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Overture
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Seven Hundred and Fifty Years Ago

Thradin struggled against the bonds that held him, and Festhin sneered at him. “Your majesty,” he drawled. “How good of you to grace this occasion.”

Thradin couldn’t speak, his lips closed by the spell that held him, the spell that drained him, and Festhin felt him weakening through the bond that still linked them.

Soulmates.

The universe must have a sick sense of humour to bind him and the man responsible for the death of everyone he loved in this bond. 

“You won’t be able to hold him for long,” Farais said. “Not one of his power.” Her voice was tense, and Festhin understood her concern. Farais was not just his assistant; like him, she too had lost everything to Thradin. 

“I just need to hold him long enough,” Festhin said, taking out a book from inside his tunic. The hall held only the three of them, Thradin’s unpopularity ensuring that no guard will burst in to defend him. They had all been too happy to obey Festhin, and to help his coup. “This contains a ritual that can bind an immortal.”

Farais took it, and read the ritual, blanching. “But this… Festhin, this has to be a forbidden ritual!”

“What of it?” Festhin asked. “Don’t tell me you’re being squeamish now.”

Her eyes met his squarely and fearlessly. “His children are innocent.”

“They’re his,” Festhin said. “Do you expect them to be better?”

She looked at the book and at him, and at the bound Thradin whose eyes were bulging now. “Ugh,” she said. “It would be a lot easier if we could just kill him. But you do realise that this also needs a record from one of his victims.”

“I am aware,” Festhin said, and drew a deep breath. Breathe in and out, just as he had trained. “I’ll do it. It’s only fitting, after all.”

A part of him wondered if it would hurt to subject his soulmate to eternal torment. 

Not that Thradin had ever seemed to care about inflicting pain on him. Nausea rose in him, but he clamped his lips shut. 

He was free of the bastard for good now, and it would stay that way. Never again would Thradin hurt anyone else. He had no power to hurt Festhin either. Not anymore.

He could only hate the universe even more for saddling him with a soulmate with no redeeming qualities who could only inspire hatred and fear. 

Hatred and fear were all he could see in Thradin’s eyes too. 
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Seven Hundred Years Ago

Zathrian stared at the sword in his hands, and at the hateful face of his father. 

“Didn’t you hear me?” the man thundered. “Kill her!”

He looked at the frightened face of his only remaining sibling, and at his father. The sword in his hand seemed alive, and it was calling for blood. 

Blood.

The ground was awash in it, the blood of his siblings who his father had sacrificed without mercy. Whose memories he had destroyed from their minds. Zathrian wasn’t grateful. 

He was empty.

“Kill her!” Their father shouted, lifting his hand which was curled into a fist. “Do you want to disobey me? Kill her! Use that sword!”

The sword seemed to want to kill, and nausea churned in Zathrian’s gut. He clamped his mouth shut to avoid vomiting. He wanted to die, and the sword wanted to kill.

“USE THAT SWORD!”

Zathrian inhaled and everything smelled of blood. 

“Yes, Father,” he said through gritted teeth, and drove the sword straight into his father’s heart before letting go of it, and turning to his sister.

“Zath!” she whispered before rushing into his arms. “I’m so sorry, Zath. I should’ve run when you asked me to! I was so scared is all! I’m sorry!”

“It’s okay,” he said, holding her. She was so small, so young. At fourteen, she looked around twelve, and Zathrian’s heart twinged at how his father had always neglected her. “It’s not your fault, it’s his.” He looked at his father who had fallen on the ground, the sword still buried in his chest, eyes glassy. “He deserved it.”

He could feel no regret for what he did. 
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Six Hundred and Fifty Years Ago

Keres rushed through the mansion, shouting for her soulmate, pain as she had never known before lashing her entire being. She knew without being told that Sigvald was dying, if not already dead.

She stopped as the pain receded, and emptiness took its place. There was nothing she could feel through her soulbond with Sigvald. Nothing but a gaping hole where his emotions should have been.

The sound of footsteps made her cower and hide behind a pillar. Past her walked Emperor Zathrian, his head held high, that cursed sword in his hands, and she knew that she had already been too late by the time she got here. He didn’t see her, garbed in dark clothes and hidden by shadows as she was, and she was grateful. 

She wasn’t sure of what she would do if he saw her now. 

More importantly, she wasn’t sure of what he would do. 

“Sigvald,” she whispered, as she slumped to the floor, the vacuum where he had been threatening to overtake everything inside her. Pain would have been welcome. Grief would have been familiar. This yawning, screaming hollowness was not something she could bear. 

She lay there, whimpering, afraid to even scream lest the monster that took her soulmate from her should hear her. 

I will honour you, Sigvald. I will ensure you didn’t die in vain. I will expose every lie Zathrian is propagating, I will reveal every truth he’s trying to hide. I will not let him be. 

She wished it gave her peace.
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Eleven Years Ago

Gavril stared at his wrist in horror where the picture of a sword had just appeared that morning. He didn’t know what it meant, and that terrified him. It was not an illusion, and there was nothing about it that suggested that someone had managed to put a tattoo on him without him knowing. 

Marks didn’t appear randomly on one’s body however, which meant that this was magical in origin. He took a few deep breaths, trying to quell his rising panic and heartbeats. Today was supposed to be a good day. It was the day he turned eighteen, the day he got to leave the home for orphans. 

It wasn’t that he was mistreated or anything, but as long as he lived in this place, no one was ever going to forget that he was an orphan and judge him for it. As if his lack of parents was some moral failing on his part. It disgusted him, and that was why he wanted to leave. Not that it would make much difference, but it would make it possible for him to leave this town, and go somewhere else, start a life where people didn’t know him on sight, and called him orphan and boy. 

Parlan had always gone on about his hometown. Perhaps Gavril could visit him there, and ask him for advice. Not about the mark, but about everything else. The mark… whatever it was, Gavril could find answers. There had to be a book on it somewhere. He would stay in the library for a year if that was what he needed to do to know what that fucking thing on his wrist was. 

In the meantime, he would hide it under illusions and ink and tell people it was a tattoo. 
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Six Months Ago

Gavril hurried to the inn where he was to meet Parlan. It was one of the better ones, which made Gavril wonder about how Parlan got the money for a private parlour. Not that it was any of his business, but he wondered what Parlan would say if he asked. 

The sound of shouting made him stop and look to the side where a crowd was gathered around a man and a woman who was yelling at the top of her lungs about how the man had tried to force himself on her while the man stammered out denials. Gavril took a step in that direction before coming to his senses. The woman was lying, and if the law believed her, the man’s situation could be dire. The laws regarding rape and sexual assault were very strict in the empire, and it was one of the things Gavril liked about the emperor, and his reign. 

Not that he would know what it was like before the emperor or the empire. Emperor Zathrian had been ruling them for centuries, after all. Gavril looked at the woman continuing her tirade, and knew he couldn’t stay out of it. Having the power to detect lies meant that he was also very good at lying. He moved towards the crowd, making his way through it, and caught the man’s name as he passed through.

Jesson, and apparently, he assisted the healer who was out of town at the moment. Jesson was an orphan from the snippets of conversation Gavril could catch, and his sympathy was further aroused. Only an orphan who had spent all their childhood in one of the home for such provided by the empire could understand the trials of a place like that. The judgement they had to endure even into adulthood. 

“Jesson,” he said loudly, catching the attention of the crowd, and momentarily silencing the woman. “There you are. I was looking all over for you.” He threw an arm around the man’s shoulders, and whispered under his breath. “My name’s Gavril, just play along, will you? Why is she accusing you falsely?”

“I don’t know,” Jesson whispered back, and there was no lie there. “I’ve never even seen her before today.”

“I don’t know who you are,” the woman said, staring at Gavril with suspicion and some wariness. “But I would have you know that that man is a criminal.”

“Jesson?” Gavril scoffed. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

“He tried to force himself on me!” she snapped.

“You don’t look it,” Gavril said. 

The woman’s eyes flashed in anger. “It was two days ago,” she said. 

“And you waited this long to confront him? Very commendable. And where exactly did this happen?”

“At the healer’s. I went there to consult the healer and he”—she pointed at Jesson—“told me he wasn’t there, but that he would see what was wrong with me, and then he… he…” She started sobbing, and Gavril was faced with a dilemma. 

The woman was lying, but she didn’t know that. Which meant that someone had actually tried to assault her, and they were in the guise of Jesson. He sighed. He couldn’t get involved in solving who assaulted her; all he could do was perhaps save an innocent man. 

“I wasn’t even there,” Jesson cried. “I was home, I already told you.”

“He was,” Gavril said before she could say anything more. “I was with him all evening.”

“What’s going on here?” an authoritative voice asked and the crowd parted to let three shadowguards through. Gavril explained the situation, reiterating the lie he told. 

“There’s been a man going around, impersonating others,” one of the guards said. “You’re lucky you got away, ma’am,” to the woman. “He kills them after. But we caught him last night, so you needn’t worry anymore.”

The crowd dispersed and Jesson stammered out his gratitude, and Gavril shook his head. “No need,” he said. “I’ve a friend who works in the shadowguards, so I immediately knew what must have happened. Go home now. It must have been an ordeal for you.”

Jesson left and Gavril saw that the woman was being led away by the shadowguards. He wanted to follow, but someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around to see the laughing face of his friend.

“I should have known when you became late,” Parlan said. “I don’t know why you even got involved. That woman could have been telling the truth for all you know.”

“There was something about him that made me certain he was innocent,” Gavril said. Parlan didn’t know his gift, and Gavril intended to keep it that way. “All I knew was that everyone was against him only because he was an orphan, and I know what that feels like.”

He was certain Parlan remembered those days too, back when they were both students. Gavril always got accused of anything that went wrong, and without Parlan standing like a rock at his side, ready to defend him, it would have gone very ill for him. Parlan’s family was wealthy and respected, and hence his word carried weight. Gavril didn’t resent him for it, only the world they lived in that had such stupid prejudices. 

“Shall we go?” Parlan asked. “I wanted to treat you for lunch.”

“I don’t even know where you’re getting all this money, seeing as your parents cut you off when you joined the rebels.”

“At least, they haven’t given me up to the law, yet,” Parlan said cheerfully. “My brother sends me some money every week. I think my father knows it, but he ignores it. I guess they just got scared when they realised what I was involved in. Can’t say I blame them, but…” He shook his head. “This cause means something to me, Gavril. A lot, actually. The truth is important, history is important, freedom is important, and Emperor Zathrian is suppressing truth and freedom, and rewriting history, and it just isn’t right.”

Gavril agreed completely, which was why he was part of the rebellion, after all. 
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Three Months Ago

Keres sighed as she looked at her second in command. Vulir was studying the map of Ingemar, brows furrowed in concentration. 

“It’s a damn big empire,” he muttered. “How are we to find a book, Keres? Are you sure it is not in the palace?”

“I’m not sure of anything,” Keres said. “It could be in the palace, or it could be in any of the archives or libraries or the other residences Zathrian has. All I know is that it’s not in the royal archives.”

Arantya moved from the window to stand at Vulir’s shoulder. “I don’t know what a book can do to help our cause.”

“I’d like to know as well,” Parlan said, from where he was sitting, mending a tunic. 

“It’s not just any book,” Keres said. “It’s a history, and it’s magical which means it cannot be destroyed. It contains every truth Zathrian has buried, every lie he has fed us as history. With it, we can expose him. Without it, we won’t be taken seriously by anyone.”

“We can raid every archive, library and residence and still not find the damn thing,” Vulir said. “And if we raid only those places, Zathrian will wise up to what we’re after.”

“So, let’s raid a few armouries and grain stores,” Parlan said. 

“No grain stores,” Keres said. “Whatever his faults, Zathrian has never let his people starve, and we won’t be the reason for that to happen.”

“Armouries, then, and his residences, but raiding libraries and archives will only turn people against us, Keres.”

She hated that he was right, but an idea was beginning to take shape in her mind. “I may have a way,” she said. 
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Three Weeks Ago

Zathrian looked at the proposal on his desk and at Keres. “You’re serious about this?”

She nodded. “I think it’s high time we did something like this,” she said. “The history of the empire has never been codified into one single book. It’s scattered throughout. My scholars are getting lazy, and this will give them something to do as well.”

Zathrian was amused. “You will need more than your scholars for a project like this,” he said. “And you will need to consult every library and archive in the empire.”

“I’m aware of how daunting this task looks,” she said. “But I also think it will be worthwhile.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Zathrian said. “I know that you have a will like iron.” He studied her proposal once more. It was basically everything she had said, in more detail. “Shall I ask Sedele to get you a list of possible candidates for this job?”

She huffed, shaking her head. “I’m perfectly capable of finding scholars for this job, Zathrian.”

A part of him warmed that she still called him Zathrian, despite the distance that had grown between them over the centuries. 

“All right then,” he said, signing and sealing his approval on the document. “You have my permission to proceed. But bring me the recruitment letters in batches, will you, Keres? I don’t want my hand to fall off from all the signing.”

“Why you don’t use magic is what I don’t understand,” she muttered as she took the approved proposal. 

“It doesn’t feel right,” Zathrian said. “It feels lazy.”

She stared at him strangely for a moment, and shook her head, a half-smile on her face. “You’re hopeless,” she said.

He grinned at her. “But you love me.”

She grimaced. “In your dreams.”

Zathrian sighed once she left, and looked at the mark on his wrist. It was itching again for some reason. He wished he could be rid of it. His soulmate must surely be dead by now, probably killed by his own hands during the purge. 

Zathrian had no regrets, however. Only annoyance that his fucking soulmark wouldn’t disappear. He shrugged as he pulled the reports from Sedele and Pavia towards him. He had work to do. An empire didn’t run itself, after all. 

 


Part One
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One 
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Gavril stared at the envelope.

Is this a joke?

 It had the royal emblem, but that wasn’t too difficult to replicate with someone skilled enough in both calligraphy and magic. Gavril should know. He was skilled in both, and though he hadn’t yet replicated the royal emblem, he had forged enough emblems and seals to know that nothing was really sacrosanct. The envelope also had the royal seal, and Gavril knew that it was a crime to replicate that. Forging the emblem was a crime too, but not as serious as the seal. That wasn’t why he hadn’t tried his hands at it yet. They still hadn’t found a way to use them and unless they had a use for it, there was no point in doing something that could potentially get them all executed. 

He hefted the envelope, and it was heavier than he had expected. Why would someone from the emperor’s palace be writing to him? Gavril was no one. He was just a historian with a good academic record, but still one who couldn’t be expected to catch the eye of anyone in the capital.

That he was part of the rebellion was a secret, and Gavril didn’t think that anyone would be writing to him over it if they knew. It would be more likely for Shadowguards to be beating down his door in that case. 

So, what was this envelope? Was it a trap? What kind?  

He drew a deep breath. Nothing was going to be achieved by staring at the envelope. His magic couldn’t help him see through solid objects. It did help him identify lies though, and the feel of the envelope did assure him of its genuineness, but the feeling of unease persisted. He broke the seal, and took out the single sheet of thick paper inside that felt slightly rough in his hands. Something fell out of the envelope on to his wooden floor and he bent to retrieve it. It was a small ring, plain and lighter than he would have thought. He could not tell what metal it was wrought from, though he could feel the magic thick around it. He laid it down on the table along with the envelope and retreated to the chair by the window to read the letter.

It took but a few moments to peruse the missive. It was short and to the point. He stared at it much the same way as he had he envelope when he had first seen it.

This has to be a hoax. Or a trap.

Except he knew it wasn’t the former. His magic would have warned him when he picked up the envelope if it was. As for the latter, well… Was he that important a player among the rebels? This seemed too much trouble to trap someone like him? But if it was neither, then–

His eyes moved from the thick sheet of paper to the shabby curtains, billowing slightly in the breeze, to the bare wooden floor, to the table overflowing with books, where the envelope and the ring now rested. Most of the room was taken up with books and scrolls, spilled all over the floor and stacked against the walls. The chair he sat on and the table and a bed on the corner were the only furniture in the room. 

His eyes shifted back to the envelope, and phrases jumped at him, “putting together a group of historians,” “bright young minds of the empire,” “academic brilliance,” “teleportation ring,”. 

He dropped the letter on to the floor and buried his face in his hands. He needed a moment. The letter not only bore the emperor’s seal, but his signature as well. The emperor of all of Ingemar had chosen to set his signature to a letter sent to a nobody. It was overwhelming. Even after everything he knew, he could not help the feeling of warmth that filled his chest.

He gulped in air, trying to calm himself down, trying to remind himself that the emperor was also just a man. Not just any man, but a deeply flawed man who had been responsible for many heinous deeds. He looked down at the letter again, wanting to whoop and pump his fists in the air, but also to break down and cry. It was too unbelievable. It was also too late.

Not because he wasn’t good enough for a project like this, but because he had already set his foot on another path, one which he believed to be right. Yet, had this opportunity come his way before he met Parlan, before he was sucked into the rebellion, into the secrets and lies that was at the root of the empire, he would have jumped at it. Even now, knowing what he did, the temptation to accept was overwhelming. He had been told he was too young when he had first tried for a post as a historian, and though it had stung, by the time he joined the rebellion, he had accepted that his youth would be a bar in his chosen profession unless he had a rich or influential sponsor. 

Parlan would have helped him if he had asked, but Gavril couldn’t ask it of him. 

Every job he had applied for in every university in the empire had been turned down on account of his youth and inexperience, and now the emperor—the fucking emperor—had set his signature on a letter that had his name on it as one among the group to finally chronicle the history of the empire as a single document. It was a cruel irony that he should have been given this when he had convinced himself he no longer wanted it. And yet, even knowing the lies that he was going to be called upon to propagate, he still wished he could say yes. 

He looked around the room once more and a wave of longing hit him. Shabby and devoid of furniture it might be, and cold during the winter and rainy nights, but it was still home. It was his; everything there had been bought by him out of anything he could make. He had scrimped and saved for this place and for everything in it, and he didn’t want to leave them behind. Besides, he was part of something now, something that was bigger than himself. How could he just walk away from that?  

He looked at the letter again. Did someone say no to an offer like this? Was that even possible? The letter might be couched in pretty words, but it was still an imperial command under the emperor’s own hand. Whatever his old life, whatever his loyalties, could he afford to refuse it?

He shook his head. He was being foolish. Beyond foolish, to be honest. This was an opportunity that he would never ever have, and he was a fool to even think of letting it go. Parlan would no doubt tell him the same thing. He might find opportunities to recruit others to their cause. He might even find the book that they were searching for desperately. Parlan had been secretive about what it contained except telling him that its contents would change everything in Ingemar. 

And yet, his eyes lingered on his old furniture, on his books, and it wrenched his heart that he would have to leave them behind. Which was idiotic, to say the least. Besides, he could take his books with him, and what would he do with a rickety chair, a threadbare mattress and a sagging cot and a table that had only three legs where he was going? The table was propped up due to his books that took the place of the missing leg. 

He sighed deeply. He couldn’t afford to be sentimental about objects. Till he had joined the rebellion, he never had many friends. Parlan was perhaps the closest he ever had to a real friend. He had always preferred his own company because those of his peers bored him. He needed people who were at least intellectually his equals, if not his superiors, people with whom he could engage in discussion and debate, who would help him enlarge his knowledge and his horizons, who would challenge him and help him grow. But such had been very rare, and the few friendships he did form had been shallow and hadn’t lasted beyond a few years.  

The rebels might not have been his intellectual equals, but they had still made him question the truths he had believed, the history he had trusted. That made them his equals, and once he had got involved, once he had seen what they were fighting for, he could not just stay away. Even as a child, injustice had burned him, and he could no more have stayed apart from this fight than he could have stopped himself from breathing.

Now, however, he had a chance of meeting people who were as knowledgeable as—if  not more than—him. Others who shared his love of history. Those he could perhaps reveal the truth to, and that was a glorious feeling. To open other eyes to the truth, to let people see the hideousness that lurked behind the facade of beauty Ingemar presented to the world was something he was uniquely suited for. Something he would have been happy to do. 

He would need to tell Parlan about it, of course. He couldn’t just run off to Damore without letting Parlan know. Trust was all the rebels had. Trust and faith. Trust in each other and faith in their cause. Gavril could never break that trust or lose that faith. 

I’m keeping so many secrets from them, though.

They reared their head at odd times, the ugliness of the truths he hid. His true gift, and a mark on his wrist that marked him as different from everyone around him, a mark that hadn’t existed for centuries, which wasn’t even supposed to be real anymore. 

His true gift was what made him trust the rebels. The gift of discerning truth with all his senses. He had never been one to do as others said, but it was the knowledge that the rebels had been right and honest that had made him listen to Parlan. That had made him follow him. Yet, he had known the danger of his gift. The danger of every single gift he had, and he had hidden most of them from the world with the same thoroughness with which he had hid the mark on his wrist. 

After all, that was no one’s business but his own. 

 

 


Two
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The building that housed the royal archives was the largest Gavril had ever seen. He had to crane his neck and yet wasn’t sure how many stories it was. It was larger than the royal palace which he had seen on the way there, dwarfing every building around it. It was wide as well as tall, and Gavril could see that it extended almost half the length of the street. Unlike the royal palace and most of the other royal buildings he had seen, this one was set right on the street, with no walls or gates, but only guards to protect it. 

The doors appeared to be made of some metal and were closed, two guards standing as immobile as statues in front of it. Gavril could feel his heart hammering as he approached the guards at the entrance and presented the letter. The guards were formidable in size and appearance, the points of the spears they carried glinting in the sun. They weren’t wearing any armour, but their leather vests looked thick, their shorts allowing for easy movement. They also wore swords at their waists, and he was certain there would be a dagger or two secreted on their persons somewhere.

“Wait here,” one of the guards said as he opened the door with almost no effort and went inside. 

Gavril tried to crane his neck, but the interior was gloomy and all he could see were shadows. He gave the other guard a tentative smile, but the man stared impassively back and he gave up the attempt. As the moments passed, Gavril could feel his heart beginning to sink. He tried to stand confidently, but he couldn’t help the slump in his posture. 

The guard returned with a woman following him. Gavril found himself being scrutinized by sharp eyes. The woman was young, perhaps a few years older than him, and she was dressed simply in a tunic and loose pants. She had straw coloured hair that was swept up in a bun, and brown eyes. She was beautiful, but there was something remote about her as well. 

“Follow me,” she said to him. “I’m Keres, Keeper of the Royal Archives. You shall be working directly under me while you’re here.”

He nodded as he followed her, thrown off both by her youth as well as her title, and ignoring the slight jolt his magic had given at her words. People had secrets. That was none of his business. What intrigued him was something else. How did someone as young as she manage to achieve the position as Keeper of the Royal Archives while he had not even been able to find a position as a teacher or a scholar? 

He kept his expression neutral as he followed her into the building. The doors clanged shut as soon as he entered, plunging them both into darkness which lasted barely a moment as torches set high in brackets on the wall flared to life. He was standing in a small room which had a door to the right, another to the left and one opposite the front door. 

Keres walked towards the door to the left and Gavril followed, finding himself in a long corridor. It ran straight, and there were doors set on both sides, but Keres paid no attention to any of them as she led him on. At the end of the corridor was another door and this opened on to a large hall. There was a curved staircase to the left of where he stood and opposite him, the hall led to another corridor.

“I’ll take you to your room,” Keres said, as she led him up the staircase. “Did you travel using the ring?”

Gavril shook his head. “I used a teleportation spell to Damore,” he said. “I’d never been here, and I wasn’t sure where the ring would bring me.”

He didn’t want to say he didn’t feel comfortable using an unknown magical object. 

“Wise,” she said, stopping at a landing from which branched another corridor. How many corridors did this place have?

She led him through it and stopped at the fourth door to the right. “You’ll have a room to yourself,” she said. “While we have people for cleaning, it is expected that you should strive to keep your room to at least a minimum level of tidiness.” 

She gave him an assessing look before opening the door and leading him inside. The room was larger than his entire house back in Freson. There was a large window with light blue curtains and a four-poster bed opposite the window with thick, black, velvet hangings. There was a wardrobe built into the wall and empty bookshelves along the length of one wall. A table and a chair stood near the window. There were candlesticks, matches and an inkstand on the table as well as a book. A fireplace was also set into the wall near the table. Torches in brackets were set high, three to each wall. There was a door near to the bed, between the bed and the wardrobe which he presumed led to a dressing area.

“There’s a bathroom and dressing area, so you may freshen up,” Keres said. “Afterwards someone shall come to escort you to the city where you are to purchase clothes more appropriate to a royal historian.” Gavril felt his cheeks warm, but he said nothing. “Funds shall be provided to you, of course,” Keres continued. “The book on the table is valuable. It may be the only copy of the first volume of the Erybian Chronicles which, as you know, contains the first recorded mention of the Empire. Once you are settled, you are to go through it and record your observations.”

The Erybian Chronicles! Gavril couldn’t believe it. Valuable? The book was priceless! All copies were supposed to have been destroyed, but of course, it stood to reason that the royal archives would have one. He crossed over to it and picked it up, his hands shaking.

A jolt from his magic nearly caused him to drop the book. He turned to Keres with a slight frown. “How long has this book been in the archives?”

She shrugged. “I’ve no idea. It was there for as long as the archives had existed.”

That was true at least. The book’s age couldn’t be disputed, but what was equally true was that its contents weren’t wholly truthful. But then, none of recorded history was. There were always some embellishments and cover ups, and Gavril’s magic had always reacted, but never as strongly as this. Which was only to have been expected considering what he already knew of the Empire’s history. If he wanted proof, it was here, in front of him.

Except there was no way of proving it except through revealing the truth of his gift. 

Keres was looking at him with something more than curiosity, the shrewdness of her gaze unsettling. He averted his gaze from her piercing scrutiny, placing the book back on the table, and attempted a smile.

“I think I would like to rest a bit, if that’s all right.”

She nodded. “Someone will come for you in three hours,” she said. “You don’t want to wait till the light is gone if you’re to purchase clothes.”

“That will be fine,” he said. It would give him time to unpack and freshen up and examine the book more closely.  

Keres hesitated at the door, before she closed it, turning to face him, and he could feel a privacy spell settle around the room.

“Parlan doesn’t know about your gift, does he?”

Gavril was aware that his mouth was hanging open. “You know Parlan?” he asked when he found his voice.

“I do,” she said. “He told me that you would be coming, and to look out for you. It is wise of you to conceal your gift. Make certain it stays that way.” 

The spell lifted and she left, leaving him to his very confused thoughts. 

  







Three
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Gavril wanted to sit down and make sense of what he had just learned but knew that his thoughts would probably go round in circles. Perhaps he should study the Erybian Chronicles instead. The book looked so innocuous, sitting on his table. Gavril picked it up again, but this time his magic didn’t react. Now, it would start to respond only when he reached the part where the falsehoods were. He turned a few pages. When nothing happened, he started opening pages at random. The second random page, he again felt the jolt. He looked down at the page and frowned as he saw its contents. It was as much confirmation as he could hope for. Yet, he chose a few more pages, and every time, his magic reacted when there was a mention of the Empire. 

He put down book again. His magic wouldn’t do anything else now. He felt reasonably certain of it. The Erybian chronicles as such was no lie. Perhaps he should have felt more relieved, but he wasn’t. The book itself might not be a lie, but almost every mention of the Ingemar Empire in it was. 

How am I supposed to make notes on what is obviously a falsehood? 

Gavril had never expected this job would be so difficult. He had to pretend that he accepted the established history even as he knew what a pack of lies it was. And yet, how was he to prove it to anyone without revealing his gift? Something Keres had picked up on just from his reactions to the book. 

He had appreciated more his own discretion in keeping this gift a secret from the world, but he had hoped he’d be able to share it with someone here, someone to whom he could say, “This book is so full of fabrications, you know?” and they could both laugh about it, but this– 

There was a lie in the Erybian chronicles almost every time the Empire was mentioned. Yet, the entire book save for that part was free of even the tiniest embellishment. Which meant that the parts that mentioned the Empire were probably added in later. With magic. An impressive spell that. Modifying even a tiny part of a text that ancient wasn’t easy. There was the language, the style of writing, the references, and to have managed all that, to make the part completely indistinguishable from the original text, to stand up to even the most rigid scrutiny was a near impossibility. 

Yet, someone had done that. Gavril was both revolted by the lie and yet he couldn’t help but admire the unknown spell caster. If not for his gift—something that was completely unheard of, from all his studies—the lie would never have been caught. 

What did he do with it now? There was no way for him to prove it, not unless he revealed his gift or found the truth, and while his gift sniffed out lies, it gave him no insight into where he might find the truth. Would it be in the book that the rebels were was searching for? Would Keres tell him if he asked her? Why would they need that book unless it had the truth? But why would Zathrian even keep such a dangerous book? He pinched the bridge of his nose. His thoughts were beginning to go round in circles again. 

He decided he would have a bath, change his clothes and rest a bit before he had to go shopping. He would worry about everything else later. For now, he would make notes on what the book said and hope that it was enough to satisfy the needs of the job, this farce that he was a part of now. 

The bathroom was large, and the water still hot. Probably some kind of spell. He would have to learn that one. He knew warming spells, but nothing that would keep the water hot for an indefinite period of time. Was it a spell on the tub or the water? It had to be the tub. Imbuing an object with magic would not drain the caster too much. Why hadn’t he ever thought of that? 

He checked the time as he dressed after his bath. It had been more than an hour which meant he still had more than an hour left. He flung aside the curtains and pushed the windows open, before sitting down by the desk and pulling a piece of parchment towards him. He wasn’t too tired, and if he could get this over with, he could have a proper rest in the evening. 

A butterfly landed on the parchment and he shooed it away. It fluttered to sit on his inkstand. He looked it over and it looked unhurt, so he ignored it and went back to his writing. Another one flitted in through the open window. He looked up to see that there were a lot of butterflies out there, dancing in the sun. It was mesmerising to watch the play of colours, but they were unusual for the season. Was this some kind of magic too?  

“Hard at work, I see,” an amused drawl came from the doorway.

Gavril whipped around to see a man standing at the open door. He hadn’t heard it being opened.

“I knocked,” the man said. “You didn’t hear, I think.”

“I didn’t.” 

Gavril felt his heart racing as he looked at the man. There was something about him that was oddly intimidating, for all his smiling face and harmless appearance. He was tall, as tall as him, with brown hair and eyes, and features that were pleasant, but nothing that stood out. A spell of blending in, probably, because the only part such a spell left untouched were the expression in the eyes and this man’s eyes were far too shrewd and assessing. 

“Why don’t you drop the spell and let me see who I’m talking to?” Gavril asked before he could help it. He could have bitten his tongue the moment the words left him, but the damage was done. The man’s eyes widened a fraction, before he smiled, and this time it reached his eyes. 

OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg












OEBPS/images/image-1.png





OEBPS/images/image-3.png





OEBPS/images/image-2.png





OEBPS/images/image-4.png






