “What?” said Grenn, defensive. “You were out a while, and I’m pretty good at talking when I need to be.”

      “I just thought”—

      “We’re not buddies or anything. It’s not hard to get along with someone when you want to, though.” He paused. “Plus her, Russ? Even if I were looking.”

      Russ paused, but he’d assured himself of what he said next that night at the fire. “It would piss off a lot of Karlians to hear this, but they’re the future—Coroth’s and the Order’s.” He considered the demons across the field from them. “Something has to be.”

      “Not too far of a stretch when we need Ley-Light to beat them now.” Grenn looked eastward, where a clear sun rose, and he breathed. “Getting to be about that time, huh? Do ya have anything more before we go? Talking’s kinda helped.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Sage advice. Even just saying don’t die would be better than nothing.”

      Russ huffed. “Keep yourself safe, especially now. Don’t play the hero if you can help it.”

      “Almost nobody can help it. It just happens.”

      With the light, the demons’ mutterings grew, and their line approached uproar as the seconds passed. Through comms, the command tent issued orders to those who needed them in the last moments of the night. “Priests on line to subset two,” Russ heard, clean and subdued.

      “Here’s somethin the old quartermaster used to say while runnin us through drills,” Russ said. “When you make a choice, let it be one you think is right, not one you think is easy. Let no one tell you otherwise—no one—because if it’s hard, it’s probably right.”

      “Fantastic.”

      Russell chuckled before he raised his helmet. “Let’s do this.”

      He stepped forward and turned to address the Order’s ranks. “This is it!” he yelled. His voice echoed across the flats. “My Karlians, my Priests, and all gathered, our time has come.” Those marshaled turned their attention toward him. “In this hour, we are one—one in the Light of the Goddess Karli, entwined now in the strength of the Goddess Leyna. Together, like no other time in the past, we face evil like no other in the same. The gods in their infinite wisdom have given us the power to fight against this new sin that threatens to extinguish us. Again and again, our fathers and mothers of yore fought to provide our world the safety it required, and again and again, the Light has shone through a darkness that wants nothing less than our extinction. What say you?”

      The Order cheered. The demons blared for the commotion, and the world awoke with sound.

      “I beseech each of you: Remember! We are the Light in the darkness, and where the Light cannot go, we do in its stead, to protect those who can’t guard themselves, to safeguard the corners of this world where shadows linger. Not only because the Goddess Calls us, but because we must. To go against this imperative, there is no more callous a dereliction. When the writers of our history make record of this day, they will tell not of the carnage or death, but of the magnificence of our resolve and the beauty of our fledgling power’s combined breath. Our actions this day will echo into eternity as we stand truly together for the first time against the night and say, ‘No more! No more!’”

      All down the line, the members of the Order erupted in a unanimous voice. “No more! No more!” they echoed.

      The demons matched their noise with callous hoots, and the ground trembled for both.

      Russ raised his hammer and faced the demon’s line. “For Coroth!”

      “For Coroth!” the Order shouted in one voice.

      Russ stepped toward the demon line, and in the language of the Light, he yelled, “Karli’i narthe!”

      The members of the Order responded: “Pas roxe!”

      Russell marveled in the energy, and he looked back at Grenn. “Kill any that make it past me.”

      He turned and set his feet. His armor’s thrusters jetted him forward, and he swung his hammer. A golden glob of Light-energy flung across the battlefield. The demons screamed. One sped toward him and hurled a mottling of dark power, which missed, and Russ’s hammer found its point against the wretch’s skull.

      For a few seconds the world filled with silence. Then the demons roared, and the War began.
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      Behind him, the rest of the Order charged. Priests ported to their positions and reached the line, where they shot Ley and Light into the land. A raging fire of purple and green and red thundered fifty feet high and ensconced the demons between wood and flame. The foul beasts hollered, and when the first of them stepped glibly into the holy fusion, it collapsed, burned in an instant. For a few seconds, that seemed enough, but after another, a giant lunged through, howling as the flames scathed its hide. It landed on the other side, its skin charred and molting, and smashed its hammer onto a Priest, who crumpled under the monster’s blow and moved no more.

      His area of flame dropped, and a window opened for the infestation to pour through. The first of them shrieked in mania and launched themselves past the giant toward the next Priest. She defended herself and smote her aggressor to ash while maintaining her part, hers a blurred dance of flame-feeding and careful amalgamation. Down the line, giants hopped over the hedge, blaring against this new power wrought upon them. Priests dodged their blows, but as their concentration abated, so too did their fire. Yet for the whole, most finished their incantations, and at the proper time, they swept their arms in choreography, and their conflagrations met where the others’ had extinguished and made the wall whole.

      Orders rushed over comms, and for a dozen seconds, the flame held the demons back. Their cries flushed into the air and blackened the world with their heinous song. Fire set the trees ablaze, and so the demons unwillingly advanced. The first push fell to form a bridge, then others walked over the burned only for a Karlian to smite them in their duress.

      A whisper washed over them, and M’keth in his basso drawl issued his horde orders, wrote into their minds an imperative—“Push through, no matter the cost.”

      “Prepare for wall drop in three, two”—the instruction passed through comms, and the single Priest who now controlled the wall of flame lowered one piece, a sliver off to the east, where the demons rushed through.

      Russ raised his hammer and hailed the Light, bracing himself against its power. Where it met him, a ripple made through the air and merged with a channel of Ley from his ring.

      Hell unleashed, and the Grand Master met his first combat. Grenn fought at his back, and though the young Karlian moved with his heavy tactic, the effect he achieved brought him to the same place as Russ: a pile of ash that spun in a breeze of dashes and swings. Russ blasted a kobold with Light, and the next demon’s chest collapsed against a swing from his hammer. He took another in the follow-through. His armor sensed his intended dodge and leaned him to his left, then he jammed his right hand against Uniquity’s shaft to take a rat from the air mid-leap, crashing its face into its body. A lizard sprung toward him, its fangs bared in attack, its hand-like front legs aimed at Russ’s face. He leaned backwards, dodged it, but not quickly enough for the faux-reptile to lash at him with its tail on the overpass and catch his helmet. His neck whipped backwards, and he lost his balance.

      His armor corrected for him, and a beam of Ley-Light incinerated the lizard before it touched ground. Nowhere else in Russ’s life had he felt so at home in the last twenty years. He’d told himself that with Lillie, he’d live a life fulfilled in unmitigated felicity, but what Jeom had told him—that once he’d gotten a taste for it, he’d not be able to sit through normality again—had proven true on the morning of his third battle. Without question, he could live a good life doing this: blasting the creatures of the nether, exploring the new energies the gods had given them. Gods damn him if it couldn’t be so.

      Still, Russ watched it happen: when one demon fell, another stepped in to take its place; where they took one from the air, another flew into its stead. Half a step further than he’d already taken, his back pressed against his squire’s.

      “We’re surrounded,” the young Karlian said. He raised a shield of Light against a glob of Fel magic, then he actuated the blades on his arm. They flew away from him in an arc laced with Light, lashing through the beasts that stood closest. Near the end of their momentum, they returned to him, maiming in their second pass, and folded back into his arm. “That’s not gonna be enough.” Yet he sent them away again.

      Russ deflected half a dozen swipes at him. A claw caught on his knee. He stepped forward and twisted the demon’s hand off at the wrist under his foot. His helmet counted the number of enemies that surrounded them—several dozen. He searched for an opening, any way out, and saw none. Then he looked skyward, where sparse gargoyles and bats flitted across the soft blue, delivering payloads of hellish energy upon the Order. “Grenn, the sky.”

      Grenn upturned his gaze, Russ yelled, “Mark!” then the Grand Master threw his hammer toward the heavens. When he blinked, he’d followed it, demons clawing at his feet and legs. At the apex of Uniquity’s pull, he wheeled around. His squire drove his own hammer into the ground and blasted the horde backwards as Russ shielded himself with a cone of Light-energy and dove. The demon’s who’d surrounded them crumpled under his plunge, and a blast of Ley shot from his ring, fusing with the holy burst. Lava-like globs of Ley-Light froze the demons in place, and the two Karlians swung, their maces hitting nothing but ash.

      “Gods damn,” Grenn said in a small respite. “This new stuff isn’t bullshit.”

      Russ agreed. “Wish I had about ten o’ these, though.” Liri’s ring had melded onto his middle finger. The magic within had loosened its coil.

      The nearest fight, a dozen meters away, seemed well-handled as a Priest and Karlian stepped around each other almost like a waltz: the latter set up the demons in practiced motions for the Priest to blast in the face or gut, scorch off their wings, or obliterate them entirely. She erected pillars of dirt just to set them ablaze and blast them apart as glass bombs; she grew trees through demons’ bodies only to raze them to burned mulch at the next demon’s feet. Her yellow hair fluttered behind her as though she danced through a hurricane.

      The air shimmered, the stone vibrated in his pocket, and Russ’s armor showed a warning he’d not seen before. Combat Rating: Indeterminable. Requires further analysis. She moved as a shadow, a banshee of the night, and phased through black mist to mete death unto those too slow to make away. Too late did the Grand Master shout, “Look out!”

      D’niqa phased from the nether behind the Priest. Her Karlian saw and screamed “No!” when the hell-bitch grabbed the blonde’s head and lifted her off the ground. The Priest didn’t scream; she spoke against the demon, conjuring as though she’d prepared for this, but her voice cut off when D’niqa throttled her. So simple, and over in a moment. The blonde’s evocation unfolded from her hands, and the bitch dropped her, then made away.

      Her presence became a rallying cry: all around them, the Fel beasts swarmed. They’d overrun the front line, and the flames had burned out in places under their sheer piles. In others, the fire had caught on the trees themselves, which shook and waved in their panic, fleeing too slowly to abate their own ruin. Karlian and Priest fought, outnumbered at every encounter—when one demon fell, another stepped into its place in the chaotic dance, and even more flanked them and plunged from the air. They leapt over one another to get a better shot at the army of Light, and if they found purchase with tooth or claw or foul magic, they held on and took as much life with them as they could.

      Russ aimed his ring at a new mark, an ugly orckin who led a small charging host. As he’d suspected, the ring’s magic finally gave out midway through his channel, and his show at Priestly power became only Light. The demons pushed easily against him, their leader commanding them in the Fel tongue.

      It’s finished, Russ thought as the thing spoke, and reality jolted through him in a pang of regret and myriad other emotions, all of which fought for time when he had none to give.

      As answer to a prayer he hadn’t said, a portal opened in midair a quarter-mile away. Russ’s visor zoomed in on it. A Leynar, his robes billowing as he dropped, leapt through and flew toward the nearest Karlian, a woman in blood-colored armor who defended herself alone. A demon’s severed head gnawed on her axe’s blade. She looked up, and almost like they’d planned it, the Leynar bombarded the demons around her with Ley energy as she channeled Light. Their magics fused and blanketed the demons, obliterating them in a small crater of risen dust.

      More fell through in coordination and spiraled outward from their center to the nearest groups. A band of them landed directly below and began setting up a pearlescent barrier.

      The king had asked of them, and the Leynar had answered—never late.

      A lizard slashed at Russ’s calf, and he caught its head under his boot. A satisfying squelch splashed into the soil when he twisted his leg. He redoubled his shield and waited for aid.

      Out of turn, a Leynar came straight for him, her scant robe quavering against her body as she fell. She landed with a soft step, and from her, a halo of blue energy radiated and easily sawed into the demons who had pressed against Russ’s and Grenn’s holy magic.

      Kendra invoked, and her body moved in slow motion while her mouth worked the liaise of her spell. The air scintillated, and she arrested a new rank of demons where they stood. Russ pushed against the weight of collected bodies, and they fell away, their husks broken to soot.

      Russell double-took his old friend. “Good o’ you to show up.”

      “Consider it a favor,” she said, glaring at him. She nodded toward a point behind Russ, at the trees. “That didn’t take long.”

      “Retool yourselves,” M’keth said.

      From the charred forest, colossal giants over fifty feet tall shook the trees’ tops and emerged from the umbrage. Magma had set around their legs as black rock, adding to the doom of their heavy steps. They swung hands the size of small houses and demolished anything that got in their way.

      “Come, squire!” Barius yelled off to their left. He pointed at a giant. “To glory!” The girl with him followed. Her steel sung through the air as she swung blood and filth from her blades.

      “Gods damn it,” Kendra said, annoyed. “Of course this wouldn’t be that easy. You good for a conduit?”

      Russ nodded. “Hell yeah.” We might just win the day. Cautioned excitement coursed through him at the idea.

      Kendra channeled into him, and as she did, he called upon the Light. Their power melded—more than either of them could have hoped for separately. He leapt and rocketed toward a beast, whose fist became a cyclone when it flailed in perfect prediction of Russ’s path. He dodged and stepped on air, trying to flank it, but it twisted, following him with its good eye.

      “Hurgh,” it grunted and chopped with ungodly speed. The Grand Master stepped out of reach and used the momentum to rocket toward the giant’s face. Uniquity made contact and blasted Ley-Light against its cheek. The hulk flinched away, but for it, the beast roared louder and tossed the globbed mess away in a catapulting arc.

      Russ ducked, but the colossus grabbed him and with depraved strength squeezed his armor. An alarm sounded inside his helmet, and a warning flashed in deficiency for a part in his lower right leg, one that would no doubt span across the whole if the demon squeezed much longer. His suit diverted power, and Russ kicked. An ugly noise came from his throat for the effort, against which the demon laughed, then dropped its fist over him.

      The Grand Master flinched, but the hit never came, and when Russ next saw, the demon’s eyes had rolled into its head. Grenn stood on its right shoulder, his hammer embedded into the giant’s skull. The body swayed, and they fell.

      Russ grunted against the ground fifty feet later, cushioned in the giant’s hand, and Uniquity tumbled from his grip. Grenn lifted the arm off of him; how the younger man had already stood, Russ found beyond him. Maybe you have gotten old in your age, he thought as he took Grenn’s hand and righted himself. He looked toward the nearest giant, the one Barius fought.

      “Ha-ha!” the Lycan yelled, his words gleeful in their shape. Barius held its arms behind its head with tethers of Light. A Leynar stood below, channeling into the mad wolf, and the behemoth’s eyes bulged as it pushed against the Priestly restraints. “Nlinda-bjon! Slice its neck and rid the world of this munsch!”

      Barius’s squire leapt through the air and drew her blades across the demon’s neck in sanguine arcs. Blood rained upon her, and Barius laughed while the demon dropped to one knee, then fell. It landed with reverberating solidity, twitching in its final moments.

      The Lycan leapt from its back and picked up his hammer from where it had fallen. “Where is the next?” he asked. He turned, and where his eyes set, a Priest fought alone. The beast atop which he stood swiped and missed, gurgling against the drowning current of power the Priest channeled into its mouth. His target, too, fell, but around them, the giants performed their duty well, tearing through armor and Ley-Light, mashing and stomping their ways across the battlefield.

      “This could be going worse,” Grenn said. The young knight sounded hopeful.

      “Could be going a hell of a lot better, too,” Kendra snapped. She appraised Grenn, who had already turned to fight the next. Then she turned her attention toward the portal that still hung in the air. “Russ.”

      He followed her gaze. A lone Leynar dropped through and landed with crackling eminence, his eyes burning bright gold. The Mesiter righted himself as a shockwave knocked across the battlefield and staggered the demons it met for half a dozen seconds.

      “Grand Master,” the Mesiter said. Russell heard him as though the man stood next to him, then the Leynar disappeared.

      “Do not retreat.” With M’keth’s voice, an ecstatic moan sang across the battlefield.

      From behind them, a man spoke against M’keth’s shadow, and a monsoon of energy centered on Itharin as he incanted.

      Russ felt his power; titanic magic for the Titan of the Ley. “What in the hells is he doing?”

      “Showing off,” said Kendra, unimpressed.

      The ground shook, and from the dirt and grass and mud rose mammoths in towers higher than the trees. They shook their bodies while they formed and quaked the land where they stomped. Their trumpets filled the air with gravelly horns, and around the battlefield, Karlian, Priest, Leynar, and battle-urlan looked toward the tremor of vitality that pulled toward the Mesiter, who, at their attention, spoke a final whisper.

      The beasts charged, their hooves thunder underfoot, their tusks crashing rams as they wrecked into the demons’ host. Commands flew through comm lines to “Prepare for funnels,” and “Forward groups fix up for demon retreat.” The Mesiter disappeared and ported from here to there, storming across the battlefield in echoing fulmination.

      “They’re pulling back,” Kendra said. She sounded expectant. Large groups of Fel-beasts sped toward the smoldering forest against their master’s order as the tide of battle turned. The Leynar and the Order gave them chase into the wood.

      Russ at last came to his day’s juncture. They would win this battle, but he would lose his own war if he allowed the bitch to make away. Neither could leave this day without facing the other—either of their plans depended on it.

      A terrified scream came from behind them, far away, and the stone found her for him. The world became a tunnel, Russell Hollowman on one side, this M’kethian lieutenant on the other. D’niqa smiled at him, using that grotesque grin in the likeness of her hostage.

      “Go help the others,” said the Grand Master. “I’ve got her.” Russell picked up his hammer and threw it away from him like a missile. It landed with a crashing resound at D’niqa’s feet.

      “Russ”—Kendra said before he threw himself to it, and in the next instant, he swung Uniquity over his head. The engine on its back ignited and blasted its heft toward the demon’s face.

      She dodged and phased from him. Russ turned, following her movement in his gut, and he raised his hammer in defense against her. But when he had turned fully, she stood over a man, his neck under her arm, waiting for the Grand Master to see. A smile crossed that mouth that held too many teeth, and her arm swept through the air toward her prey’s face.

      Russ moved and slipped his hammer between them. “You’ve killed your last, bitch.”

      Her smile turned deadly, and D’niqa dropped the man, who crawled away on three limbs, his left hand clenching his wrung neck. She lashed toward Russ, and Fel magic curved around his hammer and latched onto his back. His armor didn’t want to let him go for his instinct to fight, but the stone in his pocket told him, She’ll put you right where she wants you, and that’s exactly where you want to be. So he let the energy fling him, and a blink later, D’niqa stood over him, her arm an arcing mace of her own. The Grand Master hopped backwards, and they danced.

      Russ called the Light to him. It would never be enough now, but the holy energy muted her as she attacked and dodged and disappeared and flanked. Each time, the soul stone gave him an edging insight into her process. He felt for her, pulled her back through the nether to him, and her counterpart held her in place as he swung his hammer. Quick as though it weighed a feather, Uniquity bolted downward in deadly arcs that missed her by barely an inch while she squirmed under his grasp.

      Concern replaced the glee that had filled her face moments before, and the demon phased from him, out of his reach. She held her hand in front of her, gauging the distance to hold Russell at length. The fur on her thighs stilled. Her breast heaved.

      “Daddy M’keth can’t save you, can he?” Russ’s armor whirred, anticipating where he’d move.

      “He doesn’t need to,” D’niqa said, her words toxin. “We are made in the foulest of galaxies, brought here by the will of a god to serve He who will wrought destruction to this and all places.” She looked upon him with a deadly gaze. “Who are you to speak against Him? To profane the will of the highest god. How do you stand against Him?”

      “I serve the highest god, and Hers is a power unmatched in this world. Each time your master fights us, we grow in strength. Your demise is not of our making, but of your own. And though you may hurt me and many others, your kind lost its crusade before the first defender of Coroth even drew breath.”

      D’niqa laughed. “Your mistress can’t even save you, her champion.”

      “And your master can’t even use you, his new weapon.”

      Her mirth evaporated. “Then if we can’t hurt you, we will maim what you love instead.” With her off-hand, she tore a chunk of meat out of her left thigh and screamed an ecstatic laughter that screeched over the din of retreating shouts and shrieks and orders.

      “No!” Russ yelled.

      D’niqa cooed when she saw Russ, her jaw set against the damage she’d dealt her body. Fel leaked from her wound and floated on a meager breeze. “Are we working now? Can He not use us right?”

      Russ didn’t move. If he did, she would dodge or use whatever depraved trickery she knew from where her god had made her. He’d had the answer in his grasp before he even saw her the first time a week ago on his farm. How far away that life felt, so far removed it might as well have been a different reality. This only ended one way, and he lamented now that he’d not done it sooner. Goddess give me strength.

      “Must be an odd feeling for you,” she said. “Losing when you expect to win. We know it, if by no other way than proxy of our master. Turns you into a sniveling halfling of the person you think you’re supposed to be, unmakes all the plans you’ve had for how you think your life should have gone.”

      Russ’s voice came from him as a boar’s snarl. “Nearly nothing in my life happened as I wished.”

      D’niqa howled, a sound between anguish and true mirth. Her form morphed, and the dirty vision of Lillie appeared before him, her eyes black puddles the same as her hair. The chunk from her thigh pulsed with red as fat and muscle and bone exposed themselves to the open air. When she spoke, her voice came laced with M’keth’s: “The deal is still open. There are no strings, Grand Master. Join me, and we can rule this world, the three of us.” She smiled at him, her gums rotting and black, her hair pulled back from her face with grease and dirt and blood. Fel tinged her eyes, smoking orange.

      “Nothing you say or do could convince me against your treachery,” said the Grand Master. “You’ve not learned about humans, despite your time here, M’keth. Once you take away anything we have to lose, we’ve no reason to fear death. We’ve beaten you, at least a gross times in recorded history, and this will be no different.”

      Russ smashed his hammer to the ground, and as he chased the Light that snaked through the dirt, D’niqa cackled and morphed into her hellish self. She caught the blow he’d aimed at the back of her head.

      Quicker than he could track, she lunged, and in the next instant D’niqa held Russell’s neck in one hand and lifted him off the ground. She squeezed and damaged the armor under her fingers as the tracker had done to Grenn’s. The metal smoked against her touch, dinging and crackling and tinkling from within, and his protection unfolded from his face. Against her other palm, she held Uniquity at bay. The hammer recoiled against her touch, and when she channeled Fel against it, it hurled itself a dozen feet from them and crashed on the sodden dirt.

      Russell’s breath caught in his chest when she thrust her free hand toward his body, and her claws pierced his armor in a quick jab. A tedious pain spread through him. An alarm honked somewhere behind him.

      “No!” came Lillie’s voice past the lieutenant’s, and Russ crumpled to the ground when D’niqa dropped him. She tittered while he turned over and tried to get his legs under him.

      He coughed, and from his mouth sprayed blood and Fel, the latter of which floated into the air and made away.

      “So what, Grand Master?” said the bitch. “Are we to fight forever, locked in an eternal struggle that inevitably kills you?”

      “No.” Russ’s voice gurgled in his throat. He hocked a mouthful of blood and blackness onto the ground before he stood. His armor aided his laboring chest, balanced his ailing body in his final stand, and he reached toward his hip for the soul stone Lillie had given him at Arnin. He’d tried to save them both, but the Goddess wouldn’t let it be. “Both of ours. You told me this world burns.” He swallowed. “You’re right. But it is with holy Light, and from my ashes the world will rebuild itself anew. Free from you.” Russ knew M’keth heard the words, and he reveled for a fractioned-second in the effect he had on D’niqa’s master.

      He raised what he held and waited.

      M’keth’s black eyes replaced D’niqa’s long enough to see. “No!” she screamed, suddenly fearful. Recognition phased her spirit, and it lunged before her and joined her soul. She snapped back and let out a cry that pierced through the blasts and shouts and commands far away from them. Then she leapt toward him in a flash of movement.

      Now, Russ thought, and the stone understood. He squeezed his fist, and the soul stone shattered. Surprise snapped the master’s face when she stopped, suspended in air, her eyes wide. A massive strike from outside their plane exploded the left side of her chest, and the lieutenant’s gaze became not her own—Russ recognized at once Lillie’s eyes of brown and stepped toward her. D’niqa’s disguise fell away, starting with her horns, then the fur and scales on her arms and body, and she shrank and slumped to one side as her hips unflared and her hooves became bloody feet.

      He caught her just as she fell, and he spilled to his knees, his wife’s naked body in his arms. The dirty woman faced away from them just a few paces away. She turned, her visage a panicked smudge as she gazed at Russ from one sea-gray eye between drapes of pitch-black. Fel flaked from her, and her paper-thin frame blew away with the wind when she reached for him.

      The Beast, D’niqa, that dirty woman, whatever she’d been, haunted Coroth no more, and with their master gone, Russ watched the last of the hell-spawn that hadn’t retreated into the forest simply ash into the wind with her.

      “Impossible!” M’keth yelled. His basso voice boomed across the plain.

      At last, Russ turned his attention to his wife, holding her in the Goddess’s Light. His gaze met Lillie’s of chestnut. “I’m sorry.”

      Lillie coughed when she tried to speak, and she screamed when she tried to raise herself in Russ’s arms. She grabbed at her left thigh, then cradled the same arm against her chest. Her pained voice filled the quieting air around them, and an untold sadness welled within Russ for her anguish.

      “No,” she finally said, her voice a whisper as she regained a modicum of control. “Don’t apologize. Death is not the end.” Slaver and blood leaked onto her left cheek. “It’s just the return.” Then she smiled and laughed, a dull thing that caught in her throat. “You look scuffed as fuck.”

      Russ laughed too, against all his agony. “Not doin much better yourself.” From his pocket he pulled the scarf Alpha had made for him and wiped Lillie’s face. “Gods, I’ve missed you.”

      “Love.” Lillie raised her right hand to Russ’s face and caressed it with her palm, ran her delicate thumb over his cheek. Russ savored it, the best thing he’d felt since before the War’s end. She looked to his breastplate, and sorrow joined the pain on her face. Though his suit had done what it could in first aid measures, D’niqa had rent open his flesh and pierced his bone.

      Russ’s helm hung on a hinge off the back of his neck, from which a warning still blared, the kind that informed its wearer of a grievous error, either on their part or that of their armor. Wawr, wawr. Lillie’s fingers came away red from where she touched. The wound stung, and a weight finagled further into his chest.

      The air smelled of copper and smoke, and blood caught in his throat, along with the grief of holding his dying beloved. He beheld how crushing his final shot had been. Shards of white poked through red meat and mottled flesh beneath her left arm. He removed his gauntlet, let it fall to the ground in a puff of dirt, and glided his hand over her hip to her torso.

      “Goddess give me strength,” he said in the language of the Light. In his final try at reconciling this life for itself, he pulled upon the Goddess’s power. The Light answered his call, but his own wound beat heavily and robbed him of his breath. His head pounded, and both he and Lillie quaked against the effort. He let it go, and tears welled in his eyes while he watched her, unable to do anything to ease her pain, unable to heal her or himself.

      Lillie’s lips reddened when she coughed, and a cloud of currant misted into the air, where it floated on the mid-morning breeze to darken a distant ground. Her right arm shook from holding her hand to his face. Still, she smiled. “Rest now,” she said, her voice weakened and stretched for her emotion. “Rest now, love. We earned it.” She sniffed. Tears ran freely down either side of her face.

      Russell shook his head. “None of that, not now.” He kissed her forehead and whispered: “Rest is it, you’re right. I love you.” On the back of her left hand near the wrist, he ran his thumb over her birthmark as he had so many times when they’d been together, as he’d imagined doing so many times in his solitude. “Goddess alive.” This would have to suffice.

      While he rocked her, Russell hummed a song he’d sang to her their first night together, an old rhyme about a babe serren not listening to his mother.

      His wife giggled. “I love you. Ah”—her voice caught in her throat. Fright masked her face. No more sound came from her body as she heaved against her suffocation, and her eyes quickly darkened. Their lids crept lower until finally they fluttered shut. Her hand fell from his face and hung loose over his arm.

      She moved no more.

      A deep melancholy befell Russ, and tears rained from his cheeks as the tumult of War echoed, reaching him in whispers from far away.

      Russ kissed his wife a final time, then leaned back and raised his face to the heavens. The light of his world had gone out, and though he wished he had more time with her, a world’s-worth of burden unhinged from upon him.

      His own world dimmed. A dizziness plagued him, and his mind became bereft of thought. Yet as this world turned to black, another opened before him, one where a woman, perfectly ordinary in her appearance, gladdened at his arrival. A gossamer gown clung to her body, her golden-saffron hair hung on either side of her freckled face and down her back, and a flower wreath rested around her head. Relief scoured her eyes when she saw him. Russ reached for her, and behind Lillie, another woman appeared, magnificent and terrible, a pontificated vision of a woman if he’d ever seen one. Words couldn’t rightly describe her beauty, though light of hair and lithe in form. Her eyes burned bright gold.

      Karli offered him the Light, and for the last time, Russell Hollowman accepted its Call.
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      A woman he’d never met performed the convocation for the fallen. Tanvarn had no Chantry, so leadership elected to hold the ritual in one of the city’s temples—not the one near Rhine’s; one in the Upper City instead. They’d sent Russell’s body straight back to Karhaal. A convocation for the Grand Master required special preparation, a joint session-conclave among them.

      Grenn had somehow felt remiss in allowing it.

      “Just the way of it,” Pender had told him. He’d stood with his arms crossed as a group of Karlians carried a sarcophagus through a portal that connected to Karhaal. “Gonna need a new Grand Master now, and Goddess knows what that means, our new relationship with the Leynar being what it is.”

      “Priests,” Grenn had said as he watched the pallbearers, each in enameled white dress-armor and matching cloaks that shawled over their shoulders and trained on the floor behind them. They all looked so beautiful, even the men, and Grenn recognized none of them. A vacant thought that one of them—as those chosen for this honor often became Grand Masters themselves—or anyone else rising to the highest Seat conferred upon him latent envy. He had never known anyone else as Grand Master, at least that he could remember, and right now he didn’t want to.

      Pender remained silent until the sarcophagus had gone through. “No. Don’t much care for those. Didn’t help much yesterday anyway. When those big fuckers came out, if Mesiter Itharin hadn’t come through for us—the Leynar won that fight, not the Priests.”

      “Only by numbers. It would have been even worse without the Priests there. You can’t seriously view yesterday as binary. Russ died”—

      “The Grand Master,” Pender said, his words a sharp gouge.

      “Yeah.” Grenn emphasized what he said next: “The dead guy whose body we just sent back to Karhaal. But his sacrifice will save countless lives. Already has.”

      “Sacrifice.” The Warden spoke like the word itself, or at least its meaning, offended him. “I supported him because I support the Seat, and he was a sight better than Manifeld or”—he lowered his voice when a passerby cricked their neck looking toward him—“that trickster who calls herself the Undertaker. But if you think his death did anything other than postpone the inevitable, if it did anything at all, you’re just as deluded as the rest of them.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Grenn, shooting a sidelong glare at Pender. “Who are the rest?”

      Pender waited half a dozen seconds before he answered. “Ninety percent of my problems are because of Russell Hollowman, and he didn’t even have the courage to stick around and help solve them.” He shook his head. “No. The world is better rid of him.”

      “You would do to watch your language,” said Grenn. Rage flowed into his words. The only man he’d called a role model had died. This fucker next to him didn’t deserve to stand in the same place, to speak his name.

      “There will be a lot of changes,” Pender said while the last of the procession passed by. He turned toward Grenn. “Much will happen in a short time. Karhaal has become misguided, both in its leadership and way. Unacceptable, the king having his hand in our business or dealings at all, and the Grand Master’s absence over the last twenty years is precisely what allowed it. The Order requires a new leadership, a new way of doing things. One that will lead us to prosperity, not death and stagnation and misery—for that’s what Arnin offers under current standing.”

      “A new way is what the Priests are all about, what everyone is about. No one wants to stay in the same place forever.”

      “You fought in that battle just yesterday, boy. I’ll say it again: it wasn’t the Priests who won that for us. We were losing until the Leynar showed up, and thank the Goddess they did. Karhaal’s teachings have warped. Plenty share that view. In the coming days, there may be a time when you’ll have to make a choice. I hope you don’t make the wrong one, and that those who need you can count on you when that time comes.” Pender looked pointedly at Grenn. “Can they?”

      His gut told him he wanted nothing to do with even an inkling of what Pender meant. “I will always do what I feel is right. And I won’t allow you to talk badly of Russ. Or the Order. He was too important—to all of us—and we require a united front now more than ever.”

      Pender huffed. “And how will you stop me? Knock me upside the head?” His cheeks puckered, darkening the lines next to his eyes. He didn’t give Grenn time to answer.

      “I do not like that man,” Barius had said while they watched the old Warden leave before the convocation. Uneasiness that extended beyond the world’s new order rent Grenn’s body.

      “Regix pas roxe,” those around him intoned, pulling him from his thoughts.

      An old Karlian stood at the front of the hall. Her voice echoed against the oak walls in humble dismissal. One-thousand-forty-three alabaster sheets lay flat against the marbled floor. Willa stayed seated next to Grenn at the back of the hall while those gathered made to leave.

      “Wish I’d seen the one he did back in Karhaal,” said Grenn.

      “He wouldn’t want you to h—hold that against yourself,” Willa said. A bandage knotted around her right thigh. Blood had seeped through despite Xenia’s care.

      Grenn sighed. With Russ’s last words still fresh on his mind, he said, “I need to tell ya something,” then he told her about what Russ had given him. The riddle had run through his mind almost incessantly since last night’s dinner. It lifted him at least a little to talk about it.

      “He told me he wasn’t going after it, regardless of what happened. Didn’t have the mind to stop him.” He wished he’d gotten to ask more. “If I’d have put coin on him or me yesterday, it would have been him every time.” Yet for Russ to pass this secret to him wrote a different story, changed the odds—though not enough to be in Grenn’s favor. What did that make him to Russ? His apprentice? Was it worth trying to define what they’d been to each other, if anything other than friends?

      “And then we’d have lost the secret forever.” Willa drummed on the pouch that slung over her shoulder. “I shouldn’t have left him so casually, just before everything.”

      “You’re just saying that now. What would you have said otherwise?”

      Willa didn’t answer for several seconds, then she shook her head. “I don’t know. How many people get to meet their heroes?”

      In Grenn’s ear, a news show marched through its points. The Battle at Tanvarn Flats still held the preponderance of air time. “Despite the scepter and Karhaal not responding to solicitations for comment,” a news agent said, “it’s not hard to imagine what happened during the battle that broke out between the forces of Light and darkness. In restricted aerial footage of the event, granted to us by a collective of brave journalists who don’t let censorship keep them from performing their godly work”—

      Grenn whistled a pitch at his mech friend: “Xenia, news program.”

      The droid swooped from overhead and hung his tablet in front of his face. She still amazed him, a comfort after everything else that had happened. On the device, a recording of yesterday played. A crawl ran down the right side of the screen, and next to it, a headline read in Plainari, ‘Grand Master and Order skirmish with Unknown Demon Forces.’ It jumped ahead in the fight to when the demons had melted while retreating to the forest, and the camera zoomed in and paused on a solitary figure, who had sunk to his knees amidst the chaos. A woman laid in his arms, and when the man looked toward the sky, the image froze.

      A new headline appeared: ‘Russell Hollowman Sighted at Demon Invasion Point – Karlian Grand Master Reported Dead.’

      “What this means for Coroth is not yet determined, and with silence from the powers-that-be, we advocate avoiding conjecture and hearsay. As always, we’ll keep you updated with the latest from around the world, and remember: if we didn’t report it, it might not be news.”

      Grenn and Willa made their way to a room off the foyer. Burth, who’d waited outside the sanctuary during the convocation—“Don’t get into trouble,” Willa had told him—sat on Willa’s lap, passing a ball bearing Xenia had given him between his paws.

      “I can’t believe he’d say that to you,” said Willa. Grenn had told her about Pender. “I heard M’keth with my own ears”—both of which flicked—“and I’ve never wished I could forget an—anything more, the way his voice alone seemed to chase Russ and Kendra from the cave.” Willa shook her head. Honest emotion washed her face and words. “There’s no place in this world for such divisiveness, especially now.”

      Grenn hadn’t pushed her on it when she resisted a few days before. Her insistence on leaving him out of her head and Kendra’s departure had left him lost, a mood he would never become used to, but one he imagined he would experience often in the coming days. “Pieces tumble, ya know?”

      Willa nodded. Her gaze skirted the floor in front of her.

      A knock sounded on the door, and it opened before either of them answered. Kendra entered, a hand over her eyes. “I’m not looking, not looking.” As all the Leynars who’d attended the service had done, she wore only her robe and cloak.

      “We can see that,” Grenn said, annoyed, doing all he could to not roll his eyes.

      Kendra peeped between her fingers and lowered her hand, smirking. “They told me I’d find you here.”

      “Fucking?” Willa asked.

      “No, that was my presupposition, knowing Karlians the way I do.” Kendra looked at Burth. “First things first.” From the pouch that hung around her left thigh, she pulled half a dozen stalks of celery and squatted gracefully, gesturing for the serren to come to her. “I’ve got something for you.”

      Burth hopped to her without question, and Kendra whispered to him in a language that Grenn couldn’t understand. The serren responded in kind and took the bundle from her. The stalks still had their leaves, but Kendra had cut each from the bunch.

      “Something to remember me by,” she said and pet the beast on his head. Burth bowed at his waist, holding the vegetables in both arms. He turned, and as he walked toward Willa, he bit into the first with a quiet crunch.

      Grenn struggled to understand the significance of what he’d just seen, whether he’d witnessed a strange rite. He turned his attention to the woman who had been Russ’s friend and confidante and played at augur. “You’re Russ’s secret-keeper, aren’t you?”

      Her gaze, a gorgeous electric blue, bore into him. “Was.”

      “Then I guess”—he realized he had no idea what the fuck anything meant. “I mean, are we bound together now? Like that.”

      Kendra shook her head, and she centered her weight on both feet when she stood. “The secret-keeper is no longer bound by the Law if the person for whom they keep dies.”

      “That’s—good?” said Grenn, unsure and hating it. “Just tell me your half, and I—I can go get it.”

      Kendra chuckled. “Russ was too smart for that, my dear. He invoked a magnitude of transference, or something close as to not mind the difference. Once again, he’s super-lucky I’m here, elsewise we might have lost this knowledge.” Her skin shined against the sunlight that streamed in from an upper window. “Though I have to ask: what did he expect you to do? Just come and find me?”

      “Something like that. He didn’t tell me much other than the words. Really didn’t want to go into that fight with this.” Grenn paused. “So—what?—it’s just done?”

      “Not quite,” Kendra said, and her gaze flicked between him and Willa. “Russell passed his secret on, so for the Law to reenact, I must pass mine on, too. The person with the secret”—she gestured to Grenn—“must have balance with their keeper. I can tell someone else the other half, just not you.”

      “Who then?” Grenn said, anger edging into his voice.

      “There’s her.” Kendra nodded toward Willa.

      Grenn followed her gaze, and again he felt stupid for not thinking of that first. But that shouldn’t be surprising. You don’t really know either of them. “Will the secret work? Russ and you were close. I mean, do I need someone like that?”

      “Wow,” said Willa, her voice flat.

      Grenn raised his right hand. “Come on, you get what I mean.”

      “I don’t know who else to tell,” Kendra said. She sounded so cool. “And I’m not leaving with this still in my head. If it’s not her, it will be someone.”  She looked to Willa. “Do you mind?”

      Willa shook her head.

      Kendra gestured toward a corner of the room and said, “Over here, then.” There, they spoke in hushed tones, and Grenn suspected they’d switched to a made-up language—even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t have understood what they said.

      While Kendra spoke at one point, an unsettling magnetism spanned between him and the Priest. She peered at him over Kendra’s head while the Leynar spoke to her, and Grenn looked away for the purple of her eyes—So pretty, he couldn’t help but think.

      “It’s tricky, though.” A smile played across Kendra’s lips. Their speech had returned to Plainari. “Sort of a joke I made—never imagined I’d have to use my half—so it’s the same word in Old Magornian.” She spoke a final few syllables and paused. “Shit, I hope you got that.”

      Willa nodded her head to a tempo, her lips moving soundlessly. She smiled, and her mouth opened more into her right cheek than her left. “Yeah, I can hear it. Goddess, I can see it too.” Her gaze darted here and there over Kendra’s head. “But where’s the start?”

      Kendra pointed to Grenn. “That’s his job. He gets you to where my—your—half picks up.” She stepped toward him. Her eyes saw more than they should have. “I sensed it when he passed it to you. I’ll never understand why he did it, but that’s his business.” She almost looked sorry for him. “I don’t know how close you were to Russ, but he was a weird one. Took me too long to see past that.”

      Grenn’s mind tracked to minutes before the battle. “Happened to me, too.” What Russ told him had given him focus in that fucked-up time. “The secret, I mean. Like I’d stepped into an ocean and”—

      “Didn’t know how to swim,” Kendra finished for him. “Yeah. Russ was pretty good at making people feel like that. Probably because he lived it for so long. He told me once that Lillie—she was the first person he didn’t have to fake it with.” She paused, and a faint smile crossed her lips. “I’m glad he found her. He deserved it.”

      She loved him.

      Willa settled herself next to Grenn. Burth sat on the table behind her still munching his celery, clicking intermittently in response to Xenia.

      “Did—did Russ know, do you think,” said Grenn, “that he would die yesterday?”

      Kendra’s gaze dropped to the ground, and she looked small, even for herself. She sighed. “He wasn’t stupid. Far from it. He probably knew what he was doing, what he was getting into. That’s the thing about the Grand Masters: they always seem to make the right choice, even during the worst of times. It’s a bit enviable. And a bit bothersome.”

      A tablet dinged.

      “Is that me?” Willa asked. She rifled through her bag.

      Kendra suddenly held a device in her left hand. “No. I’ve—got to go.”

      “Already?” Grenn asked. He didn’t want her to leave, perhaps just to extend the illusion that normality could exist if someone remained to guide him. Them.

      Kendra swiped across her display and tapped a few dozen hurried gestures. “Yeah.” Her pouch expanded to swallow her tablet. “The world doesn’t stop spinning just because Russell Hollowman is no longer in it.”

      “Well, wait,” said Willa. She hopped up and wrapped her arms around the Leynar’s waist. Kendra spoke a few syllables that sounded like variations of ‘m’ and ‘n’ next to her cheek. Willa responded in kind. They giggled.

      Kendra rubbed Willa’s lower back, observing her. Grenn figured Kendra always did that with people—paid them such attention, trying to discern what they thought, maybe. The effect had unsettled him. Maybe he should study people more closely.

      “Take care of him,” Kendra said. “They’re a stubborn bunch, but they’re pretty good at what they do.”

      She and Willa walked to the door arm-in-arm and parted when they crossed the threshold. Grenn followed.

      “Just like that?” he said.

      The Leynar stopped and half-turned. She shrugged. “This isn’t over. Both of you know it can’t be. The demons”—her gaze became distant—“I’ve never seen that happen before. Russ has bought us time, but how much?”

      “Where are yuh—you going to go?” asked Willa. “The Order could use your help, especially now. Someone like you could do us a real service.”

      “Someone like me.” Kendra shook her head. Her eyelids hung heavy beneath her brow. “I want no more part in this. I’m better at other things. People—that’s my game. There are places I’ve not visited in a while. Gonna make a stop in on them first, and then who knows. I’ve considered mucking around a bit with Time magic, but”—she tutted—“the gods don’t like us misappropriating Their gifts, yadda, yadda. I hear a certain apothecary’s making inroads, though. Might end up there eventually.” She held up her left hand. On her middle finger flashed a ring, the one the king had given to Russ. “Won’t be a problem, regardless.”

      “We might see you around, then,” said Grenn.

      Kendra’s smile fell away. “Maybe.”

      They watched her go.

      The words Russ had told him passed through Grenn’s mind, and they carried him toward a plateau far to the north, almost past the meridian, to a land he’d never seen by his own sight.

      Willa picked up Burth, who nibbled on his fourth stalk of celery. She petted him while he ate.

      Xenia flew near Grenn’s cheek. “Are you sad?”

      Grenn shook his head. “I’m fine,” he whistled, then he spoke to Willa. “What in the hells do we do now? I feel like—I don’t know. Like a great weight’s upon my shoulders.” He rubbed his neck.

      “I know what you mean.” Willa looked at him. “If no one else, now I have to teach you how to fight.”

      Grenn remembered a girl at the convocation who’d cried through almost the whole thing. He’d have to find a way to see her later. Passa maybe, or Tiana if she’d still meet with him—anybody to take his mind off the last few days. He sighed. “Shut up.”
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      If you enjoyed this book, I encourage you to review it at any of the websites where it’s sold or listed. Thank you so much for joining me on this adventure.
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