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To Kyle, for putting up with

a summer full of

inconvenient working hours.


Part One


Chapter One

For eight days, Mirei thought she could relax.

Those days weren’t empty of stress; her very presence at Starfall was a source of tension for the witches around her. Her life was no longer in danger, though. Her magic was under control and the Primes were no longer planning to execute her; on the whole, her situation had improved. And so Mirei began to relax.

But on the ninth day, a Cousin woke her with a message that she was needed in Satomi’s office. That alone was a sign of trouble. Mirei had gone to that office every morning since coming back to Starfall, and given that she didn’t sleep in, she was always there by First at the latest. If Satomi had sent a servant to wake her early, then there was trouble bad enough that it couldn’t wait.

Mirei sent the Cousin away and dressed as quickly as she could, throwing on the first thing that came to hand. It was a lightweight blue dress, on loan from some witch, or perhaps another Cousin. Miryo’s clothing, left behind when she went in search of Mirage, didn’t fit her muscled shoulders, and the only clothing of Mirage’s she had was her Hunter uniform. Wearing that only stirred people up even more. As did going armed; Mirei had to stop herself short of taking the sword that leaned against the wall by her bed. There might be trouble, but she sincerely hoped it wasn’t bad enough that she would have to kill anyone.

And you’d look like an idiot, wearing a sword over a dress.

Unarmed, she left the New House, the residence for newly tested witches who had not yet established homes elsewhere. It was only a short walk from there to the main structure of Starfall, a rambling complex filled with offices, libraries, and classrooms. The hour was early enough that few people were about, for which she was grateful. They still stared at her, and it brought back surreal memories of her childhood as Mirage. People had stared at her then, too, for the fiery red hair that made her look like a witch. She’d snarled about it for years, only to find out that she was, in a sense, a witch—or rather, the other half of one. Getting over that revelation had taken a while.

Ruriko was waiting in the outer office, surrounded as always by piles of paper. She exchanged one look with Mirei; Ruriko could say more with one look than most women could with a speech. Then the secretary waved her through, into the Void Prime’s office, and turned back to her work.

The interior room was one Mirei had never seen before eight days ago, yet it had become familiar with startling speed. As a witch-student who had not yet been tested, Miryo had never been summoned to this inner sanctum, with its elegantly tiled floor, shelves of books, and tidy sheaves of paper. She’d spoken instead with the unranked witches who taught her classes, or occasionally the Keys who served the Primes and ran much of Starfall’s business. Since returning as Mirei, though, she’d spent much of every day here, sitting in one of the high-backed chairs, trying to help quell the trouble she’d caused.

Satomi was alone inside—another worrisome note. Usually other people were present for these meetings. The Void Prime stood next to the window, gazing out over the predawn landscape. She, too, was much more familiar than she had been—enough so that Mirei could read the tension in her body, even though she was trying to hide it. Satomi had the kind of face that registered age by acquiring more dignity, rather than lines, but today she looked old and tired.

The door closed softly behind Mirei; she waited, then ventured to speak. “Satomi-aken. What’s happened?”

Satomi’s voice was quiet, flat, despite its richly trained tones. “Shimi is gone.”

“Gone?”

“From Starfall. She left in the night.” Satomi turned away from the window. The lamps in her office, lit against the early morning darkness of the sky, made her look even paler than usual, and painted her delicate features with shadows. The unrelieved black of her dress only accentuated it. Black was her Elemental color, and she’d always worn it on ceremonial occasions, but she hadn’t put it off since Mirei came to Starfall. Mirei suspected it was in mourning for all the doppelgangers who had died. Or, perhaps, for her own.

The Void Prime crossed to her desk and picked up the single sheet of parchment that lay on it. She scanned it, not appearing to really read the words, and then handed it to Mirei.


I have left, and will not return. I refuse to remain in company with that abomination. The doppelganger is taken out of us for a reason; to bring it back in is rankest heresy. It must be destroyed. To state that it is the Warrior and the Void is no argument in its favor—on the contrary, that is exactly why we must get rid of it. It is the destruction of life, the destruction of magic, the antithesis of everything that is this world, and if we welcome it back in, we will have committed a terrible sin. It will not be enough for that monster to leave. We must destroy it, and remove this horror from the world.



Mirei shook her head in disbelief, putting the sheet back down. “She almost sounds like a Nalochkan.”

“She was raised in Kalistyi,” Satomi said grimly. “The Nalochkan sect was as strong in Kalistyi when Shimi was a child as they are now. Clergy never come into our halls, of course—Nalochkan or otherwise—but the influence still penetrates.”

“You mean . . .” Mirei fumbled for words. She wasn’t awake enough yet to handle this rupture to the tenuous peace. “She can’t actually share their beliefs—can she? To disavow the Warrior, to say she’s not even part of the Goddess—” It would be radical enough in an unranked witch; though the witches didn’t call themselves a sect, they had their own approach to religion, and rarely strayed from it. For no less a woman than the Air Prime, one of the five women who ruled Starfall and its people, to show such allegiance to an outside sect—

Satomi turned back to the window, placing her slender hands on the sill. When she spoke, her voice was low, betraying her tension. “No. I would not say she shares their beliefs, not to that extent. But the influence is there. And we of Starfall have never given as much attention to the Warrior as we do to the other four Aspects of the Goddess; the Void has, for us, been as much practical as theological. We neglect it, as we neglect the Warrior. And for someone like Shimi, who needs a reason to believe you are anathema . . . it would be easy to magnify that divide. Especially when she grew up surrounded by Nalochkan beliefs.”

Mirei sank into a chair. When other witches were there, she behaved more formally, but in private Satomi allowed her some liberties. “I don’t get it. You had doubts, sure, but you killed your own doppelganger. I can understand why you didn’t want to believe that I was right—it meant that you were wrong to kill her. But what’s Shimi’s reason? Why won’t she believe?”

“Because she didn’t kill her doppelganger.” Satomi bowed her head. The two of them had never addressed this issue directly, not since the Void Prime told Miryo of her own doppelganger’s death. Mirei had only come to understand it fully when she and Satomi fought in Star Hall. Then she had realized the cause of the Void Prime’s reluctance to accept what Mirei had to say. “I remember looking at her, and I remember recognizing her as the other half of myself. In the end I convinced myself that she was a threat I must eliminate—a threat to all of us, not just myself—but that memory came back to me when you told us what you had done. Shimi has no such memory. It is easier for her to believe that doppelgangers are anathema, when the alternative is such a radical change.”

“But what does leaving accomplish, except to openly declare her opposition? If she’s so worried about what’s going to happen, then she should stay and try to minimize the chaos. She’s one of the five most powerful women here—”

Mirei stopped mid-sentence, because Satomi had turned around, and her pale green eyes were full of fear she had not shown before.

“Ashin sent us the list,” the Void Prime said.

The words didn’t register. “The list?”

“Of the other doppelgangers. Who they are. And where.”

Mirei’s heart skipped a beat, painfully. The list. The Void-damned list. There were other doppelgangers out there, alive—the nonmagical halves of witch-daughters. A group of conspirators among the witches had arranged in secret for them to survive the ritual where they were supposed to die, because the conspirators were convinced they shouldn’t die. And they were right; Mirei had proved it. But prior to that, Starfall had branded those witches as heretics, had even assassinated their leader. One of Mirei’s tasks in the last eight days had been to communicate with Ashin, the Key of the Air Hand, and the only one of the conspirators she knew personally. She had been trying to convince the woman that it was safe, finally, to admit where the doppelgangers were.

It seemed she’d finally succeeded.

“Shimi has it,” Mirei said softly.

“Ashin wrote to us last night, after we sent you away. Shimi had no chance to make a copy of the list, but she wouldn’t need to; we spent hours discussing it. She knows where they are.”

Suddenly Mirei couldn’t bear to be sitting; she rose to her feet and moved a few steps away with quick, tight strides that barely helped to ease her tension. Her boot heels clicked on the tiled floor with shocking loudness. “She’ll go after them. But no—she can’t kill them. Not without the other half of each pair, the witch-daughter. She’d have to kill both at once, for them both to stay dead.” Her gaze snapped up to meet the Prime’s. “You have to protect them.”

“I’ve already taken steps,” Satomi said. “And will take more, after I speak to the other Primes, which will be soon. As for the doppelgangers themselves, we’ll write to the witches that are nearest to them, send them after the children. If they move quickly enough, we should be there ahead of Shimi, or whomever she has sent in her stead.”

For a moment that seemed like an ideal solution, heading the Air Prime off at the pass. Then Mirei had a brief, vivid memory of standing on the balcony of a tower at the Hunter school of Silverfire, watching two young girls train below, listening to the Grandmaster of the school say, “There’s another at Windblade, and one at Thornblood.”

“Bad idea,” she said.

Satomi paused on her way to her desk, shoulders stiff with affront. “I beg your pardon?”

“No way in the Void is that going to work. Not for all of them. You’re going to send a witch into a Hunter school and have her say, ‘Sorry, I need to walk off with some of your trainees’?” Mirei shook her head, knowing her fear was making her be rude. “They’ll throw her out on her ear. If she’s lucky.”

“They will not have a choice,” Satomi said crisply. “We will use magic if necessary.”

“Oh, even better. You send witches into three different Hunter schools and have them throw spells about before they run off with trainees. Aken, you’ll start a war.”

The Void Prime raised her eyebrows in startlement. “They would be that angry?”

“We do not like witches interfering with us,” Mirei said. The word “we” came out reflexively, and she saw Satomi notice it. But Mirei was as much a Hunter as she was a witch, the Mirage part of her had lived that life, as the Miryo part had lived here in Starfall. “They might not be able to stop you. But trainees belong to their schools, just as much as our daughters belong to Starfall. Stealing them away—you’re talking about offending not one but several groups of trained assassins, mercenaries, and spies who already don’t like you very much. You do not want them angry at you.”

Satomi’s hands clenched on empty air, a gesture of frustration and impotence. “Then what do you suggest? We can’t just leave them there for Shimi to take.”

The answer was obvious. “I’ll go after them.”

“No. It would take too long for you to get there.”

“It would take me no time at all.”

Mirei saw the heartbeat of incomprehension in the Void Prime’s face, before Satomi realized what she meant. It was an understandable blindness; translocating living things was supposed to be impossible. And so it had been, until Mirei recreated herself out of Miryo and Mirage. That rejoining gave her access to the magic of the Void, believed untouchable until then. Satomi was not yet accustomed to allowing for that in her plans.

“You could bring them right back here!” the Prime said, hope lighting her eyes. “We wouldn’t even have to wait!”

Mirei almost agreed. Then instinct murmured in the back of her head. She was still learning what she could and could not do with Void magic, but one thing she had learned was how exhausting it was, especially translocation.

She had to shake her head. “No. I don’t think I can move more than just myself.”

The hope in Satomi’s eyes withered.

“Maybe I’ll be able to someday,” Mirei said. “But I’d rather not experiment with something that tricky yet. I can take myself to Silverfire now, though. There are two there, right?” Satomi nodded, not that Mirei needed the confirmation. “I need to talk to Jaguar anyway. He knows he’s got two of them, and that they’re like me—that is, like Mirage was. If he’d hand them over to anybody, it would be me. So I can get them to safety, and then go after the other ones.” She thought it over, grimacing. “Windblade, I can probably manage; we’re friendly with them. Thornblood will be a different story. Their people hate my people’s guts. But I’ll figure something out.”

Satomi pulled herself up, spine straightening from its momentary slump. “The rest are fostered with farmers, tradesmen, the like. We can take care of those.”

“Fine.” Mirei’s mind was already racing, thinking ahead to what she would need. Translocate to Silverfire, then ride to Angrim—that would take about four days. Fortunately, both Thornblood and Windblade were just outside of Angrim, so she could kill two birds with one stone. Then—assuming she found a way to steal a girl out of the hostile territory of Thornblood—the long ride back south to Starfall, where the doppelgangers could be protected. Once she got away from Angrim with the other pair, they could pick up an escort of Cousins, or even other witches. Just in case Shimi, or anyone else, tried something. There could well be Thornbloods on her tail at that point, and who knew how many witches out there might agree with the Air Prime about the new situation?

But her experiences as Mirage told her how well plans survived actual testing. Better to stay adaptable. “Give me a sheet to communicate with you,” Mirei said. The written word was slower, but on the road, it would be an easier spell to manage than bringing Satomi’s image up in a mirror. “I may have to play things by ear. And you can get in touch with me if anything else happens here.”

Satomi nodded. “Very well. Bring them back to us, as quickly as you can.”

Packing didn’t take long, once it dawned on her that she didn’t need supplies for a ride. She would have to get a horse from Silverfire anyway, and she could get food at the same time. Assuming Jaguar let her kidnap two trainees in the first place.

Well, if he didn’t, she could translocate back to Starfall. No food necessary.

She changed into uniform: the loose pants, shirt, short jacket, and sash that identified her not just as a Hunter, but as a Silverfire. The silver pendant she wore, the triquetra knot that was the witches’ symbol, she tucked out of sight inside the shirt. Then, putting on the jacket, she froze in the act of flipping her hair out from under the collar.

It was a reflexive action—for the part of her that remembered being Miryo. For the Mirage half, it was something she hadn’t done in over a decade.

Long hair. Void it.

From the hard calluses on her knuckles to the scar on her left hip, the body she had was Mirage’s—except for the hair. Mirage had been the Void half, the Warrior half, the physical counterpart to Miryo’s magic, and so when the Goddess put them back together as one person, most of the qualities she had picked up from her life as Hunter had stayed. But the hair, for whatever reason, was Miryo’s, and long. Mirage’s hair had been cropped short.

And if Mirei showed up at Silverfire with hair past her shoulders, they’d know something was off.

She looked around her room and sighed in frustration. Not a pair of scissors in sight, and if she tried to hack off her hair with a dagger, it would look even more bizarre. She could create an illusion, but she wanted to avoid magic as much as possible while around Hunters.

She went in search of help instead.

Eikyo had not yet taken her test, and so was still living in the students’ hall. Mirei received some startled looks and bows as she went through the corridors and up the stairs; her notoriety in Starfall was unmatched. But she was getting used to that. Arriving at Eikyo’s door, she knocked crisply, and hoped her friend was home.

She was. Still wrapped in a dressing robe, Eikyo answered the knock. Her round face showed her surprise. “Miryo. What—” She caught herself, and grimaced. “Mirei, I mean. What are you doing here so early?”

Mirei generally spent her mornings talking with the Primes and her afternoons demonstrating her new abilities to a variety of other witches, but she’d managed to arrange things such that she and Eikyo saw each other most days. It was a deliberate move on her part. Miryo and Eikyo had been close friends; she didn’t want the other woman thinking of Mirei as a stranger. Mostly she had succeeded. The slipup with her name was the exception now, not the rule.

She gave her friend a crooked smile. “I need my hair cut.”

Soon she was seated in a chair, listening to Eikyo’s scissors snip around her head. The long strands of her hair fell to the floor in a fiery drift. “I wish you’d tell me why you want this done,” the witch-student said dubiously, for the third time.

“Satomi has a job for me, that’s all. And people won’t think a witch with short hair looks nearly as odd as a Hunter with long hair.” Mirei turned slightly, as if that would let her see the back of her own head. “Are you done yet?”

“Nearly. I don’t know how good it’ll look, though.”

“Better than if I did it myself, I can promise you that.” Mirei ran her hand over her scalp when Eikyo finally stepped back, and felt the familiar-but-strange sensation of short hair ruffling against her fingers. How much time would it take before her own body stopped feeling half alien to her? “Thanks.”

“You look weird.”

Mirei grinned wryly. “Thanks. Look, I’ve got to go.”

Eikyo stopped her with one hand on her arm. The look in her blue-gray eyes was worried, as if she’d guessed there was more to the situation than Mirei was telling. Satomi would have to announce Shimi’s departure soon; Mirei wondered how people would take it. “Is there anything I can do to help?” Eikyo asked.

Mirei shook her head. “For me, no. But I’m sure there will be things for you to do here.”

Her friend’s mouth twisted. “That’s not what I meant.”

“That’s not what I meant, either,” Mirei said, sobering. “The trouble hasn’t ended, Eikyo. I may have found an answer to the doppelganger problem, but it’s going to take a while for people to adjust to it, and we’re going to hit a lot more potholes in the road before that’s over. Satomi’s going to need help. Even after I get back.”

Eikyo nodded reluctantly. “Goddess go with you, Mirei.”

Mirei had already gotten more direct help from the Goddess than she could ever have expected, with the miracle that brought her back together. She wasn’t going to count on more. The sentiment, though, was appreciated. “You too, Eikyo. And be careful.”

Finally she stood in her own room, dressed, shorn, ready to go.

Her final act was to belt a sword onto her hip, and as she did so, she remembered that the blade was not her own. It belonged to Eclipse, her Hunter partner, who also had most of her other belongings—those that she hadn’t left behind in Angrim when she translocated out of the city.

I should get those back from him, Mirei thought, and did some calculations in her head. He ought to be at Silverfire by now.

The thought brought a spark of pleasure, but also of nervousness. Why in the Void am I nervous? It didn’t make any sense. Eclipse had been Mirage’s closest friend, her year-mate at Silverfire—practically a brother. And though Miryo hadn’t known him for as long, the two of them had gotten along quite well.

That was it. Eclipse was effectively the only person in the world that Mirei had known as both halves of herself. Ashin she’d met only briefly, and everyone else had belonged to one half of her life or the other. Mirage knew Hunters. Miryo knew witches. Both of them knew Eclipse, and he knew both of them.

She’d seen him very fleetingly after rejoining, before she left for Starfall. Her thoughts had been so fixated on what had happened to her, and what she was planning, that she hadn’t had much time to wonder what Eclipse thought of her now.

And what she thought of him. The rejoining meant she had layered and somewhat contradictory memories of him. Quasi-brother and friend; known for years and known for mere days. She couldn’t predict which version might win out in her mind, and that made her nervous.

But standing in her room wouldn’t make the problem go away, and she was wasting time. Mirei took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, banishing such scattered thoughts from her mind. The spell she was about to attempt was a tricky one, and she did not want to find out what would happen if she screwed it up.

Mirei rotated her shoulders to loosen them. Large spells often required foci, Elementally-linked objects that helped the caster juggle more power than she would be able to handle otherwise. One of the first questions the magical theorists at Starfall had asked her when they heard about Void magic was, what were its foci? The answer she’d given them had set off a storm of philosophical speculation that left her head spinning. As near as Mirei could tell, the main focus of Void magic—perhaps the only focus—was movement.

She began to sing, her voice calling power from the world around her and shaping it to her will, and as she sang, her body flowed into motion. Mirage, the doppelganger, the Void-linked part of herself, had grown up in environments that centered on movement. Temple Dancer. Hunter. It wasn’t an accident. She’d possessed special gifts for those things before rejoining with Miryo, strength and speed beyond what her body should have had, because the Void belonged to the Warrior. Those advantages had gone away with the rejoining, but the affinity for movement remained, imprinted on her through years of training.

So she sang and she danced, and the spell built around her. She reveled in the feeling. Miryo had spent weeks avoiding the use of her magic, for fear it would destroy her. Now it was safe, and wondrous. She shaped the strands about her body, and blinked out of sight.

There was a shattering moment of nothingness—then she was in the wood behind Silverfire.

The effect left her breathless. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get over that. The concept that translocation moved its target through the Void had always been an unsubstantiated theory; living creatures died if you tried it on them, and you couldn’t ask an object where it had been. Mirei now had confirmation. She didn’t know how long the transit lasted—an instant? an eternity?—and she prayed to all five Aspects of the Goddess that no theorist ever tried to extend the time. She’d fling them through the Void. Let them study it that way.

A foot slammed into her lower back and threw her into a tree.

Mirei caught herself and spun to face her attacker. She blocked, not fast enough; a fist clipped her cheek—

“Mirage?”

She blinked her vision clear in the dim shade of the wood. The Hunter in front of her was familiar. “Shit, Viper. Yes, Void damn you, it’s me.”

He backed up a step, but did not drop his guard. “Prove it.”

“Prove it?” She stared at him. “Did somebody hit you in the head since the last time I was here? Don’t you remember my face?”

“Prove this isn’t some illusion.”

His words turned Mirei cold. Hunters liked to keep witches from meddling in their business, yes, and were paranoid about them as a result, but there was no reason for Viper to expect a witch to show up in the woods of Silverfire.

Or was there?

“Warrior’s blood, Viper, you know me.” Mirei straightened up slowly. She roughened her tone subtly; if he noticed how trained she sounded, he’d be sure she was a witch. “I was here, what, two weeks ago? With Eclipse. You’d bet ten silver on me showing up sooner. Your leg was injured—well, if that kick’s anything to go on, you’re feeling better. You were playing guard for the infants, so they could try to sneak past you on the front wall.” He still didn’t look persuaded. “You make a weird snorting noise if somebody grabs your hair during a fight. We used to go for that in sparring, just to hear you do it.”

That last bit finally sold him on it. Viper relaxed. “Okay. Sorry. It’s just—I attacked before I really saw you. Seemed like you came from nowhere. Slowing down, aren’t you?”

“Or you’re getting faster,” she said lightly, but inside she winced. She was slower, and hadn’t yet learned to shift her tactics to compensate.

“What in the Void are you doing back here, anyway?” Viper asked.

“Came to see Jaguar. Got to talk to him about something.”

Her fellow Hunter gave her a sidelong look as they began to walk toward the Silverfire compound. Mirei had chosen a familiar clearing in the woods as her target; the better she knew a place, the easier it was to aim for. She still shivered to remember how she’d jumped completely blind to Eclipse’s room at an inn, after she rejoined. That had been the tail end of the miracle that made her whole again. She wasn’t about to try it again without divine help.

But Viper was speaking, and his words reminded her that there was more going on here than she’d suspected. “Does this have anything to do with our two, shall we say, special cases?”

“Does your paranoia have anything to do with them?”

Viper groaned. “Four ways from feast day. Some of the first-years jumped one of them the other night, for being such a brat.”

“It’s a time-honored way of resolving differences among trainees.”

“Yeah, but it didn’t solve the brattiness, and next time it might be worse. Traditional-sized bloodbaths are fine, but I don’t want a real mess on my hands.”

“The joys of babysitting duty.”

“My leg’s nearly solid again, and you’d better believe I’m getting back on the road the minute I can.”

They were in the compound by now, and Mirei kept Viper chatting about less important matters as they headed for the tower that stood at the center. Or rather, he let her do it. Silverfire Hunters took investigative jobs often enough that neither one of them could miss the fact that there was a subject they were both edgy about. Mirei didn’t want to tell Viper anything before she told Jaguar, and Viper . . . he was holding something back, too. Like, perhaps, why he was afraid of a witch showing up under an illusion. Mirei was glad she hadn’t put one up.

“You staying long?” Viper asked as they arrived at the door to the building that stood at the tower’s base.

“Not sure.”

“Well, catch me before you leave. You and Eclipse vanished awfully fast last time.”

Because they’d found out about the doppelgangers. Mirei nodded at him. “Right. I’ll see what I can do.”

He walked off. She closed her eyes to let them adjust from the growing morning sunlight, then stepped into the dim closeness of the office.

For the first time the rail-thin man behind the desk looked startled. “I didn’t get word you were coming.”

“Guess I’ve learned to sneak better, Slip,” Mirei lied. “I need to talk to Jaguar.”

“He’s busy.”

“I don’t care.”

Slip had his expression mostly under control again; his eyes only widened fractionally at her flat declaration. “You the reason we’ve had witches skulking around lately?”

No wonder Viper was paranoid. “Did Eclipse not bloody explain anything? Or has Jaguar just not let you in on it?”

Slip cocked his head to one side. “We haven’t seen Eclipse since you were here with him last time.”

His words jolted her. “Haven’t seen him?” She did her mental arithmetic over again. Ten days, since she left her year-mate and erstwhile partner with instructions to return to Silverfire. Either he’d found some good reason to disobey her . . .

. . . or he’d run into trouble.

Slip answered the question before she could ask it. “We haven’t heard about anything happening. But that doesn’t mean it hasn’t.”

She could find him; the spell wasn’t hard when you knew the target as well as she knew Eclipse. But she could hardly resort to magic in front of a former Hunter, especially Jaguar’s aide. Mirei swallowed her curse and snapped, “Right. I don’t care who Jaguar’s with, or what he’s doing. He and I talk now.”

“Go on up. In the meantime, I’ll kick some people in the asses, and try to get you more information.”

Eclipse might just be in hiding, Mirei thought as she climbed the creaking staircase. When she last saw him, there had been Cousins out looking for them both. Those had all been called off after she went to Starfall, but did he know that? Still, a search wouldn’t halt Eclipse, just slow him down. Something else was going on.

Mirei knocked on the Grandmaster’s door, then went in when Jaguar responded.

He was at his desk with a stack of papers he covered before she came in. The Grandmaster of Silverfire was a man gone hard with age, like wood weathered by a storm. His gray hair was trimmed meticulously short, and like many Hunters, he was always clean-shaven. The irritated look in his light blue eyes smoothed out into careful blankness at the sight of her. She saluted him, and he considered her for a moment before saying anything. “Mirage. Wisp told me you’d vanished from Angrim. Have you come back to give me the explanation you promised?”

Mirei had forgotten that Wisp would wonder where she had gone, after taking refuge in the temple. “Yes,” she said. “You were supposed to get it from Eclipse, but Slip tells me he never arrived. So I guess I have extra problems to deal with.”

“Extra problems?”

“I’m afraid I came here with one already in hand.”

Jaguar held up one hand to stop her. “I see. Come here a moment. I want to show you something.”

He rose and beckoned her over to a tall wooden cabinet that stood against one wall. She’d never seen it open; as far as she knew, that was where he kept sensitive papers about the doings of Silverfire’s people. Mirei approached, and Jaguar reached out for her shoulder, looking almost companionable—

And then he spun her violently and slammed her back against the cabinet, a knife at her throat.

“Make one sound before I tell you to and I’ll slit your throat before you finish it,” he said, in a terrifyingly level voice. “You’re not Mirage. Your voice is different, and you’re too damned slow.”

Mirei kept her curse safely behind her teeth. Jaguar did not make idle threats.

“Your voice sounds trained,” he said. “Which tells me you’re a witch. Tell me, briefly, who you are.”

Briefly. Mirei answered him as best she could, and stopped trying to disguise her voice. “Half Mirage.”

The Grandmaster’s eyes narrowed. “Explain. Level tone.”

Which was to say, without the variation in pitch that might disguise a spell. Magic used a different language in addition to its music, but some spells were short; she could attempt one mid-sentence and pretend it was a name. But Mirei wasn’t about to try it. “Half of me is Mirage. The other half is—was—a witch named Miryo.”

He processed this. “Why? Level tone, still.” And the knife hadn’t moved.

“Because they—I—started out as one person. Split apart in infancy—the witches always do that. It’s part of how they get their magic. The half that’s like Mirage is normally a soulless shell, just a body. They kill it. But Mirage survived. Shared a soul with Miryo. Miryo’s magic was going to kill them both. She was supposed to kill Mirage. Tradition, but wrong way to solve the problem. They—I—found a better one. Back into one person. Lost the edge off my reflexes, though, and my voice is different.” Her shoulders were tense with the effort of keeping her tone as flat and expressionless as possible.

“Then the two girls training here,” Jaguar said, “are the same.”

“Yes.”

He’d known they were like Mirage in their physicality, their knack for the art of fighting, but not what it had meant. Jaguar looked intently into her eyes. “Why are you here? Just to explain?”

“They’re in danger.”

Finally, slowly, he backed off. The knife left her throat, and he lowered the arm that had her pinned. He did not put the blade away, though, and Mirei knew he still practiced knife-throwing every day.

“I thought they might be,” Jaguar said. “Tell me more.”


Chapter Two

After Mirei was gone, Satomi leaned her forehead against the cool glass of her window and let her breath out slowly.

She prayed to the Goddess that this was not the start of new, worse trouble—but she feared otherwise.

Lifting her head, she could see out across Starfall, both the sprawl of buildings too loose to call a town and the domain that went by that name. Pale gray granite blocks quarried from these mountains, the multihued greenery of the trees beyond. Her office faced north, toward the rest of the world. She’d chosen the view deliberately. Her predecessor as Void Prime had used a room on the south side of the main building; her predecessor had believed the outside world was not her concern as Void Prime.

To some extent, the woman had been right. The Void Ray dealt with the internal affairs of the witches; the world outside their own people was the responsibility of the other Rays. But for a long time the Void Prime had also been the linchpin of the Primes as a whole, and that meant, in Satomi’s opinion, that she could not afford to ignore the rest of the world.

She gazed out at Starfall, breathing slowly to center herself. This was her home, and had been for nearly as long as she could remember. She’d spent the first ten years of her life in Haira, but then, like all witch-students, she had come here for her real training. Since then, she had hardly left. Fifteen years of studying, before being tested as a witch. Then the hunt for her doppelganger. Finding it at last in Liak.

Not it. Her. Her name was Orezha.

Then returning here after Orezha’s death, and entering the Path of the Head in the Void Ray, dedicating her life to research and recordkeeping. Advancement to the position of Key of her Path, overseeing all the Head witches of her Ray. And finally, promotion to Void Prime, the leader of an entire fifth of Starfall—and, in a sense, the leader of all witches, whatever their affiliation.

For the first time, Satomi felt old.

Her health was still good, and her hair showed no strands of white yet, but she wasn’t sure she had the energy to cope with the upheaval Mirei had brought. But what other choice did she have? Not retirement; the last thing the community of witches needed right now was to lose a Prime. And Satomi had no illusions about the prevailing attitudes about this situation; she was far and away Mirei’s strongest supporter. The confrontation in Star Hall had staggered everyone, and to varying degrees it had convinced them—but not entirely. Satomi had to make sure that conviction grew, instead of fading. Starting with her fellow Primes.

Satomi stepped away from the window and straightened the plain black silk of her dress. They would not like that she had sent Mirei off without consulting them, not least of all because it meant she had told the young witch before she told them. But she could not let the discussion get bogged down in that. The real issue at hand was not what to do with the doppelgangers, but what to do with Shimi.

She left her office and went through the hallways to their council room. Unlike the ruling hall, where the Primes settled disputes and pronounced judgments, this place was not meant to impress; it was a working space, and practical. A large table dominated the room, with five comfortable chairs spaced around it, and a wealth of lamps provided light. The chairs might be carved with the Elemental symbols of the five Rays, but that was the only decoration, and the cushions were worn besides. The room itself was layered in permanent spells, protecting it against eavesdropping or anything that might disrupt the Primes’ meetings.

Satomi put down the books she was carrying and settled into her own chair to wait. She was reading Shimi’s letter yet again when the other Primes began to come in.

Rana arrived first, looking sleepy. Oldest of the Primes, her wispy bun of hair had gone solidly white. People had been murmuring for years now about the possibility of her retirement, but she’d been in the position of Water Prime for so long that few could imagine her gone, and besides, she still did her job well. Ministration to the common people of other lands, the province of her Ray, was not the most glamorous of Starfall’s work, but it did require a diligent hand.

Not long after that, Koika showed up, her stocky form dressed in simple breeches and shirt as always. She gave Satomi one of her usual broad smiles, but it faltered when Satomi failed to return it in kind. “What’s wrong?”

Satomi shook her head at the Earth Prime’s question. “We’ll wait for everyone to arrive.”

Arinei came last, and Satomi wondered if she had timed it that way, because the Fire Prime entered in a well-staged fury.

“Why did you not tell us?”

Most Primes came from the Heart, the Path dedicated to organization and administration, but Arinei had been a Hand. Advising the Lord of Insebrar, she had learned to play her emotions like a lyre, manipulating those around her with carefully calculated extremes. Satomi did not disapprove; it was a useful trick. But she had also learned not to be cowed by it.

“About Shimi? By the time I finished with my necessary tasks, it was time for this meeting anyway.”

“Necessary tasks? This isn’t the yearly accounting, Satomi.”

Calm was its own kind of weapon, as much as Arinei’s crafted volatility. “No. It is, however, the disobedience of a witch to the wishes of Starfall. Which makes it first and foremost my responsibility.”

Koika was frowning; Arinei was seething. “So you’ve already dealt with it, I hear,” the Fire Prime said. “Sent Miryo off, dispatched Cousins and witches—is there anything left for us to do?”

“Mirei,” Satomi said coldly, pronouncing the name with edged clarity. “You might do well to remember her name, since her existence is the source of our current complications. And yes, there is much yet to be done.” She passed Shimi’s letter to Koika, who sat at her left. “For those whose unofficial spy networks haven’t already informed them of what’s happened.

“Shimi is gone, and by her words, we have to assume she poses a threat to a dozen students, both here and at our regional halls—and also to the doppelganger halves of those students. That threat is what I’ve been dealing with this morning. The students have been made safe, and the doppelgangers are being gathered in.”

Now Rana was reading the letter, her eyes widening with shock at the harshness of the words. Satomi went on. “That, however, is treating the symptoms, rather than the problem. We must mend this breach with Shimi.”

“I assume we can’t find her,” Rana said, offering the letter to Arinei, who ignored it.

Satomi shook her head. “She’s warded herself against it.” Which was, in itself, a serious violation of her duties as the Air Prime. The witches of her Ray were itinerant, serving anyone they found in need, which made it all the more imperative that they be able to locate and communicate with their Prime when they needed her.

“She might go back to Kalistyi,” Koika said.

Arinei snorted. “Or anywhere but Kalistyi, since she knows we’ll look for her there.”

The lines in Rana’s brow furrowed even more deeply. “If she’s warded, she might be under a disguise spell, too. If she goes to ground, we’ll never find her.”

Satomi shook her head again. “She won’t go to ground. Think of what kind of woman Shimi is. Do you really think she would be content to register her disagreement with us, and then simply retire from the situation?” No woman that passive would ever have risen to the rank of Prime.

“So what do we do?” Koika asked. “Put out word for all witches and Cousins across the fifteen domains to look for her?” She grimaced at her own words. “We might as well hire Hunters to chase her down like a criminal.”

The statement produced an unpleasant silence in the room. They’d done that once before, and not long ago, hiring a Wolfstar assassin to murder one of the Fire Keys. For, ironically enough, believing that doppelgangers should not die.

Satomi steered them away from the memory, before it could spark new arguments. “Shimi is in dereliction of her duty, and in rebellion against the will of Starfall. We agreed days ago on the message we sent out to all of our people—”

“Shimi disagreed,” Arinei pointed out, her expressive mouth settling into a hard line.

“But the consensus was in favor of the message. Four against one; she was overruled, and that means she’s bound to abide by our decision. We agreed to support Mirei’s new way, and to instruct all witches to do the same. If Shimi wanted to register her continued disagreement, there were acceptable ways for her to do so. This is not one of them.” Satomi flicked the letter Rana had returned to her. “Therefore, we must temporarily suspend her authority over her Ray.”

Arinei’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, suspend? We can do that?”

Satomi picked up one of the books on the table before her. Her own experience as a member of the Path of the Head had been useful this morning. “There’s precedent. Most recently—though by normal standards it’s not recent at all—was Dotoku, Prime of the Fire Ray, just over three hundred years ago. Her political activities became, well, suspect; you can read about them if you’d like. Censure and suspension of authority requires the agreement of the other four Primes. Reinstatement—and Dotoku was reinstated—requires three.”

She passed the book to Arinei, who had held out a peremptory hand for it. The Fire Prime scanned the pages quickly, obviously not attending much to the details of her predecessor’s machinations. “Oh. I remember this. Her Ray was run by her Keys in the interim.”

“Under the supervision of the remaining Primes,” Satomi said. “Which is what we would do, as well. We have to make certain Shimi won’t begin trying to use her subordinates as tools for her personal crusade, and also to ensure that the rest of the world won’t see her actions as sanctioned by Starfall.”

Arinei’s head shot up at the words. “We’d make this public?”

“How can we not?” Koika asked. “We can’t be sure what Shimi might do, so we’ve got to take steps to keep it from reflecting badly on us. At the very least we ought to tell the Lords.”

“The Lords,” Arinei said icily, “are my concern, last time I checked.”

Territorial squabbles were something they could not afford right now. “No one’s arguing that, Arinei,” Satomi said, spreading her hands in a conciliatory gesture. “But in your position, surely you can see the necessity. The information need not go past the Lords at present, and I’m confident you can convince them of that. It seems apparent, though, that Shimi might decide to take radical action, and that will not be the time to begin telling the rest of the world that we didn’t sanction it. We’d look like we were trying to cover our mistakes.”

“Fine,” Arinei said, biting the word off. She snapped the book shut for emphasis. “We suspend her, then.”

“If the suspension should prove not to be temporary,” Koika said. “Then what?”

Satomi had another book in front of her with the answer to that, but she deemed it better not to trot it out just yet. She didn’t want Arinei accusing her of anticipating just that outcome, and judging by the tense muscles in the woman’s neck, she was in that kind of mood. “The precedents for that are even older,” she said, leaving it deliberately vague. “But aside from the formality of removal, the process is as it always is, for choosing a new Prime.”

“Out of the Keys,” Rana said thoughtfully, leaning forward and propping her chin on one hand. “Naji, Hassei, or Ashin.”

Koika had been glancing at the remaining books; Satomi wondered if she suspected the relevant volume was in the stack. “Naji was the presumed successor,” she said, turning her attention back to the circle of her fellow Primes. “But we might want to consider Ashin now, given that she’s one of the ones who wanted the doppelgangers to live in the first place.”

“I see we’re condemning Shimi in advance,” Arinei said acidly.

“That wasn’t what I meant—”

“We need,” Satomi cut in, before Koika could further feed Arinei’s desire for an argument, “to have a conference with the Air Keys as soon as possible. In person, that is. Ashin is traveling back to Starfall; she should be here in about five days.”

Koika considered it. “We can’t wait that long on the censure, though.”

“No. We should carry that out this afternoon. We’ll gather the Keys of all Rays and any Air witches currently at Starfall in the ruling hall, make the declaration—there’s a script for it; I’ll give you copies—and the Air Keys can send word out to all the witches of their respective Paths. The end of the declaration is a spell that will suspend Shimi’s power and authority as Prime. We will meet to perform that when the bells chime Light.” It was now an hour shy of Mid; that would allow them seven hours to prepare. She did not expect to need that much, but Arinei was prickly already; Satomi wanted to avoid indecent rush.

When the other Primes had nodded their agreement—grudgingly, in Arinei’s case, but she did nod—Satomi turned to Rana. “On to other matters, then. Have you spoken with Obura?”

The Water Prime nodded, her lined face showing relief at the change of subject. “She’s—well, not confused, exactly, but this will be her third daughter. She’s very used to the old way of doing things.”

“She’ll just have to adjust,” Koika said, not sounding at all sympathetic. The Earth Prime lacked Satomi’s zeal for the new way, but once she had decided to accept it, her mind was quite set.

“Make certain she understands what to do,” Satomi said to Rana. “It isn’t very complicated. She simply needs to present her daughter to the Goddess before beginning the ritual to create the channel for magic. As I understand it, everything after that will be the same.”

“Except the bit where she kills the doppelganger,” Koika added. Her light tone offset the bluntness of her words.

Satomi smiled ruefully. “Except that. Both children will live, the witch-child with the capacity for magic and the doppelganger-child without. They will share one soul, since she’s exposed them to starlight and the Goddess’s eyes, and we will raise them both until it’s time for them to come back together.”

Rana sighed and brushed her hair from her eyes with one knobbly hand. It trembled slightly, and Satomi realized that Obura was not the only one with fear. “Yes, but try to see it from her point of view. She’s been told all her life that under no circumstances should she allow her daughter anywhere near starlight until after the ritual. She feels like we’re telling her to throw her daughter into the fire, it’s all right, fire isn’t hot like everyone always said it was.”

“Just keep reassuring her. Everything will be all right. She will see. And she will be the first witch since Misetsu with the opportunity to know both of her daughters—both halves of her daughter.” Satomi clicked her tongue in exasperation. “However you want to say it. This is an honor for Obura.” Pregnant witches throughout the domains would soon follow in her footsteps. Change would be slow—these children had to grow to adulthood before the difference would really be felt—but it would happen.

Standing, the Water Prime nodded. “Are we finished?”

“Let’s meet an hour after High, to make sure we’re prepared for the ritual. But yes, other than that, we can adjourn.”

Arinei was gone almost before Satomi’s words were finished, the heavy wooden door thunking back into place behind her with unnecessary force. Rana followed her, still looking concerned for Obura. Koika gathered her notes, and spoke quietly to Satomi as she did.

“You’ll want to keep an eye on Arinei.”

“Yes.” Satomi sighed, trying to release her frustration. “She’s afraid we’re being unfair to Shimi.”

“I think there may be more to it than that.” Notes tucked into the crook of one arm, Koika looked at the door as if seeing through it to where Arinei strode through the halls. “I’m not sure what else, but I’m certain there is something.” She shrugged apologetically to Satomi. “I don’t read human body language as well as deer.”

Satomi stood and gripped the Earth Prime’s arm. “Deer and other things of nature are your province.”

“But we can’t afford to ignore each other’s provinces. As you knew when you took the north office.”

The Void Prime nodded. “Let me know if you hear anything—from witches of your Ray or others, or even Cousins—that seems important.”

“I will,” Koika said.

When word came, however, it came not from Koika, but from Naji, the Key of the Air Heart. And it was not good.

Naji stood on the tiled floor before Satomi’s desk not long after the bells chimed Mid, her normally serene face animated by distress. “I didn’t know who else to tell. You’re not my Prime, Aken, but—” Her hands spread, helplessly. “It’s an internal matter. Therefore Void business. And I thought it best to come straight to you.”

Satomi stood up from her chair and came around to guide Naji into a seat. “You’re sure it was a sending to the entire Air Ray?”

“Yes,” Naji said, and the implication—unintended on Satomi’s part, but useful for its effect—that she might not know her own business well enough to tell the difference had the benefit of focusing her. “She sent to us all, just before Mid.”

“Let me get pen and paper,” Satomi said, and returned briefly to her desk. “All right. Now tell me, as precisely as you can recall, what Shimi said.”

Naji let out a slow breath, eyes closed, to center herself. Her memory was excellent, once she calmed down enough to use it; it served her well, as head of the administrative Path of her Ray. “ ‘I send this to you, my daughters, so that at least one-fifth of Starfall may know the truth. The creature calling itself Mirei is an abomination. Misetsu, our holy ancestor, blessed of the Goddess, learned through painful experience the truth of the doppelgangers, and in her wisdom she established the tradition we follow to this day. The abomination among us has performed feats that may dazzle, but they cannot last. If we join our daughters to the dross they were meant to discard, who knows what misfortunes they will suffer? We must not follow this dangerous path. I beg you, my daughters, to trust in the wisdom of our predecessors. Do not fall into this trap. My fellow Primes, blinded by these tricks, will tell you not to heed me, but I hold fast to what we know to be true.’ ”

Satomi listened to the recitation with detached, bitter admiration. Well played, Shimi. You kept your Nalochkan sympathies in check, and stressed themes that will strike a chord with a wider audience. I might wish you were less competent at your job.

“Thank you,” she said to Naji. “You were very right to bring this to my attention. I was about to send you a message myself, you and Hassei both, and Ashin on the road. You have heard that Shimi is gone from Starfall, and why?” The Heart Key nodded. “The Primes decided this morning to suspend Shimi’s authority over your Ray, pending a resolution of this issue. Unfortunately, it seems we haven’t moved fast enough. This sending is exactly the kind of problem we wished to prevent.”

Naji had regained most of her composure, although her fingers still twisted in her skirt. “What should I tell my Path?”

“That we will be addressing them in the ruling hall at High.” They could move up the preparations for the ritual. “Every Air witch currently at Starfall is required to attend. Absence will be treated harshly.” And it might not be a bad idea to send immediate word to the Cousins who watched the roads out of Starfall, to detain any witch who attempted to leave. No sense allowing Shimi any more supporters than necessary.

“Would you like me to tell Hassei?”

“No, I’ll tell her myself. And Ashin. Just inform your Path.” Only Shimi could deliver a sending to all Air witches at once, as a function of her authority as Prime, but the three Keys together could achieve the same effect, by sending to each of their Paths. That would be useful, once the Air Prime was suspended.

Naji nodded, rose, bowed, and left, and Satomi went instantly to work, notifying everyone involved that they would be stripping Shimi of her authority sooner than expected, before she could do more harm.

By the time the bells chimed High, everyone had gathered. Outside, the noon sun beat down on the buildings of Starfall, but little of that warmth and light penetrated the ruling hall. Five heavy thrones sat in a row on a dais, each dominated by the banner that hung above and behind, stitched in the colors and symbols of each Elemental Ray. They faced rows of benches divided by an aisle; the aisle itself was paved with the worn, nearly illegible grave slabs of early Primes.

Four of the thrones were filled; the last, under its white and silver Air banner, was conspicuously empty.

The benches were well populated, and at the front of their ranks were chairs for the fifteen Keys, eleven of which were filled. Not all of the figures seated in those chairs were physically present, though. A few Keys, Ashin among them, were away from Starfall, but had been notified in time to perform the complex spell that sent projections of their images here. Had they waited until Light, as originally planned, they would likely have had all fifteen. Satomi wondered if her decision for haste had been the right one.

All of the Air witches currently at Starfall were present. None of them had tried to leave, but three others had—one each from the Void, Water, and Fire Rays. Word had spread rapidly from the Air witches to the rest of Starfall. No doubt it was doing the same out in the other fourteen domains of the land. But they could do nothing about that at present, save what they were already carrying out.

Satomi addressed the gathered witches, outlining the situation in clear, bare terms. Hardly anyone even shifted in her seat as she detailed Shimi’s actions. When done, she rose to stand in front of her throne, black banner at her back, and spoke into the tense silence of the hall.

“What affects one branch of our people affects all,” she said. “From the Earth to the Void, the Elements interrelate, and so, too, do the realms of our concern. The actions taken by one witch have repercussions for her sister.

“On this day, we gather to consider the actions of Shimi.”

The other Primes stood up from their seats. Koika went first, as protocol dictated. “Shimi has undermined the foundations of Starfall, at a time when we need them to be strong. For this, we censure her.”

Then Rana. This was not the spell itself, but it was just as ritualized as if it had been. “Shimi has refused to bend to the consensus of the Primes, who have agreed upon the best path for Starfall. For this, we censure her.”

Finally Arinei. It felt awkward and off; there should have been another voice between Water and Fire. Satomi had not realized how accustomed she was to the rhythms of their rituals until it was disrupted. Always it was five Primes, five Elements, five components to everything they said. Even raising a new Prime involved five, the four incumbents and the newcomer. The imbalance created by the loss of one was palpable.

“Shimi has spread confusion among the witches in her care,” Arinei said. This much, at least, Satomi granted her: in public, in ritual, she showed no sign of her own doubts and dissension. “She has failed in her duty to lead them. For this, we censure her.”

And now it was Satomi’s time to speak, too soon, last in a series of four instead of a series of five. “For her actions, we hereby censure Shimi. Let it be known to all the witches of her Ray and of others that from this time onward, we suspend her authorities, privileges, and powers as the Prime of the Ray of Air, until such time as a majority of three Primes in agreement see fit to reinstate her in her position.”

Ruriko brought a small table forward and set it on the dais before Satomi. On the table were the foci for the spell. Though not as complex by half as the ritual that installed a witch as Prime, suspension was difficult enough to require aids.

Their four voices blending together, the Primes took up the foci and sang the spell that made their words into reality. Some of the powers granted to a Prime were magical; others were tradition and law. The ability to send to the Ray as a whole, to raise or dismiss Keys, to admit a new witch into the Ray. These things and more they took from Shimi, by the power of the spell they sang. Satomi took the part of Air in the chorus; the Void Prime always sang the missing Element, unless she was the one suspended, because there was no role in it for Void power. She wondered, briefly, if it would be rewritten some day, when witches like Mirei ruled.

The closing declaration did not take long, and then the Primes exited through a side door. Arinei immediately began stripping off the ceremonial robe of gold and red that she wore over her dress, with stiff, tight motions that communicated her mood better than angry words could. Koika and Rana did the same, more slowly, not looking at Arinei.

Satomi herself stayed by the door, listening to the snatches of conversation that emerged into audibility as the assembled witches filed out of the hall.

Among them she heard murmurs of discontent, and she was afraid.


Chapter Three

Jaguar backed away from the cabinet, allowing Mirei to move out into the room again. At a nod from the Grandmaster, she sat down in one of the chairs set before his desk. He remained standing, knife still in hand.

She let out a slow breath and laid her hands flat on her knees, stilling her nerves. “This is . . . delicate information. There are problems among the witches right now, and some people wouldn’t be happy that I’m telling you about them. But I owe allegiance as much to Silverfire as to Starfall, and besides—I need your help.”

“There have been witches here,” he said, after a moment’s pause. “Outside Silverfire, that is—not in the compound. We don’t think. Witches, or Cousins. They haven’t done anything yet, but it has us nervous. Indera’s hair has red in it, and many people know that Amas dyes hers. We suspected this had to do with them.”

“How long have they been watching, do you think?”

“Six days.”

Shimi hadn’t known where the doppelgangers were that long ago. It had to be Ashin’s fellow conspirators, following through on the instructions Mirei had given them right after her transformation, to keep the doppelgangers safe. Best not to explain that to Jaguar, though; too complicated. Stick with the current problem.

She ran one hand over her cropped hair, then made herself stop. “There’s at least one witch who is probably going to try and kidnap those two. Kidnap them, and later kill them. So, in short, I’ve come to ask you to let me take them away.”

“For what purpose?”

Protection did not need to be named. “Eventually, they’ll be like me. They’ll rejoin with their witch halves.”

“Or die.”

“Not if we can prevent it.”

Jaguar paced, wariness lining his body with tension. He was old, but still hard. “I knew when they came here that the past was repeating itself in some fashion. Not exactly, of course—Tari-nakana bought your training here, while these girls were both brought by their parents. But still, to see two more, with the kinds of gifts you have—you had—I wondered if there was Starfall influence I was not seeing.”

“Yes and no,” Mirei said. Certain witches would no doubt cheerfully beat her for airing their dirty laundry in front of an outsider. Then again, other witches—Ashin’s “heretics”—had paid her, an outsider, to investigate Tari-nakana’s assassination, to confirm their suspicions. Or were supposed to have paid her. She wondered if she would ever see the money, or the boons she and Eclipse were owed.

“Tari-nakana,” she said, leaning forward. “She paid for me to come here, yes, and talked you into taking me even though I was thirteen. She knew what I was. After that, she went and arranged for others like me to survive. They’re called doppelgangers. She got them fostered with false parents, and probably made sure the children would be sent to Hunter schools when they were old enough. But it wasn’t a Starfall thing. Remember how I was hired to Hunt her assassin, and whoever hired him? He was working for the Primes.”

Jaguar stared at her. “But you were hired by witches yourself.”

“Renegades. That’s why they turned to outsiders for help; they couldn’t trust their own. The Primes had Tari-nakana killed because of what she was doing with the doppelgangers. It’s a metaphysical thing; they thought doppelgangers were a threat to the existence of magic itself. Which turns out not to be true, and I’ve convinced them of that.” Sort of, her mind whispered caustically. “It doesn’t bring Tari-nakana back, though.” She had never thought of it before now, but Tari-nakana had died because of her. Mirei regretted that she had never had a chance to speak to the woman.

“So who are they in danger from?”

“Well, not everybody agrees with me yet. It’s going to mean some big upheavals in the way they do things, and of course you’re going to get resistance to that. That’s a general problem, though, not the specific one. There’s this one witch from Kalistyi who has fairly Nalochkan attitudes about the Warrior—” Mirei stopped, momentarily frustrated by the tangle of concepts packed behind her words, which she couldn’t find a simple way to explain. She had never expected to sit in the office of the Grandmaster of Silverfire and talk metaphysics.

But Jaguar was not a stupid man. He had risen to his position partly by virtue of his ability to take scattered pieces of information and link them together by intuitive leaps. Nodding, he said, “So these girls, these doppelgangers, are associated with the Warrior. Which is why they’re stronger and faster. Why they understand fighting, and learn it so well.”

Mirei nodded in reply. “Dancing, too—anything physical. Anything based on movement, I should say. Which is something I still don’t quite get yet; the Warrior’s Element is the Void, so why are they associated with the physical? But whatever it is, the doppelgangers are that part of the self, while the witch-halves are the rest of it. The four concrete Elements, the four Aspects of the Goddess that are stages of life.”

“And they used to kill doppelgangers. So this one witch believes they should still do so, and will attempt to follow through.” Jaguar walked to the window and gazed out over the compound. Mirei could hear the sounds, faintly, of Silverfire’s daily life, adolescents being trained to spy and kill for those who could pay them. The noise was as familiar as the ever-present singing at Starfall.

Jaguar nodded to himself, still looking out the window. “We can defend them.”

“No offense, sir, but I don’t think so.”
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