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Prologue: The Choices That Make Us


24 years earlier - Lilian





Lilian stared into her son’s gray eyes and knew it had been worth it. Nine months of discomfort and worry faded as Wilam, her little treasure, filled the hole in her heart. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, pressing her lips to his soft forehead. 

The door opened. Lilian glanced up and cringed as her sister and husband walked into the room. Mark didn’t look at her or the child but motioned to Djina and the other doctors. “Leave us.”

“Mark—” Lilian began. He cut her off with another gesture, still avoiding her gaze. She gulped as the last of the staff shut the door behind them, then turned to her sister. “What is this about, Sianta? I’ve given birth and I am tired. Whatever you want can wait.”

“Am I not allowed to see my own nephew, Sister?” the Queen of Miriel asked, a feral gleam in her eyes as she stared at Wilam. 

Lilian instinctively held her son closer. “You said you were alright with this.”

Sianta laughed, and Mark flinched. Dread crept down Lily’s neck as Sianta reached into a folio at her hip and pulled out a stack of papers.

“Darling sister, I suggested it. Didn’t you stop to ask yourself why?”

Dread turned to ice and her grip on Wilam tightened enough for the baby to squirm and start fussing. Lilian forced her arms to relax and rocked him, but as his cries filled the large bedroom, Sianta’s smile only grew wider. 

Lilian turned to her husband. “Markus, please. Whatever this is—”

“Silence.” He said at last, voice emotionless, though there was a slight tremble to his shoulders. Pain? Anger? Lilian couldn’t tell. “What name did you give my brother’s son?”

“You agreed to this. You both did,” Lilian protested, then as his face turned from blank to bestial, she backpedaled. “Wilam. His name is Wilam Lirion.”

“So named in Warren’s honor too, not just conceived by him. Wonderful. My brother must be so proud.” 

The bitterness dripping from those words made Lily flinch. “If the name bothers you so much, it’s not too late to—” 

A slap, right across her cheek. Lilian gasped, her hand rising to the stinging spot. “How dare y—”

Sianta clucked her tongue, the sound sharp. “Now, now, Lily. Don’t be rude. Let’s cut to the chase, sister mine, before you indulge in needless theatrics. You just bore a bastard son, conceived in violation of the treaty between our two countries, which demands a legal heir. We have letters penned by your hand, arranging times and dates for dalliances with my husband, and others confirming your pregnancy. Do you deny any of this?”

Tears pricked her eyes and impotent heat burned in her lungs as the reality of what they were doing sank in. “This could destroy us, Sianta. How can you do this? I’m your sister.”

“You’re the bitch who sold me off at sixteen to solidify your rule, and you never let me forget that the magic in my veins was a sin against the Gods. You’re a fool if you thought I didn’t remember.”

Sianta reached down and in Lilian’s shock, ripped Wilam out of her arms. Lily cried out and struggled to get off the bed, but Mark’s hand shot out, grabbed her tight enough to bruise, and slammed her back down. Her sister pulled Wilam close, her grin turning gleeful. 

“Give him back to me!” Lilian wailed, flailing against Mark’s grip. 

“Oh, I will, as soon as you sign this.”

A stack of papers landed in Lilian’s lap. She ignored them, her eyes fixed on her son and Sianta’s hand pressed over his mouth and nose, muffling his cries. A sob tore from Lily’s chest. She launched herself at her sister, but Mark yanked her back by the hair. When that didn’t stop Lilian, he wrapped one large hand around her neck. His fingers dug in, nails hard against skin she’d once let him kiss. 

He leaned close, breath hot in her ear. “Don’t fight it. There’s no point. You made your choices, wife. Now live with them, the way I’ve had to for the last nine months. You wanted an heir, though I can’t have one. This is the price for your selfishness.”

Wilam’s cries grew fainter. Lilian thrashed and bucked, not caring that the violent motions tore at the stitches from the birth, or that it made Mark dig his fingers deeper into her neck. 

She had to get to Wilam.

“Don’t kill her, you idiot, not until she signs,” Sianta snapped. 

The grip around Lily’s throat loosened as her sister’s face moved into her line of sight. 

“Sianta, please,” she begged as soon as she’d heaved in a raspy breath. Struggling onto one elbow, Lilian once again reached for her baby.

“You’ll have him back as soon as you cooperate. This decrees that you hereby transfer the crown to Mark as your regent in perpetuity, freeing you to spend your time raising a new generation of Lirions. Mark will maintain the story that the boy is his, and the burden of ruling will never again be yours. You will live out the remainder of your life in silence and piety. May you find peace with it. Deny us what we want, or try to double-cross us, and Mark will reveal he is infertile, we announce your infidelity with Warren, and Mark returns to Miriel. You lose the peace and the Miri money our marriages bought you, and at the next Water Race, I take Lirin either by right or by force.”

Sianta smiled, then added, “Oh, and if you don’t sign it within the next minute, your baby dies in front of you.”

The hand that closed over her mouth muffled Lilian’s wail. Mark thrust a pen into Lilian’s hand. 

“Well, big sister?” Sianta said. “What do you choose?”
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1

The River Calls


Elenor





From this day until the end of days, all those who seek to lead Lirin must first understand her. We are a nation of water, of rivers and of rain. From the waters of the womb we are born, and to the waters of the sea our ashes return. The crossing of a river is therefore not an empty symbol but rather a transformation: a rebirth in service not of ourselves, but of Lirin.—From the writings of Claire Lirion, first Queen of Lirin. 



Elenor stood knee-deep in the cold waters of the Claire River, staring at the opposite bank as dawn broke over the city. The autumn breeze teased her loose gold hair, carrying with it the smell of rain. 

Turning her face toward the sky, she tried to clear her thoughts. She flexed her arms, rotating her newly unbound wrist to test its range of motion. It stung, but not significantly more than any of her joints did during this illness. The taste of serindalla sap still clung to her tongue from her morning dose, the drug racing along her skin and through her muscles, urging her to move even as she yearned for stillness. 

Up at the palace—waiting to engulf her—would be a cacophony. Her aunt’s constant demands, her fiancé’s ever-more insistent requests to see Elenor’s mother, Paul’s raspy breath. Here by the river, though, there was nothing but lapping waves and the distant calls of the bargemen on the opposite bank.

A crowd had gathered as they did most mornings when Elenor practiced. It had started with just a few onlookers, but over the nine days of her regency, the people of her city had congregated in increasing numbers.

Eleven more days until my trial. Eleven more days to cure Paul and save Lirin, but I can’t do any of that if I don’t pass my Water Rite.

That thought made her move. 

Inhaling, Elenor sank into the icy river. Her breath left her in a hiss, teeth chattering as her clammy, feverish skin made contact with the water. There would be no relief until she got out, so pushing through the pain, she launched off the algae-covered stairs and started swimming toward the other bank. 

Her injured wrist protested every stroke and her legs burned. The splash of the water and exertion, however, drowned out everything else. Her mind stilled, breath coming in steady inhales and exhales as she swam. 

She let her thoughts drift with the movement, concentrating on anything other than the distance still to travel. Like the tiles of a Seven Rivers game, the political mess she was in spread out to fill the void. Most of it clustered around her aunt Sianta and the marriage contract she had forced Elenor to sign. Paul was teetering at death’s door, kept alive by a daily dose of the antidote her aunt provided in exchange for Elenor’s cooperation. 

So far, Elenor had danced around Sianta’s demands by following the dictates of the letter, but it wouldn’t last. Eventually, her aunt would ask her to prove her obedience with something Elenor couldn’t give up, and then . . . 

Breath, stroke, breath, stroke. 

I have to make it across.

The game she was playing in her mind expanded, another snaking branch splitting off from the mess around Sianta. 

What do I do about the document Warren left me?

It named Elenor as Warren Miri’s daughter and heir, placing her first in line not only for the throne of Lirin, but also for Miriel. If it came to light, it could get her into even more trouble, since it included a previous betrothal.

It could also get me out of marrying Cassian. Robin must know who this Alexander James Silvarin II is, considering he drafted the document. But what would that knowledge cost me?

Pausing to catch her breath, she treaded water. As the river quieted, she heard the shouts from the gathered crowd on the nearest bridge. Were they cheering her on or shouting recriminations? It was hard to tell over the lapping waves. 

A glance the way she had come revealed a trio of familiar forms near the water’s edge. Claire Enica—bouncing on her toes as though ready to dive in to assist Elenor if she struggled—stood beside Garnet Jozel, Elenor’s new bodyguard. Jo was standing in for Paul while he was in the infirmary and over the past week, had managed to liaise with the city watch and ensure they were willing to hear Elenor out. She couldn’t blame the constables for holding a grudge considering Elenor had orchestrated a mass breakout, but Jo seemed to have adequate sway among her ex-colleagues to smooth over those ruffled feathers. She and Gabriel were going to a meeting between the watch, the Rebellion, and Kallen’s private militia leader later that day to continue preparations for after Elenor’s trial. 

Gabriel was the third person on the shore. Dressed in the unimposing uniform of a palace medic with messy hair and calm smile, he didn’t look like a problem, but he was one of Elenor’s most complicated ones. 

She started swimming again, though her strokes grew labored as she reached the quarter-mark where the current became stronger. In a way, it was nice to face a problem solvable by simply working harder.

What do I do about Gabriel?

With nothing to distract her other than the pain, guilt gnawed at her focus and tied her stomach into knots. 

Gabe still didn’t know that Robin Tirition wanted him, nor that the magic he was struggling to control had been suppressed for years by the woman he loved. Elenor had promised the Tirition she would not embitter Gabriel against him in exchange for his help, but it was increasingly difficult to withhold vital information from Gabe when he was working tirelessly to keep both Elenor and Paul alive.

If I do tell him, will Robin kill my mother? Is that why he’s holding her captive? And if I don’t, will Gabe turn against me when the truth finally comes out? 

Making an enemy of a rifter with the power to level Hardor didn’t sit any better with her than turning a friend over to a man who had lied and manipulated him. 

Her thoughts were abruptly cut off by a cramp in her left leg. Elenor let out a cry, swallowing a mouthful of water in the process. It burned her lungs and nose, bringing on a fit of coughing. Clutching her thigh, Elenor tried to kick with the other leg to stay above surface. By the time the pain subsided, she had drifted significantly downstream. She glanced up to find her friends had followed her on the shore and were gesturing worriedly.

Elenor looked to the other bank, over three-fourths of the way across, and let out a defeated sigh. 

Not today. 

Disappointment was a lead weight around her limbs, she turned and swam back. When her feet finally found purchase on the stairs again, her legs felt like jelly. Claire was there with a helpful hand, and Gabriel had a towel ready. He had even kept it warm.

“Leg cramps again?” he said, as Elenor limped to a nearby stone bench. 

“Mhm.” 

“Even with the new warm-up?” Claire asked, looking as concerned as Elenor felt. Her lover had completed her own Water Rite two days earlier without trouble, making her one of the two leaders of House Enica. If any of her older sisters took offense to it, Claire hadn’t said a word. There was a reason for the timing: House Enica was preparing to throw their complete and undivided support behind Elenor. 

If only the other Houses were so loyal. Even her cousin Eric was wavering in private. He had vociferously opposed Elenor’s engagement to Cassian Iaming at first, but after a message from Elenor’s mother to Eric’s grandmother, he had changed his tune. 

“You got further than last time, if it helps,” Jo said, pushing a strand of curly red hair behind her ear, then gestured to the opposite bank. “And your audience is growing.”

“I’m sure they’re enjoying watching a Lirion fail,” Elenor muttered through chattering teeth. 

“Nonsense. They were chanting your name,” Gabriel said.

“And how much did that cost us?” Elenor asked, taking the second towel Gabriel handed her to dry her hair. 

“Someone needs their morning coffee. Don’t mind her bad mood, Gabe. El has always been glib before caffeine.” Claire pressed a finger to Elenor’s lips before she could snark back, then added, “Beth is here with the newest editorials. You have half an hour before you’re due in the throne room, so I’ve arranged for breakfast to be waiting for you with Beth.”

“Am I supposed to eat, get dressed, and edit an article at the same time? Sure you don’t want me to juggle kittens, too?”

Gabe snorted. “I’m pretty certain Reeza would eat one if you tried. She’s snapping at anything that moves this morning. I think her hunting instincts are appearing.”

At the mention of her baby mock, Elenor smiled, bad mood abating. “Good, maybe she’ll start biting my fiancé when he comes to visit.” She stood, accepting a helping hand from Jo. 

Gabriel had reached into his pocket while she’d got up and extracted a small jar and spoon. Elenor groaned in relief. “Finally. I wish you’d let me take a more substantial dose before I started. I still think it’ll help me cross.”

“Serindalla,” Gabe said, “is helping you heal. Using it to give yourself energy and push your body further than you ought is how you crash. I’ve seen people have heart attacks from overdoses. And with the tolerance you’ve built up, the amount that would be needed to get you zooming across that river would do some serious damage.”

Elenor hated it when he was right. Turning to face Claire, she asked, “Is today the day?”

Her lover took her hand, bringing Elenor’s knuckles to her lips. “Unfortunately, today is the day. I’m going to miss you.”

“I don’t want to do this.”

“I know, but we all agreed. Sianta is keeping too many secrets. You need someone in with the enemy. It’s the only way.” Claire’s grasp was steady, but her hazel eyes were sad, worried creases furrowing the smooth brown skin of her brow. Elenor wanted to reach forward to wrap her in her arms, but they were within sight of the Palace.

So instead she put on the bravest face she could. “It will only be for a few weeks. We’ve gone longer without seeing each other before.”

“I know.” Claire held Elenor’s hand as though clinging to a buoy, but then shook herself and let go. Standing straight, she said, “Come on, El-belle, or you won’t have time for breakfast.”

Elenor appreciated the attempt at normalcy, so played along, hoping that maybe it would mask the impending pain. “Does my schedule at least include actual bathroom breaks?”

Claire pulled out a folded piece of paper, scanned it, then shrugged. “That depends. Does it take you more than two minutes to pee?”

    
  Three hours later, Elenor was clutching her fifth cup of over-sweetened coffee while she walked across the lawn to her next appointment. In the past, a Lirion had planted rows of maple trees along the southern edge of the grounds. On windy days like this, their vermillion leaves rustled in the breeze, joining the sweet music of the wind chimes scattered among their branches. 

At another time, Elenor might have wheeled along the paths between them for the simple pleasure of enjoying the vibrant sounds and colors on a crisp fall day. At present, they provided exactly the cover she needed for a meeting that had to remain private.

“Thank you for meeting with me again, Master Robin,” Elenor said, inclining her head as the Tirition came into view between the trees. Robin returned the bow, though his eyes roved the woods behind Elenor and Jo, searching for the man that wasn’t there. 

“I take it Gabriel will not be joining us?”

“He had places to be this morning but sends his regards.”

The Tirition’s lips quirked up in a half-smile. “By which you mean, of course, that he has no idea I’m here.”

Elenor returned the gesture. “Naturally.”

Chuckling, Robin offered Elenor his arm. She passed her empty coffee mug to Jo, then accepted his support, grateful for the reprieve to her stinging legs. 

They walked further into the trees until they were out of sight of the palace, whereupon Robin said, “I take it you want an update on our growing friendship, Miss Lirion?”

“I would, yes.”

“Very well. You’ll be pleased to know that in support and admiration of your generosity to your citizens, Tirit Mindel has chosen to spread the news of the new queen regent’s kindness and magnanimity far and wide around Eastern Lirin. All who worship at our temples, learn from our teachers, or come to our institutions are being told daily of your gift to the people. They are encouraged to travel to Hardor so they may share in the bounty you provide. To ensure they have time and resources to do so, the Island has extended a forbearance on all debts and interests during the Harvest festivities to all those who bank with us.”

“So . . . everyone.”

Robin’s smile grew. “Close enough an estimation. Already, the population of Hardor has nearly doubled. And many from the Island, too, are coming to bask in the glory of the season. Including several Silvarguard rifters who quite recently were ordered out of the city, and who would have been ever so convenient to have here.”

Elenor winced, remembering the night she’d threatened to crush Robin’s throat beneath her boot unless he sent his Silverguard garrison to Tirit Mindel. She wasn’t sure how comfortable she was with their return, but she needed him too much to make a fuss about it. “As we established, we were not yet friends back then.”

“Technically incorrect. I believe I told you from the first time we had one of these charming discussions that I was not your enemy.” Robin patted her arm, as kindly on the outside as he was cunning within. “Did you have more questions for me, or shall we play our game?”

In the days since her promise to consider setting a meeting between Robin and Gabriel, she had met with the Tirition four times. During each, they had exchanged three pointed questions a piece. Elenor didn’t want to admit it, but she had been looking forward to this part of their conversation. 

She had worked out her questions while lying in bed with Cassian the night before, trying to distance her mind from what was happening to her body. “I’m in a rare playful mood.”

“I’m delighted to hear it.” Robin hummed, then asked, “What precise steps are you taking to keep Hardor and Gabriel safe from his magic?”

The question was purposely both open-ended and specific. Elenor would have to remember to use that technique. 

“He’s off with Daemon most afternoons to learn how to control it. From Gabe’s account, his biggest challenge is to not reabsorb the magic he expels. Other than that, he’s still struggling not to accidentally rift. Daemon is making him a circuitry bracelet that will knock him out if he overdoes it. Hopefully, that will keep him from threatening Hardor.”

“Hopefully,” Robin said, frown carving deep furrows in his brow. 

It was Elenor’s turn. She chose to start with the most pressing matter and modeled her question after his. “What precise steps do you intend to take in regard to my mother?”

“Since I could answer with an endless list of mundane care, feeding, and literal footsteps, I’d like to give you a chance to rephrase that question, Miss Lirion,” Robin said, his knowing smile returning. 

Elenor’s cheeks warmed. She hadn’t considered that he could technically answer that question with an endless stream of minutia instead of pertinent information. “I appreciate it.” Mulling over the words, she instead asked, “What relevant plans, including contingencies, do you and your associates have that involve my mother?”

“Better. Yet in answer, simple. I intend hold her as leverage to rescue Gabriel were you to decide that we are not, in fact, friends. Though I hope that does not become necessary. None of my plans presently involve doing her harm, unless she tries to run. Her death would bring a great deal of trouble down on us, which I am not inclined to see happen. In my estimation, her life would not last long if she were free. You are useful to your aunt but your mother is not. Beyond that, my intention is to keep her off the field to give you and Gabriel a chance to evolve. A seed sprouting in the shadow of giants will never find enough sunlight to grow. But look at you now: ruling this country, juggling the interests of dozens of factions, and still finding time to play word games with a friend. So think of me as a gardener of history-yet-to-come.”

“Presumptuous.” 

“I prefer hopeful,” Robin replied, but his smile faded as they entered a secluded glade where a stone had been set atop ground recently disturbed. Wilam’s grave. “I had not realized this was where we were headed.”

Elenor slipped her arm out of his and stiffly walked forward. Kneeling with a wince, she brushed some leaves from the bare earth. “I’ve been considering whether it would be better to leave him here or disturb his grave in order to have a proper Passing.”

“A difficult decision,” Robin said. “One many in this country have struggled with under your parents’ regime.”

“Yes. Gabriel has told me about the mass graves in the razed towns. Last night he said that he took Wilam to one once, and that by brother wept. They planted flowers together atop it, so that in some way, at least, they would live on.”

She pulled a handkerchief from a hidden pocket in her dress and carefully unfolded it. Within were a handful of tiny evergold seeds. To her surprise, the Tirition knelt beside her and, with the easy motions of someone used to gardening, made furrows in the soil at just the right depth. Maybe his analogy hadn’t been purely theoretical. 

“You may ask your next question,” Elenor prompted, once they had found a rhythm of work that merited no further adjustment. 

“Very well. Considering where we are, I think a personal question is in order. Why are you going along with the marriage your father put in place when you and Prince Cassian are so clearly ill-matched?”

“Ill-matched?” Elenor asked, eyebrows rising. “I don’t know how you came to that conclusion.”

“Come now, Miss Lirion. This game is only fun if you play by the rules. Honest answer for honest answer.” Robin prompted. 

“Fine, but for clarity, would you explain why you believe Cassian and I to be ill–matched?” Elenor was focused on dropping a single seed in each hole Robin dug, so she didn’t look up at him while he answered. 

“For a start, you are someone who enjoys asking questions, and he vastly prefers giving answers.”

“Wouldn’t that make us complementary?”

“Only if you like your answers and opinions to be tied to his pride. Cassian is a man who clings to what he perceives to be truth, but who is deeply skeptical of the competence and intentions of others. To him, the world divides itself into absolutes. You, I believe, are more flexible—able to see the silver hidden within the gray.”

A shiver coursed down her spine. She had to snap her mouth shut to keep from asking Robin about his calculated choice of words. The document she had found included a betrothal to a Silvarin. Robin, having written it, knew this. 

Would it show her desperation to find a way out of this mess if she asked about it? Covering her moment of uncertainty, she focused on answering his original question. “I’m going along with it because there is more on the line than my happiness, and he may still prove to be the best option. In the meantime, I’m weighing my choices.”

There, short and sweet, leaving the door open to whatever scheming Robin was up to. 

He seemed to approve because there was a twinkle in his eyes as he looked at her over the rims of his spectacles. “I’m thrilled to hear that. Know that the Island is at your disposal to help make that choice easier, were the need to arise. I have a vested interest in seeing you succeed, Your Highness, and not just because I would enjoy working with you.”

“Flattery is a cheap and dirty trick, Master Robin,” Elenor said with a light laugh.

“And yet it works every time. Your question?”

Elenor wavered. She could ask about the document, or she could ask the query she had prepared. Her third question was too important to sacrifice, so she couldn’t have it both ways. With a sigh, she decided to forgo her flash of curiosity, and instead ask the more pertinent one. “If I had to identify a rare Mirielee poison by description alone and find an antidote in a short amount of time, how should I go about it?”

Robin’s head tilted to the side, dirt-covered hands stilling. “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume this isn’t a theoretical question born of a growing interest in medical science. If that is the case—and assuming your answer must remain feasible and discreet—I would suggest turning to someone who already has a vested interest in Mirielee poisons, and who would be inclined to put his all into the search. Fedrik Tellen comes to mind. He may not be a Mindellion of Science, but he has acquired an impressive expertise in the subject and has the family connections to source unusual ingredients if the need were to arise. I believe you told me you knew where he was, during our . . . disagreement, several weeks back. It may be worth reaching out.”

Yeah, pity that was a lie, Elenor thought.

“However,” Robin continued, “in his absence, by actual advice is to lean on your friends. You never know what you might be given, if only you ask. Is there something else you need to ask?”

Elenor gulped. “I believe the turn is actually yours.”

A brief pause, in which they both busied themselves in covering the last of the seeds as the first drops of an afternoon drizzle began to fall, then, “How can I prove that I am enough of a friend to dispense with these games and start the real conversation we need to have?”

Well, she hadn’t expected that. Fortunately, she had her answer ready. “That depends. How long would it take you to make me a convincing forgery of the document you created for Warren Miri?”
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The Priest’s Tale


Gabriel





I have only eleven days left out of the eighteen I was given to prepare my return to Carinn. That is not enough; the hours seem to be racing by without bringing the solutions I seek. As much as I hate to contemplate it, the best strategy may be to cloak myself in the mystique of the Gold. She says she will take me to Hardor herself. If a giant Golden Dragon appearing in the sky isn’t enough to strike the fear of the Gods into people, then I must be ready to reinforce that fear until they flock to me in search of salvation. But before that can happen, I must do some reconnaissance and gather more intelligence than this continent can provide. I think it’s time to ask the Gold if I can take an advanced scouting trip or two. I can’t afford to go in blind.—From the writings of Alehan Silvarin, in preparation for his return to Carinn.



After making sure that Elenor had her morning dose of serindalla and that Jo did not plan to leave her side, Gabriel changed out of his medic’s uniform and slipped out of the palace. 

The streets around the gate were packed with people lined up for the gifts of food, wine, and coin Elenor had ordered distributed. Most wore colorful clothes and Harvest masks—white herons, green river snakes, purple koi with long, swooping whiskers, and depictions of every other creature of water and sky that defined the Lirinian countryside. A sense of hope and levity hung in the air that Gabriel hadn’t felt in over a decade. 

With a spring in his step, he wove through the crowd, smiling at the music and laughter. There were paper boys waving that day’s edition of the Ondai Tribune at nearly every corner, people standing around and reading in clusters. Beth—unable to take a more active role in being a buffer between Elenor and her aunt—had been busy at work churning out article after article for the Tribune. None of them exactly accused the queen of Miriel of blackmail and coercion, but they danced right up to the line. Gabriel had helped on a number of them, sometimes staying up well past midnight to embed orders to the scattered rebel network into the text.

And it was working. Every day, Tamara, and Mari sent news of their growing numbers. People were already pouring into the city for Harvest, and Jo had made it clear to the city watch that they were to turn a blind eye if some of those entering Hardor were wanted fugitives or transporting weapons.

Yet the two people he was waiting for still hadn’t shown up. 

Where are you, Fayrian? Is Fedrik with you?

Worry kept his mind spinning until he reached his home turf at the base of the Crescent where backs were hunched and colors subdued. Life for the poorest of the city didn’t stop because Harvest was upon them, nor did they have time to read editorials and spread gossip. What was the point? No Lirion was trustworthy in their eyes. It was part of the reason Gabriel was there, though it seemed he wasn’t the only one who had noticed Elenor’s grasp was weakest in the Crescent.

A sizable crowd had formed around the door of a Eurieha shipping house, where Daniil Eurieha was standing on a podium. Clothed in his usual robes, rich black belted in gold, the Orthodox Ionist priest stood, back straight and arms outstretched, speaking in a deep, carrying voice.

“Brothers and sisters, I know that you are suffering. Every day, I walk these streets. I hear your cries for help in a world that feels unjust. I weep for your losses as though they are my own and share your rage at these hollow attempts to buy your favor without fixing the root of your problems. I have heard your anger and fear and come here today to tell you that there is a path out of the darkness.”

Gabriel’s steps slowed, then stopped. Standing in the shadow of an archway, he looked up at the clock tower to make sure he had time, then leaned against the cool stone, curious to see what this man was spouting when not at court. Duncan Eurieha had been glued to Sianta Miri’s side since day one, but his son came and went, and Gabriel had heard his name whispered in the streets right along with Elenor’s. Was this his game?

“How many of you here have lost someone to the tribulations of poverty? Of starvation, sickness, or crime?” 

Whispers spread throughout the crowd, many nodding. 

“How about war? Do we not all remember the revolts out West? The violence in our very streets at the hands of rebels?”

Gabe crossed his arms over his chest, eyebrows rising. There was a loud pop to his right. When he glanced over, a lanky man in a beetle-green suit stood cracking his knuckles. Gabe could have sworn there had been no one standing in that spot, but he must have been mistaken. 

“You may hear the name Eurieha and think that I am yet another noble living in a world of decadence and greed—that I cannot understand what you endure—but I am not. My family comes from these same streets. I was born in the Crescent, just as you were, and until we found the light of the Gold, my father labored at these docks alongside yours.”

There were murmurs of assent. Now that he mentioned it, Gabriel did vaguely remember seeing Daniil Eurieha over the years, helping the sick and the poor. Since Gabe often checked in on the same, they had crossed paths, though he didn’t think they had ever spoken. 

“The suffering you have endured is real and it pains me to see it. All the more so because it is wholly unnecessary.” There was such empathy in Daniil’s voice and face that even Gabriel felt the effects. He caught himself leaning forward, holding his breath. “This world was created to provide safety and plenty to all those who walk upon it, yet there are those who have taken that bounty for themselves, leaving crumbs for you and calling it generosity.”

“Yeah, the stinking nobility,” someone shouted from the crowd.

Daniil waved them down with a smile and a wry chuckle. “Yes, yes. It would seem that way, would it not? After all, they live in palaces when you live in hovels. They feast while you beg for scraps at their door. And it is true that they are part of the problem, but they are victims too. Their riches blind them to a greater evil. Look to the city.”

The priest gestured to the bulk of Hardor. “You see the palace glistening across the river? It rises high above us, but what rises higher?”

“The All Gods Temple,” someone whispered. Indeed, the black-and-white tower on its solitary hill was visible from every point in the city, a beacon to orient oneself and never be lost. 

“Just so,” Daniil said, with an animated gesture. “Even our kings and queens live in the shadow of Tirit Mindel, clinging to the Island and the rifters they believe make them invincible. It is they that I come to warn you of today. Brothers and sisters, I wish to tell you a story. Will you listen?”

Silence. He had the crowd’s attention. Everyone loved bitching about Tirit Mindel, and Daniil had promised them exactly that. It was a clever ploy, and intriguing enough that Gabriel stayed put, despite the time for his meeting with the Rebellion drawing closer.

“Far in the north live an ancient and wicked people known as the Tekomii. My father’s father was one of them, before he heeded the Patriarch’s words and saved his soul. He told this story to my father, who told it to me. It is old, older than the bricks of this city. It is also a story that Tirit Mindel decries as falsehood and does not wish spread around. Can you all keep a secret?”

Bait. Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. This was far too calculated to not be rehearsed. What was the priest getting at? He was helping the Miri, so it couldn’t be good. Next to him, the man dressed in green snorted. Gabe glanced his way, then did a double take. The man was holding a flat, reflective pane of glass, upon which images were flashing. 

“What is that?”

The stranger looked up from it. “Oh, nothing your world is going to develop for at least a century or two. Don’t worry about it. Pretend I’m not here.” Then the man tapped something in his ear and said, “Lizzie, you getting all of this? Signal’s clear on my end. No, don’t ‘Mooooe’ me, I set the sensors up correctly this time.”

Who was he talking to? Was he sending magically? More concerned than curious, Gabriel sidled a little further away. 

On his pedestal, Eurieha was still speaking. “The story tells of a time, long ago, when everyone lived in prosperity and peace under a being of infinite power and kindness from whom all magic flowed: the Mother in Gold. Before the five false idols that Tirit Mindel worships today, the one true Goddess ruled, gifting magic only to those born worthy: those who would use it help every living creature thrive instead of selfish gains. Then one day the Tekomii, in their wickedness, decided they wanted more. They stole magic from the Gold and used it to try to kill her.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes at the gasps from those listening. Daniil was drawing it out. If only he’d get to his point. 

“She fled beyond the Stormwall to heal. There, it is said, she created a new land of peace and plenty, one without the sin of avarice the Tekomii had crafted. But it was too late. Darkness had entered the world by their wickedness. Soon, others were infected. Five Gods rose against her. Like the Tekomii before them, they stole magic for themselves and, with the same power they’d ripped from her chest, turned against the Mother in Gold. But they were thwarted by a selfless being: the Silver That Was. The Silver gave up their own life and magic, their Godhood, to save our Mother, and in so doing, showed us the way to salvation.

“In her infinite mercy, and to honor the Silver’s sacrifice, the Gold did not kill those who had turned against her. Instead, she banished them here, sending their families and followers with them. They were instructed to repent, and to teach the Tekomii and other Eldel people the same. They had to learn from their mistakes and give up the magic stolen from the Gold. But not everyone welcomed this second chance.”

Gabriel could hear the lapping waters of the Claire, it was so silent. 

Into the quiet, Daniil continued, “The five false idols arrived on these shores and decided to twist Gold’s mercy for their own ends. Instead of repenting and giving up their power, the Five used it to wipe the memory of all those who had come with them: to forget the light of the Gold and worship the Five as Gods.”

“Then how do you know this story?” someone said, as if on cue. 

Daniil smiled, the expression almost fatherly in nature. “I’m glad you asked, and you are wise to do so. You see, repentance starts in the heart of each man. Among the exiles was one whose magic had been broken, and whose soul had become pure. He did not forget why we had been sent here. He fled north and told what he remembered to his children. They were derided as fools, but their faith in the Gold kept them safe. In time they grew, finding a home on North Island where, in each generation, a Patriarch has tended the souls of his flock, saving them from the sin of magic.

“Patriarch after Patriarch watched from afar as the Five corrupted and encouraged those born with magic, leading their souls to wickedness. To these men and women, the Five gave their trust and their power to carry out their will, naming them Tiritions and Mindellions. But that was not enough! Their greed grew with their sin, and soon the power of the Gold alone would not suffice. They wanted political power too. They wanted money. They wanted trust. They wanted control over the very souls of our dead.”

Daniil pointed at the All Gods Temple. “And they took it. While we bickered and argued, rich against poor, east against west, Tirit Mindel has prospered. They thrive on our dissent. They feast on our need for them. Each time we allow them to enter our lives, we fall more into their debt. Tell me true, brothers and sisterstrue, brothers, and sisters, is there one among you who does not owe the Island?”

Some muffled shuffling. Despite disagreeing with Daniil’s premise, Gabriel couldn’t raise his hand, not with crushing student loans still hanging over his head. 

“You may think they collect in gold, but that is not their purpose. It is your souls they are draining. Your futures. They are dooming you to darkness, never to be free to walk in the light of the Gold. As long as you let them control you, you will suffer. But there is a way out of the darkness, one that you can choose this very day: repent. Cast out the rifters and Island-trained who drag us into sin. Tear down their false idols. Close your ears and hands to those who would shower you with gifts yet conspire with rifters and Tirit Mindel behind your backs.”

“And what about rifters who’ve done no wrong?” someone called.

“They must be saved,” Daniil replied, never breaking his composure. “No one is beyond salvation, for the Gold is merciful. Even rifters can be saved. They can be broken of their magic or learn to give it in service to Her will. But that cannot happen while Tirit Mindel teaches that those with magic are our masters.”

And on, and on. Gabriel could feel the energy building in the crowd, and it made him squirm and tighten the hold he had on his magic. So this was what the Euriehas’ had been whispering into Mark Lirion’s ears. Gabe had heard bits and pieces of this over the years, but never fully connected it to the minor noble house that had wormed their way through the ranks to a place by the side of a king. But if Duncan and Daniil Eurieha were antagonistic to magic, why were they allying themselves to Miriel, whose motto was Magic and Might? Sianta hated rifters, true, but before her, the Miri had prized them.

“Readings look okay, Liz? Great, coming your way,” the man in green said, pulling Gabriel’s attention from Eurieha. The stranger slipped the glass device into a sleek leather bag at his hip. From there, he pulled out an envelope, and held it out to Gabriel. “Do be a good boy and give this to Daemon after the Crescent goes up in smoke.”

“Excuse me, what?” Gabriel asked, alarmed.

The man in green smirked. “Near 100 percent probability, which is why he’ll need it. And don’t worry about giving it to him early, just put it in your pocket. With all that yummy magic swirling around in your head and keeping you distracted, you’ll completely forget we met, but when you remember, it will be right here.” The man patted Gabriel’s pocket, where he had just slipped the envelope.

Gabe leapt back. “Who are you?”

“No one important to your timeline yet. I’ll come make my proper introductions after we see whether you’re capable of making a big enough boom for my purposes. Though, I may not need you. One of my other pet projects is coming along great. Have you ever tried to blow up a mountain? You should. It’s fun. For now, just give this to Daemon, and tell him hi from Moe.”

With no further warning, the man vanished, leaving behind a ring of salt on the ground. Gabe’s back thudded against the nearest building, his ears ringing from the loud pop that had sounded. People around him were starting to stare, so despite wanting to hear the rest of Daniil’s sermon, Gabriel continued on his way. 

Hands in his pockets, he climbed up the first set of staircases, the directions to this particular meeting place so embedded in his memory that he could have walked there blindfolded. It gave him time to think, but try as he might, he could not explain the encounter he had just had.

He would have to talk to Daemon about it.

Passing an alley he knew was a favorite haunt for some of the younger urchins of the Crescent, Gabe turned. “Psst.” Predictably, no one answered, but shuffling sounds in the shadows let him know that he had company. Gabe pulled a heavy bag from his pocket. “Micah here?”

More shuffling, then a little girl no older than ten peeked out from around a boarded-up doorframe. “What’cha want with ’im?”

“Got a job,” Gabe said, matching the girl’s street slang. Tirit Mindel had mostly trained him out of it, but there had been plenty of years he’d run wild on these streets too. He held up the pouch and jingled it. It rang with the unmistakable sound of coins. “Good pay.”

The girl squinted. Rolling his eyes, Gabe undid the tie and reached in, then tossed a shining gold coin over. She caught it, her eyes going wide. There was a flash of teeth as she bit down on the gold mark, then she disappeared. Gabe leaned against the nearby wall to wait. 

Five minutes later, a young man, almost grown, hopped down from the roof. His shabby clothes were those of a dock worker, black hair roughly shorn and dark skin cleaner than most of the urchins around Hardor. 

“No way that’s you.” Micah straightened, crossing his arms. “I heard you’d been locked up for good.”

Gabe chuckled, then tossed the bag over. “Takes more than prison bars to keep me from checking up on you.”

Micah caught it deftly, then peeked inside. “Who’d ya steal this from? I got kids dependin’ on me. Don’t want no part in anything that big, so if—” 

“It’s not stolen. And I don’t need anything big. Just want a rumor spread around.” Gabriel slipped his hands back in his pockets. “As far and as wide as you can. Though it would be best if the wrong ears don’t hear it, like our old recruitment drives.”

Micah bounced the bag, as though weighing both it and Gabriel’s proposal. Behind him, more little faces were popping out from doorways and windows. I wonder how many he’s responsible for these days?

When Gabriel had first met Micah Pavel, the boy had been a foul-mouthed twelve-year-old taking care of two younger siblings after their parents had been arrested for unregistered rifting. Last time Gabe had checked in on him, Micah had been regularly feeding about a hundred street rats, and had far more under observation, ready to sweep in if there was trouble or pass the word if the city watch was about to do a round-up. It had earned Gabriel’s respect and his help whenever he had been able to afford to assist Micah in his work. 

“What rumor?”

“That the Miri are here to punish the Queen Regent for killing the tyrant Mark Lirion and liberating those wrongfully imprisoned under his rule. She’s being blackmailed to play along for now, but something big’s coming. People should know all the Noble Houses that speak against her are working with Miriel, especially those who do not put their citizens first the way she has ordered.”

“‘S it true?” Micah asked, eyes boring into Gabriel’s with a fierce intensity. “Are rifters they’ve taken away to the canal projects gonna be let out too?”

“Yes, it’s true,” Gabe said, rubbing at his wrists where he sometimes still felt the phantom scrape of manacles. “As for the rifters, I’m one, and she pardoned me. I’ve seen her roll out hundreds of pardons since then, while the life of someone she loves hangs in the balance. I can’t make promises on her behalf, but I think she’ll be willing to change her father’s policies if she survives long enough. I’m trying to ensure that happens. She’s in imminent danger, but her goals are clear: she intends to put Lirin first. All of Lirin. If the city is behind her, we might stand a chance of seeing that done.”

Micah slipped the bag of gold into his pocket. “Then your rumor’ll be everywhere by dawn. You ain’t ever lied to me. If you trust her, I’mma do the same for now. I’ll have my kids keep their ears open too. I have a friend inside the temple, who I think’ll give me a heads up if the Island means mischief. New in town, but she’s been useful to have around—kinda like you were back in the day,” Micah shot Gabriel a toothy grin, which transformed into a serious frown in the blink of an eye. “If we hear somethin’, how do I find ya?”

Good question. Since having Micah come to the Palace didn’t seem wise, Gabe decided to take a simpler approach. “Go to Tamara Baker off Artisan Way and leave her a message with a time and place. She’ll be able to reach me.” 

Micah started turning, but Gabriel shot out an arm, catching him, “And Micah, tell your people to get ready, alright? If you need a safe place for the little ones, let me know. There may be violence coming if things go sideways.”

“We always ready. Jus’ tell us where the fight’s at, and we bring the rocks.” 

Gabe wouldn’t have taken that seriously from many seventeen-year-olds, but Micah was different. The streets had hardened him instead of breaking his spirit. “Thank you. Oh, and keep an eye on Daniil Eurieha, will you? I think he might be more dangerous than I thought, especially to the rifters of Hardor.”

“The priest? Yeah, he’s on our watch list.” The boy gave Gabriel a sloppy salute, then left. 

After Micah had vanished into the shadowed recesses of the nearest building, Gabriel retreated out of the alley.

Back down to the river, then across to the cityside warehouses. The one Elenor had put aside wasn’t far from the Tellen quays. For a moment Gabriel was tempted to swerve toward Tellen Manor, if for no other reason than to pay his respects to a family who had always helped the Rebellion, but he was already running late.

The warehouse Elenor had set aside for rebel use was large and river adjacent. With good lines of sight from the rooftop and backed up against the Tellen shipyards, Gabriel couldn’t have asked for a better location. As he approached, several sentries dressed in inconspicuous dock worker oilcoats stood at attention. When he pulled back his hood and waved, there were gasps, then a veritable stampede. 

Faces he’d last seen fleeing into the streets of the Crescent were shouting his name. A tall, dark-skinned woman reached him first, flinging her arms around his neck. 

“Viia!” Gabe shouted.

“Oh you little scamp! I thought Mari was full of shit when she said you’d be here today.”

The creak of a door, then another cry of relief. A strong, wrinkled hand slapped Gabe’s back hard enough to make him stumble. “Gabe, my boy. It’s really you. I thought for sure that little bitch would never let you escape her clutches.”

“Nice to see you too, Daren,” Gabe coughed, deciding that chastising him for insulting Elenor wouldn’t be constructive in the middle of the street. “Why don’t we head inside before we draw attention?”

That was easier said than done. Every few steps someone else stopped to embrace him or shake his hand. There were tears as friends he’d fought beside for years as they whispered their thanks for his part in killing the king. Through all the smiles, though, Gabriel still noticed the pain. At least three people besides Daren sported healing wounds from the unmistakable brutality of Mark Lirion’s dungeons and there were far too many faces missing. 

“Any news from Fay?” he asked as soon as the doors to the warehouse closed behind them. 

“Not yet, though we’re sending someone to meet with Fay’s sister. Supposedly there’s a message waiting from her Gramps,” Viia said, leading Gabriel toward a staircase and up to a loft where tables had been set up. The main floor of the warehouse was packed with people and crates. Weapons gleamed in the light of torches, and Gabe caught sight of at least one chest embossed with the Tirit Mindel College of Discipline’s insignia. If that was from Kallen’s contacts, it would be a dozen circuitry powered muskets—something Gabe vaguely remembered several professors and Tiritions working on while he was in school. He certainly hoped they worked better than the prototypes. One had almost taken Fay’s hand off.

“Is there anything we’re missing? Elenor wants a full report and is hoping to be able to sneak one or two more shipments into the city under the guise of wedding preparations,” Gabe said, when Daren had closed the door to the upper office behind them. Mari and Tamara were already there, as was Viia’s husband Orinor. The large, bearded man gave Gabriel a crushing hug, then pulled out a seat for him next to Tammy. 

“What we need most is people. Half our bloody base was executed or is nowhere to be found.” Daren’s eyes narrowed. “I thought your new benefactor was going to free our people.”

“She’s working on it. There seem to be prisoners missing from the records,” Gabriel replied, “and she can’t move too fast or be too obvious. But we’ll find them, Dar. If they’re alive, there must be a paper trail somewhere. Currently we have her team looking into the records of those sent to the Lirion canal projects. Maybe some of ours got shuffled into those.”

“Or they’re buried in a ditch because the Lirion don’t give a damn if it doesn’t benefit them,” Daren said, arms crossed. 

Gabe glanced over at Mari, who sighed. She had warned him when arranging this meeting that Daren had been obsessing over Elenor’s role in Ian’s death and the Rebellion’s downfall, but he hadn’t expected this much vitriol. What was it about Elenor that made so many people so focused on her?

Shaking off that train of thought, Gabriel held up his hands. “Peace, Daren. We’ll get our people back. But it won’t do us a lick of good if Lirin falls into Miri control by month’s end.”

Daren clenched his jaw but nodded. 

Gabe turned to Viia. “What kind of people do you need?”

Viia tugged at her worn Tirit Mindel medallion and shrugged. “Fighters who know which end of a sword goes in your enemy would be a start. We simply don’t have time to train unskilled townsfolk with only eleven days until the fireworks go off.”

“Just make sure they don’t start early,” Gabriel cautioned. “She can’t move until after her trial or the Miri will take her down in flames for killing the bastard, but as soon as we walk out of that building the real game begins. Until then, the person I really need in Hardor is Fed Tellen.”

“Why’d ya need that piece of shit traitor?” Daren asked. 

“For the hundredth time, Dar, he was never a traitor,” Mari said. “You were with me when Cornen asked Fedrik to end his suffering.”

Daren bared his teeth. “And I was there when the lad said yes. Any decent person would have refused.”

Gabriel held up his hands before this old argument could escalate. “Be that as it may, what Fedrik knows best are weird Mirielee poisons, and that’s the expertise we need to get out of this mess. You sat by Cornen’s bed as he lay dying, and Elenor is doing the same with someone she thinks of as a father.”

“Fuck the Lirion and their sympathisers. We don’t need her, Gabriel,” Daren said. “They’re weak right now. We have weapons and people. Let’s take the lot of them out. Lirion, Miri, Iamings, all of them. You could get us in and we could—”

“No.” Gabe stood, staring down at Daren as his magic roiled and flared inside him, narrowing his vision to the scarred old rebel. “No one touches her. Not after what she did for Lirin. If it weren’t for Elenor, half of us around this table would still be rotting in that dungeon and Mark Lirion still terrorizing our countryside. She’s on our side.”

“So tell her to prove it. We’ve all lost people we love. If one person’s all that’s standing between her and telling the Miri to fuck off, let her get a taste of what we’ve endured.” Daren snarled, though he was rubbing at his temples. “Viia, you feel the ambient magic shifting? It’s giving me a headache.”

That was when Gabriel realized his grip on his magic had loosened. Gritting his teeth, he reined it in and took a calming breath. After a moment, Daren relaxed too, and Viia—who had started looking a little green—slumped back in her chair. 

Into the gap in conversation, Tamara spoke. “She has lost people, Dar. And she’s been hurt, just the same as all of us. If we had it bad being ruled by him, what do you think living with him must have been like?”

“More than that, when did we become people who condoned suffering and the loss of life as a punishment? We’re not killers, Daren Ito. We are rebels. We fight for a cause, not for vengeance,” Mari said. “Don’t let your bitterness turn you into the same monster we fought all those years.”

The baker turned to Gabriel. “We’re looking for both Fay and Fedrik, and we’ll send word as soon as we know anything. Until then, we will do the best we can to get ready for whatever you or Miss Lirion need us for. If ever there was a time for unity in the face of great evil, it is now. Lirin will not survive another Miri ruling.” 
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The Trouble With Circuits


Daemon





The fundamental flaw of metal circuitry over the human mind is that magic erodes metals, rendering it irksome and in constant need of replacement. The fundamental strength, of course, is that it can be replaced. The human body, mind, and capacity are far more resilient, but once broken, cannot be repaired. —From Jac Drego’s Tirition Master’s Thesis—unpublished.



Damn, the boy is too good at that. 

Daemon watched with arms crossed as Gabriel absorbed and redirected a controlled blast of kinetic energy. Tsiihsi stood with Gabe in the middle of the plaza, both sweating and stripped down to undershirts as they practiced. In the midday sun, the burn scars down the young man’s left side were clearly visible. Each was a raised and twisted white mark against light-brown skin, and a testament to magic that had been strong enough to save him even as a child. 

Just like Alehan. 

The way Gabriel instinctively absorbed power, however, was all Alexander. Daemon could still remember his very earliest forays into magic with Alex, as boys on Tirit Mindel. How he’d conjure flames only to have Alexander absorb the thermal energy with a smirk and use that stolen power to make a bigger one. Except Gabriel wasn’t Alexander. Other than the green eyes they shared, there was almost no resemblance. The last Silvarin Emperor had been a stately, elegant, confident man, who would have scoffed at Gabriel’s shaggy hair, wrinkled clothes, and unkempt stubble. He’d been an ambient rifter, whose knack for absorption made him as dangerous and deadly as any vital rifter. Gabriel, on the other hand, had far too much magic and taking more in only worsened the problem.

But his well and capacity might be exactly what I need in the center of the circuit I’m building. If a God comes for us, it will mean the Accords have broken. Maybe Gabriel will be the key to using the Mother Rock and saving Ayre. He might even be able to survive it if I can just figure out this fucking circuit.

“Good. Take a break,” Daemon called, to shake that heavy thought. 

Both rifters bent to catch their breaths, laughing as they did. They’d gotten to know each other over the past week of lessons, Tsiihsi thriving with someone at her level to practice with. Not that she was actually in Gabriel’s league. Not even Daemon commanded a fraction of that boy’s magic. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a rifter this powerful.

Oh, I’m lying to myself now. Charming. 

He knew exactly where he’d seen this, and every day the talons of that name dug deeper. Alehan. Always Alehan. The sin Daemon had thought he’d finally grown beyond returned to gnaw on his thoughts and fuel his fear. Yet knowing it was happening did nothing to shake the growing need to scream.

Enough energy had been flung about in the last hour to make the air sizzle with ambient energy. It swirled as his students approached Daemon, magic caressing his skin like the lips of a lover. Like a curse. It was seductive to feel it all at his fingertips, and Daemon couldn’t help but top up his well. Not doing so would leave him vulnerable and that wasn’t acceptable.

Alehan is alive. He’s coming back.

Shuddering, Daemon tried to school his face into something resembling neutrality.

Gabriel and Tsiihsi were all smiles and laughter as they crossed over to him. Dae knew those goofy grins, that lightness of step. It was the joy of being a rifter. One look over to Kaedy where she sat nursing a cold drink was enough to wipe a similar smile off Daemon’s face. She looked miserable, though Leo had drained her well that morning. 

She’s not going to make it. 

It made the weight on his shoulders bear down harder, but there was no avoiding the signs. In the days since the death of the Red, she had lost a noticeable amount of weight. Her eyes were sunken, her skin gray, and the only time she smiled was when she was having her well drained or her son was in her arms. Even that, though, wasn’t having as much of an effect anymore. 

Daemon tore his eyes away from that sad sight as Gabriel reached him and poured himself a glass of water. 

“Are we done for the day?”

Daemon inclined his head. “Have to get you back to the Palace. I believe Elenor’s exact words were: ‘Return him by dinnertime or I’m siccing Reeza on you.’”

Gabriel grinned. “Now there’s a scary threat. She nearly took my fingers off this morning when I was feeding her. I swear that mockling puts away her weight in food at every meal. She’s already doubled in size.” He thudded down on one of the wrought-iron chairs. 

Daemon gave his shoulder a pat. “You did well today. Here.” He pulled a bracelet of copper and cerulean from his pocket, passing it to Gabriel.

The boy eyed it before taking it between his fingers, as though it were a live scorpion. “The ‘knock Gabe out if he uses too much magic’ zappy bracelet?”

“Alas, it is. I did tone down the shock since the first time we tried it.” Daemon’s heart had almost stopped when Gabriel had dropped like a rock that first time, twitching and spasming on the ground as an electric current had shot through him. Dae could have sworn he hadn’t breathed until Gabe had jerked awake and started wheezing. 

“Thank fuck. I’m not in a hurry to feel that kind of pain again.”

“It will still knock you out,” Daemon cautioned, “but it shouldn’t make you regret all your life choices for the next two days. It also doesn’t have quite the hair-trigger anymore. The price of that is a slight delay, but the upshot is that it won’t activate on a wayward flash of temper. It’ll just react to sustained rifting beyond what’s safe. Now, cool down while I talk to Tsiihsi.”

By the time he returned from giving Tsiihsi her marching orders for the rest of the day, Daemon found Gabriel staring at three empty bottles. Each was made of glass and about the size of his thumb. Gabe was holding one up to the light, frowning. 

“What are those?” Daemon asked. 

“A puzzle I’d like to solve.” Gabe looked at him as Daemon took a seat, then after a long pause explained. “I’ve been administering a medication prepared by someone else to one of my patients every morning. It’s keeping him alive.” 

Gabriel was squirming slightly—his tell that he was omitting information. Daemon knew, because every time the lad talked about the events going on at the Lirinian court, Gabe inelegantly skirted around whatever secrets Elenor was keeping close to her chest.

Annoyance pricked, Daemon gestured at the bottles. “Not much of a doctor then. What’s left in those bottles is different in color.”

“In the sunlight, yes,” Gabriel said, clearly missing the snap in Daemon’s tone. “It smells the same, it has the same viscosity, and it produces the same effect, but after a few hours the colors start to shift. I could swear that they aren’t actually the same, but I can’t prove it’s not just oxidation.”

“Should you be concerning yourself with this?” Daemon asked. “If you have time to dally about with patients at the palace infirmary, you should spend more time emptying your well. You’re still oversaturated every time I see you.”

Gabriel scowled, pocketing the vials. “Keeping Elenor on her feet is a full-time job.”

So why aren’t you asking for help when you clearly need it?

Daemon did not ask it aloud, however. He didn’t want more on his plate, and if Gabriel or Elenor had taken on too much, they’d learn the hard way what the consequences were. 

    
  Daemon had no sooner stepped back onto the sand of Ayre after dropping Gabriel off than North was in his face. 

“You did it again.” The Namer’s hair and beard were dripping from a dunk in the ocean, nose sunburnt and fists clenched. As tall as Daemon and a bit broader, North would have been imposing if not for the fact that Daemon could have blasted him halfway across the island. 

Clearly, the Namer did not appreciate the amount of restraint it took not to. 

Daemon neatly sidestepped, then continued toward the portal to the Mother Rock. “Did what?”

“Brought Gabriel here when I wasn’t,” North replied, falling into step to Daemon’s right. Bard, his little black mock, trotted along beside him. He’d had a growth spurt over the past few weeks, his head now level with North’s shoulder. 

“I have no idea what you mean. It’s not my fault that you, Kaedy, and Leo have a schedule I can’t discern for when each of you is minding me.” Ahead, Mondaer and Ayre Islanders alike were laboring under the morning sun, a huge circuitry device starting to take shape. Huge rings of heavy cerulean were being wrapped in copper and attached to separate cooling circuits. Large bundles of copper wiring stretched between the beach and the Mother Rock, as thick as tree trunks in places. Nothing was connected yet, but Daemon had gotten permission from the Mondaer for a trial run off of one of the smaller gold veins. Today was the day.

“Bullshit. Every time you’ve brought Gabriel here has been when I’m not around. Leo has met him. Kaedy has met him. Tsii has fucking inside jokes with him, but not me. I’m his brother. He deserves to know—”

Daemon turned on North so swiftly that the Namer stumbled to avoid running into him. Poking the young man firmly in the chest, Daemon said, “He needs to be taught how to use his magic so he doesn’t accidentally start a war or slaughter a city. I’m doing that. The rest is politics, and I’m not interested in getting involved in those. If you haven’t noticed, I’m busy trying to turn an offensive weapon the size of a mountain into a defensive circuit that will keep my people and the Mondaer safe from the Gods when they inevitably start fighting. Your interpersonal problems and Lirinian court drama aren’t my fucking concern and will only slow me down. So unless you’re willing to trade me the Red’s final message for a meeting with Gabriel, this conversation has reached its end.”

North opened his mouth, then resolutely closed it. Daemon had thought as much and had been keeping the two apart for exactly that reason. Oh well, maybe North would eventually crack. He swiveled back around and marched off without another word to North. Irritation roiled in his gut, though. How didn’t I see he was a Silvarin before? That holier than thou attitude and egocentric certainty that his opinions matter more than those of others should have given it away. Now he’s like Alexander.

“Status report?” Daemon barked, as he approached the large circuit.

“We’re as ready as we’re likely to be. The gold vein is mapped and disconnected from all others, and the roof will be clear as soon as you give the signal. Are you sure you don’t want any other rifters on the island?” Obri asked.

“Absolutely not.” Daemon strode to the cerulean rings to inspect them. Each contained a copy of the commands that powered the whole circuit for redundancy after a few early attempts had blown up in a spectacular manner. They were all connected to one primary command node, as tall as Daemon was and several times as wide. It was made of pure cerulean, the cost of which would have bankrupted a small country if Daemon hadn’t created it inside the Plane. Unfortunately, that method of metal acquisition had some drawbacks. The quality was never as good as Sailon cerulean. That made Daemon nervous. 

“Clear the area. I’m going to start isolating the seam.”

Walking past the circuit, he stopped at the doorway to the Mother Rock. He knelt, placing his hands on the gold vein set aside for this experiment. As soon as he opened himself to his magical senses, the gently glowing fully charged gold appeared in his mind. He could feel every tendril and striation, down to the thinnest filament. With great care, Daemon started crafting a Planar doorway. It wove through stone and metal, thinner than thread. The other side of the doorway opened on to dense rock, deep below the ground on an uninhabited island south of Ayre. It would isolate the vein and ensure that if the circuit failed, it would affect only this vein and not accidentally set off the whole Mother Rock. 

Crafting such a complex Planar doorway took his full attention and over an hour of work. In that time, Ayre was evacuated of all rifters. Aina Brisbhan’s roof, likewise, was cleared. Only a handful of Gifted and broken rifters remained, though everyone gathered behind the sturdy barricades that had been built on the beach. 

This had a good chance of exploding.

“Everyone’s clear, boss,” Obri shouted. 

With that confirmation in place, Daemon stood. His arms swept upward, drawing the edges of the doorway together like bunching up a laden net. The sky darkened over the Mother Rock, stone replacing open air. In the darkness, the gold glowed all the brighter. Daemon was sweating but didn’t break his concentration. Each edge of the portal was tucked neatly into the large portal already connecting Ayre to the Mondaer desert.

The portal stabilized as the edges melded. It left a pocket of Aina Brisbhan disconnected from the rest, surrounded by stone on all sides but one, which was open to Ayre. It broke about a hundred laws of physics and made Daemon’s lips curl into a smile. This. This was what he lived for.

“Probes set?” Daemon asked, as he turned back to the mass of circuitry. 

“All over the island, and a good way out to sea. They’re picking up ambient magic just fine, even at high volumes,” Obri replied. “I had Gabriel test one for me while you were getting Tsii earlier, and it worked like a charm. We’ll know if this caught the expelled magic as soon as the sensors are collected and read.”

“Assuming they don’t explode.”

Obri flashed him a grin and rubbed a scab on his cheek from the last failed batch of probes. “Assuming they don’t explode.”

Daemon smiled at him, then jogged over to check the switch that had been soldered into place atop the Mother Rock. The device was made of cerulean and copper, a gold coin in the center to power it. A thin copper wire led away from the little machine to the barricades on the other side of the beach. One of the larger copper conduits was also attached, the switch designed to connect it to the gold vein when Daemon activated it. 

After completing a number of security checks—and then doing so again, for good measure—Daemon headed to the primary cerulean command nodes. The rings were already humming, the copper beaded with condensation and emanating a deep cold. 

Please don’t overheat on stage two. I don’t want to spend all day clearing ambient magic from the air again.

The panel on the central core had two switches, and between them, a dial. Daemon flipped the first one, set the dial to three seconds, then flipped the second.

Nothing discernible happened and, as always, that made the hair at the back of his neck stand on end. One day, he needed to invent a circuit that confirmed that cerulean was charged and active.

Careful not to use so much as an ounce of magic, or even think too loudly, Daemon backed away from the humming circuits. When at a safe distance, he and Obri hurried to join the other people behind the barricades. The thin copper wire of the switch led to a button set atop a sandbag. 

Daemon motioned for his people to hunker down. “Remember, if it goes wrong there will be shrapnel. Don’t look until I give the all clear.”

To add another layer of protection, he raised his hands and conjured a reverse kinetic field. Anything that flew into it would slow down, its kinetic energy feeding into his well. It was a good thing too because he’d emptied it ahead of this experiment.

“Are you sure you’ll be alright, Daemon? This is a lot more gold than we’ve tried before,” one of his people asked. She was married to a rifter, so knew better than most what the dangers were. 

“I’ve been hit by magical blasts bigger than my capacity before and have a trick to deal with them. Now take cover. I’ll count us down. Three, two”—his finger hovered over the button—“one.”

BOOM!








  
  

4

Lovers’ Quarrel 


Elenor





To Fedrik Tellen:
Fed, I need help. I think I like Claire. I mean, really like her. And I think she likes me too, which is . . . ahhhh. You know what I mean. Ever since going to my birthday ball with her I keep thinking about kissing her. Please come see me as soon as you get this. I need advice. 

To Elenor Lirion:
Ellie, I’m not coming up to the palace for something this unnecessarily complicated. It’s really quite simple. If you want to kiss her and she wants the same, have you considered just, you know, kissing? And that is all I will ever say on the subject. How have you grown up so fast?—From messages sent between the Hardor Palace and Tellen Manor. 



“You’ve looked better, daareesha,” Paul said, taking Elenor’s hand once she had settled in a chair by his bedside. “Are you sleeping enough?” 

“I think between the two of us, you shouldn’t be the one fussing,” Elenor replied, bringing his knuckles to her lips. 

It was surprisingly sunny for early evening; the rain-heavy clouds that had rolled in that morning were gone, leaving behind spongy soil and a gorgeous sunset. Elenor was dressed for dinner and really should have been on her way, but she refused to miss her only scheduled time with Paul.

“Fussing is all I can do from the confines of this blasted bed. I am starting to understand why you had Fedrik sneak you around Tellen Manor as a child. Being confined to this cot is infuriating, especially when someone I love dearly is waltzing all over the city with only a single bodyguard,” Paul panted, struggling to draw breath. Every raspy inhale might as well have been a blow, but Elenor didn’t say anything. If she did, he would try to deny how much pain he was in, which would only hurt him more. Instead, she squeezed his hand until his breathing evened out. 

At last, she said, “I take it Jo has been informing you of my movements over the past week? I should have known you’re incapable of taking it easy.”

“You are my charge, taale. I will do my job until my last breath. It is my honor and my joy, though I would appreciate it if you led a less dangerous life. But I know I am wasting a wish.”

She chuckled, then changed the subject. “Have they been taking good care of you?”

“As well as can be expected since they do not know what’s wrong. Gabriel has been by often. Every day with some new and futile concoction to try which, so far, has done nothing but frustrate him. He’s been looking almost as ragged as you are, idaa. What have you been making him do?”

Everything. 

Gabriel had been working around the clock with the team of doctors and poison experts Kallen had put together—when not ferrying messages back and forth between Elenor and Mari, distracting Cassian, and trying to keep Elenor’s fever in check. If someone had told Elenor on the day of Wilam’s death that within months Gabriel Navarl would be one of the few people she could trust, it would have sounded like madness. Yet here they were. 

She let out a long sigh. “I’ve spent most of my time entertaining the Iamings or dealing with Sianta. Gabriel and Claire have been doing all my actual work, while Tomaz is preparing for my trial, and Eric and Kallen try to keep the nobles in line. Everyone’s struggling, though Gabriel more than most. Daemon has been taking him away for training for at least an hour every day, but not answering any of his questions about his magic. The more frustrated he gets, the worse I feel about keeping things from him too. He deserves to know what Robin made his partner do to him.”

“So tell him,” Paul said.

Elenor rolled her eyes. “It isn’t an easy topic to broach. Robin made me promise that I wouldn’t poison Gabriel against him.”

“Lying to the people you care about won’t help them. It will only hurt worse in the long run, daareesha. He will find out eventually. Better it be from you, than from a Tirition bent on manipulating everyone in this mess.”

She gave Paul a fond smile. “All those fables you read have given you too much practical wisdom.” Yet, she couldn’t promise she would do as he suggested. The weight of Lirin rode on every one of her decisions. She couldn’t rush into things. 

Paul interrupted her train of thought. “And how are you feeling? Why aren’t you in your chair?”

Elenor sighed, shoulders slumping. “Still feverish, but Gabriel has tapered down my serindalla dosage to something I can sleep through.”

“You didn’t answer my second question.”

“Oh, that silly wheeled contraption?” a lilting feminine voice asked. 

Elenor looked over her shoulder, body tensing. Silla Miri was standing not four yards away, perfectly done up from her elegant hairdo to the shimmering embroidered slippers adorning her feet. Elenor had no idea how her cousin managed to keep her lustrous brown hair from frizzing in the humidity, but there was a petty part of her that wanted to dump a bucket of water over Silla’s head to wash off the stunning makeup accentuating her eyes and lips.

“Elenor doesn’t need to be wasting away in some creaky piece of furniture. She has her Water Rite coming up. Got to exercise those legs, right, cousin? Really, you should thank us for getting rid of it. Besides, those dreadful braces and canes were such an eyesore, and detract from how lovely the fashion is here. I swear, every seamstress back home is six months behind the mainland trends.”

Silla waltzed around the bed, pulling up the chair on the other side. Her smile was saccharine as she directed her attention to Paul. “You look simply dreadful. Elenor. You should really consider replacing your doena with a younger one when you travel south. I got a new one almost a year ago and am already thinking of retiring him. He was fun at first, but he’s been so dull while we’ve been here. He hardly lets me out of the palace.”

Indeed, there was a sullen young man by the door, a hand casually on the hilt of a sword. He was looking around the infirmary as though expecting an assassin to jump out of the shadows any second. 

It was Paul’s turn to squeeze Elenor’s hand, which she supposed was warranted since her jaw was so tightly clenched it ached. She really needed to break that habit. 

“I’m quite pleased with Paul’s services, thank you very much,” she managed to get out.

“Suit yourself. You Lirinians always have been obsessed with ancient things, haven’t you? I mean, look at this place. It’s so old there are divots in the stone floors. Tell me, have you ever heard the story that the bones of the dead are stacked inside the walls?” Silla leaned back in her chair and smoothed the purple silk of her gown. “I think it’s a fascinating notion.”

“I’m a bit too busy to pay attention to ghost stories,” Elenor snapped, the memory of Silla walking around her bedroom collecting a lifetime of canes and braces to add to the growing pile on her wheelchair surfacing—a punishment for several days of recklessly funneling money into helping the people of Hardor. Elenor had been forced to stand in a corner and watch until her aunt had been satisfied they had gotten every single one. Only then had the Queen of Miriel given Elenor Paul’s daily dose of antidote.

It was pure sadism, but because Sianta had casually dropped that it had been Elenor’s idea to better fit the expectations of a future queen consort of Seehana, Elenor hadn’t been able to order a new cane without contradicting her aunt. Her legs burned, even sitting down. 

“Too busy for ghost stories but not too busy to visit a member of your staff? Truly, you are such a gracious regent. If I ever find myself in such a position, I’ll have to model my behavior after yours,” Silla said, with a smile so disingenuous it made Elenor’s blood boil. She tried not to let it show but had to dig her nails into her palms to do so. Silla was going to take Elenor’s place ruling Lirin if she married Cassian. Her cousin knew it and thought Elenor didn’t. Bitch. 

“Are you alright, dear cousin?” Silla asked. 

Paul placed his other hand over Elenor’s, face impassive. She had known him long enough to recognize the difference between professional neutrality and calm fury. “Lady Silla, would you mind giving me a moment with my talidaar?”

“Nonsense. Elenor and I are family. Anything you have to say to her, you can say in front of me. Isn’t that right, my dear? It would make Mother most upset if we weren’t as close as sisters.”

Elenor’s hand in Paul’s jerked, the overwhelming urge to launch herself across the bed and punch the smug smile off of Silla’s face held back only by her doena’s firm grasp. 

“We’re late for dinner. Why don’t we leave Paul to rest,” she ground out between clenched teeth. When Silla bounced to her feet and headed to the door, already starting in on more nonsense, Elenor heaved herself up. She leaned in close under the pretense of giving Paul a kiss on the cheek, and whispered, “I’ll try to come by later tonight, when I’ve ditched the rotten candy apple and played out the next move of my plan. I love you.”

    
  Cassian Iaming was standing outside the door to the formal dining room, speaking with his father and a few of their aides. For once, Elenor was even happy to see him, as it gave her an excuse to veer away from Silla. 

As ever, the Southern prince was the picture of effortless splendor. His dark hair was pulled back from his face, accentuating the almost ethereal beauty of his high cheekbones and elegant nose. He was dressed impeccably, tonight in a fine, embroidered blue silk coat. It always made Elenor compulsively check her dress for wrinkles and worry that she would accidentally spill something on him. It was a stupid, pointless anxiety compared to the mountain of actual problems, but try as she might, she couldn’t convince her mind to drop it, especially with Silla hovering close by.

“Your Highness,” Cassian said, turning as Elenor approached and offering a formal bow. She tried to curtsy in return, but her calf muscles—sore from more futile swimming practice—cramped as they tightened. She didn’t fall on her face, but it was far from graceful. 

“Prince Cassian,” Elenor replied, trying to at least smile. Still, it took all of her self-control not to flinch when he offered her his arm. 

“Shall we?” 

Within the dining room, a long table had been set with all the outrageous excess of the harvest season. To Elenor’s great relief, Cassian and his father had been seated on either side of her that night. The Miri, on the other hand, were all the way at the other end of the table. She pitied poor Kallen who had to sit with them, but, selfishly, was happy for the reprieve. 

Not every Writted Noble House representative was at dinner, but there were several. Claire was about midway down the table, she and Eric in a deep discussion with the representative of House Taberlin. 

The moment Elenor sat down, however, Eric rose, made some excuse, and took the chair directly beside Cassian. “Would you mind if I join you?”

“You would be most welcome, Lord Ondai,” King Jonah said, with a warm smile. “I’ve been hoping to speak to you. Tell me, how is your dear grandmother? It’s been some time since I’ve seen her, though I know my daughter visits often.”

“She’s as loud and opinionated as ever,” Eric replied with a laugh. “Not even death will stop her from being at the forefront of politics. I fully expect to be old and gray one day, and still hear Elehanna giving me marching orders. Much like our Elenor. You were the right one to be named after her, cousin.”

Jonah turned to study Elenor. While his eyes held warmth, Elenor noticed that his son’s jaw was tightening, and he wasn’t looking at Eric. Why? 

“You have stepped in marvelously in your country’s hour of need, Your Highness,” Jonah said. “Though I must ask again, is there any news of your mother? We’ve been here over a week and it worries me that she is still missing.”

And you don’t think it worries me? Elenor hadn’t missed that over the past few days, more and more people were phrasing inquiries about the Queen as though they presumed Elenor had some hand in her not being there. 

“I’m doing my best to see her safely home, I assure you,” she said, trying to keep an even tone.

“I’ve heard that she might have been at the All Gods Temple before disappearing,” Eric supplied. Elenor’s eyes widened, trying to catch her cousin’s attention and communicate, shut the fuck up. Eric, though, plowed on. “If you ask me, I think someone is trying to disrupt this union of yours. Maybe someone who doesn’t want the power shift that will come from Seehana, Lirin, and Miriel ceasing hostilities . . . ”

“Are you suggesting the Island is responsible for this?” Jonah asked, leaning forward. “That would be most troubling. Perhaps I should go speak to someone. I hear Robin Tirition is in residence, and I did receive a correspondence that he and his wife would be amenable to a visit. I admit I haven’t seen them in years and we parted on poor terms, but they might listen if I went to talk to them.”

“If they were responsible, which I do not think they are,” Elenor said, still glaring at Eric. Didn’t he understand that she had delicate business with Robin? “I don’t believe barging in and making accusations would be advisable.”

“Neither would letting Tirit Mindel hold a monarch against her will,” Cassian pointed out. “Not only does it set a dangerous precedent, but it also tells the Island that we are scared of them. They’ve been allowed to accrue far too much power of late, if you ask me.”

No one did. Aloud, though, Elenor said, “Didn’t you go to the Academy?”

“I did but chose not to progress past their initial program. It may have been a prestigious institution once, but the rampant favoritism for charity cases that makes the Island look good to the populace is despicable.”

Strangely, Cassian’s voice had risen a little at that, which was when Elenor noticed that Gabriel had slipped into the room and taken a place in the ranks of the servants and staff waiting in the wings to be needed. He wore the uniform of a palace medic, but despite that, most of the servants were giving him a wide berth. 

Jonah, too, seemed to have noticed Gabriel’s arrival. His hand stilled mid-sip, eyes glued on Gabe. “Your Highness, I’ve been meaning to ask, how is it that Mr. Navarl came to be part of your staff?”

Did he disapprove because of Cassian’s stories from school? Elenor could almost feel the heat of her fiance’s irritation as he stared over her shoulder at Gabriel. One look in the same direction confirmed that Gabe, too, was glowering. 

She would have to ask him what, by the Five, had happened to make them dislike each other so much. 

“There was a mix up that I’m afraid I’m responsible for,” Elenor said, after realizing she had been asked a question. “I accused Mr. Navarl of trying to kill my parents when it was all a misunderstanding. He was jailed for some time because of it, so I offered him a position at court as recompense.”

“I heard that he helped you kill your father,” Cassian said.

“Cass,” Jonah barked. “Making accusations like that based on gossip and hearsay isn’t how I raised you.”

“It wasn’t gossip or hearsay. It was printed in his paper,” he said, gesturing to Eric, “and written by Elenor. Didn’t you read what was published before our arrival?”

Elenor, who had been midway through a bite of salad, nearly choked. Carefully she swallowed and lowered her hand, still holding the fork, to her lap—mostly to refrain from jabbing it into Cassian’s eye in irritation. “I stand by what I said in that article. My father mismanaged our country and chose to threaten both my people and members of my court. While I did not set out to kill him and am still not sure who struck the final blow, I assure you that Gabriel more than paid for his part in it. I would appreciate it if you could maintain a civil disposition toward a trusted member of my staff, whatever your personal history with him.”

Elenor knew full well that she shouldn’t be snapping at Cassian, but it was hard to hold her temper when she could feel her aunt’s eyes on her from the other end of the table. 

“I did not mean offense.” Cassian’s expression turned neutral, his tone icy. 

“Mhm,” was all Elenor managed, mind flitting back to the morning he had burst into her room. The pain of the fork piercing her thigh jolted her out of the memory of Cassian’s hands pulling up her nightgown. As she raised her gaze, she saw Sianta staring at her with squinted eyes. The Queen of Miriel didn’t have to speak. The message was clear: Cassian isn’t happy again. Change it.

Claire must have seen it too, for she gave Elenor a small nod. They had prepared for this, but it didn’t mean it was going to hurt any less. Trying her best to act casual, Elenor reached out and placed a hand over Cassian’s. Forcing a smile took significantly more effort, but she made a valiant attempt. 

Leaning in, she whispered, “I’m sorry. I’ve been out of sorts all day. Claire hasn’t taken well to you and I . . . ”

Cassian’s thumb brushed over hers. “Not having regrets, I hope. I rather enjoyed our time together and wouldn’t mind more of it.”

Elenor had to swallow back a shudder. “As would I.”

His father interrupted them with a question about the rules for Elenor’s upcoming Water Rite, but as soon as she could manage it, Elenor leaned in again. “Claire’s been glaring at us all night. I don’t know how much more of it I can take. If I excuse myself, would you follow in a minute or two?”

A surprised, pleased expression softened Cassian’s face. He shot a glance at Claire who was indeed acting her rehearsed part to perfection. It worried Elenor that her lover’s look of hurt might be a little too genuine. Hopefully Claire would remember that this was an act.

“It would be my pleasure,” Cassian murmured, bringing Elenor’s knuckles to his lips. Down the table, Claire dropped her fork with a loud clatter that drew every eye. 

Her scowl was fierce enough to make Elenor wince. As their eyes met, she noticed nobles and servants alike looking from one to another. Elenor let the tension stretch on until people started fidgeting, then stood up with a start. 

“Ah, thank you all for coming tonight, but I’m afraid I have some . . . um . . . important business to attend to. Please excuse me.” 

With only one backward glance at Claire, she fled the room. 

As soon as she was out in the hall, Elenor let out a breath. Gabriel, who had left when Claire dropped her fork, appeared from the shadowed recesses of a nearby alcove. 

“Here. It’s just a mixture of salt and water, but it will look like tears as long as you give your eyes a good rub to redden them.” He handed her a small vial. “Not that you need it. You’re already rather bloodshot and feverish.”

“Fuss later. We have to sell this. And besides, you’ve looked better too.” Elenor vigorously rubbed her eyes until they hurt, then tipped her head back and dribbled some of the salty liquid into each one.

“Yes, well, it’s hard to sleep when you’re responsible for keeping the Queen Regent alive. I don’t know how Paul does it.” He waited to take the vial back.

“Tell me about it. Now go. Don’t let Cassian see you here.”

Gabriel gave her arm a squeeze. “Good luck. Wish I could be the one to take the swing.”

Then he was gone. Elenor waited until his footsteps faded, then tucked herself around the nearest corner. As it turned out, it was easy to actually cry. All she had to do was relax the muscles in her legs and the pain was near blinding. Bending her knees a few times only made it worse, as did pressing the soles of her feet against the back of her shoes. By the time Cassian arrived, real tears had joined the fake ones.

He stepped up to Elenor, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket. Instead of offering it to her, Cassian wiped the tears from her cheeks himself. Each gentle brush of the cloth was agony to her oversensitive skin, but she pushed the pain back. 

“It’s hard to interact with a jilted lover. You’re under significant pressure as it is. Would it not be better, perhaps, to give yourself space?” he asked. “When I suggested sending Claire Enica away before, it was for your own good, you know.”

No it wasn’t. It was because you didn’t want to find her and Gabriel in my bed.

Elenor sniffled, averting her eyes so he wouldn’t see the burning irritation in them. “Maybe you have a point.”

He lifted her chin with a finger. “You deserve better than a lover who scorns you for doing your duty to family and country. Lean into the friends who want what’s best for you, like your cousin Eric, and come to me when you’re sad. We’ll be on our way to Seehana before you know it.”

Not if I have anything to do with it, she thought, but said, “I’m counting the days.” 

Cassian smiled, tilting his head. “You really are the most beautiful thing. I admit I didn’t expect to find you so enchanting, but I can’t seem to stop thinking about you.”

Elenor opened her mouth to respond but Cassian’s lips found hers before she could utter a sound. It took everything in her not to tense. That her return kiss was stiff and unenthusiastic didn’t seem to dissuade Cassian. His hand brushed her neck, the gentle touch as painful as the blade of a knife. Elenor’s hands clenched around the fabric of his shirt to keep from crying out for all the wrong reasons. Hopefully he would take her labored breathing and flushed cheeks as arousal and not the searing fever.

Hurry up, Claire.

Cassian reached down to hike up her skirts. The part of Elenor that was appalled that he would try that within sight of a public hallway was drowned out by the mounting concentration it took to keep kissing him. 

She forced herself to moan, pressing into his touch so it wouldn’t be so damn light and painful. It made her ache for one of Claire’s firm, confident squeezes, or Gabriel’s crushing hugs. Anything but the way Cassian’s mouth caressed with refined precision down her neck.

Elenor’s chest heaved, a sob breaking through her veneer of desire. Cassian’s lips lifted off of hers. He pulled back and seemed about to speak.

“Get your fucking hands off my girl,” Claire shouted, a moment before her fist collided with a crunch against Cassian’s jaw. 

The Southern prince went stumbling, catching himself on a nearby tapestry. Claire was standing a few feet away, chest heaving and the anger in her eyes not at all fake. 

“Clai—”

“Can’t you see she’s in pain?”

That wasn’t in the script. Unfortunately, Elenor had no alternative but to adjust for it. “I think you’re projecting, Claire.”

Claire looked at her in disbelief, as though to say, ‘You’re going through with this when you’re genuinely distressed?’

Elenor widened her eyes, trying her best to communicate, Stick with the plan. 

With a huff, Claire fell back into their planned scenario. “What the fuck are you doing, El? Does our relationship mean so little to you that you’d—”

“He’s my fiancé. I’m sorry if actually liking him offends you, but Cassian is my future. I’m not answerable to you.” There it was again, that flash of genuine hurt in Claire’s eyes though they had rehearsed this ad nauseum, with Gabriel supplying what he thought from experience would be Cassian’s most likely response.

Sure enough, the prince set a hand on Elenor’s elbow, his other one still rubbing his jaw. “I don’t know how you do things in this country, but in Seehana we do not resolve childish jealousy with our fists, Miss Enica. Try it again and you will not like the consequences.”

Wow. Gabriel had guessed that down to the tone of voice. It made Elenor wonder what kind of torture years in school with Cassian had been. 

Claire ignored him, another suggestion from Gabriel to get under Cassian’s skin. “This is between you and me, Elenor. You promised me nothing would change.”

“My parents are gone, my future husband is here, and you’re acting like it’s all about you? Seriously?” Elenor forced herself to put her full weight on her toes to lean forward. The key to a good lie was emotional honesty, so while her chest was constricting with worry, she focused on her aunt. She dove into unrestrained fury, pulling it around herself like armor. 

Claire flinched but flung her arm toward Cassian. “This isn’t about me. It’s about you throwing away everything we’ve been to each other the moment you got a taste of power. What was I? Nothing but a pleasant pastime?”

Other nobles were beginning to crowd the corridor, drawn to the drama like moths to a light. Elenor made sure Lady Lavarin, Duncan Eurieha, and her aunt were all there, then tried her hardest to summon every ounce of her mother’s haughtiness as she brushed a piece of dust off her sleeve. “A passable one at best.”

“Fuck you.”

“You don’t speak to the Queen Regent of Lirin like that, Lady Enica,” Cassian interjected, stepping forward and into Claire’s face. 

Claire kneed him in the balls. 

“You bitch.” There was a flurry of movement, some shouts, then dead silence as Cassian slammed Claire against the nearby wall, her arm twisted behind her. 

Please don’t vanish. Please don’t vanish.

Elenor held her breath. Claire’s feet remained planted on the stone floors as she struggled against Cassian’s hold. “Get your fucking hands off me.”

“That’s enough.” Elenor’s tone was icy, but not for the reasons she hoped the nobles assumed. “Cassian, please release her.”

He did, face twisted and livid, breath coming heavy. For a moment, Elenor almost felt sorry for him, then she remembered that he knew what was in their marriage contract and all her pity faded.

Elenor reached forward to place a hand on his arm. “She’s my subject. Let me take care of this.” 

Claire turned to face her, jacket skewed and eyes narrowed. “I’m your lover, not your subject.”

“Not anymore. Claire Enica, you clearly have a skewed understanding of your position, and my patience is at an end. I have bigger problems to solve than your possessive temper tantrums. You do not attack a visiting royal under my watch. You do not get in the way of my future happiness with my soon-to-be husband. Pack your things and leave this Palace tonight. And be grateful that’s all the punishment I see fit to give you. Get. Out.”

~*~

“Still packing? And here I thought you’d be off cavorting with my enemies,” Elenor said, leaning against the doorway to Claire’s guest room. 

Claire looked up from her bag. “The Lavarins did descend on me like vultures the second you returned to the dining room. Our little show worked like a charm. They believe I’m a jilted lover out for revenge and privy to essential intelligence about you. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble infiltrating their ranks.” She gave Elenor a tired half-smile. “What are you doing here, El-belle? It could blow our—”

“We weren’t followed,” Jo interjected. “I made sure of that. Told her it was daft, but she insisted and you know how she gets.”

Claire cocked her head. “I’m surprised you do already. El driving you up the wall so soon?”

“You have no idea. She never sits still, does she?”

“I did enough of that as a child, thank you very much,” Elenor said, before they could go on.

Claire motioned them fully into the room. “Done with the unwanted guests for the day, I take it? How did you dodge Iaming’s advances this time?”

Elenor shrugged. “Gabriel, as it turns out, is blisteringly effective at distracting Cassian. All he had to do was go take a walk down by the river with Reeza. Cassian excused himself almost at once to follow. I’m fairly certain he’s convinced Gabriel is up to something nefarious, or at least that he’s the one teaching my mockling to bite on command.”

Claire let out a wry chuckle. “The only way I’ve stayed sane in these endless meetings with Kallen and Eric has been by watching Gabriel surreptitiously roll his eyes every time one of them starts monologuing. He’s trouble, which is probably why you like him.”

Elenor stepped into the room, Jo following so as not to be seen in the hallway. It had the unfortunate consequence of not leaving Elenor alone with Claire as she desperately wished to be, but it was essential to avoiding detection. “Probably. I may have a slight preference for troublemaking friends. How . . . are you holding up? I’m sorry for everything I sai—”

“El, we need to get you a jar that you can put a coin into every time you apologize. We played out a scripted fight. It wasn’t genuine.”

“That doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.”

Claire raised her eyebrows and leveled a sardonic look at Elenor. “I’m no longer five and about to burst into tears if you don’t let me have my favorite doll. Trust that I’ll tell you if there’s something we need to discuss.”

Elenor considered pushing, then dropped it with a sigh. “So what’s that?” She stopped by the bed, pointing at the bag Claire was packing. It was too small to be a purse, with a long strap and no ornamentation. 

“There’s been a lot of danger recently, and my Gift doesn’t like it. I keep vanishing at inopportune times and reappearing Gods only know where. It’s a damn miracle that I didn’t when Iaming came at me. I had to spend the whole time repeating to myself that I wasn’t in danger. It worked, but I can’t count on it, so I thought I’d prepare for the inevitable.” There were items scattered on the duvet, which Claire listed as she packed. “A pocket knife, matches in a waterproof case, money, a House Enica sigil ring, twine, a small first-aid kit courtesy of Gabriel, a notebook and pen to write down anything interesting I come across, and most importantly, this”—she picked up a familiar little jar of serindalla—“in case you’re touching me when I go, and we end up far from home. I don’t want to lose you because we can’t get access to the medicine keeping you alive. And besides, if I end up in Miriel, I might need it myself.”

Even after so many years, it made Elenor tear up a little when Claire spoke that way. The casual consideration and acceptance that Elenor wasn’t getting better but that she might still end up with Claire on an adventure warmed her down to her aching toes. Especially after today’s events.

Not that she wanted to go anywhere with how much everything hurt and the fever still fuzzing her mind, but it was the thought that counted. “Thank you, my love.”

“No thanks needed, El-belle. If you haven’t noticed, I rather enjoy keeping you around.” Claire buckled the bag closed, then pulled Elenor into a heated kiss. 

Claire’s lips were insistent and intense, a sentiment that Elenor had no qualms about matching. Familiar butterflies danced in her belly, and it was not the fever alone that brought a flush to her skin.

“My, how interesting this, um, bathroom is,” Jo muttered from the doorway, before resolutely walking toward the restroom. 

Claire snorted, but the moment they were alone she pushed Elenor firmly against the bedpost, her mouth trailing along her jaw. “I’ve missed being alone with you. I’m going to miss it more now that we need to pretend to be fighting.”

Elenor had to brace a hand on Claire’s shoulders, lest her knees fail her. She tilted her head to the side to give her lover better access, while at the same time reaching to cup one of Claire’s breasts. “Me too. I’ve had quite enough of the small flotilla of men trying to get in my good graces.”

“In your pants, you mean,” Claire contested, hands busily pulling pins out of Elenor’s hair. “Every time Kallen brings up how advantageous it would be to marry him, I want to scream, and when that Southern prick touches you, it makes me want to tear his fingers off.”

Oh, how I wish you would. Elenor didn’t dare say it aloud, or Claire might take it as permission. “It won’t be for much longer. We’ll get out of this.”

“Good, because one day I want to be able to kiss you where everyone can see.” As if to demonstrate, Claire planted another hungry kiss against Elenor’s lips. “And be the one with the beautiful, trouble-prone, infuriating Queen of Lirin on her arm.”

Elenor didn’t get a chance to respond because Claire’s mouth was on hers again. Her touches were firm, confident. They still hurt, but in a deep, pleasant way that promised loosened knots and exhausted relief in the safety of Claire’s loving arms. 

“How long can you stay?” Claire asked.

“Not more than an hour. Gabriel will only be able to keep Cassian busy for so long. I’m sure he’ll be by to ‘comfort’ me eventually.” The thought made her queasy, but it was the cost she had to pay to see this through. Kallen wanted to marry her, Eric was following her mother’s agenda, Tomaz had mostly been absent, and Beth was too pregnant to bring into the game. The only people she could be sure were unequivocally on her side were Claire and Gabriel. All three of them would have to do some unpleasant things before the end, if they wanted to win.

“Then let’s make the most of every minute, because I love you and hate feeling like I’m going to lose you.” 

Despite wanting to free-fall into her lover’s embrace, Elenor fixed Claire with a firm stare and reached into the pocket sewn into the sleeve of her dress to pull out a silk pouch. Elenor had meant to wait until she was leaving for this, but she couldn’t stand the vulnerability in Claire’s voice. “You’re not. I know I might . . . lose Paul, and I know I could very well lose Lirin. You’re the one thing in my life I refuse to give up. Do you hear me?”

Taking one of Claire’s hands, she pressed the pouch into her palm.

“What’s this?” Claire asked, not moving to untie the string holding it shut. 

“A promise,” Elenor replied, heart pounding erratically. “A selfish one.”

An eyebrow rose. Claire tugged at the bow, then pulled the bag open, extracting a pounded gold cuff. It was simple, adorned only with an emerald inlay surrounded by etched evergold vines. Her eyebrow rose higher. “You got me . . . a bracelet?”

“Turn it over,” Elenor urged. 

When Claire did, the inside of the cuff caught the light. There, hidden from sight and pounded into the metal, were eighteen tiny diamonds, the bezels round like beads on the string of an engagement bracelet. 

“My life isn’t my own, Claire. It belongs to Lirin,” Elenor said, butterflies fluttering in her belly. “You knew it when you first asked me to be your date at that ball. I love you so much for never asking me to choose between you and our country. Even more so for never pressuring me to define what we are to each other or sink too deep so when it inevitably became time to say goodbye or to build a life with someone who wasn’t you, it might not hurt as much. But I know how much this is hurting you.”

The way Claire’s breath caught, lips pressed tight as her eyes turned glassy, said all that was needed. Taking the bracelet back, she took Claire’s hand and slipped it over her wrist, proud that her fingers did not shake. Why should they? This was the only thing Elenor was sure about, amid an ocean of doubt. It had solidified not in acts of care or love—though there had been plenty—but rather in the grace of loss.

In promises never asked for, and silences never filled. But Elenor was done being quiet for the sake of others, so she stared into Claire’s eyes and said, “We’ve known since this started that what our country needed would supersede what either of us wanted. That’s truer now than ever. I cannot walk away from my duty, no matter how high the personal cost or distasteful my choices, but I can do this one selfish thing.”

“Selfish?”

Elenor smiled. “Very, because it has nothing to do with duty, and everything to do with happiness.” She brought Claire’s knuckles to her lips. “So while I can’t tell you to stay, I can tell you that I love you and always will, no matter who I marry. That if the choice were mine alone, there would be no choice. And I can give you this gift as a promise: that if I can ever do so without jeopardizing Lirin’s future, I will replace it with another bracelet—one you won’t have to hide, and that will tell the world how much you mean to me, Claire Enica. How much I cherish you.”

A tear spilled down Claire’s cheek. Her thumb brushed over Elenor’s, then her hand twisted, squeezing tight as she leaned forward to press her forehead against Elenor’s. “I love you too. So much. Only you would call what you just said selfish.”

Elenor let out a tearful laugh. “What else am I supposed to feel when I’m asking someone as wonderful as you to wait while I marry another?”

Claire fixed her with a serious stare. “El-belle, I don’t care if I have to wait until my dying day for an actual proposal or if you share a bed with half the continent. As long as I know you love me as much as I love you, I’m the luckiest woman alive.”

Then Claire cupped her cheek and kissed her, as though words had ceased to be enough . . . or perhaps that words might shatter what fleeting illusions they still had that these promises might one day be kept. 
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The Grieving City


North





Our Lady Red is gone. I am without words. —From the journals of a Mondaer writer



A shroud of grief hung over Aina Brisbhan. North stood with Leo at the edge of a plaza in the moonlight. At the center of the square, a monument to Fulsixia the Red stood tall and proud—a woman shrouded in veils with a gnarled staff. Though her face was covered, it felt as though she stared through North’s flesh all the way to his bruised soul. 

At the statue’s feet lay thousands of candles. Mondaer people knelt between the flickering lights, foreheads pressed to the dirty flagstones and hoarse voices raised in keening song.

“It is the eulogy song of a lost mother of the heart,” Leo said, voice low and solemn. “One who did not bear you in her womb, but nurtured you with her wisdom and love. Heart-Mother, xiada, we remember you. Xiada, our shoulders slump without your arms around them. Xiada, our eyes fill with tears without your smile. You taught us right from wrong and east from west, xiada most beloved. Without you, our life is a cup without water, a home without a hearth, a journey without a destination. Xiada, today we grieve for you and mark your name upon both skin and stone. May your memory bless our futures as your love has blessed our pasts.”

“That’s beautiful,” North said when Leo stopped translating. 

Leo wiped at his eyes. “We should go. If I stay, I think I may never stop weeping.”

North wrapped an arm around the daradeio’s shoulders. Though part of him wanted to stay—what was worthy of time and tears if not the death of a God?—the weight of the Red’s last words hastened his retreat. 

They still rang in his ears, over a week later, spoken not by the Goddess herself but by Moe, during that ill-fated meeting after the death of the Red. Words meant for Daemon. Words that would bring catastrophe if North ever gave in and shared them. 

“You’re doing it again,” Leo said. 

North blinked, realizing that they had somehow made it several streets without him noticing.

“Where do you go when you get lost in thought like that?”

“I was thinking about the message the Red left for Daemon.” 

They were passing through a busy market, so North kept his eyes downcast. If he didn’t, his Gift would try to Name everyone in his field of vision. It was a sure way to end up with a vicious headache and a worse mood. 

Fortunately, Leo seemed to have remembered, because he placed a hand on North’s elbow and guided him along without comment. “Was it really so troubling? Lady Red was a kind patron. I cannot imagine that her last message would be dangerous. Aha! Here we are.”

Their destination was a small restaurant down an alley. Conversation halted while Leo requested a table and they settled in. North chewed on Leo’s question as they ordered, weighing how much he could afford to tell the other man. There was a chance—however slight—that this was Daemon in disguise and Leo was dead in a ditch. 

North wasn’t going to put anything beyond Jac Drego. 

So when Leo propped his chin in his hand and stared across the mosaic table at him, North chose his words carefully. “What Lady Red wants Daemon to know is troubling. It keeps me awake at night, trying to work out what it means, and why she would make it her last message. There is part of me that wants to believe that she knew what she was doing—she was a Goddess after all—but then I think: if she truly trusted Daemon, she wouldn’t have stipulated that her words should be kept from him until Daemon proved himself worthy. She must have realized that there was a chance he didn’t deserve it.”

“You really don’t like him, do you?”

North leaned back in his chair, running his fingers through his hair and looking up at the ceiling. “He’s a monster, Leo.”

“He’s rude, pushy, and occasionally threatens murder, but so does Suela,” Leo pointed out. “Surely, Lady Red must have seen something in his Naming that gave her faith. Help me understand why you don’t see it that way.”

“Maybe she did. I don’t know. What I do know is what I’ve seen and heard with my own senses.” North held out a hand and started counting out the reasons. “One: on the first ‘job’ he took me on, Daemon casually murdered multiple innocents who got in his way. Two: he was disappointed that my brother didn’t conveniently die from Elenor Lirion’s poison, then actively tried to arrange his death. All this without knowing anything about him other than that he was a Silvarin. This is a man who would murder an innocent over an accident of birth. Three: For the following month or so, he sat around on his hands ignoring that Gabriel was being tortured when Daemon had the power to save him. Four: he figured that explaining himself by discussing how he brutally tortured a child who Gabriel reminds him of would somehow excuse that behavior. That child torture—by the way—was what granted him life everlasting. And let us not forget five: when I confronted him about his bullshit and refused to become one of his loyal lap dogs, he threw me and my mock into the desert to die.”

“Anything else?” Leo asked, one eyebrow raised. 

North glowered. “You mean apart from the entitled way he’s bossing everyone in the Mondaer around while he builds a literal God-killing machine, or the way he refuses to let me see my brother so I can’t warn Gabriel to be careful? Or do you mean the manipulative way he’s so ‘kind’ and ‘helpful’ with Kaedy and the other broken rifters so you and your brethren will fawn over his power while ignoring the blood soaked into his history?”

North was panting when he finished. He realized with a start that his voice had risen with each heated word. He slouched, then quietly added, “Sorry.”

“Feel better now that’s out of your system?”

“A little.” North inhaled. “He reminds me of everything I hate about rifters. Not you, obviously, but ones like Daemon. Entitled, arrogant, brash. Growing up, I didn’t really know any except for the Tiritions who would sometimes petition my father for an audience. They always swept in like they ruled the world and we were savages, and when my father told them to go, they would make sure to kick us down on the way out.”

Leo’s usual smile had faded. “Ones like Daemon, but not like me. You do understand that rifters are all normal people, right? Our morality has nothing to do with our magic.”

“I know. I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant.”

“Good, because I like to think of you as a good man. How bright your rage burns concerns me, though. It reminds me of someone.”

North frowned. “Who? Fedrik?”

“Daemon.”

That word stunned him into silence. It stretched between them like the middle note of a musical chord, lost and incomplete.

Then Leo reached forward, patted his arm, and relaxed back into his pillows. “You were telling me about rifters in North Island.”

North deflated. Leo didn’t hurry him as he breathed through the unexpected intensity. When his chest no longer ached, he answered, tone subdued. “Rifters and their sympathizers are not permitted on North Island—no use of magic is, not even something as harmless as mine. I slipped up once and told a friend about my Naming to warn him that the strange feeling he’d been experiencing might be magic. One act of kindness to protect a friend and because I was so exhausted keeping my Gift a secret. Six hours later, I was kneeling before the Patriarch being given a choice of exile, breaking, or death. Gifts can’t be broken, so my choices were even slimmer.” North inhaled again, and as he did the embers of his anger flickered back to life. “But here Daemon is after countless centuries of torture, murder, and apathy being rewarded by a God his actions killed.”

Leo frowned. “He wasn’t even in the desert when the accident happened.”

“He caused the Rebellion in Lirin to fall. It was his actions that sent Fedrik and Fay running south. If not for his petty vengeance, I never would have ended up in the Mondaer Desert either, which means no one would have figured out that Fedrik had a Gift. Lady Red wouldn’t have come to investigate herself. She’d be—” he cleared his throat. “There would be no need to light candles in the square or sing for the loss of a xiada.”

Their food arrived, giving North a chance to compose himself. At another time, the thick goat stew over fragrant garlic flatbread would have made him groan with pleasure. 

It tasted like bitter ash in his mouth. 

Leo poured him some palm wine. “Lady Red was the Goddess of Namers, North. She saw into the heart of people. She must have—”

“What if she was wrong?” The words that had been churning in his mind ever since Moe had whispered Fulsixia’s last message in his ear poured out of his mouth. They were heretical—unconscionable—and yet he couldn’t help but continue. “Leo, I saw things when I looked at her. They were beautiful, but they . . . they frightened me. It felt like staring into the sun at midday, as though her mere presence infused me with holy light. And then she was gone.”

Leo raised a glass in salute. “I know you grieve with us.”

“What if I’m wrong to?” North asked, a gravelly tightness in his throat. “I was so sure I had finally found my place and purpose away from both North Island and Daemon. If anywhere’s home to a Namer it’s the desert, right?”

“It is and always will be.”

Leo wasn’t getting it. Grinding his teeth, North tried to explain better. “I thought she was my answer, and then I find out that she’s leaving it all to the man I hoped she would protect me from. The message she left for Daemon . . . It . . . it is not the commands of a benevolent God, Leo. Maybe . . . maybe my father was right. He said that the Five betrayed the one true Goddess—that they tried to kill her and were banished to our lands. I’ve heard your story of the Mother in Gold and it makes me wonder: what if they are the same? What if the Gold we worship is the same one the Eldel people turned against, and she sent the Five here to test our faith?”

Color drained from Leo’s face as North spoke. He swallowed audibly, then downed the rest of his glass of palm wine before choking out, “That’s . . . a theory.”

North was too exhausted to parse out whether that look meant that Leo thought him mad, heretical, or desperate. In truth, some days North felt like all three. 

“You think I’m wrong?”

“I think you clearly carry a heavy burden. Maybe it would have been better if one of the Mondaer did. The daradeio are trained to serve the Veiled Wanderer, and would have gladly served her in death, too. Is there anything I can do to lighten your load?”

“I’m not telling you what she—”

Before his snapped words could turn cutting, Leo stopped him with a melancholic smile. “I’m not asking you to, North. I never will. I meant it sincerely. Is there anything I can do to make you feel more settled? Your life has been uprooted so much of late. Should you not perhaps try to find some peace?”

North didn’t think he could, not in a world where Daemon still lived. For Leo’s sake, though, he capitulated and allowed the change of subject. “Bard should be big enough for a first mounted flight within the next few weeks or so. Would you give me some pointers?”

That, it seemed, was all it took to thoroughly distract Leo. A flying enthusiast, the daradeio launched into a high-speed primer on picking the right training saddle. North turned back to his meal and settled in, hoping that a night of food, drink, and laughter might make the weight of Fulsixia’s words less soul crushing. 
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In Silence Abiding


Riona





Today, like so many times before, I told Elenor about my Gift. She did not take it well—what child would?—and kept asking me why? Why did I not want her to remember? Why did I not love her? Why, why, why. By the end, I was so frustrated I Razed the conversation, even though it dooms me to have to repeat the endeavor. When I pulled my hand back, though, I heard something fall to the floor. It was a pen nib covered in blood. My ten-year-old daughter, while questioning me, had carved the first three letters of a word into her thigh without ever making so much as a sound. I don’t know what to think, or what to do. How have I failed so badly as a mother and as a human being that my little girl assumed, from the moment I told her that I could erase memories, that she would need to leave herself a message? R-E-M. Remember. It might be carved into her skin, but it’s been burned into my heart as surely as any criminal’s brand.—From the journals of Lilian Lirion



Riona was late, sweaty, and a little out of breath when she arrived for her next interview with Lilian Lirion. The sheen of perspiration on her skin made the underground musty air feel chill and unpleasant. At least this was the last scheduled activity for Robin of the day. Riona would have all afternoon to do the work she actually wanted to do.

The Queen sat with her chin up and to the side when Riona sat opposite her in the same small underground room as before. She appeared freshly showered—unlike Riona—and was wearing different clothes than the last time they had talked, so wherever they were keeping her, she was being taken care of. 

“If Robin thinks I will fold after a mere five days—”

“It’s been eight since we last spoke.”

A hollow hiss left Lilian’s lips. If Riona had to guess, the loss of her sense of time was more disquieting than the Queen wanted to admit. 

To not draw attention to the cracks in her façade, Riona started unpacking her satchel, laying out pens and paper. Only when she was done did Riona look up. “I delivered your message.”

“What did Eric say?” the Queen asked, after a shaky inhale. 

“He said he’d talk to your daughter and send the news along to his grandmother. He sent this,” Riona replied, pulling a slightly damp letter from her sock. 

The Queen was once more bound, so Riona tucked the letter into a fold of her dress, careful not to touch her. She wanted nothing to do with losing her memories, thank you very much.

When Riona had returned to her seat, Lilian said, “I did not think you would succeed. It makes me wonder if you told Robin.”

“I didn’t.”

“But I cannot know that. Paranoia, I’m afraid, has been a way of life for me.”

Riona didn’t reply, giving Lilian Lirion time to think upon it. In that pause, Riona reviewed her plans for the afternoon. On an early foray into the city, she had lured a little urchin girl into telling her who was worth talking to by buying her lunch. That had led Riona to a boy her age named Micah. A little extortionary negotiating later—including most of her pay for the week, a laundry list of Temple contraband, and several favors owed—she’d got the scoop on what was happening in Hardor without Robin’s filter. Micah knew Gabriel and had told her more about him in an hour than Robin or Ara had in days. 

Like how he, too, preferred the rooftops to the streets, and how he’d thrown his support behind Elenor Lirion. Her name seemed to be on everyone’s lips these days. Everyone’s but her mother’s.

At last, the Queen sighed. “Do you know what the ironic part of manipulation is? That the person being manipulated often knows what is happening but can’t stop it from working. For example, for the past eight days, none of my jailers has said a word to me. They bring me bland meals, allow me no entertainment, give me nothing to do but stare at the empty walls of my chamber. No change of light between night and day, not even the meals are delivered at regular intervals to throw off my internal clock. I know why. It’s so that when they put me in this room with you—a non-threatening young woman—I will be so discombobulated and desperate for engagement that the moment you talk to me, I’ll spill all my secrets just to escape the boredom. I know that is what they are doing, and yet it works.”

“Would you like me to talk to Robin about getting you something to read? I am not here to manipulate you, Your Majesty. I’m a Memoria. Forcing you to tell your story is contrary to the code of my order.” Riona tried her best not to put too much inflection into that, refusing to sway the older woman one way or another. Whatever Lilian thought, Riona truly did not have any intention of going against her ethics for Robin. Agreeing to his terms had gotten her to Hardor, but she intended to form her own opinion on what was right and ethical. Riona would have to live with her choices over the next couple weeks for the rest of her life. The path forward was simple: do what felt right, even—and especially—if the people in charge disagreed. 

Lilian let out a hollow laugh. “You sound rehearsed. Who are you really under that forced politeness? A street rat like your brother? A spy for the Island? Or maybe just a little girl in over her head like all the other play things of the Gods?”

What did that mean?

Clearing her throat, Riona answered, “I’m me. Don’t think I’ve ever pretended not to be, and don’t reckon I’d be much good at it if I tried.”

The Queen mulled that over. “You should run before you’re not. Once you start playing in this game, who you are stops mattering. It’s all about what you can do for others, and what others can do for you. So what’s in it for me if I collaborate with this puppet show?”

“Having your life remembered the way you wish it to be, the same as working with any Memoria. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t sent here to negotiate. Just to talk.”

“Nonsense. Robin wants things from me.”

“He really doesn’t,” Riona said, sorry she didn’t have a better answer. “He wants things from your daughter, not from you. My understanding is that, at this point, you are here because you were in the way, nothing more. I’m sorry.”

“Is that truly what I’m reduced to?” Even though Lilian’s expression did not change, her shoulders sagged. Then her fists clenched and her brow furrowed, as though she were thinking hard. “Robin may not want anything more from me, but you delivered that message. If I cooperate today, will you—”

“I helped because it was the right thing to do, not to get you to cooperate. I had hoped it might show you that I am not your enemy.” Riona leaned forward. “Listen. Real talk. I think that if your daughter does what Robin wants, he’s going to let you go. I know people who like hurting others. I grew up in an orphanage, and trust me, no one in this—I beg your pardon—shithole of a country cares if orphans are hurt or unhappy. Those who like causing pain usually get away with it. 

“Robin isn’t like that. He’s not sending me to kick you while you’re down. I think he’s using you as leverage, and if that doesn’t work, he’s trying to cover his ass in the eyes of the Gods by giving you a chance to be Remembered. I don’t like it, but I don’t have the power to change it at present. What I can do is be your Memoria. Don’t you want your daughter to know your story?”

The Queen fell silent once more. Riona, too, sat quietly, though she did absentmindedly doodle as she waited. She had just resigned herself to spending the rest of her given hour that way when Lilian leaned forward to look at the sketch in front of Riona. 

“You’re not bad at that, though you made me look sad.”

“Aren’t you?”

“I’ve been angry for so long that I don’t remember when I was last sad. It wasn’t an emotion I allowed myself much of. It always immobilized me. Tears, I’ve learned, are an indulgence I cannot afford.”

Riona lifted her pen to a new sheet, waiting. 

Her eyelids were starting to droop when Lilian continued. “I was seventeen when my parents died. It was an accident. I had an investigation started to see if it could have been foul play, but nothing pointed to it. Just a bad rainfall, a landslide, and a carriage at the wrong place at the wrong time. Life’s funny that way. The morning I got the news, I was given one hour to grieve before being taken to the riverbank to complete my Water Rite. The country could not be without a monarch, after all.”

Riona began to write, not asking questions yet, but doing her best to get the story down in the Queen’s words and cadence where possible. Part of training to be a Memoria was learning to write in condensed shorthand. 

“It was months before the next Water Race. Each of the Writted Houses was on their way to compete for the Throne and jockey for power—one and all scheming to take advantage of my youth and inexperience to win the tournament and, more importantly, the audit that grants the crown. My parents had so many infrastructure projects going that our coffers were all-but empty. I don’t know what their plan was for the Race, but I couldn’t see any way for the Lirion family to win and keep the crown. 

“That was the first time I met Robin. He came to me, offering me a match with a man twice my age and very tied to the Island, in exchange for financial backing. Tirit Mindel already held so much power in the country that my parents had been trying to push it out, so I was leery of accepting such a proposal. My parent’s chief advisor, Duncan Eurieha, warned me that this was the Island trying to get control of Lirin through my inexperience and offered an alternate solution: a double marriage for me and my sister into Miriel’s royal family. I would marry the younger of the two princes, Mark, giving him a throne he never would have had in his home country, and my sister would be sent to Miriel to marry their heir, Warren. Sianta was hardly sixteen and terrified, but Miriel was offering enough money to solve my problems, and a way to keep my independence from the Island. I accepted.

“I remember Sianta sobbing and clutching my dress, begging me not to send her away the morning she was to leave. I tried to explain to her that Lirin was more important than either of our happiness, but she was so young. She had just lost her parents too. If I had listened to her, comforted her, protected her like a big sister should have, maybe none of this would have happened.”

The Queen let out a long sigh, and Riona took the opportunity to say, “You were young too. I’m sure you did what you thought best at the time.”

“What my intentions were does not matter. That’s what power means. Only the consequences will be remembered by history. Even if you were to shout my motives from the rooftops of every city in Carinn, in the end, it is the mess I made that will be my legacy. The scared girl I was when I set the pieces in motion does not matter.” 

Riona nodded, waiting for the Queen to continue. She didn’t agree, but what mattered in this conversation was Lilian’s perspective.

“Mark arrived about a week after Sianta left. We were married within a month. He was only a year or two older than me and eager to learn everything about Lirin. He didn’t have any magic, which in his country had meant little respect, but here didn’t hold him back. He was grateful to me for accepting his suit and giving him a crown, and while I think he would have preferred to be my co-monarch, he accepted his place as king consort with minimal grumbling.

“On Duncan’s suggestion, we tried for a child right away, but I’m getting ahead of myself.” The Queen adjusted her skirts, looking away from Riona. “I should have started with Ian.”

“We don’t have to go in order. You can talk about whatever you wish, whenever you wish,” Riona reassured, pulling another piece of paper from the pile for this tangent. She would compile it all later in an order that was easy to understand.

“That might get complicated further along in the story,” Lilian said with a bitter chuckle. “But Ian is simple enough. He was my first love, you see. The bastard son of a minor noble house, the only reason we spent time together was that his mother was one of my maids. We grew up running around the grounds together, and by the time we were old enough to know what love meant, we were in love. He was my first kiss, my first everything. There was something so calm about Ian. The scorn of the nobility never bothered him, and he took any challenge with a grace and humility I envied. He would have made a spectacular ruler, and I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I daydreamed of marrying him.

“I was about sixteen when I started getting sick in the mornings. My sister found out and told on me at once. I think my parents might have brushed it under the rug, but Sianta decided to say her piece very publicly, so action had to be taken. Ian was banished from court and his father—ashamed—sent him all the way to the Mondaer desert. I was heartbroken, and more so when my mother insisted that I . . . take care of my pregnancy. Maybe that was part of why I turned a cold shoulder to my sister’s grief—because she had caused mine.”

Lilian looked at the ceiling as though lost in memory. “So when Mark arrived, I was still missing the man I loved. I didn’t love Mark, but I didn’t want to punish him for that, or take away his chance at happiness, so I . . . pretended. It was easier that way. I let him take me to bed, said the words he wanted to hear, and mostly focused on learning to run the country. Duncan was invaluable. He helped us both so much, and his faith and distrust of the Island was one of the things that Mark and I genuinely agreed upon. Everything seemed like it would be alright for a couple years.”

“What happened to change it?” Riona asked. 

“Sianta gave birth for the second time,” Lilian replied. “We got the news, which was when we realized that in the time it had taken my sister to produce two heirs, we had not once conceived. Since I knew I could get pregnant, Mark had to be the problem. That seemed to change him. His confidence was shattered, and when he became frustrating to be around, my façade of being a loving wife crumbled as well. We started fighting, which meant fewer nights spent together. No heir was coming. It was about then that Warren and Sianta ascended to the throne, and my sister made us a fascinating proposition.”

Riona leaned forward. “What was it?”

“That Warren should father a child with me. Keep it in the family, as it were. Mark and Warren looked so similar. No one would be able to tell the difference, and as long as the four of us never spoke a word about it, what was the harm? Lirin needed an heir, right?” Lilian shook her head, letting out a low laugh as though her words were some bitter joke only she knew the punchline to. “I should have hesitated more than I did and been more suspicious of Sianta’s motives and cautious with Mark’s easily bruised ego. But I was feeling the pressure to produce an heir.”

Riona paused in her writing when the Queen stopped. Her face had taken on a vacant expression, as though the emotions these memories were evoking was too much. Riona had seen it before—people going numb instead of feeling. When she had asked her teachers what to do, they all said the same: wait.

So Riona waited, pen poised over the sheet of paper. 

“It took several clandestine meetings, but at last, it worked. My relief, though, only lasted nine months. The day my Wilam was born, Mark and Sianta turned on me, and before I knew it, I’d signed away all my rights to my husband, with my baby’s life at risk if I spoke up.”

Riona’s pen stopped scratching. “She would have killed a baby?”

Lilian laughed, short and bitter. “If threatening the life of an infant is the worst of my sister’s sins, I would be surprised. I didn’t know until much later, but when she was little, she started developing magic. Our parents had already embraced the faith of North Island, so Sianta did what she had been taught to do: she confessed. One summer she was sent away to have her capacity ritually broken. By the time she came back the shock had passed, but she was never the same.”

“That’s . . . terrible.” Riona wasn’t supposed to voice her opinions but couldn’t help herself. “But I heard she’s still Orthodox Ionist. How—” 

“How else could she justify what had been done to her? How could Mark justify why he, born a prince in a country that valued magic above all else, was without it, especially when his brother had both magic and virility? How could I push out the faith that was the only thing holding both my husband and sister in any sort of check? They were arbitrary, cruel rules, but at least it provided them with ambitions I could count on. That I could use and manipulate while playing the part of the dumb, doting wife and mother. Sometimes, you must pick your battles, child. Religion and rifter rights were never mine. Not from the moment Wilam was born. From then on, all I wanted was to create a future where my son might possibly survive and, if I could, save some of my subjects on the way.”

“Wait . . . ” Riona scrunched up her brow, thinking hard. “If your husband couldn’t have children, how did your daughter . . . ”

“How do you think?” Lilian leaned back into her chair. “It was a simple mistake. I was lonely, scared, stressed all the time. Warren came to visit and I looked into his eyes and saw those same emotions mirrored there. He let me spill my heart out, and I did because he was already in on the secret. In return, he told me of how miserable he was in his marriage. It started as nothing more than a conversation, but by the end of the night, it was relief. Not love, perhaps, but certainly kinship. I found out I was pregnant a month after he left.”

“How did your husband take it?” Because Riona had to assume he must have realized. 

“I can see you trying to work that out. I promise you, it is a much wilder tale than you are imagining.”

“I’m listening,” Riona said, with a smile. 

“I’m sure you’re also reporting every word of this to Robin, but all this is old history he already knows. I’m afraid he will be disappointed.”

“Let him be,” Riona replied, shrugging. 

Lilian’s return smile was tight, but possibly sincere. “How old are you again?”

“Eighteen in a few days.”

“Just two years younger than my Elenor. I think she would like you. All that anger and attitude locked behind this mask of friendly professionalism. I watched my daughter build up a similar wall brick by brick for years, then saw it grow paper thin under the strain of sins she had no part in making yet blames herself for.”

“Like who her father is?”

“Like that, yes, but also what I became to try to keep one little secret.” Lilian turned her head, staring at the door as though she wished to walk through it. 

Where would she go if she were free? Riona would have taken to the rooftops where the wind gusted and adventure awaited, but what was freedom to a woman who had ruled a whole Kingdom? 

“The only person who knew I was pregnant was my doctor, Djina. I strongly considered terminating the pregnancy but couldn’t bring myself to do it. It made me think too much of the child I never had with Ian, which led me to think of him for the first time in years. So I wrote him. I didn’t know if he was alive, but a few weeks later he arrived in Hardor. His eyes had been turned red and head shaved to make room for esoteric tattoos. We met in secret, and when he heard me out, he said he could help. Yet he cautioned that all he could give me were the tools to keep myself safe, not the wisdom to know how to use them. He also offered an alternative: to take my son and run to the desert with him. We could finally be together—raise my children in safety with a man who was kind and good, not petty and insecure. It sounded like a miracle. I was desperate to accept, but even then, I could not abandon my country. Not when Sianta and her children would have been next in line. So Ian asked me what I needed most. I told him I needed a way to keep secrets. He placed his hands on my chest and I felt warmth, then slept for a long time. 

“When I woke, he told me that he had made me into a Razer, able to erase memories. Over the next few hours he consoled me as I struggled to accept the magic I thought of as sin, then he admitted that he could not tell me how to use my powers. He could only grant them. I would have to figure out how they worked for myself.”

Riona, who knew nothing about Gifts other than the quick primer Robin and Ara had given her before her first meeting with the Queen, was burning with questions. She didn’t ask them, though, not wanting to interrupt the flow of Lilian’s story. 

“Before he left, we made love like we had when we were younger and less burdened. I think it might have been my last happy moment. Warren was never more than a kindred soul stuck in a similar situation to my own, but Ian . . . I’d loved him when I was a girl, and I loved him when I was a Queen, and when I watched my daughter stab him through the heart to defend the man who was brutalizing my country, it might as well have been my heart she pierced.”

Lilian’s shoulders sank. “But I’m getting ahead of myself again.”

“It is alright to—”

“Yes, I heard you the first time. Trust me when I tell you that linear time is one of the few truths I have to cling to, in the mess that’s in my head. You see . . . the Gift Ian gave me, it might have been given out of love, but it was asked for out of fear and the desire to lie. I wanted to cover up my infidelity and that one lie cost so much more than I ever expected. 

“By the time Ian left, I understood the basics of how my Gift worked. If I touch someone, even briefly, I can strip them of particular memories or return a memory I’ve taken. I can’t go back further than a few hours, or I have to take too much and leave the victim nothing but a drooling husk. To be frank, the only way I can do it at all subtly is to take memories seconds after they have been formed. The more ingrained, the more I must cut away. I went down to our prisons and practiced on murderers for several days. The first one, I rendered catatonic, unable to remember how to speak or feed himself. But I got better. By the time I was showing, I understood it well enough to risk using it on Mark.”

Riona had become so entranced in the story that she had stopped writing. When the Queen paused, raising an eyebrow, Riona swore and bent her head to catch up. 

“I am not in the habit of repeating myself, Miss Navarl. I expect this to go to my daughter if I die. You are to get it right.”

“Yes ma’am.” Only when Riona’s pen stopped scratching did Lilian go on.

“I went to Mark and told him I was pregnant and that it was his. Predictably, he assumed it was not. So I wiped his memory of the conversation and tried again in a different way. And again. I think it took about twenty tries before he believed me. I thought that was it. I would never have to use my powers again after that. Seeing the joy on Mark’s face, I felt some of my own, some vain flicker of hope that maybe the bitter monster of pride eating at him might settle with a child of his own. I could see how much he hated having to pretend his brother’s son was his. But little Elenor . . . from the day she was born, he loved that girl. Adored her. He was still suspicious, of course, but I found that so long as I wasn’t nearby to fuel his frustration, he doted on her. So I stayed away. I had my Wilam, he had his Elenor. The first year of her life was almost peaceful. Our country, not so much.

“Out west, a group of Lirion loyalists had taken up arms against Mark. They didn’t like that I had given up control of the country to him and wanted him gone. I knew my son would be much safer if he was, so despite some apprehension and fear that it might make him suspicious of me once more, I started quietly funneling money west, into the hands of the revolutionaries.

“That year, at the Water Race, the Lirion were as poor as we have ever been, and the Ondai, on my suggestion, made a move for the throne with the support of House Enica and several groups of lesser nobility. My mother was an Ondai. If the throne had gone to them for a decade, it would have still been in the family, but I would have been free

“My sister saw what I was doing, though. She extended us a massive loan so we’d win the financial audit and therefore keep the crown. My husband accepted. It let us sail through the Water Race uncontested and has been one among many pieces of leverage Sianta has used since then to keep us on our toes. It also convinced the nobles and revolutionaries that I had fallen completely under the sway of the Miri. They rose against us within months of the Race.

“Unfortunately, my attempt to get the Ondai on the throne tipped Sianta off that I might not be as meek as I seemed to be. She had just given birth to her third child, and had, I believe, grown tired of Warren. It wasn’t even a year after the Water Race that we got the news that Warren had died in his sleep.

“That was when it all started going so, so much worse, and where I will stop for today.”

“We still have time,” Riona protested, genuinely wanting to know more. Her parents had been killed in those Western Revolts. If Lilian would only say why, maybe— 

“The longer I draw this out, the longer Robin will keep me alive. If you want to know the rest, make sure I survive to tell it. I sincerely hope my twisted life proves a sufficiently motivating riddle to keep you coming back.” The Queen’s lips turned up into a smile. 

Riona couldn’t help but return it, in respect if nothing else. She was usually the one playing people, not the other way around. Though she supposed, for a woman who had the power to alter memory itself, Riona’s history of pranks would seem rather pedantic. 

“Now run along, girl. If it’s been eight days, you have places to be and people to meet this afternoon. One person in particular.”

What did that mean? How did she know Riona was set to meet with Micah? Still, Riona got up and gave the queen a brief curtsy. “Until next time, then. I’ll let them know you’re ready to go back to your cell.”
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