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Ule held up a blanket woven of violet cotton and white wool—a favourite of hers and Bethereel’s. Nights in Eastgate had been chilly and the blanket warm, but now that they lived within Sondshor Castle, they’d never feel cold again.

Their room was small compared to others on the third floor of Kugilla Hall. The ceiling hung low, trapping warmth from the hollow between the plastered stone walls, where heat rose from the hearths on the main floor. And come mid-morning, sunlight blazed through the only window, which faced southeasterly and overlooked the eastern Colonnade.

No, she and Bethereel had no need for the blanket on the bed anymore.

Ule grew frustrated. If any of their belongings had a dedicated place in the room, surely a blanket on a bed seemed an easy match, but she resisted setting it there. She had to put it somewhere, though; she had to bring order to their room eventually.

Neither the straw bed nor the round sitting table with its wobbly chairs, neither the wardrobe in the corner by the window nor the dresser by the open door resonated with her in anyway. Clothes and trinkets were piled here and there, and Ule struggled with how to dress the room in their belongings. No matter how hard she tried to visualize her and Bethereel living in this space, it remained just a room—

“This castle holds secrets.”

She flinched at the voice, clutching the blanket to her chest. At the sight of her superior standing in the doorway, her nerves settled.

The Arch Scribe had a way of filling a room with his presence despite his diminutive stature. His white hair jutted at odd angles from beneath a crimson turban that hugged his ash brown face. His amber eyes darted all about the room as though he expected to find a spy crouched behind the piles of gifts on the table or hidden behind the open door to the wardrobe.

When he spoke, the careful intonations within his temperate voice were accompanied by clicks and nasal hums. He knew languages from Sondshor and Sondmid, Eesshor and Eesmid, as well as several Woedmid dialects, yet he always liked to speak to her in his native North language, Diminished Eelsee. If she had to guess why, she figured that her being the only Scribe familiar with the language offered him a chance to be reminded of his home.

“What castle doesn’t have secrets, Mbjard?” she answered in the common language of Sondshor. The utterance of his personal name slipped from her mouth before she realized the impropriety of addressing him that way. She stood at attention, nearly dropping the blanket. “Sorry. I meant Sir.”

He shrugged. “Mbjard’s fine. I allow it on occasion with my other Adepts. You’re no different from them now.” His nostrils flared, and the flesh across his pointy nose bulged slightly.

She detected his annoyance. “You disapprove of my new appointment?”

“It’ll take some getting used to,” he admitted.

Others had expressed their disapproval of her promotion to Adept, but Mbjard’s surprised her. Immediately, she defended herself. “The Magnes thinks I’m capable—”

Mbjard waved his hand as though he intended to wipe her out of existence. “Lyan fancies you.” A flash of mirth and a chuckle blurred the bitterness in his gaze. “If I had the choice...” He fixated on the wardrobe across the room behind her.

Ule grew embarrassed at the spill of clothes there. She’d begun to sort things and put them away, but then second guessed where they ought to go. Eventually she gave up. She imagined the disarray failed to inspire any confidence in Mbjard regarding her abilities to fulfill the responsibilities of her new position.

Whatever Mbjard had intended to say remained within his thoughts. Finally, he mumbled, “There’s so much you don’t know.”

Everyone has secrets, Ule thought. Hers involved hiding her Xiinisi origins. Display of her ability to manipulate energy on a quantum level was certain to startle and frighten most of the people in the world of Elish.

She’d had a lot of practice keeping this secret. After bidding farewell to her Master in the desert, she found it difficult being alone at first. Eventually, she managed herself well until he returned, transformed from a tall, bald blacksmith with a long skinny beard into a young man of average height and average build, whose face was the kind you felt drawn to; then once it was gone you forgot how it looked. He hid his Xiinisi and previous Elishian identities well.

She, however, struggled to keep his secret, experiencing a bit of difficulty with the transition from calling him Avn, his true name, to calling him Navalis, or Nav for short, as was the custom in the castle these days.

Secrets were at the heart of their existence, and though she hated to admit it, hiding her Xiines side became a little easier knowing there was another of her kind in the world.

Quietly, she began to fold the blanket, irked by something else Mbjard had said. His comment regarding Magnes Lyan bothered her.

Her relationship with Lyan was one of mutual respect. Everyone knew that. Besides, had there been any truth to this persistent rumour, he would have stuffed her in a cannon and ejected her from the castle after she and Bethereel wed two months ago. Someone who was jilted or jealous wouldn’t promote her to ensure she was eligible for living quarters within the castle grounds.

Mbjard was wrong. Lyan’s need for her was purely professional. He promoted her because of her ability to understand all languages, even codes and ciphers. Because of her skills, she enjoyed the privileges they provided her and had grown accustomed to the jealousies of other Scribes. She seldom cared what they thought. She did, however, care what Mbjard thought. He was more like a friend than a teacher, and she felt unprepared to defend herself against his disparaging attitude.

“I know more languages than any other Scribe,” she finally blurted.

She’d grown tired of using this argument, but at the moment her focus was split between this undesirable conversation with Mbjard and figuring out what to do with the blanket. She’d been so sure about simply throwing it over the bed, and now she wasn’t sure of anything.

“Yes, and you’ve been fulfilling your duties well enough,” Mbjard agreed. “There is, however, more to being an Adept than copying old books and being Lyan’s personal interpreter.”

She struggled to find another argument. “What about...?” Her mind latched onto a recent memory involving a visit to the Artist studios. “Did I tell you? I found three more portraits of Adinav to destroy.”

“Ah! Yes, of course.” Mbjard nodded. “You’ve been effectively fulfilling Lyan’s mandate of expunging all evidence of that scourge Adinav.”

She felt her mood lift.

“Yes, well done,” he approved. “Now, if you could convince the Artists to willingly destroy their own works of Adinav, then I’d be truly impressed.”

Ule dug her fingers into the blanket and squeezed.

“You see,” Mbjard began, “having ability isn’t nearly as valuable as how you control and use that ability.”

For the briefest of moments, Ule felt as though Mbjard was Navalis lecturing her instead. She felt incapable of achieving the kind of self-control either of them possessed.

Mbjard must have sensed her self-deprecating thoughts and defeat, for he said encouragingly, “What you do best of all is assist other Apprentice Scribes.”

“Thank you,” she said, reminding herself she was Xiinisi, a race of world builders. Her powers and insight far exceeded Mbjard’s imaginings, ones that if he had even a limited understanding of, he’d be on his knees worshiping her. When she had been younger, a gesture of this sort would have delighted her. Now, she grew at ease knowing she no longer needed that kind of adoration.

Her responsibility to observe and protect the world of Elish on behalf of the Xiinisi had helped her to regain some respect among her kind. More importantly, she felt she belonged again. Her past crimes of destroying a few worlds had finally seemed to be forgotten.

She was only an ill-appointed Adept in Mbjard’s eyes, but her own kind had seen in her the potential to be a world Sentinel. She was powerful, and the thought settled her mood yet not her indecision.

She turned the blanket in her hands and considered the possibility of draping it somewhere, anywhere, if it meant at least one possession had been put away.

“Assisting me requires a certain kind of insight,” Mbjard continued. “The kind that comes from experience. You’ve only a few years as an Apprentice. There are others who’ve been studying much longer than you. I only hope you’re prepared.”

Mbjard had been quick to take her under his supervision when she first began working there, as per Lyan’s orders. Mbjard had always been supportive without being smothering; for that she was grateful. He had always seemed genuine and sincere, too, but given the revelation of his resistance to her new position, she wondered if Mbjard would have taken her on as an Apprentice had he not been forced to.

“Is there something the matter?” he asked her.

“Not to sound unappreciative of your concerns,” she told him, “it’s just that I’m trying to figure out where to put this blanket before Bethereel returns from Sondshor Market.”

He stepped into the room and looked about. “There’s always the bed.”

“Too warm I think,” Ule mumbled. She stared down at the blanket and considered putting it there anyway, just for now.

“Or you could always hang it,” he suggested. “There. Cover that ugly thing.” He pointed to the wall above the bed. A long jagged crack interrupted the smooth plaster.

She considered his suggestion. Having the blanket she and Bethereel had enjoyed so much hanging above their new bed as a reminder of their previous home, invoked a deep sense of joyful nostalgia.

She climbed on to the bed and held the blanket against the wall. The scent of jumble stew clung to the fibres, and she realized she’d no longer smell the wonderful spices that had emanated from the flat below them, or hear their neighbours argue over which wine to drink first.

Mbjard hummed his approval, then added, “A little to the left.”

She followed his advice.

“Yes, very good.” He snapped his fingers. “Reminds me of the old tapestries in Fehran’s Hall. I’ll have a carpenter make you a rod, if you’d like.”

Pleased by the idea, Ule gathered the blanket in her arms again and stepped down from the bed.

“I’d need to discuss the cost with Bethee first,” she told him.

“My wedding present to you both, not that you need any more.” He wandered into the room further and sat in one of the wobbly chairs at the table, near a large basket filled with wrapped cheeses, jars of jam, and bread. In the middle of the table, a stack of small boxes, some wrapped in ribbon and others in plain brown paper, threatened to tip over.

“That’s very generous of you.” She sat in the other wobbly chair. “Thank you.” His gift seemed like an afterthought. It made her uncomfortable, and she wondered if Mbjard had wanted something else from her. “Not to sound ungrateful,” she began to ask, “but is there another reason you’re here?”

He nodded. “I’m not here to make sport of tearing you down about your new position,” he said. “I’ve accepted that some things are beyond my control. I’m more interested in knowing how the translation is coming along for that old journal I gave you a few days back.”

“I’ve made progress,” she lied, as usual, for she had already reviewed the contents of the journal using her Xiinisi abilities. As an Elishian, she had to give the appearance of working slower.

“Good,” he said, growing a little uncomfortable himself. “Very good.” He coughed. “Is there any mention of a... treasure?”

Treasure was a broad term, usually denoting something of value to someone. “What do you mean by treasure?”she asked.

“Now don’t mock,” he warned. “There are stories about a treasure in this castle. These stories are told throughout the shors. Even up North, in my hometown, we’ve heard them. Have you?” He drew a finger to his lips awaiting her response. After she remained silent, he leaned forward. “You haven’t then, have you?”

“I swear,” Ule began, “I will vomit if you start telling me a love story.”

He laughed as he shook his head. “No, no, nothing like that. You’ve read the old texts, the ones recorded on feralwood parchment?”

She knew the parchments well. They were primarily historical in content, and contained vivid, detailed accounts of events of the ancient past.

“All of them,” she replied. “Although, the world has changed a lot since then or... maybe people’s views have changed. The world’s pretty much the same, isn’t it?”

“Past perceptions are beyond our experience so we can’t say for certain.” He stared at her momentarily before continuing in a solemn voice. “I say this with respect for your skills,” he began, “I think perhaps you should keep your sensitivities to yourself. Discretion will serve you better now that you’re an Adept. Understand?”

She forced a smile.

“But, be sure to tell them to me.” He winked at her. “I do value your insights.” Lowering his voice, he leaned toward her. “According to the old texts there is rumoured to be a great mystery buried somewhere in the castle, locked away beneath chains, staked to the earth with daggers and steel pins and swords.”

The story began to sound familiar. She gasped as she recalled bits and pieces of the myth. “I know that story. Something about being locked in a cage and immersed in tar.” She paused a moment, then added, “Who’d do that to treasure?!”

Noticing his excitement, she leaned forward and gave him her full attention.

Mbjard licked his lips and with the motion of a finger, invited her to lean in a little closer. “Oh, I agree, I agree.” He rubbed his hands excitedly. “As you have discovered, documented history isn’t always accurate. Sometimes we interpret descriptions as literal, when they were intended to be figurative.”

He leaned back, his gaze searching the air. “What were the exact words of that description? Let’s see, let’s see... Ah, yes! Lined in gold and silver and sapphires, and within a shimmering reflection, a rolling sea of mystery. That’s it. And!” He raised a finger to emphasize the word. “Did you know the tales passed down through song suggest the original castle was built by...” He paused for effect.

She leaned in a little closer, anticipating how he would finish the sentence.

“A demon.”

She rolled her eyes. “I truly doubt that!”

He seemed amused by her comment. He could’ve easily been annoyed, and so she sucked in her breath and slapped her hand over her mouth to prevent any further blurting. After a moment, she lowered her hand.

“I’ll work on reigning in my outbursts as well,” she promised him.

Mbjard nodded, smiling. “At times it isn’t appropriate, but not today, not when we’re alone, understood?” Then he laughed.

She nodded, feeling camaraderie return to their relationship, as he recounted what he knew about the treasure. The subject brought a levity to his personality she’d never seen before, and she enjoyed the childlike side to his temperament.

The story he told about a demon building the castle unsettled her, though. She knew from her childhood, nearly two eons ago, back when the world of Elish was young and primordial, that the Elishians who flourished in the forests and velds were the ones who started building temples, towers, and castles.

Although Xiinisi law demanded she not directly influence or coerce the beings she created, she had planted images in their dreams, drew pictures of buildings on stones, and with those same stones began building a tower. Those beings mimicked her at first, until they began to understand the nature of construction and continued experimenting on their own.

At that time, most demons were vaporous, unable to influence matter in any way. She knew that, but no one in Elish was supposed to have retained that memory. Mbjard’s knowledge of such an idea made her wonder what kind of information had been retained in the Archive, and she tried to deter him from discussing it further.

“We both know the old stories were written by people who understood the world in a very different way than how we do now,” she insisted. “Who’s to say demons even existed back then?”

“Who’s to say they haven’t always existed?” Mbjard countered, eager to debate. “Who’s to say they didn’t exist before us? What if we are descended from them?”

She bit her tongue. The primitive humanoids and other creatures which populated Elish in the beginning came before the demons, woven from An Energy and matter—fine black threads which took form in either simple or complex patterns.

Prototypes were always built in mature form, prepared to reproduce in the manner designed within them. They multiplied, grew more aware of their world with every generation, and always the first of their emotions was fear. Fear of the darkness, fear of the earth, of the sky and trees and other creatures, until familiarity with their world began to stir within them the desire to understand, compelling them to wonder and ask and explore.

For some, fear subsided; for others fear persisted. Fear of nearly anything, for they chose to quake instead of question, and thus demons began to manifest, created by and thriving on a primal reaction.

These vaporous representations eventually passed through the Nexus into another realm, the Chthonic Dimension, leaving the Root Dimension to all corporeal beings.

Except the demons hadn’t done that in Elish. Somehow, they had remained behind. Over time they had become material in form, influencing their bodies to appear more humanoid than whatever object people collectively feared, whether it be cactuses or cats.

Mbjard lifted his hand, gesturing with an open palm. “There is, of course, no evidence to support either argument, but they are worth considering... another day.” He rose from the wobbly chair. “There are secrets in this castle, Ule. And many of them are... rules, the kind everyone knows,” he told her.

“There are lesser known rules, the kinds created by groups of similar people, and the kinds created by those in power which give them permission to behave in ways others aren’t permitted. Men have their secrets and women theirs. Guards know things the cooks don’t. Then there are rules so old they rarely get used. We forget they ever existed at all.”

She sat back in her chair and listened, feeling as though Mbjard were lifting the corner of a great tapestry. Something visible could be seen just beyond, something she couldn’t quite discern entirely yet. She hoped he granted her access soon.

“I’m not supposed to tell anyone, not yet.” He stood before her, peering down through his spectacles. “But you’ll hear the rumors soon enough.”

“What is it?”

“Lyan has made decisions that some believe are reckless.” He began to pace the room. “People talk and spin ideas, and those who were once allies are now enemies, because they let others into their minds; they can’t think for themselves.” His smile faded. “As of this morning, and I’m not surprised, not really... The people have officially called for Protos.”

She stood abruptly. “They can’t make Lyan step down! After everything he’s done—”

“They aren’t,” he assured her. “He’ll maintain his position until a new Magnes is elected, one who will officially begin a new reigning lineage. Adinav made sure to obliterate his family. According to accounts, he was convinced they were working against him and killed every last one of them, including distant cousins. Now is the time for a new family. Protos is a rare occurrence, but it is the right of the people to call for this election.”

Whatever she had thought she’d known about the state of affairs—her general mood toward Sondshor Castle was quietly shattered. She had believed people were content and happy, satisfied even. Sondshor had recovered well from the war and flourished in ways other shors hadn’t.

She considered the fate of Lyan, whose brothers had died in the war. He had no family of his own either, no other examples to indicate the nature of his future children. He didn’t stand a chance at being re-elected even if he did campaign.

“I may not agree with your new position,” Mbjard said, “but consider this. The newly elected Magnes may very well get rid of us all for security reasons, so heed my advice.” He reached up and placed both of his hands on either side of her head. She bowed to his will and he placed a soft kiss on her forehead, then let go. “Make the best of being an Adept while you have this opportunity.”

He crossed the room and paused in the doorway.

“We are on the eve of an election, the first this castle has observed in over six hundred years,” he told her. “For the next six months, you’ll be working among those with great privilege. It will affect you. It’ll affect all of us. If you’re not prepared, you’ll suffer for it.”

Upon his departure, Ule breathed deeply, unsure if Mbjard’s parting words were meant as a caution or a threat.
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News of the election buzzed throughout the Dining Hall. The vaulted building came alive in a way Ule hadn’t experienced before, as conversations bounced back and forth along the long tables, row after row. For once she was grateful to be at the table along the south wall, for it was quieter and less boisterous than the others.

At the next table over, fellow Apprentice Scribes eager to show off their translation talents began conjugating foreign words in the oddest voices they could muster, and it was clear that none of them desired to run for the election or took it seriously.

Ule tried her best to ignore their banter and laughter, knowing full well that all of them, including her, would be spending a lot of time writing accounts as the election unfolded. Until then, she preferred sitting with her wife, Bethereel, and the Clothiers.

Some of the Clothiers began explaining to their superior, Rozafel, about the election and how, according to Protos Law, anyone was eligible—former Magnisi, Generals, Merchants, Farmers and Artisans. What promised to make the election so highly entertaining was watching all the men and women who had decided to run for the position of Magnes and considered themselves worthy of occupying the High Chair.

Ule settled into eating dinner, trying hard to catch her breath as she admired the dressings of the head table, which was fashioned of oak wood stained sea green with legs carved into the shape of serpents. It ran the width of the room, opposite the main doors where the castle’s staff flowed freely into a courtyard beyond.

The head table was set on top of a stage, which permitted everyone eating dinner there to gaze down at the assembly, and offered a clear line of sight to the Magnes for anyone who wished to speak with him directly.

The other tables, the ones dedicated to staff, were stained black to conceal pockmarks and scratches. They ran the length of the room toward the main doors, equally spaced from one another with seating on either side.

Ule delicately pinched the stem of a crystal glass with her gloved hand and raised it. The wine inside remained an even level of thick red nectar. She struggled for breath, felt a shudder through her chest as her rib muscles trembled.

“It’s warm,” she mumbled to Bethereel, who was sitting beside her.

After a moment, the comment registered in Bethereel’s mind, and she nodded in agreement. “A little bit. Sitting at your desk has made you feeble. We should race to dinner more often.”

And they had run, down two flights of stairs and along the Colonnade. They cut through Fehran’s Courtyard, then along the narrow alley behind the Games Hall which always came alive later in the evening. They skirted a lookout tower and the ruins of a former Magnes, crossed the northern Colonnade, and behind a small storage building, they slipped through the side door of the Kitchen.

There, they had ducked and dodged around cutting tables, fire pit stoves, and iron cauldrons, careening through the doorway of the service counter, out into the Dining Hallway, where they abruptly stopped, turned about, and entered a line at the counter.

As Ule had stood there, an ache pushed against her skull, one which she associated with the fast double-beat rhythm of her heart. Now, as she sat and rested, she thought it odd she hadn’t recovered yet.

The wine glass slipped between the white silk fabric of her gloves. She squeezed her fingers tighter and her deltoid and bicep muscles spasmed. Dark red wine splashed about the inside of the glass, but she held on to it with all her strength.

Laughter roared and receded, momentarily deafening her. Corks popped from wine bottles, sharp explosions that made her head throb. Knives scraped ceramic plates, making her cringe.

Something’s wrong.

The Clothiers who sat around her hadn’t noticed her shaky hand. Couldn’t they see something was amiss? No, she realized, they couldn’t. They were too busy imbibing. For some, dinner in the Dining Hall was their only significant meal during the day and their only chance to socialize. Even Bethereel was looking the other way, engaged in conversation with Rozafel.

The table seemed wider suddenly, as though everyone was at an unreachable distance. Ule set down the wine glass with great effort. The spasm along her arm eased. She glanced at her half-eaten meal, bits of roast chicken swirled together with chunks of salted potatoes and heavily seasoned mashed turnip, and she grew concerned when the food began to move about on her plate.

She was on edge, her entire body vibrating. The sensation reminded her of the time she had been submutated into a gemstone by the cactus demon, Istok. Though it had happened long ago, the memory of it still made her shiver as she wiped her damp upper lip.

Bethereel giggled.

Something Rozafel had whispered in Bethereel’s ear had amused her, and Ule wondered what it was the woman had said to make her lover laugh that way.

Now’s not the time for jealousy, Ule scolded herself. She knew this, but she glared at Rozafel anyway, wishing she’d sit somewhere farther away from Bethereel.

Suddenly, Rozafel’s short stature shortened more, her ample bosom grew, and her dark ash dreads lengthened. Bethereel also changed, every part of her elongating and stretching.

Complete opposites, Ule mused, blinking profusely to help readjust her visual focus. Yet no matter what she did, her sight remained skewed and distorted.

Something is affecting my perception—maybe the wine?

Her upper lip began to twitch. Pain rose from within her body, sweeping through her nervous system. She grimaced until the pain subsided. Catching her breath again, her eyelids fluttered as everything around her brightened.

This, she realized as her arm began to tremble, this was something else. Her body—it was dying.

Her immediate reaction was a simple one: regenerate. She’d make some excuse to leave, find a closet somewhere, deathmorph into the same form, then return with no one knowing anything had happened. But she wasn’t certain she should. Her instincts faltered. Something about what was happening unsettled her, and she needed guidance from her Master.

Navalis always knew what to do. All she had to do was ask, except she risked being detected by the Arch Mystic and a few of the Master Mystics, who could perceive surface thoughts in others. For that reason alone, Navalis insisted they stop projecting their minds.

He sat two tables over, at the far end, his back to the main doors of the hall. He was engaged with other Mystics and she saw little hope in catching his attention without others noticing. She decided to break the rule and calmly projected her thoughts, pushing back the rise of another blast of pain.

“Nav?”

Eager for his attention, she stared at him. He was surrounded by fellow Apprentices and remained engaged in discussion, his hands gesturing emphatically until he began reorganizing cutlery to illustrate whatever point he hoped to make.

Ule caught her breath and waited for his projected response, a soft vibration she usually felt within the base of her skull. Her heart beat faster. Perspiration seeped through her silk undershirt. She pushed her thoughts again, more urgently this time.

“Navalis?”

During a pause in his conversation, he glanced briefly at her.

She pushed her will, freezing the next seizure at the base of her skull. Another pulse of pain reared up behind the one held in check. To impress the urgency of his attention, she projected again, this time using his true name.

“Avn!”

His green eyes met hers and his voice, earthy and strong, entered her mind. “What have I told you? Someone might hear.” He scanned the room.

Ule followed his lead, then looked for the Arch Mystic.

Kerista sat at the head table, where she squinted in pain. Beside her, Mbjard poured water into a cup and placed it near her plate. Knowing Kerista was in pain meant she couldn’t focus well enough to listen in on their communications, at least not until her migraine passed.

Ule took advantage of the moment and projected. “I’ve been poisoned.” She waited for a response but when none came, she continued. “Should... should I heal myself, pretend like nothing’s happened? This isn’t like before, in the desert; that was so quick, I barely felt it. But, this. I don’t know what to make of it.”

Next to Navalis, a friend of his began to rant. Boriag was an unusual fellow whose timing couldn’t be worse. Those nearby found it difficult to ignore him. As far as Ule could tell, Navalis concentrated on both conversations, the one beside him and the other in his mind. He still had yet to respond to either one.

Navalis had been quite adamant about both of them reserving their inner reservoir of energy—No healing, no phase-shifting or shape-shifting, no wilful expression of any of their abilities while in the world of Elish... unless absolutely necessary. She’d thought he meant their physical reserve of energy, the one that drove the functions of their bodies, allowing them to heal themselves without the presence of the An Energy.

Now she knew better. Not only did time move faster in this world compared to their realm, but every time she healed herself, regardless of how much she endured the backlash of pain and eased it by consuming food or water, she drained time from her current generation, too. Every time she called upon the An Energy to express her will or shift, these acts also shortened her lifespan. That was what happened when any of her kind stayed for an extended amount of time in a created world.

Back in their own realm, where the An Energy was abundant, they could call on it at any time with ease. The amount of time drained from their lifespan might be mere seconds. In Elish, where very little An Energy remained and time moved much faster, their lifespans could be diminished by days or weeks from simply healing a cut.

Ule loved her current generation, her present form; so many wonderful things had happened, and she’d grown so much. Even though she could keep herself the way she was after deathmorphing, she still had difficulty with the thought of letting go.

She had just started to develop an awareness of that temporal aspect of her life, her inner clock, and she felt her generation aging quickly from staying the poison. If she acted now and restored herself, she’d still have plenty of time remaining to enjoy the rest of this phase of her life.

She felt the fierce presence of her Master within her mind, and it calmed her.

“Determine the type of poison,” he told her.

She scanned deep within her body, narrowing the scope of her mind to see the molecular components of what was coursing through her. As a third pulse of pain reared at the base of her skull, she increased her efforts to discern the pattern of the poison.

“I see repeating amino acid residues connected by disulfide bonds,” she reported.

“How many amino acid residues? How many bonds?”

She began counting. A bead of sweat rolled down her forehead and onto her cheek. “Forty two residues, four bonds, and...” She paused a moment as she saw something unusual in the toxin. “And one cystine knot.”

Her mind warmed again as Navalis projected his thoughts. “You’re dealing with a polypeptide neurotoxin. Venom. Specifically, spider venom.”

“I don’t recall being bitten by a spider.” She scanned her body for the smallest prick, cut, or bite, yet found none. “There’s no point of entry on my body.”

“The venom must’ve been slipped into the food or wine...”

“But no one else is getting ill!”

Navalis paused. His sudden absence chilled her until he projected again. “Then we have to consider the possibility that someone meant to poison you or someone sitting nearby.”

Ule regarded Bethereel, looked for any signs of distress or pain in her lover’s face. Bethereel was flushed, possibly from the wine, and she smiled politely while listening to Rozafel tell stories from her childhood.

“Given your close proximity to Lyan,” Navalis continued, “He might have been the intended target of another assassination attempt.”

Her mind froze. The head table seemed a long way away. Her neurosystem remained in an arrested state, providing her a cushion from the ill effects of the poison: nausea, agitation, spasms, pain. She’d been poisoned once before, and died within minutes. This poison was different—slow moving, painful—and if it had been intended for Lyan, someone didn’t just want him dead, they wanted him to suffer.

“What am I supposed to do?”

She hated the way Navalis avoided her eyes. Peering down at the table, he frowned deeply. After what seemed like forever, he raised a grim countenance and regarded her.

“Someone was meant to die tonight. They’re watching, waiting for a potent venom to take effect,” he solemnly told her. “If not Lyan, then who?”

“I’m...” Her heart sank at what he suggested. “I’m to die? Is that what you’re telling me to do?”

Navalis’s mind receded again.

A sidelong glance, and she saw Bethereel hunkered over her finished meal, listening intently to Rozafel retell the story of when she had chased a goat and mistakenly herded it into her mother’s kitchen. This time around, Ule didn’t find the story funny.

Death is only an illusion, she reminded herself. If she died now and here, the life she knew was over, unless...

Unless she deathmorphed into a form similar to what she was now, different enough to seem like another person yet one that reminded Bethereel of her lover. They’d start over again.

Perhaps she should confide in Bethereel, tell her about the Xiinisi. She had wanted to at times. It seemed the natural thing to do now, for the knowledge would spare Bethereel much grief.

All that mattered was they stayed together.

She hurled her thought at Navalis. “I don’t want to hurt Bethee!”

“If Lyan’s the intended target, your death will alert him of danger. He’ll take better precautions with his safety. Something good will still come from this,” Navalis assured her.

Heaviness consumed her. She knew she must yield to both her Master and the poison. Taking in one long last look at Bethereel’s olive complexion and long dark hair, inhaling the scent of her lavender perfume, Ule released her neurosystem.

Several seizures hit her at once. She lunged forward, the muscles in her face twisting her mouth wide. Froth spilled from her lips as she struggled for air. Two Clothiers sitting across the table screamed, throwing themselves from their stools.

“Ule?”

She heard Bethereel’s soft consternation, felt her lover’s hands wrap around her shoulders.

Her head snapped back, wrenching her throat. The pain seized her, took control, and she likened it to a force transforming her into another state—just like when she had become that damned gemstone.

“Ule!” Alarm quavered in Bethereel’s voice, making Ule want to cry. Her lover didn’t need to see her this way, dying.

Ule’s jaws tightened. Her teeth bore down and bit into the soft tissue of her tongue. Warm blood gathered in her mouth, pooling along her teeth and sputtering onto her lips.

Everything she saw looked bright and harsh; everything she heard changed. Laughter fell away to gasps and shouts. Screams erupted. People ran toward her, some away from her. Somewhere a glass fell and shattered. Nearby, people shouted: What’s with her? She’s been poisoned! It must be in the food!

A flurry of ill ease stormed the hall.

She fell backward, her legs stiffening. Her body convulsed as she spilled onto the floor. Her back arched, and the base of her skull cracked against the hardwood.

The world tipped at an odd angle, lights dancing before her eyes and fading away. She saw the ceiling, a distant puzzle of interlocking timbers. The people seemed like giants, towering above, looking down at her.

She thought it odd that the woman next to her desperately stuck a spoon down her throat. She gagged several times, her eyes watering, then she turned away to vomit. Others nearby did the same. Ule heard their retching, all of them frantic to save themselves from whatever they believed to be in the food.

The rancid smell of partially digested chicken, wine, and stomach acid rose from the floor. Those frightened by the prospect of being poisoned, swooned and fainted, falling forward onto their dinners or worse, backward into puddles of half-digested food on the floor.

Ule’s seizures degenerated into muscle twitches. Immobile, she pushed past the pain, beyond her physical body where the increasing pressure on her brain threatened to distort her vision even more. Switching to her Xiinisi perception helped her stay aware of what was happening around her.

On her right, Rozafel knelt beside her. With stern determination, she clamped her thick hand down on Ule’s chest and leaned in. On her left, Bethereel pressed Ule’s shoulders to the floor while calling out for help first, then she called to her.

“Ule?” Bethereel’s voice wavered. Panic welted the softness of her face. Her lips pinched and opened, moving in strange, contorted motions.

Ule’s body continued to deteriorate. Her eyes began to dilate. With her perception, she locked onto the distraught countenance of her lover.

Bethereel hunkered forward and shook Ule, then turned her ear toward Ule’s mouth.

Ule wanted very much to kiss Bethereel’s lobe, one last kiss until they could be together again. Instead, she breathed a final breath.

Bethereel sat backward, slumping against a chair behind her. Legs curled beneath her, she sagged. Tears welled in her eyes and clung there. Whatever carefree spirit had possessed her, the very essence which gave Bethereel grace and strength and beauty, slipped away.

“No, I’m here!” Ule wanted Bethereel to hear her projected thoughts, but another presence blocked the message.

“Why’d you do that?” Ule complained. “She needs to know I’ll return to her.”

“No. I won’t let you jeopardize our work here or our safety by telling her we’re Xiinisi. You must let her go.”

“I won’t!”

Disobeying him, she began examining her form, determined to push it back to life. The large store of energy within her, even with the addition of the heavy meal she had just eaten, had begun to diminish rapidly. Reviving her body would be a slow endeavour, but if needed, she would willingly waste a generation’s worth of energy to ensure she returned to Bethereel intact.

Refocusing on her form, Ule sought out her brain to begin repairing the damage done by the poison. There, she discovered billions of cells had already decayed and her core temperature was dropping rapidly. Whatever cells still remained alive in her body had aged considerably and were starving for oxygen. Her body was on the verge of deathmorphing.

The presence of Navalis returned. This time he was outside of her, his body in proximity to hers. He knelt next to her, pushing Rozafel aside. Boriag accompanied him, and in the distance, she heard the familiar raspy voice of the Arch Mystic, Kerista, barking orders at her charges.

“Bring the body to the Infirmary,” she commanded, no longer crippled by headaches. “Don’t let anyone touch the body.”

Ule glimpsed Bethereel one last time.

Bethereel wept, caving into herself. Rozafel knelt beside her, uncomfortable and self-conscious as she patted Bethereel’s hand. Beyond them, chaos escalated as soldiers stormed the Dining Hall, shutting down the serving counter to the Kitchen and ushering everyone outside into the courtyard.

I will return, Ule promised Bethereel. I will show you who I truly am, and you’ll never need to cry again.
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Ule’s eyes remained partially open. The transmission of energy along her neurological pathways had started to slow down, conveying little to no information. She was physically blind yet still saw using her perception, preferring to stay close to the confines of her body.

She, or rather her body, was being carried by two men. On her left was Boriag, a tall and lanky man. His thinness was painful to look at, and his long arms and legs struggled as he helped carry her through the main doorway of the Dining Hall and out into the courtyard beyond.

On her right, Navalis struggled less with the weight of her body and more with Boriag’s awkwardness, pulling and pushing against him as they carried her through an uncooperative crowd, one that preferred to stare rather than get out of the way.

She waited for Navalis’s thoughts to pervade her mind. She was certain he’d project again once Kerista and her Master Mystics were far enough away, even though Kerista was the one they worried about the most. Her ability to read others’ thoughts far surpassed those of the Master Mystics, which meant that when she was nearby, they both needed to control their thoughts and project fake memories.

Most of the time Ule let her mind wander, unfettered by laws and codes; it was the only part of her existence that truly felt free. Creating fake memories to support Ule’s life story as an Elishian proved difficult for her.

“Don’t project!” Navalis warned.

Ule might very well have gasped had her body been alive, for Navalis’s words arose not from the base of her skull, but from another unexpected place deep within her solar plexus.

“Listen,” he commanded.

She had known some of the Xiinisi were privileged to a covert form of communication, but she hadn’t known it possible to project thoughts this deep within their forms. She listened, the force of his words soothing her.

“Kerista can’t perceive my thoughts channelled this way,” he explained. “This is a difficult skill to learn. It requires tremendous focus, and there’s an understanding and trust regarding how it can be used. Still, I think it’s time you learned. When the time’s right, I’ll teach you. For now, you need to slow your regeneration. After you’re interred, I’ll come for you and guide you in deathmorphing.”

Relieved by his instructions, she regarded the flex in his shoulder, the way it hitched while he carried her. A light sweat broke out on his cheeks. On the other side, Boriag huffed, his cheeks deeply flushed. Occasionally they shouted at others in the courtyard to move out of their way.

She wanted to ask Navalis how long she’d have to maintain stasis. Then she heard his voice again, advising her as though he knew what question plagued her mind.

“There’ll be an examination,” he told her. “Possibly an autopsy, if external clues to your death aren’t found. Preparation of your body, then the funeral and procession... three days? Maybe four.”

That long, she thought, until she remembered that in parts of Elish, they still honoured the ancient custom of eviscerating the dead and drying out their organs and flesh with salt and sun. The process often lasted as long as two months. At the castle, however, the dead were prepared differently, then tucked away in an endless maze of catacombs with an environment which naturally preserved bodies.

The buildings on the castle grounds had always seemed a mess of craziness, as newer buildings were built on top of older ones. Now, at this angle, she discerned a pattern. The wooden cornices of leaves and vines delineated the newer upper levels of some of the buildings, while terra cotta shingles roofed some of the older ones.

She passed beneath an archway of stone that bridged the Old Slate Tower and the remnants of a building enclosing a fountain and a garden. Passersby stopped and leaned against the railing to stare down at her, and she hated how self-conscious she felt.

She turned her attention to the tower on her left. From her vantage point, it was a true giant with serrated slate peaks which looked out of place next to the less ornate multi-levelled rectangular buildings nearby—to her left, a laundry facility made of wood, and to her right, an armoury made of stone.

Everything appeared to bow toward her in mourning, grim and sombre against the partially clouded sky. She fought a strange emotional array of irritation, embarrassment, and shame for the graceless and violent nature of her death. She wished it had been more private, more discreet—elegant.

Navalis and Boriag carried her through the yard between the buildings, then wove through the cottages of the Generals, instead of hauling her out onto the southern Colonnade. At the break in the old rampart, her body tilted at a gentle incline as they walked down a grassy slope at the edge of a field.

She swayed slightly as they picked up momentum and turned down into another courtyard. She noted the iron gratings on windows, an architectural feature unique to Soldier Alley. The oblong stretch of land was lined with two-story wooden barracks built along a portion of the old rampart, where soldiers kept a lookout on the new wall being constructed across the field in the south.

She glimpsed soldiers and guards dressed in leggings, leaning against their lodgings, looking haggard from intense drills. She felt helpless as they stared at her.

Navalis and Boriag steered her toward the end of the yard, where a long building of white stone offered her privacy. The Infirmary was dedicated to healing the injured and sick. She was neither of these things, but they carried her through the front door, into a short hallway, then veered sharply to the right and squeezed through a second doorway into a large chamber, where they clumsily set her onto a hard surface of well worn stone.

As her head lolled to one side, Kerista marched into the room. Lips pursed, neck strained, she pointed toward the windows facing Soldier Alley and called out to the soldiers lingering nearby.

“Close the shutters!”

She snapped her fingers at Navalis and Boriag. “And you two! Guard the inside of the room. No one’s allowed in here until the physician arrives. When he does, one of you come for me. I’ll be conferring with the Magnes and General Gorlen. Understood?”

Navalis acknowledged Kerista’s command with a nod. He took up position near the door, while Boriag slipped outside and watched for anyone attempting to enter from the yard.

Outside, shutters clattered as they were shut by soldiers, and when the secured room met Kerista’s approval, she departed in silence.

Several moments passed before Navalis stirred from his post near the door. He stared at Ule with little expression. She didn’t know what to make of the twitch of his mouth—a grimace? Perhaps a smile? Regardless, he seemed genuinely affected by her death.

They stared at one another, and after several minutes, he peered over his shoulder through the doorway. When Boriag wasn’t looking, he walked over to the table and swept his fingers down her face; her eyelids yielded.

She saw the backs of her lids lined in veins. Pushing her perception beyond her body, she saw Navalis resume his position near the door, his expression unchanged.

“My advice,” he projected to her, again through her solar plexus, “is to find something to focus on.”

She chose to focus on him, preferring his appearance in this form compared to his last. Course brown hair stopped at his shoulder. His face was smooth and flawless, no longer weathered by battle scars. His arms were free of forge burns. Not quite as muscular or as tall as the blacksmith he once was, Navalis had chosen a nearly symmetrical face with bland features, and he would have been forgettable (as was his intention no doubt), if not for those eyes which always remained the same colour, always a pale green that reminded her of saplings.

He smirked. “Perhaps you’d make better use of your time focusing on something else.”

Something else, she wondered. All that consumed her was death—staying the decay of her cells, holding onto diminishing vitality, cringing at the stillness within, searching her molecular structure for a familiar hum of energy, anything that indicated she was still alive.

At the heart of her discomfort, she did have a question. She heard herself ask: Why? Why had she been murdered? Of course it also mattered who had murdered her, but more importantly, she needed to understand their reason.

Heeding her Master’s advice, she began examining the nature of her death. Unsettled and disappointed, she turned her mind inward, noticed millions of cells releasing energy and the increasing chill within her form.

She despised the lethal toxin for forcing her to give up control of her body. The spasms within her muscles, the way her spinal cord had whipped about, they had been her system’s way of reacting to the venom. But there had been other symptoms, she realized: breathlessness, tingling around her mouth, sweating, an elevated heartbeat.

She had been out of breath before then, not quite keeping up with conversations, pausing between mouthfuls of chicken for an extra gulp of air. Her thoughts reconsidered every subtle gesture, half-heard comments, even her own conversation, from the moment she arrived in the Kitchen...

Ule veered to the left, Bethereel to the right, darting around raised square fire pits topped by grates and filled with glowing embers. They collided into counters as they ducked beneath ceiling racks filled with strainers and pans, and they dodged a ladle or two hurled at them by angry cooks.

At the service counter, they pushed one another through the doorway, but they weren’t quick enough. From across the Kitchen near the meat counter, a powerful voice rose above the din, and Senaga, the head cook, bellowed, “Stay out of my Kitchen!”

Before Ule caught her breath, Bethereel pulled her into the Dining Hall, where they stumbled into the shortest line at the serving counter and laughed at themselves.

Ahead of them, Navalis leaned against the counter while Boriag leaned across it, determined to get more potatoes added to the heap of food already on his plate.

Regaining her composure, Bethereel clutched her stomach and stuck out her tongue. “How can he eat all that and stay so skinny?”

Ule fanned her face with her hand, as she examined the strange expression that overcame Navalis when he suddenly stood upon noticing her.

“Don’t look so surprised,” she told him, struggling to catch her breath. “We’ve been early before.”

Navalis shrugged, half-smiling. His eyes wandered to Bethereel and back to Ule again. “You’re only ever here once dessert’s served. Figured you two preferred eating with the servants.”

Boriag slowly turned about, eyes wide as he stared at the mountain of food on his plate. “This chicken smells delicious,” he sang.

Navalis snorted and smacked Boriag on the shoulder. The impact caused Boriag to stumble forward. He shielded the food to prevent it from spilling. Hunkered over the plate, he snarled and growled like a feral animal protecting its kill.

Bethereel giggled at his performance.

Ule hadn’t laughed then the way she wanted to now, for she remembered that in this particular moment, she had been annoyed about not being able to catch her breath.

“Seriously?” Boriag had said. “You’re joining us to eat tonight instead of hanging out with the owls?” He hunched a bit, but it did little to conceal his skinny frame. Every time he gulped, the bulge at the front of his neck bobbed grotesquely.

“Funny!” Bethereel pushed ahead of Navalis. She ordered meagre portions of chicken and a pile of vegetables from a server, who scowled once he recognized her and Ule as the ones who had upset Senaga.

“And you’re going to eat with those on?” Boriag pointed to Ule’s hands.

“What’s wrong with them?” She held up her hands to display finely embroidered gloves. Swirls of white thread created a subtle effect against the white raw silk.

He shook his head, mirth threatening to consume him.

“They’re a gift,” she fired at him, “left behind in our new quarters.” She turned her hands around, holding them at odd angles.

In her peripheral vision, she became acutely aware of Navalis staring at her and of Bethereel pulling away from the window with a plate of food as Boriag leaned into her and whispered, “What’s she doing?”

Bethereel shook her head. “Her mind’s spun dizzy.”

Ule threw her arms down in frustration, finding her disgruntled mood melting in the presence of Bethereel’s beauty. She sucked in a deep breath, felt a pressure on her chest and her heart that she associated with love, but now saw she had been struggling to breathe because of the poison.

Navalis took his turn at the serving counter.

“Did you know he wants to study demons,” Boriag announced to Ule and Bethereel. Then he smacked Navalis on the back while balancing the plate of food in his other hand, and asked, “Any luck with that yet?”

“No,” Navalis replied, his mouth slightly pinched in annoyance. “It’s just a matter of time till I get Kerista’s go ahead.”

“Yeah. Can’t it be a hobby? Do you have to make it your specialty?”

“I can only do so much tiptoeing around her.” Navalis scowled. “Besides she’s likely to sniff out my thoughts eventually.”

Boriag grimaced at the suggestion, then slowly nodded. “Perhaps, you need to persuade her.” He made kissing sounds and chuckled. “You know she’s sweet on you, right? A little wooing, a bit of booze, more for you, eh? Work those charms of yours, you know, offer her a bouncy-bounce.” He grinned. “I’m sure it’s been awhile for her.”

Navalis cast his friend a dark look.

Ule admired her Master’s ability to blend in with everyday life among the Elishians, after everything she’d put him through. He had been trapped in Elish for hundreds of years, and he had fought in a hundred year war as a soldier in one form or another. Back then, he’d found comfort in personal relationships, but this time around, he showed little interest in interacting with anyone romantically or sexually. His focus seemed devoted to training her as a Sentinel.

“Why do you even want to study demons, Nav?” Bethereel’s lament was sore. She disliked demons immensely.

“To learn about the world,” Ule answered on behalf of Navalis. “And ultimately about ourselves, isn’t that right?”

Boriag laughed. “You’re such a ghoul, Ule.”

She hadn’t meant to be, she thought as she lay on the examination table in the Infirmary and continued remembering.

Her heart had still beat fiercely, her breath laboured, yet she had thought it a reaction to Boriag’s criticism.

“We’re not anything like demons,” Bethereel complained. “We don’t go around scaring everyone to feel alive.”

“I don’t know about that,” Boriag said. “I think some of us do. Remember Ilgaud, that murderer they put away? And what about Kerista?”

“There must be a reason why demons live in the world with us,” Ule continued arguing. She didn’t know why the subject interested him and he’d never bothered to explain. She only wanted to support him, the way he had supported her in the past. She owed him that.

“Oh no, here we go again!” Bethereel slapped her forehead.

Ule had wanted to remind them of how demons fought alongside Elishians to overthrow Adinav. Many of them had been co-opted the way the Elishians had, used as soldier-puppets to fight a war while Adinav tried to escape the confines of the world.

“You do remember a lot of them fought in the war,” she finally said, “helped us defeat the Grand Magnes, don’t you?”

Boriag began to step backward. “Don’t engage!” he warned everyone.

“No politics,” Bethereel begged, clutching her plate. “New subject, please.” Before anyone could protest, she turned to Navalis and changed the subject. “Sabien’s been asking about you.”

Navalis flinched. Ule noticed the slight gesture and a hint of remorse in his eyes.

“You remember my cousin, don’t you?” Bethereel’s tone turned sharp. “Tall, beautiful man with dark hair? Runs the curiosity exhibit in Sondshor Market at the old smithy? He liked you, you liked him; then you didn’t.”

Ule remembered a time when Sabien had fallen into a deep depression. His health had deteriorated a little, but he came back from whatever illness had struck him, and after he recovered, Navalis no longer visited him in Sondshor Market.

Exasperated, Bethereel shook her head. “You’re hopeless,” she mumbled, then walked away.

Ule inhaled deeply, her lips tingling from the sensation. She hurried after her lover, growing breathless again. Her cheeks grew warm and perspiration dampened her neck, as she skirted the tables and met up with Bethereel near the main doors, where a crowd of soldiers had gathered.

Bethereel darted around clusters of people, Ule following at her heels until she abruptly stopped. Ule swerved to avoid barrelling into her. Then she swerved again to avoid Kerista, and nearly spilled food onto Magnes Lyan, who were both making their way to the head table.

“My apologies!” She sniffed a little, and as she bowed her head, she rubbed her upper lip.

Had her lip been itchy? No, it hadn’t, Ule remembered. She’d wiped sweat from her upper lip, while she gazed at Lyan’s grim, bearded face.

“Kerista and I were discussing your new promotion,” he told her.

Uncertain about what to say, Ule nodded.

“Under my counsel,” Kerista interrupted. “I wouldn’t have approved.” She wore a teal robe instead of a leather tunic like the other Mystics, and the colour cooled her brown eyes and intensified the silver in her short curly hair.

Of course not, Ule thought and focused on a false history of herself should Kerista’s unpredictable new mind reading ability suddenly start functioning.

Ule nodded again, uncertain how to respond. Her lungs ached and her heart beat extra hard.

“Your thoughts are inconsistent,” Kerista stated coolly.

Lyan frowned. “Have you considered she may not have fully recovered from her amnesia?” he countered swiftly. “Show some compassion.”

Kerista stiffened. Clearly, she was deeply offended by the suggestion. Hands folded in front of her, she insisted on barring Ule’s way. “Mbjard doubts her ability to function in her new role.”

“The appointment is assured, my word is final,” Lyan stated. Before Kerista could object, he spoke again, addressing Ule. “Congratulations on becoming an Adept.” Then, in a softer voice so no one else might hear. “And your new quarters.”

Both she and Bethereel nodded again, bid him a joyous supper, and continued searching for space at a table.

“That was weird,” Bethereel said as she clung to Ule’s side. A second later she mumbled, “Gosh you’re warm.”

Ule gasped for air. “What’s weird?”

“Oh, I don’t know, it felt like Lyan wanted us to invite him to our room.”

“It’s only polite we invite him for drinks.”

“Na, he wants something... sexual.”

“What?! Why?”

“It’s obvious he fancies you.”

“Favours,” Ule corrected Bethereel. She coughed to clear her throat of phlegm. “He favours me.”

A slight woman darted in front of them, carrying a plate of partially eaten food. Head bowed, stray strands of black hair dangled in front of her sandy face. When she looked to see who blocked the way, her pale complexion flushed. Tears welled up in her brown eyes. The gentleness of her girlish face hardened as she let out a wail and dashed her plate on the floor.

A collective cry from other diners boomed throughout the Dining Hall, blessing the broken dish, an ancient custom of grace within the castle. Bits of food rolled around Ule’s feet.

“Laere!” Bethereel scolded the woman.

Laere glared at her, darted between two soldiers, and disappeared.

Stunned, Bethereel stared after her. “What was that about?”

Ule coughed, her eyes watering slightly. “I destroyed a few more of her paintings last week.”

Years ago, Laere, like so many others, had understood the necessity of destroying all renderings of Adinav, but as time passed, the Artists had become more and more resistant to relinquishing their work, forcing Ule to be firm with them.

What she had done to Laere’s portraits hadn’t made her feel sad, so why had she cried? Now, she understood. The poison had caused the tears. Bethereel hadn’t noticed, for she pushed ahead through the crowd toward the table on the south wall and found two empty seats next to Rozafel.

Ule had been out of breath, sweating, her heart racing, which she had never thought to associate with anything other than hurrying. Now, she knew better.

Other than servants, no one had touched her food. No one had intentionally touched her in any way except for the occasional shoulder nudge. Even more peculiar, it seemed her symptoms, so subtle at first, had started manifesting by the time she arrived at the Dining Hall.

The poisoning, Ule realized as she lay lifeless within the Infirmary, had happened much earlier, perhaps when she had been alone with Bethereel.
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Night must have settled over the castle, for Ule heard the hollers of soldiers and guards returning to their barracks. Coming off long day shifts, they loitered about the fire pit in the courtyard, where drink and vulgar insults were bandied about. Others departed for the night watch.

Those who remained outdoors grew louder and louder, occasionally bursting into song, and as midnight approached, their revelry diminished into fatigued, drunken slurs. Eventually, they fell quiet.

By early morning, dampness thickened the air, silencing the usual chorus of insects as a storm approached. Ule didn’t care for the way the humidity revived mildew spores hidden in the cracks of the stone table yet couldn’t revive her dead body.

She tried to shake the image of Bethereel’s distress, but the sight of her lover stuck in her mind like an axe in a stump. She recalled when that had actually happened, a couple years back when she worked a farm and chopped wood for the first time. The axe got wedged in the wood, but she’d wriggled it free quite by instinct. The image of Bethereel, however, remained fixed—a blade buried so deeply it had become permanently entrenched in Ule’s mind.

Bethee. She wouldn’t. Ever the na!

The old world expression failed to dispel Ule’s doubt.

She couldn’t have poisoned me. Not my Bethee.

Anxiety snaked through Ule’s thoughts. She hated suspecting someone she loved so deeply of being capable of murder, but there had been no one else with her, no one else with whom she had come into such direct and intimate contact in the hours prior to dinner.

Ule quieted her mind and reviewed memories from earlier in the day.

Subtle scents of rose and sandalwood had drifted through the open door to their new room. No matter how softly Bethereel tiptoed, her fragrance betrayed her stealth long before she customarily pounced. In the memory, the collective scents reminded Ule of Bethereel’s softness, of her strength and biting wit.

Half smiling, Ule had reached across the table, her fingers dancing over the assortment of gift baskets and unopened boxes. She and Bethereel had made a promise to each other; after unpacking and arranging their room, they’d open them all.

Some were belated wedding gifts, others housewarming tokens. She settled on a flat box, not much wider or longer than her hand, and tore the red satin ribbon free. She paused, head tilted, as she listened for Bethereel’s reaction.

“You beast!” Bethereel’s warm body collided into hers. She didn’t mind how the edge of the table dug into her flesh as Bethereel grabbed for the box. “How dare you open our presents without me!”

Holding the box high above her head, Ule twisted about. Leaning into Bethereel, she smothered her lips, forcing their tongues to dance.

Breathless, Bethereel pulled away. “The dinner bell’s going to toll any moment. I’m already half starved.”

Ule ignored her. With her free hand, she began unbuttoning the back to Bethereel’s marigold Clothier overdress.

“The door’s wide open,” Bethereel mumbled.

“Hasn’t stopped anybody in this castle.” Ule tried to discard the gift on the table, but the box caught the edge and toppled to the floor. The lid popped open and something white and silky spilled out. Ignoring the mess, she gave up on Bethereel’s buttons.

Great strides propelled her across the room toward the wooden doorway. The black iron brackets creaked and the latch clicked into place as she shut it. She spun around and leaned there, rivets digging into her back. She shivered at the sight of Bethereel slipping out of the patchwork overdress with its many pale orange pockets, and then her white under dress.

Bethereel seemed out of place among the hard shadows cast by the evening sun. Amber light caught the edges of the narrow window behind her. Against the grey brick and plaster of the room, Bethereel glowed. Peach stockings and a coral slip clung to her olive skin. A living flame in the stillness of the sterile room, Bethereel flicked a dark strand from her forehead and tucked it back into the braid coiled about her head.

They wore their hair the same way this evening, and although Ule preferred Bethereel with long flowing curls, there wasn’t any time to undress her further. She hastened toward her, eager to warm her hands. Her fingers danced over sheer fabric heated by Bethereel’s flesh, and Bethereel struggled with the hooks on Ule’s dress, and won in the end. They chased one another naked around the room. Ule ignored her braid as it unravelled and fell down along her backside.

They never bothered with the bed, pausing now and again for deep kisses and even deeper caresses. On the table. On the chest. On a wobbly chair. Maybe this way they could make the room their own, instead of relying solely on their possessions.

Near the window, she pinned Bethereel against the wall. Bethereel’s head rolled to one side and she gasped at the release of pleasure stirred by Ule’s touch. Ule moaned with her own arousal, trembling from an orgasm stirred by Bethereel.

Bethereel sighed, her eyes gazing out the window at the fading sun while she tugged at Ule’s braid. “We’re going to have to stand in the Dining Hall to eat now.”

Ule caught her breath. “They’ll make room for us. They have to. I’m an Adept now.”

Bethereel moaned. “Promise, no politics tonight?”

“I can’t.” Reluctant, she pulled away, letting the cold air come between them. “Does this rule apply to you, too?”

“What?” Bethereel spoke sharply, her innocent eyes narrowing. She shook her head in response. “Of course not.”

Ule laughed, turning toward the wardrobe. “You’re the one who starts rallying against demons every chance you get.” When it came to demons, that was a topic of debate on which they disagreed, passionately.

“I’m—” Bethereel held up her hand and turned away, her cheeks turning as flush as her lips. “I don’t want to start anything with you, not tonight.”

“Fine, no politics.” Agreeing to the arrangement irked Ule. Every time they made this promise, they broke it. “That goes for you, too.”

Smiling coyly, Bethereel kissed her lightly on the lips. She tended the wardrobe, thumbed through folded garments stacked on the shelves first, then sorted through the rack where an assortment of clothing hung from many hangers.

She chose blue—a long, flaring dress with a plunging neckline. Ule wore mauve—a pant suit consisting of a tailored jacket with tapered leggings and high brown riding boots.

“What’s this?” Bethereel dove beneath the table. Her eyes melted at the sight of two silk gloves, which she turned over in her hands several times before trying one on. Frowning, she held one up and tugged at the delicate white fabric. “My fingers are too long,” she complained.

“I like your fingers,” Ule whispered in her ear. She pulled the gloves free from Bethereel and slipped one on, then the other, and ran her fingers over the delicate patterns of fine silvery thread sewn into the fabric. She held them up to the last of the evening’s amber light. Although they were a bit snug through the palm, the gloves fit perfectly.

“They’re beautiful,” Bethereel cooed. “We must thank Rozafel for her gift.”

“There’s no tag on the box.” Ule searched the ribbon and examined it for any markings. “Are you sure they’re from her?” She held up her hands again to admire the gloves in the dimming light.

“See here.” Bethereel pointed to the stitching along the cuffs. “I’d recognize her feathered chain stitch anywhere. She makes her loops long and narrow.” Bethereel tightened the sash high on her waist. “Hmm, come to think of it, someone could have purchased them from her, too.”

“Did you see that?”

Bethereel glanced up from adjusting her dress.

Ule shook her head. “I thought I saw something. Must be the sheen in the fabric, a trick of the light.”

“Come,” Bethereel tugged on Ule’s arm. “I’d like to eat early for a change.”

Ule had grinned, goosebumps dimpling the backs of her arms, her heart quickening. In that very moment, she poured her love into Bethereel, embracing her impatience and tenacity.

In hindsight, Ule understood that moment differently. Laying on the hard stone table within the Infirmary, her body’s eyes beginning to cloud, she saw clearly. The goosebumps she had experienced were not an indication of her love for Bethereel. They had been her body’s warning system. An unwanted intruder had begun invading her being.

In her memory, they had hurried along the corridor, nearly knocking over residents who occupied other living quarters there. They swept down the main stairs of Kugilla Hall, dashed onto the Colonnade, and ran to the other side of the castle grounds. Her racing heart and breathlessness, the tingle in her lips, had all been the result of the poison, and she’d been infected well before dinner. Running had merely sped up its effects.

Had Ule known, she would have slowed down, enjoyed her time with Bethereel—dinner, their conversation, their lovemaking. She’d have taken the time to unwind Bethereel’s braid. Everything had all happened so quickly. Instead, Ule lay immobile in the damp and cold as night passed. Nearby, Navalis sat slumped in a chair, lightly dozing.

Rage whipped through her.

It’s not fair!

Navalis bolted from the chair, looking around the room for an intruder. Catching his breath, he regarded Ule. “Are you all right?” he projected.

She ignored him.

Bethee’s strong, she thought. She’ll grieve. She’ll... fall in love again.

This notion saddened Ule. She didn’t want Bethereel to move on. She didn’t want Bethereel to suffer either, or be alone.

“Ule?”

I’ll make her feel better. As soon as I deathmorph, I’ll woo her. She’ll know my love again, even if I look a little different. I... I could come back looking very similar to what I was. Or, I could be Ule’s twin, a long lost sister returned to Sondshor in search of family.

“Shhh.” Navalis intended to calm her, but the intrusion annoyed her.

He returned to the chair and sat there, propping up his head with a bent arm. He shut his eyes and began to breathe heavily.

When her thoughts threatened to rile her again, she focused on her Master’s deep breathing, growing more grateful for his presence and the way his meditation helped ease her rage and desperation.

The first rays of dawn slipped through the cracks of the shutters, and she realized that no matter what happened in the future, her relationship with Bethereel had been forever changed.

A new sense of purpose took hold like a seed. It sprouted and grew steadily throughout the night.

I will find out who did this, she promised herself and Bethereel, so we can know the truth.
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​Chapter 5
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Navalis hadn’t wanted to intrude on Ule’s thoughts, but she’d been quietly raging. He pulled her mind inside his. At first, a roaring whisper advanced and receded, then an image came into view. Ocean waves perpetually rushed against a shoreline, and he recognized the world as one Ule had created in her youth.

A hazy lilac horizon and three white suns crowned an ocean warmed by underwater volcanoes. The vision indicated the state of the world in its infancy, before it had evolved into a terrain of cracked clay pocked with murky lakes. The land crawled with Iilverd, eel-like moss beasts that were evolutionary by-products from earlier creatures.

In this younger version of the world, a gaggle of avian creatures must have been nearby. He heard their separate voices caw and chatter in unison. He searched the beach and winced at the fine black sand reflecting rays of white light.

Two races of beings had populated the world then, but neither the Gypsums nor the Granites were anywhere to be seen. He wondered why Ule still clung to this younger vision of the world.

Such a shame, he thought. If Ule hadn’t destroyed it, she wouldn’t have been imprisoned for most of her youth.

“Quickly!”

The word cut through the shared vision. The vista dissolved and the rush of water faded into the familiar rhythm of his meditative breaths. Behind him, shuttered windows radiated with warmth from the morning sun.

Something stirred in his immediate environment. His eyes snapped open and scanned the cabinets across the room. The shelves stored jars which were crammed with pale specimens floating in amber fluid. To his left, surgical tools and vials covered several small metal tables. The medical paraphernalia remained intact, unmoved.

He’d been in this room and tents just like it far too many times during Adinav’s war. Every soldier he had become was different yet ended up with similar injuries. His appreciation of the medical facility outweighed his desire to push away his memories of that time.

In the middle of the room, Ule remained on the table, her arms turned outward, her jaw slack. If he didn’t know her the way he did, he’d think she looked innocent. Perhaps she had been at one time, before the Xiinisi Council locked her away in Isolation.

Her mind stirred at the disconnection between them, yet she continued to obey his instructions and prevented her thoughts from rising.

A commotion outside prompted him to stand.

Boriag ducked his head through the doorway and whispered, “Heads up! Her Holy Nightmare’s a-coming.”

Kerista’s words punched the silence, arriving well before she did. “She’s in here. We must determine cause of death. We must squash any rumours before they breach the castle grounds.”

Inside the doorway to the room, she stopped to make way for a small entourage led by Magnes Lyan, then pushed past his guards and addressed him. “Can you imagine how your opposition could spin this unfortunate event?”

Boriag began stepping backward, bringing a finger to his lips as he retreated into the hall and sneaked outside into the yard.

“People die every day,” Lyan told Kerista, his tone solemn as he stared at Ule. “I don’t care what my opponents think. This has nothing to do with the election.”

“If she’s been murdered...” Kerista’s mind wandered. She, too, stared at Ule’s body, eyes narrowing. She snapped her fingers at Navalis.

Unsure of her intention, he approached her.

“Was anyone in here besides you and Boriag?”

He shook his head. “Only me.”

“Then you closed her eyes, did you?”

“I...” He flinched. He had, hadn’t he? Impressed by her powers of observation, he began to explain. “I—”

“You took a risk at being poisoned yourself from touching her.” She eyed him suspiciously.

Anyone else would have squirmed and stammered, roused to defensive anger by her accusatory tone. Navalis stayed calm despite her brashness.

“Boriag and I carried her in here,” he softly countered. “Neither of us are ill.”

Kerista gripped his arm. “You carried her like this.” She gave a squeeze, her fingers digging deeply into his bicep. “Touching only the clothes she wears, not her flesh.” She pointed to Ule’s face. “This was a foolish gesture on your part.”

If he wasn’t powerful enough to unwind the very fabric of Kerista, reduce her back to a mass of black threads, he might find her intimidating. Being trapped in the world had made him anxious once. Now, knowing he could return to his realm at any time, made him feel invincible, secure. Nothing she said or did phased him.

“Hush,” Lyan urged with a heavy breath. He skirted the table. “I’d do the same to keep her soul safe, until she’s prepared for her journey to Mxalem.”

Navalis had heard different pronunciations of the Elishian afterworld during the past century, the most common being meez-ale-em. The Magnes spoke it accurately—m-zall-em—according to Ule. She knew that language changed over time, but still insisted on referencing what she originally created. Eventually, somehow, she’d need to learn to embrace change.

Kerista winced at the name, a clear indication of her disbelief in a realm beyond their own. Navalis was relieved by her attitude, for the last person who nearly drained the world dry of natural and supernatural resources had spent over a hundred years figuring out how to punch a hole in Elish’s Root Dimension.

Kerista pointed past Lyan’s guards and toward the last of the entourage, an army physician. “Osblod, you must work quickly,” she demanded.

Osblod was a thin older man with a mahogany complexion and a bald head heavily marked by dark scars. He pushed through the crowd, towering above everyone.

He had been a soldier during the war. His quick thinking and resourcefulness in treating the wounded had saved many lives, and predetermined his future. On several occasions, he’d patched up Navalis when he had been a Blacksmith.

Lyan backed away from the table, nearly flattening himself against the specimen cabinets. He sneered at what was about to be done to Ule. His anger and discomfort were strong.

Osblod removed a pair of thin leather gloves from the white apron he wore. They’d been treated with layers of beeswax and burnished smooth. The leather flexed and expanded, folding into fine creases at every finger joint, as he squeezed his large hands inside each one.

He raised his head slightly, gesturing toward the Magnes. “I can’t work with so many here. This isn’t a curio show,” he complained, wedging a monocle scope over his left eye. “Please!”

Lyan waved away his guards, and they retreated into the hallway and out the main door of the Infirmary. As they bottlenecked during their hasty exit, Navalis joined them.

“Not you!” Kerista pointed at him. “Stay. Observe and learn. You will be studying the body very soon. This is a good opportunity for you.”

Navalis had learned to act on impulse when opportunities arose. It was a skill he had honed while fighting a hundred-year war. When he considered Lyan’s recent behaviour of vetoing the decisions of some of his Advisers, he saw that it was possible to undermine Kerista’s authority regarding his choice of specialty, which he had declared and she quickly rejected.

“Is this to do with my specialty? Am I to study demons after all?” he asked, feigning curiosity.

Kerista blanched. Her heavily creased lips trembled. “Forgive my Apprentice’s lack of social propriety,” she begged of Lyan.

Lyan remained pensive, then finally replied, “Under the circumstance...” He failed to finish his thought and slumped against the cabinet until Osblod wielded a pair of scissors and began cutting along the inside sleeve of Ule’s mauve jacket. Alarmed, Lyan jolted upright and asked, “Is that necessary?”

Osblod raised his squarish head and cocked it to the side to peer around the monocle scope.

“Yes,” he replied then resumed cutting the jacket sleeve along the upper arm and over the shoulder. “I’ve detected nothing to explain her death yet, but there may be something beneath her clothes. Still...”

He paused a moment, poising open scissors above her body. “Everyone’s assumed poison but some conditions can cause seizures. She suffered amnesia for a while, correct?”

Both Lyan and Navalis nodded.

“Physical trauma to the head can cause amnesia,” Osblod explained. Using his free hand, his fingers lightly brushed over Ule’s brow toward the crown of her head and rested there. “The injury may have caused scarring or some other damage which now has fully shown itself. The only way to know is to look inside.”

“We must know the truth,” Kerista insisted. Her motives were usually political in nature, but this time she softened. “It’s the least we can do to offer peace to Ethera...” She snapped her fingers. “What’s her name?”

“Bethereel,” Lyan answered.

“Yes, pretty girl,” Kerista said. “Any word how she is?”

Eyes raw from lack of sleep, Lyan tensed. “Inconsolable.”

Osblod resumed cutting and removed the jacket in pieces, carefully setting them aside on a nearby table. On the stone slab, Ule’s sheer yellow camisole brightened against her pale flesh. Lyan averted his gaze, stared at the floor for a moment, as though he needed to acclimatize. When he had grown accustomed to whatever turmoil he suffered, he resumed looking at her.

“Come now,” Osblod called to Lyan. “You’ve never been squeamish. We’ve seen worse.”

“We’re not at war,” Lyan hastily countered.

“We’re always at war, friend,” Osblod said.

Navalis was struck by the nuanced way Osblod spoke to Lyan, as though a vein of hostility threatened to rupture their friendship.

“Especially now,” Osblod continued. “Campaigning against you will be an intriguing venture, yes?”

“Not you, too,” Kerista blurted. “I swear, anyone with a decent trunk of money is campaigning.”

Lyan remained solemn and stared at Ule.

“I’ve not nearly as much as him,” Osblod admitted, “but enough to persuade people, I’m sure.”

As long as Navalis had known Osblod, he had possessed an awareness most soldiers didn’t. Though Osblod seemed to enjoy goading Lyan about the election, he realized cutting away Ule’s clothing was distressing him, so he set down the scissors and began undressing her the traditional way, beginning with her boots.

One at a time, he tugged on the heels until the stiff brown leather slipped over her feet. He thoroughly examined each foot and the insides of the boots, and still found no evidence.

Next he tended to her gloves. Her body had begun to stiffen, so when he bent an arm at the elbow, it stayed that way. He yanked at the delicate fabric covering each finger until a glove slipped free.

Blackened finger tips pointed into the air. Along each finger the black lightened into dark purple then faded to red as it approached the palms of her hands.

Osblod backed away, carefully laid the glove in a tray on a nearby table, then returned to examine the fingers. “You? You’re the one to be taught, eh?”

Navalis nodded.

“What do you make of this?”

Navalis immediately recognized the condition as necrosis of the flesh. “Point of contact and entry,” he answered.

Osblod shook his head in confusion. “What does that mean?”

“It’s poison.”

“Very good,” he acknowledged Navalis’s sound judgement. He carefully pulled off the other glove to discover a similar pattern of necrosis.

“What type of poison does that?” Lyan asked, pained by the sight of Ule’s marked flesh.

“Venom,” Osblod replied. “Someone must have milked a snake or spider and saturated the fingertips of the gloves.”

“There are venomous demons as well,” Navalis added.

Kerista sucked in her breath. The vein across her left temple swelled in size. If he ever needed to annoy her, he knew exactly how. For now, he contained his amusement.

“She was murdered.” Lyan spoke softly, raising his head as though startled awake.

“Possibly,” Osblod agreed. “I’ll know more once I identify the poison. You can relax, my friend. From what I’ve seen, I won’t need to look inside her. She’ll be whole for her journey to Mxalem. Bound so tight Mneos won’t be able to touch her.”

After a moment of silence, Lyan mumbled, “Demons.”

Kerista pinched her lips together.

“Demons,” Lyan repeated. “They’ve been a topic of interest lately.” With a huff, he addressed Navalis. “Ule was always advocating for them. Got my Advisers riled on many occasions. You’re one of her sympathizer friends, aren’t you?”

Navalis nodded curtly. “Not sure I sympathize with demons, but their presence is worth investigating.”

Kerista tutted.

“Please!” Fatigued, Lyan struggled for strength. “I’m... curious, a quality I’ve learned from Ule.” He addressed Navalis again. “Tell me why you think demons should be studied?”

Navalis had spent hundreds of years on Elish, hiding his true agenda which involved helping Ule restore herself. Doing so had taxed his strength, patience, and will. The stress and the risk at pretending to be something else while stealthily stalking around, working undercover, keeping track of lies and secrets, had depleted his spirit and energy. This time, he decided to hide his agenda in plain sight by having a similar one as part of his Elishian identity.

“They have abilities and powers,” Navalis replied. “And we do nothing to understand these powers so we can defend ourselves.” This part was, at least, why the Xiinisi had taken an interest in the phenomenon. A demon had shown itself capable of imprisoning and restricting the powers of a Xiines, as well as setting them free.

To make the subject an issue worth pursuing for the Magnes, Navalis needed to make it matter within the context of Elish. “People go missing, turn up dead, even more so since the war ended. Demons attack remote outposts and farms. There’s rumour they may be uprising. Some of them don’t want to return to their caves. They believe the world is just as much theirs as it is ours.”

Lyan frowned deeply. His mood turned dark. “Is this how you—”

“I’ve heard this argument too,” Osblod interjected. “I’m curious to know where you stand on this issue, Magnes, you know, for our campaigns.”

“To know your enemy is to defeat your enemy,” Navalis interrupted, hoping to keep Lyan focused on the topic of demons instead of the election. “Isn’t that how you won the war?”

“Ever the wise one, eh?” Osblod laughed, as he resumed removing Ule’s clothing, piece by piece, in preparation for the funeral rites. “What did you ever do during the war?” He craned his head to examine Navalis. “I don’t see a scar on you!”

Kerista let out a long sigh, her attention focused on her charge. “This discussion is best left for after the election.” Then she addressed the Magnes. “We need to determine why Ule was murdered. Her death may have bearing on your health and safety. You’ve already had two attempts on your life so far. This castle can’t afford to lose you at such a crucial time. It’s time to establish a lineage, not replace you with another temporary Magnes.”

Lyan shuddered. “Do you think this was an attempt on my life? That the poison was intended for me and she died instead?”

“Not likely,” Osblod said, removing the last piece of her clothing and examining it. “So far, the only source for the poison is the gloves. I doubt they’d fit your sausage fingers.” He returned to the metal table where the gloves had been discarded and began sorting through small vials. “Her death could be a warning perhaps.”

Lyan glanced at Ule’s naked body. It was pale and unmarked except for her hands, and he grew uncomfortable, which reminded Navalis that he, too, should be made at least a little uncomfortable by the sight of her nakedness. As Xiinisi, he knew her well and her body was just another form, but as an Elishian, they were casual friends and nothing more.

“Perhaps the intent of her death was to weaken communications in the castle,” Navalis suggested, hoping to turn the conversation.

Kerista leaned in toward him and whispered, “What are you up to?” She searched his face for clues, possibly attempted to read his surface thoughts. Pain pinched her face, and she retreated.

“She was our best translator, wasn’t she?” Navalis challenged Kerista, hoping Lyan recognized his resistance to her intimidation. “Take away the one person capable of speaking to foreigners, and your leverage with the other shors is gone.”

Lyan remained grim.

“Interesting idea,” Osblod said. He uncorked a vial of yellow solution and dipped a fine glass rod into it. The solution clung to the rod until he dribbled it onto the white silk gloves. He directed his monocle scope toward the fabric and after a moment, he spoke. “Any of your opponents could stand to gain from that. Even demons wanting to stir up fears.”

Kerista whirled about. “Why do you say that?”

“The poison, it’s spider venom, I think.” He stood. “It’s not any species I’m familiar with. There are, how would you describe it, absences in the tissue, voids perhaps?”

“I don’t understand,” she said, her irritation increasing. “Do you mean shadows?”

“No, there’d have to be something there to cause shadows. The solution I use enhances cellular structures. What I’m seeing...” He shrugged. “They’re just little bits of... nothing.”

“Let me see!” Kerista held up her hand, demanding the monocle scope. Osblod complied. She donned the equipment, began to examine the gloves, and reeled backward. The scope fell from her eye. She pressed her hands against her forehead and grimaced.

Navalis caught her, kept her upright until she regained her balance. With a moan, she pushed him away. Too proud, perhaps? Or maybe just arrogant? He couldn’t tell.

“It affects perception too,” she said, her voice diminished and shaky. Fear momentarily consumed her. “The distortion is... profound.”

“I’ve never seen the likes of it before.” Osblod recovered the monocle scope from the floor. “It appears only in the fingertips and nowhere else on the gloves. The poisoning was intentional, there’s no doubt about that.”

“I concur,” Kerista said. “Given the venom’s unusual quality, we need to start an investigation. We’re dealing with someone who possesses great knowledge and ability, in the same league as Adinav.”

“No offense to you, Kerista,” Osblod interjected, his mood shifting. “We’re making assumptions that her death is connected to Lyan. What if it isn’t? Could be Ule has her own enemies. She was involved with Adinav, wasn’t she? Perhaps she knew something and someone found out. Could be someone’s protecting our Magnes.”

“Enough!” Lyan’s outburst shook him. He squared himself and stood tall. “It occurs to me that we know very little about Ule.” His lids grew heavy. Weariness creased his brow. “Kerista, work with General Gorlen and conduct an extensive investigation of Ule and her death.”

“Of course,” Kerista replied. “We’ll uncover the truth. You have my word. I’ll instruct my best Apprentices to assist me.”

Lyan pointed toward Navalis, a gesture that seemed to take great effort. “Is he one of your best?”

Kerista hesitated, as though she weighed the consequences of answering yes or no. Finally, she answered, “Y-yes, he is.”

“Good! Be sure he begins his studies with Osblod as soon as possible.”

Navalis hid his disappointment. While he considered other arguments, he schemed to have his way. Before he could speak his mind, the Magnes spoke again, to Osblod this time.

“Be sure to teach Nav everything you know, everything you’ve learned about anatomy so he’ll be properly prepared for studying demons.”

Stunned by the revelation, Navalis nodded curtly. “Thank you.”

Kerista’s face flushed. “If word gets out we’ve got an Apprentice studying demons, people are certain to regard the Magnes as a demon sympathizer.” She addressed Lyan, her fierceness returned. “No one wants to instate a family line that associates with demons. No one will vote for you,” she urged. “As sure as the sun sets, they won’t.”

She redirected her tenacity toward Navalis. “And nobody will be studying anything when our Magnes is no longer in power. Did you think of that?”
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