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        Zelle and her allies have returned to Zeuten, but their visit to Itzar left nobody unscathed. Especially Zelle, whose allegiance with the nameless Shaper has given her a burden that might kill her before it lets her free.

         

        Rien, meanwhile, has his own battle to fight. Returning to his homeland leads to more than a confrontation with the man who took everything from him, as in their absence, their enemy has seemingly formed an alliance with another Great Power. Invicten, god of illusions, possesses magic that can turn friend against friend and nation against nation - and it might already be too late to stop him working his influence over the other mages of Aestin.

      

        

      
        While Zelle struggles to protect her nation against the deadly threat across the ocean, Evita is forced to turn to the assassins she once lived with for answers on the magic she took from them.  But the truth is deadlier than she would ever have guessed.

         

        War is on the horizon, with the three Great Powers prepared to use the human world as their battleground. And in a battle of the gods, there may be no humans left standing in the end…
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      Naxel Daimos trod across the flagstones, the staff of Astiva in his hand. The indistinct shapes of pillars rose on either side of him, supporting a high, arched ceiling. This chamber might have belonged to a temple or a palace once, judging by its size, but at the present moment there was nobody here except for himself and two deities.

      The realm of the Powers had initially been challenging to adjust to, but by now, he was unbothered by the hazy surroundings or the lack of any definable beginning or end to any of its features. While the pillars looked solid to his eyes, when he reached out to touch one, his fingers passed through the surface as if it were made of naught but cloud.

      As for the floor… admittedly, he tried not to think too hard about the solidity of the nebulous grey haze beneath his feet in case the mere thought sent him tumbling into some dark oblivion. Regardless of its foreign nature, the realm of the Powers was an improvement on the human world in several ways, such as its lack of noise and the absence of irritating disturbances.

      Except, that is, for the two man-sized birds that waited for him in the middle of the chamber. Like most deities, their forms were fluid and shifted according to their whims, which were frequent and many. For the sake of ease, he called them by their chosen names, Xeale and Kyren. At one time, it might have surprised him that the deities would offer a human their loyalty so readily, but in truth, winning them over had been no challenge for him. They’d witnessed him save Orzen from imprisonment in this realm and give him a human body, and the mere hope that he would do the same for them was enough for them to bow their heads in subservience.

      Nearing the two birds, he addressed them. “Any news?”

      “The humans are moving as you expected,” said Xeale, a male deity who took the form of a grey dove. “They’ve taken the village and swiftly set up a barrier against intruders. They believe they’re acting on the orders of their own deity. Poor fools.”

      Kyren gave a high-pitched laugh, which made Daimos’s brows twitch. The female deity, who’d adopted the appearance of a large raven, shuffled closer to him. “It is precisely as you planned, master.”

      “Please cease your fawning,” he told her. “It’s an embarrassment to all of us.”

      “Of course.” Kyren dropped her simpering tone. “We also brought you more trinkets.”

      “Show me.”

      The two deities took flight in a shower of feathers that vanished before they hit the ground. Daimos followed their flight across the chamber until they came to a pile of objects, most of which appeared to be junk to mundane human eyes—buttons, rusted knives, shoes, and other garments. Relics. None were as impressive looking as the crimson staff in his hand, but they’d suffice for his needs. Like the staff, they were tools, nothing more; he’d long since learned the difference between Relics that held a consciousness of their own and ones that did not. The deity whose power resided in his staff had never whispered in his ear as Orzen had, but he had no need of a deity to guide his hand any longer.

      Now, Daimos commanded the deities with his own hand instead.

      Xeale shuffled closer to him. “Is there a particular target you have in mind?”

      Daimos considered the question. “Not at the moment. I already have the Changers, in addition to my spies… though I didn’t expect the old Sentinel to be so hard to pin down.”

      “She’s a wily one,” said Kyren, a hint of displeasure entering her voice. “When we served Orzen, she tried to trick us into helping her escape.”

      And succeeded, if I’m to believe the rumours. Daimos cared nothing for the deities’ loyalty to him; he was under no illusions that they served him for any reasons but for the sake of their own survival.

      No illusions… He chuckled at the irony of the phrase as he surveyed the Relics in front of him, their power undiminished despite their long years of abandonment. He could afford to lose a few tools, but he would never place his trust in a deity. Orzen had helped him, true, kept his arrogance in check at a time when it might have been a costly mistake—but he had no need to limit his expectations.

      Orzen wasn’t dead—despite their longevity, the gods could die, as Daimos had learned recently—but with his Relic imprisoned within the domain of the nameless Shaper, he might as well be. As for the Changers… it was galling to have to ally with those who’d botched Orzen’s mission so badly, but he needed them ready in case his adversaries pulled another unexpected feat of trickery. Between the Sentinel’s family and his old enemy, Arien Astera, there was entirely too much potential for another disaster such as the one they’d caused in the Isles of Itzar.

      That wouldn’t do. Not when he stood on the brink of forcing the people of Aestin to remember the wrongs they’d done his family and to repay that debt in blood.

      As for Zeuten, he’d known nothing of their nation or its Sentinel protectors until they’d aided Astera against him and seen to Orzen’s end, but the ties between Zeuten and Aestin were close enough that it seemed almost inevitable for their fates to be entangled. It would be immensely satisfying to see them brought to ruin at his hands… with a little help from the Great Powers.

      Daimos looked upon the Relics of the deity of illusions and smiled.
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      Zelle brought the staff down on the gremlin’s head, stunning it mid-flail, before picking it up one-handedly and tossing it out the open window. The gremlin, which resembled a human child formed of a papery substance with needle-like teeth and claws, yowled once before vanishing from sight out of the stone tower.

      Gremlins were frankly the least of the problems plaguing the Sentinels’ outpost, but they were among the few Zelle was able to handle. Being magical constructs and not living creatures, they felt no pain and consequently elicited no guilt when she caught and tossed each one out of the tower. Two large eagles watched the gremlins tumble from the window with curious eyes, as did Chirp, the wild dragonet who’d formed a strong bond with one of her companions.

      “Another one.” Grandma shoved a struggling gremlin into her hands, which Zelle shoved out of the open window to join the others. “I don’t see the point in throwing them out when they’ll reappear by the morning anyway, personally.”

      “I prefer not to have constructs creeping around me while I’m sleeping.” Zelle yanked the window closed with a firm hand.

      “Too right.” Aurel lifted her auburn head from where she lay sprawled in an armchair near the fireplace. She’d collapsed into it as soon as they’d entered the tower and had barely moved since. Zelle didn’t blame her, given that they’d spent almost the entire day travelling home from Itzar and had little expected to arrive in Zeuten to find Aurel’s home surrounded by elite assassins.

      Their narrow escape to the Sentinels’ outpost in the mountains of the Range ought to have exhausted Zelle, too, but restlessness stirred beneath her skin and prompted her to search the various corners and cabinets for more unwelcome guests. Addressing her grandmother, who occupied the second armchair, she asked, “Is the Shaper conjuring the gremlins in response to what’s going on down in the village, do you think?”

      “No,” Grandma replied shortly. “For the Powers’ sakes, girl, sit down. You’re making me twitchy.”

      In the corner, Evita jumped at the Sentinel’s sudden command. The tall, lanky former assassin had been hovering near the window without taking a seat, no doubt keeping an eye on her dragonet companion, who was now too large to fit through the doorway and had to wait outside with the eagles they’d borrowed from their hosts in the Isles of Itzar.

      “Grandma, don’t yell at people. One of us needs to keep an eye out for trouble.” At least the elderly Sentinel must be feeling better than the last time Zelle had seen her, after she’d been injured in the attack from the warriors from Itzar who’d captured Aurel. She looked better, certainly, the colour having returned to her tanned face, despite her recent escapades in dodging the Changers.

      What a mess we’ve landed in this time.

      The old Sentinel gave Zelle a disgruntled look. “The assassins aren’t going to fly up here this close to nightfall. They know they won’t get in, and it’d be a wasted effort.”

      “So was taking over Tavine, for the Powers’ sakes.”

      Granted, the Changers believed themselves to be following the orders of Gaiva, the creator goddess and one of the three Great Powers, but Zelle knew that to be untrue. Not least because she’d seen Gaiva’s remains scattered around Itzar less than a day prior to their arrival home.

      No, it was another deity entirely who influenced them, one who’d allied with the man who’d been partly responsible for their visit to Itzar to begin with. Naxel Daimos, Rien’s sworn enemy, and now possibly the most dangerous man in the known world.

      I imagine Daimos intended to send a message. The voice, which came from the staff Zelle had propped against the wall next to the window, spoke clearly in her mind, unheard by any of the others.

      Zelle gave a short laugh. “Unless he really wanted Aurel’s priceless junk collection.”

      “Hey, there are some real valuables in there,” Aurel protested. “Not to mention most of my clothes. You didn’t think to pack any of them, Grandma?”

      Grandma Carnelian shot her a withering look. “I’m sorry I didn’t have time to pack any of your nice dresses while I was evading arrest. It’s lucky I was able to bring any food and supplies, let alone frivolities.”

      Sensing an argument brewing, Zelle stepped in. “Did the Changers just take Tavine? Not Randel as well?”

      “No, but they knew I was staying with the Reader,” Grandma answered. “We’re their targets. Some of the villagers might have tried to resist, but who would dare to challenge the orders of the Crown?”

      “It’s not the Crown or Gaiva. It’s Daimos.” When Zelle spoke the name, she saw their other companion shift on his feet out of the corner of her eye, his attention sharpening. Rien, who stood near one of the bookcases in the corner, had remained silent throughout their conversation, but she could never forget he was there.

      “No doubt he planned this carefully,” Rien said, his voice barely accented despite not being a native Zeutenian speaker. Tall and broad, he had the medium-brown skin of an Aestinian and wore his long, dark hair in the fashion of their upper class.

      “Exactly,” Zelle said. “The Crown Prince doesn’t keep a close eye on the Changers, and the success of Orzen’s takeover proved to Daimos that they’re the perfect route through which to reach the Sentinels. His Royal Highness is probably safely in his palace, planning his next societal function, utterly oblivious to all of this.”

      Aurel gave a snort. “You aren’t wrong, but I’m surprised there are any Master Changers left after Orzen slaughtered them all.”

      “True.” Daimos seemed to have no end of resources and allies, though—including, allegedly, a Great Power. “I doubt that’s much of a concern to him. He has what he needs.”

      Who knew what the deity of illusions might be capable of? Zelle hoped Daimos only had a Relic and not the aid of Invicten Himself, but nothing was certain when it came to the Great Powers. The last fragment of Gaiva’s consciousness was confined to a Relic buried inside the Isles of Itzar, and the nameless Shaper had been imprisoned here in these very mountains by the other deities, but Invicten was an unknown entity.

      Rien met her gaze, his tense expression indicating that he’d caught the direction of her thoughts. “As soon as he realised that we had the support of the nameless Shaper, I bet Daimos changed his strategy to focus on finding the others. He’ll have sent his spies to scour the far edges of the world, no doubt, and ordered Igon to ensure Gaiva never left the Isles.”

      Zelle inclined her head. “Worse, we don’t even know what kind of magic Invicten’s Relic bestows upon its wielder.”

      “You are standing near the most extensive source of information concerning the Powers on the continent,” Grandma told her. “In case you’ve forgotten.”

      Zelle hadn’t, but the Sanctum was the Shaper’s domain, prone to making her lose track of time. What if Daimos intended to attack the outpost the instant she turned her back on the others?

      He won’t. The staff answered her unspoken thoughts.

      “So you do know where he is,” she muttered.

      No. I can sense anyone who comes into the mountains, though, and he isn’t here.

      “Does that include the Changers?”

      They are not in my domain.

      Aurel cleared her throat. “Let us in on your one-sided conversation, Zelle.”

      “There’s not much to say.” Zelle lifted her gaze from the staff. “The staff says Daimos isn’t in the mountains, but it isn’t able to sense his actual location. Or the Changers, even though they live in the Range.”

      “They have Relics of their own,” said Grandma.

      In the window seat, Evita startled then tried to cover up the motion by picking up a book. Everyone pretended not to notice she’d opened it upside down. “I’m not—the cloak isn’t a Relic.”

      Aurel shrugged. “It’s got magic inside it, which makes it a Relic according to every definition of the word.”

      “I haven’t a clue which deity it belongs to,” Evita protested. “The Changers taught me that Gaiva’s magic was inside it, but it’s not the same as those Relics the islanders carried.”

      “Well, it’s on our side,” Aurel said. “For what it’s worth.”

      Evita didn’t answer, but Zelle was inclined to agree with her sister. Not only could the cloak render the former assassin close to invisible, but she’d even used it to fly. That made it a Relic in Zelle’s eyes, but Evita had known nothing of magic before Orzen had invaded her small village on Zeuten’s southeastern coast and razed it to the ground. If she wanted to believe the cloak was nothing like the capricious and dangerous staffs that Zelle and Rien carried, then it did no harm.

      “Speaking of Relics.” Grandma indicated the swirling marks that now covered Zelle’s hands and wrists. “What exactly is that?”

      Zelle tugged down her sleeves, wishing she’d kept on her fur coat, but the old Sentinel was sharp enough to have spotted the change in Zelle without any prior indications. “It’s my godsmark.”

      She’d never uttered the word before, not in reference to herself, but a hush followed, and every noise inside the room appeared to quieten, as if the Sanctum itself was paying close attention.

      Grandma broke the silence. “A foolish decision, if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t have a choice.” Annoyance stirred within Zelle. “The Shaper and I had to join forces to fight against Igon, and the only way to survive was to bind myself to the staff like an Invoker and their Relic.”

      “And you didn’t feel any different afterwards?”

      “We were in the middle of a battle,” Zelle said. “As for now, I don’t feel like raising continents from the ocean, if that’s what you mean.”

      The Shaper, the stories told, had created the very lands on which humanity lived and walked. She had been formidable enough to prove a threat even to the other Great Powers, if Her eventual imprisonment within the Range was any indication. Zelle hadn’t made her choice lightly. Her aunt Adaine, who’d raised her, had always made it clear that the Powers weren’t to be trusted to act in the interests of humanity, but if there’d ever been an opportunity to turn back, it had long since passed.

      Zelle’s hand curled around the end of the staff. “I’m going into the Sanctum. Anyone else want to come?”

      Rien surveyed her. “I would if I was certain of finding what I was looking for.”

      “You might be surprised.” The Sanctum lacked for knowledge on nothing except perhaps recent history; Zelle’s ancestors had stopped bringing in new texts a few centuries after they’d departed Aestin and settled here in the mountains some thousand years prior. “I don’t know about you, but I want to know more about this god of illusions.”

      “Agreed.” Rien lifted his crimson staff. Right, he wants to know more about his own deity. Rien’s own ancestors—the Asteras, one of the most prestigious families in Aestin—had once maintained contact with the Sentinels, but evidence of their past communications had been destroyed along with his house when Daimos had slaughtered his family. Rien had managed to find a replacement for the Relic he’d lost in the carnage but no information pertaining to his current Relic, which Zelle had believed to be a myth until the nameless Shaper had placed it in his hands.

      “No thanks,” said Aurel. “I’ll go back to the village and see what the Changers are up to.”

      “No, you will not,” Grandma told her. “It’s dark. At least wait until morning before you take unnecessary risks.”

      “Does that count all the times you went wandering in the forest with the Changers sniffing around the village?”

      Zelle was more than happy to leave them bickering and make for the stairs ahead of Rien, climbing up to the short corridor that led into the Sanctum. “I give them less than a day before they’re at one another’s throats.”

      “Not so different to when we were all staying in the Reader’s house, then.” He caught her up easily, his movements elegant enough to make her feel unrefined. Despite the weeks he’d spent in Zeuten, living in relative anonymity, he carried himself like a noble no matter how he dressed, including the Itzar-made furs he currently wore.

      “There’s less space here, though.” Like Aurel’s house, the outpost contained a collection of artefacts gathered by generations of their family but not much in the way of comforts for human habitation. With five of them present and only two bedrooms, one of which belonged to her grandmother and the other which would be claimed by Aurel, Zelle suspected she and Rien would find themselves sleeping in the living room—together.

      She’d have to think on that one later. Rien showed no signs of that particular dilemma having occurred to him and indicated the door ahead of them. “Except in there. How big is the Sanctum?”

      “Haven’t a clue.” The staff’s magic warped the space inside the tower and could even create passages leading to the opposite side of the mountain if the Shaper desired. Regardless, Zelle hoped that unlike their last visit, the books wouldn’t wipe their pages clean when Rien tried to read them, and the doors wouldn’t seal themselves against him.

      “And yet this is all we have.” Rien stood distractingly close behind her, and Zelle’s hands fumbled the bolts on the exterior door. She wished he’d take a step back, but she couldn’t think of how to ask him without admitting how he’d flustered her.

      The staff groaned. Preserve me from this nonsense.

      A flush heated her cheeks. Stay out of my thoughts, Shaper.

      “Zelle?” Rien asked. “What is it?”

      “Just thinking about where to start,” she evaded. “We need to find out as much as possible about the Great Powers, especially Invicten. Then we can figure out what we’re up against.”

      Daimos must have obtained Invicten’s Relic somehow, but he couldn’t have joined forces with the deity directly without surrendering the other Relic he already carried. That Rien already knew, and she didn’t need to remind him that the other Relic in question had once been his.

      Nor did could she afford for either of them to be distracted. Zelle finished unbolting the locks in silence and opened the door to the Sanctum.
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      Rien walked after Zelle into the short corridor connecting the Sanctum’s exterior door to the interior one, behind which a clawed instrument hung from a hook on the wall. Zelle took the instrument in hand before unlocking the inner door and leading the way into the main part of the Sanctum.

      An archway shadowed them, inscribed with runes in the old language the settlers of Zeuten had once shared with his own ancestors. A thousand years of separation had driven the language to evolve in two separate directions, but if he racked his memories of his childhood linguistic lessons, he could make out some of the words.

      “Three… then beginning,” he read.

      Zelle halted. “I didn’t know you understood the old text.”

      “Not all of it, but I’m guessing it doesn’t actually say ‘leave while you still can.’”

      She flashed him a smile at the reminder of her comment during their first visit here, when she’d suggested the archway was marked with a warning. At the time, he’d been surprised that she’d speak to him in such a familiar manner, but it hadn’t taken long for him to realise she hadn’t had a friend to talk to in a long time. And while he’d been missing his memories at the time, he’d recognised something in that loneliness.

      A shuffling noise in the background caused Zelle’s shoulders to tense. “Thought so.”

      Raising the clawed instrument, she left the archway and went in search of the intruders. Oakwood shelves lined each wall, interspersed with alcoves containing torches that stayed lit no matter how long the place went without visitors—no doubt because of the nameless Shaper. He often forgot the gremlins lurking in the shadows were a product of the Shaper’s magic, too, though he and Zelle dispatched them with ease, tossing out of the windows opened by levers some resourceful past Sentinel had installed between the shelves.

      With the gremlins taken care of, he and Zelle walked until they came to a door inset with a metal ring. There, Zelle halted. “Do you want to ask the book for what you need?”

      “You aren’t going in there yourself?”

      “I’m going to speak to the Shaper directly,” explained Zelle. “I think it’s the quickest way to get the information I need.”

      She was probably right, but the notion of splitting up in the Sanctum didn’t appeal. He reminded himself that the Shaper wouldn’t do Zelle any harm and said, “I agree.”

      Zelle tugged on the metal ring, opening the door to reveal a room the size of a small cave. Atop a pedestal in the centre sat a book with a cover as bright as a jewel, and Zelle stepped aside to allow him to reach it. “I shouldn’t be too long, but you should take this. Just in case.”

      He took the clawed instrument she offered him. “You’re making me have second thoughts about parting ways.”

      “Really?” She blinked as if surprised. “I wouldn’t advise you to come with me to see the Shaper. She threw me off a cliff once, remember?”

      “That was a joke.” Only half true, but he hadn’t anticipated her reaction to his remark. “Not a great one.”

      “Oh.” Her gaze lowered. “That’s all right, then.”

      What was that? he berated himself. He hadn’t meant to imply that he wanted to stay by her side like an infatuated youth, but she seemed to have taken the comment that way, and he wished he hadn’t spoken at all. Heat crept to the tips of his ears, and while Zelle’s face had flushed, too, she said nothing, ducking out of sight.

      Rien opened the book sitting atop the pedestal, and its pages expanded to fill his vision, prompting a familiar dizzying sensation of looking upon a visual that ought by rights to be outside the boundaries of his perception. The towering pages supposedly listed every book in the entire Sanctum, which should also be an impossibility, but hardly more so than the entirety of the Sanctum’s many corridors fitting inside a small stone tower.

      Really, it was surprising that nobody in Zelle’s family had guessed the nameless Shaper’s involvement sooner. No other deity had power over the very nature of reality itself. Though if Zelle was anything to go by, the Sentinels held the view that some questions were best left unanswered. Not an illogical approach, given recent events, and Rien had certainly had his own perspective upended since he’d lost his link to Astiva.

      While his original deity had been a loyal companion, Rien had since faced the reality that not every deity thought of humanity the same way—including, perhaps, the one whose power resided in his current Relic. As far as he could work out, the founders of Zeuten had brought the Relic here to the mountains, but his knowledge ended there. For that reason, he would leave it to Zelle to gather information on Invicten and intended to focus his attention on his own deity instead.

      Rien focused on the text filling the pages and addressed the book. “Find me a text that contains information about the children of Gaiva, especially Zierne.”

      Zierne, like Astiva, was one of five children of the creator goddess Herself. While all of them had departed this realm countless years ago and left only their Relics behind, the other four had remained in Aestin. How, then, had Zierne’s Relic come to be on a separate continent to Astiva and his other siblings? It was not simple curiosity that drove him, but understanding his new Relic might well prove necessary to his own survival.

      On the page, spiky letters formed words in modern Zeutenian—Children of Gaiva—and he committed the name of the book to memory as he stepped away from the pedestal. The towering pages disappeared while the book returned to a more ordinary size.

      Leaving the pedestal, Rien went in search of the book he needed, keeping the clawed instrument Zelle had given him ready in case any more gremlins appeared. Since the title was in the part of the Sanctum they’d already cleared out, he found the right shelf without being ambushed. Crouching down, he retrieved a dusty volume with careful hands. The leather-bound cover had faded with age, but he made out the title: Children of Gaiva.

      Rien opened the book, finding a spot in an alcove under a lantern that enabled him to read the sprawling text on the yellowing pages. This is the history of Gaiva and Her five true children, fathered by Invicten.

      Invicten? That might be of interest to Zelle, though the book’s overall focus appeared to be on Gaiva’s children and not their parents.

      A sudden clattering sound came from nearby, and Rien snapped the book closed. Raising the clawed instrument, he rounded the corner and stopped short when he saw Zelle. She faced the stone wall and gripped her staff in a hand that was aglow with blue light from her fingertips to her sleeve. From her frazzled manner, he could discern that her visit to the Shaper had not ended in her favour.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She blew out a breath. “The Shaper doesn’t want to talk to me about Invicten and told me to do the research for myself.”

      “Didn’t the Shaper witness that history?”

      “Not the part after Her imprisonment, which covers several thousand years.” Zelle turned away from the wall. “I can learn the basics from a book, true, but the Sanctum’s texts won’t tell me anything about the present day either. Did you find anything useful?”

      He held up his own book. “Children of Gaiva. There’s one mention of Invicten in the opening section, but I haven’t read the rest.”

      “I wanted recent history, ideally.” The glow from the staff had dimmed while they spoke, and when she lowered her hand, he could almost fool himself into believing she no longer bore the mark of her new allegiance with the Shaper on her skin. “I knew it was unlikely that I’d find any, but it’d help to know if any humans have previously held Invicten’s Relic.”

      “Assuming there isn’t more than one Relic, and that they all have the same abilities.” He spoke the pessimistic words automatically, though he’d been trying to avoid thinking of the possibility of Daimos carrying multiple Relics of Invicten. One was quite enough to handle on its own.

      Zelle’s brow twitched. “Powers, don’t even start with that. All right, I’ll see what’s in here.”

      As she made her way to the room with the pedestal, Rien waited under a lantern and once again opened Children of Gaiva.

      Five children there were, and they were born in harmony. Astiva, Mevicen, Venzei, Lauvet, and Zierne.

      Before he could read further, Zelle stepped down from the pedestal. “The Sanctum only recommended a single book. It had better be a good one.”

      He followed her past rows of shelves, reading one-handed as he did so. But the peace was not to last, for one of their number was jealous of the humans Gaiva had created.

      His foot caught on a stone, and Zelle shot him an amused look over her shoulder. “If you’re not careful, you’ll walk into a pillar. I might have done that a few times when I came in here as a child.”

      He lowered the book. “I’m surprised there’s any appropriate reading material for a child in here.”

      “There isn’t, but my grandmother never cared what I did as long as I didn’t get in the way,” she said. “She reasoned that it was marginally less dangerous than letting me run wild outside on the mountain paths, which was a fair assessment.”

      “Despite the gremlins hiding in the shelves?”

      “I learned to deal with them.”

      Not for the first time, it struck her how radically different their upbringings must have been.

      Losing her parents at a young age coupled with not being chosen as Sentinel meant Zelle would have spent a lot of time alone, while he’d always been surrounded by a sea of relatives and acquaintances. “And your sister?”

      “My sister was too young to care about a bunch of boring old books,” she said. “Ah—we’re in the right section.”

      After skimming the titles on the shelves, Zelle retrieved a volume that was simply titled Tales of the Three. “Myths aren’t exactly what I had in mind, but the Sanctum usually sends me in the right direction.”

      “You mean the Shaper,” said Rien. “Her magic must guide the recommendations, right?”

      “Yes, but it’s not… coordinated, I suppose I’d say.” Her brow scrunched up. “Or maybe it is, but it doesn’t feel that way when one part of the Shaper just berated me for being too lazy to do my own research.”

      “And the other gave you a book.”

      She studied the cover for a moment. “A book I’ve already read, in all likelihood.”

      The Shaper was known for being inscrutable, but Zelle had more control over the Sanctum than most, so he could understand her frustration at the lack of certainty. “Do you remember it containing anything useful on the nameless Shaper?”

      “No, but everyone knows the stories. They’re written over the walls in here, in fact.” She indicated the symbols carved into the stone, worn away by time. “The three Great Powers were here before humanity walked the earth. Three there were, in the beginning. The first gave us life. The second gave us thought. And the third, who shaped the world itself, gave us our legacy. I don’t remember the rest.”

      “They’re in a different order to the one we’re taught in Aestin,” he observed. “The Shaper created the land, then Gaiva created life, and then Invicten gave certain beings consciousness. Your tale starts with Gaiva, then Invicten…”

      “It doesn’t matter what order they appear in,” Zelle interjected. “They’re symbolic, besides.”

      “Symbolic?” he echoed.

      “We don’t—look, not everyone believes the Great Powers actually created the entire world and everything that lives in it,” said Zelle. “I certainly don’t, anyway.”

      “You don’t?” Did he? He’d always taken the story as true in a broad sense, but he hadn’t thought on the specifics. He certainly hadn’t imagined he’d ever end up in the company of someone with a connection to one of those Great Powers themselves.

      “I believe the three Great Powers have some level of control over the elements of this world,” said Zelle. “I don’t believe they’re the sole reason for any of humanity’s accomplishments.”

      “I suppose not.” From her tone, he sensed that his comment had annoyed her in some way. “The Great Powers left the world a long time ago, and I’m sure there’s more than one way of interpreting their history.”

      “Especially when certain deities refuse to answer our questions.” She gave the staff a scowl. “One would think they would be a little concerned there might be another Great Power walking around this realm and on the side of our enemy at that.”

      Rien didn’t think Daimos had the real Invicten—not simply a Relic—at his command, but given that the nameless Shaper had turned out to be imprisoned here in these very mountains, anything might be possible. “I hope that book gives you some direction, then.”

      “So do I.” She tucked it under her arm and began to walk towards the exit. “And yours. Learn anything interesting?”

      “Allegedly, Gaiva’s children got into a fight because some of them were jealous of humans.”

      “That’s well-known, isn’t it?” said Zelle. “I mean, it stands to reason that they would see the other living beings Gaiva created as rivals for Her attention. That’s what I was taught, anyway.”

      He certainly hadn’t been, but as far as his family was concerned, the only one of Gaiva’s children that mattered was Astiva: a benevolent friend to humans and his family’s greatest ally. He might have to do some more reassessing if he wanted to uncover the truth of Zierne’s history with Astiva and their other siblings.

      They returned to the downstairs room, where Grandma Carnelian had fallen into a doze in her armchair. Aurel, meanwhile, had pulled out a pack of Relics and Ruins cards and was sipping a dark liquid from a glass.

      “You brought wine?” Zelle stared at her sister. “You think now is a good time to get drunk?”

      “If we’re going to be stuck here, then I’d say yes, it certainly is.” Aurel put down her glass on the floor. “Relax, I don’t have enough to get drunk on. Speaking of which, we’ll have to do a supply run in the morning.”

      “We have food and water,” said Zelle. “We don’t need unnecessary luxuries, especially when there are people down in the village who’d happily see us captured or worse.”

      “True, but we don’t have to rely on Tavine any longer.” Aurel shuffled the deck of cards. “We have eagles, remember? We can fly anywhere we like.”

      “Are you forgetting the Changers might spot us from the sky?”

      Rien let their argument fade into the background and returned to his spot next to the bookcase to read the new volume he’d collected from the Sanctum.

      Gaiva’s children’s arguments with the humans grew more intense, and finally, one of them lost patience altogether. Zierne, second of Gaiva’s children, decided that the only way to win back Gaiva’s affection was to get rid of the humans who had infested the world altogether.

      He looked up sharply, his heart lurching. The stories couldn’t possibly be verifiable, given that they’d taken place before any written records, but would Zierne himself back up the claims that he’d once been jealous enough of humans to want to stamp them out of existence? Unlikely, given that they had no way of direct communication, but the notion of being despised by the being to whom he owed his life made his skin prickle.

      He read on, the words blurring as he skimmed the text as quickly as his comprehension of written Zeutenian would allow. Zierne, it seemed, had developed a number of schemes to drive the humans out of existence but had been thwarted each time by none other than Astiva. The eldest of Gaiva’s children had begged his brother to leave the humans alone, but Zierne refused to relent. When tensions had escalated between the siblings, Zierne had extended his threat to Astiva himself, and war had broken out among the gods.

      He looked up to see Zelle approaching him. “You look like a gremlin just poked you in the ear. What is it?”

      He scanned the room, where Grandma Carnelian continued to sleep in her armchair and Evita and Aurel sat on the rug playing a game of Relics and Ruins. None were paying any attention to him or Zelle, but he hadn’t the faintest clue how to begin to tell her that Zierne had allegedly been jealous enough of humans to declare war on his own siblings. Voicing the book’s contents aloud inside the Shaper’s domain seemed a bad decision when his allegiance with his deity was shaky enough already.

      “Wars between humans and gods are unpleasant,” he evaded. “Have you checked your book yet?”

      “Did you know Invicten fathered Gaiva’s children?”

      “Not until I read this.” He held up Children of Gaiva. “That explains why those five deities are stronger than the other lesser gods. What else does it say?”

      “That Gaiva and Invicten had a huge falling-out and ran to opposite ends of the world to get away from one another.”

      “Maybe that’s how Gaiva ended up in Itzar.” He shook his head. “This is all speculation, though, isn’t it? Thousands of years have passed since then, and the only certainty is that Daimos has one of Invicten’s Relics. We don’t even know what he can do with it.”

      “We can guess,” Zelle said. “The deity Himself is shown as a trickster who was fond of leading humans astray. According to the stories, He disguised himself as a human after His argument with Gaiva and seems to have wandered the continent playing practical jokes on anyone unfortunate enough to run into him. Most of those involved creating illusions or unleashing visions for the purposes of sowing confusion and dissent.”

      “Trickery and illusion seem accurate to me, given that someone convinced the Changers that Gaiva Herself ordered the Sentinels’ capture.” By ‘someone,’ he meant Daimos or one of his associates, though there was no telling whether the man himself had ever set foot on the continent at all. Last time, he’d sent Orzen in his stead.

      “True,” she acknowledged. “I find it hard to believe the Senior Changers were so easily taken in after seeing the real Gaiva’s Relic, though I doubt She spoke to them directly.”

      He inclined his head. “After Orzen, I would have hoped they’d be wiser to their vulnerable position. To find the truth, though, I think we’ll have to go and see what’s going on in their camp with our own eyes.”

      From the worried expression on Zelle’s face, he knew she’d had the same thought. “Agreed. If they don’t show their faces tomorrow, we’ll go directly to them.”
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      Evita woke early the following morning, feeling cold and bruised. Overnight she’d rolled out of the window seat onto the hard wooden floor, and the fire had burned itself to ashes. A chill breeze swept through the downstairs room of the Sentinels’ outpost, and while the window was closed, Zelle had had to climb over her every time she wanted to get rid of an unwanted magical construct that had shown up during the night.

      Compared to sleeping on the floor of a cave as she had as a novice Changer, Evita thought the tower was positively luxurious by comparison. Of the two bedrooms, one had been taken by Grandma Carnelian and Aurel and Zelle had briefly tussled over the other. Zelle had insisted that it ought to go to Rien, as a foreign guest, but Rien himself had argued otherwise. In the end, Zelle had been forced to cave in and let Aurel take the spare room, while she and Rien each lay in an armchair under the thick furs they’d bought from Itzar.

      All things considered, Evita had slept in worse conditions, even if she did have to deal with the way Zelle and Rien acted around one another when they assumed she wasn’t paying attention. If there was one thing worse than being around two people who were madly in love with one another, it was being around a pair who had yet to acknowledge their feelings and consequently turned every interaction into a game of second-guessing. They’d be talking as normal, and then one would make a comment that made the other blush or look away, and Evita would wish that she’d slept outside instead. Despite having no desire to participate in anything similar herself, Evita wished one of them would take the next step and get it over with.

      Since both of them were currently sleeping, Evita quietly climbed back into the window seat. When Aurel appeared on the other side of the glass and waved at her, Evita startled and nearly slipped out of the seat again. Sheepishly waving back, she grabbed her shoes and slid her feet into them before hurrying out of the tower and closing the door behind her.

      Aurel’s auburn hair hung in damp curls, as if she’d recently immersed it in water. “I’m glad one of you is awake. Grandma must have tired herself out yesterday. She’s usually up way earlier than this.”

      Evita scanned the skies for the dragonet and spotted his reptilian shadow chasing the eagles around the mountaintops. “You wanted to go and get supplies from Tavine?”

      “Once my grandmother wakes up,” Aurel replied. “Trust me, she’ll have my head if I sneak off without telling her. Anyway, there’s a mountain stream around the back of the tower if you want to have a proper wash. It’s not exactly a luxury inn, I know, but it’s all we’ve got.”

      “Thanks.” The journey the day before had left Evita sweaty and dirty, though she’d had more pertinent concerns than taking a bath.

      Evita went back into the tower to fetch some clothes from her pack and grabbed her empty water skin before making her way to the stream Aurel had pointed out. She didn’t need to worry about anyone watching her, because the area was as remote as possible and the only obvious route to the outpost was a rickety wooden bridge at the foot of the path that sloped downhill from the tower. Not even the Changers would have risked crossing the bridge, and as far as she knew, they were unaware of the hidden tunnels within the mountain that were accessible to the Sentinels. Convenient, and no doubt the reason they’d survived the night without an ambush.

      The stream’s water was freezing, so Evita washed as quickly as possible before changing into fresh clothes. She then filled the water skin and slaked her thirst, shivering in the cold mountain air and wondering why adventuring always seemed to involve so much discomfort.

      Their escape from the Changers had put Evita’s decision on her future to the back of her mind too. Aurel had hired Evita as her cleaner and servant prior to her capture at the hands of rebels from Itzar, but it had always been a temporary position to enable her to scrape together some cash after Orzen had left her with nothing of her former home. Aurel had since suggested that Evita might be more suited to making use of her unexpected gambling talent, as she’d demonstrated a lucky streak at the tavern in Itzar while playing cards with the locals, but now her luck had come to a decisive end, and her future was murkier than ever.

      That’s assuming I survive, added a pessimistic voice in the back of her mind. She’d come close to death too many times to count in recent weeks and getting on the wrong side of the deities was considerably riskier than a simple game of Relics and Ruins.

      Now thoroughly wide awake, she returned to the tower, where Aurel waited at the top of the sloping path, watching the eagles chase one another around the cliffs. “They seem to like it here.”

      Evita studied the swooping birds for a moment. “I thought they were going back to Itzar. Don’t they belong to the islanders?”

      “I think they’re just well trained, like Chirp.”

      “He’s trained, but he’s also loyal.” She’d saved the dragonet from being devoured by a wyrm during her first—and only—Changer’s trial, and Chirp had become attached to her immediately. He’d since returned the favour several times over, and she doubted she’d have had as much success training him as she had if not for that foundation of mutual trust. “Also, we did cause rather a lot of trouble in the islands, so we could do worse than return their eagles.”

      “That was Zelle’s fault, mostly,” said Aurel. “She’s the one who broke Gaiva’s rock into a million pieces.”

      “She also enabled most of the population of Itzar to access Gaiva’s magic. That’s probably enough to make up for flooding the Isles and breaking their most treasured possession.”

      Aurel shot her an amused look. “If you ask me, she ought to unleash the same sort of mayhem in Aestin. It’d solve Rien’s problems more efficiently than anything else. And ours, if that elusive Daimos character is there and not here.”

      “Don’t forget the Changers,” Evita reminded her. “Do you think they’ll be waiting to ambush us at your house?”

      “Haven’t a clue.” Aurel’s tone sounded unconcerned, but a hint of wariness tensed her shoulders. “I’d wear that cloak of yours, though.”

      “Of course I will.” Evita’s cloak would render her unseen, but risking capture solely for a few trinkets struck her as a bad idea. Not when they also had an opportunity to learn how widely the Changers’ influence really stretched. “We should take Chirp too.”

      “I’ll see if my grandmother is awake.” Aurel returned to the tower while Evita waved at the reptilian beast to get his attention.

      Abandoning the chase, the dragonet flew over and chirped a greeting as he landed in front of her. Chirp had grown dramatically in the two months or so that they’d known one another and was now large enough to comfortably carry two people on his back.

      “Want to come with me to the village?”

      The dragonet bumped his head against her hand, which she assumed meant “yes.” The beast seemed to understand her speech, though the reverse wasn’t true, and he seemed as happy to spend time with her as she was glad of his company.

      Behind her, the tower door opened, and Grandma Carnelian emerged. One hand rested on a walking stick that she’d taken to carrying as a replacement for the staff that Zelle had claimed for her own, and her wrinkled face reflected disapproval. “Aurel said you want to go to Tavine.”

      “She wants to get some things from the house,” explained Evita. “I can use the cloak to sneak around and see what the Changers are doing or listen in on some conversations between the villagers at the tavern.”

      “Last I saw, the Changers took over the entire tavern themselves,” the old Sentinel growled. “I don’t know what they did to poor Marita, but the girl was shaking like a leaf when they left.”

      “They want Aurel, not me, right?” Evita considered this unwelcome development. “Should I go alone?”

      “I’d like to see you talk Aurel out of anything she’s set her mind to.” Grandma Carnelian tutted. “Stubborn, she is.”

      I can see where she gets it from. The Sentinel’s warning was clear, but Evita herself had no other way to make herself useful. She couldn’t read, so helping Rien and Zelle hunt for information on the Powers was beyond her. Her only other skills stemmed from her assassin’s training, while she was the only one of their number not in possession of a Relic. No, the cloak doesn’t count, she told herself. Zelle had claimed otherwise, but the cloak had been on loan from the Changers before she’d decided to keep it for herself, and besides, didn’t one need to choose to claim a Relic?

      “Stop scaring her, Grandma.” Aurel’s voice drifted through the tower door. “It’s not like we’re breaking into the Changers’ base.”

      “You could stand to be a little more prepared.” The elderly Sentinel addressed her granddaughter. “For instance, it might help you to know that their guard shifts outside the front gates change every four hours, starting at midnight.”

      “That means the people on duty now will be groggy from lack of sleep.” Aurel emerged from the tower with a large pack in one hand. “Though they’re Changers, so physical discomfort might not bother them.”

      “It doesn’t,” Evita confirmed. “Also, they believe they’re serving Gaiva, so they’d happily spend their days shovelling cow dung if they thought the deity wanted them to.”

      Aurel gave a snort of laughter and stepped aside to allow Evita to enter the tower. Seizing on the chance to get away from the old Sentinel, she walked into the outpost and found that Rien and Zelle were both awake, each studiously not looking at the other. Ignoring the awkward silence that emerged when she entered, Evita returned to the window seat and retrieved her pack.

      “You’re going now?” Zelle asked. “To the village?”

      “We are.” Aurel poked her head through the open door. “We’ll be back within the hour. Wait at least that long before you send out a search party.”

      “Don’t joke,” Zelle insisted, but Aurel had already withdrawn from sight.

      Evita hefted her pack over her shoulder and waved goodbye to Zelle and Rien before leaving the tower. Grandma watched, hands folded on top of the walking stick planted in front of her, but she made no move to stop them from approaching the dragonet.

      “We can both fly on Chirp,” Evita told Aurel. “He can carry two of us quite comfortably now, and we’ll be less conspicuous.”

      Aurel walked up to the reptilian beast. “He knows where to go?”

      “Of course.” Evita stroked his nose. “We can land in the forest. He’ll blend in easier that way.”

      Evita climbed on the dragonet’s back and helped Aurel scramble up to sit behind her, her heart lurching at the already significant drop at the side of the mountain path. When the ground dropped away beneath them, she gripped Chirp’s neck until he grumbled at her.

      Aurel noticed, leaning forward. “I can look down and help navigate if you like.”

      Glad to have someone with a head for heights on her team, Evita gave a mute nod, turning her gaze to the overcast sky instead. The clouds didn’t make it any easier to figure out if any Changers might be watching her, but they reached the other side of the peaks without being challenged.

      After they’d reached the path where the Sentinels’ cave lay hidden, they flew lower, over the thick pines surrounding the village until they found a gap in the canopy through which they could descend without causing too much of a disturbance. Helped by Aurel’s whispered instructions, Evita directed Chirp to follow one of the forest paths until they reached the back of the village. They’d avoided the front gate where the two Senior Changers had accosted them during their last visit, but she held her breath when the dragonet landed, stirring up a flurry of leaves.

      Evita pulled up the hood of her cloak to hide her face, while Aurel used the bushes and undergrowth as cover to approach the village from behind.

      “Have you done this before?” Evita whispered to her.

      “Of course,” replied Aurel. “I lived with Grandma as an apprentice. I’ve lost count of the number of times I had to sneak into the house after a late night at the tavern when I was a teenager.”

      And more recently, if what Evita had witnessed in the weeks that she’d spent living in the Reader’s house was anything to go by. She had no chance to reply, however, because two Changers came into view near the fence, their silvery cloaks rippling from their shoulders.

      Evita held her breath, but the patrol walked past without appearing to notice they weren’t alone. When she was certain they’d passed out of hearing distance, she continued towards the back fence near the wide stone house Aurel lived in.

      Aurel held out a hand to stop her from walking any farther. “I’ll go in alone. You go around the front and see what the Changers are doing.”

      “Are you sure?” she breathed. “They might come back.”

      “They won’t get past the fence.” Aurel’s confident tone brought back the rather unpleasant memory of Orzen taunting Evita from the other side of that very same fence. Even he hadn’t been able to get inside the Reader’s house, though, so Evita reluctantly gave in.

      “Be careful.”

      She left Aurel and followed the path of the two Changers they’d seen earlier. Evita’s cloak would enable her to walk through the centre of the village without being seen, in theory, but she took care to tread lightly. On swift feet, she passed rows of stone cottages that comprised most of the village until she came to the spot where the newly constructed fence curved around a corner. At the front gates, the two Changers she’d seen patrolling were conversing with Briony and Verne, a pair of Senior Changers she’d met beforehand. From the glimpse she caught of their faces, both looked rather tired after an early-morning session of watching for trespassers, but as one of the trespassers in question, she had little sympathy for them.

      “Nothing?” asked one of the newcomers, whose silvery cloak strained across his broad shoulders.

      “No,” replied Briony. “Strange. I would have expected them to be too impatient to wait until morning, and they must know it’s riskier for them to come in daylight.”

      “Hasn’t stopped that old woman from wandering around,” remarked the second newcomer, a woman with bristle-short hair who carried a bow and arrows slung over her shoulder. “You let her slip through your fingers again yesterday, didn’t you?”

      “She didn’t even use magic,” grumbled the broad-shouldered man. “She’s escaped, what, four times now?”

      Grandma Carnelian. She certainly hadn’t used magic, given that Zelle held her staff. Evita couldn’t hold back a grin at the mental image of the Changers chasing the old woman around the forest without being able to catch her.

      “Never mind her.” Briony stifled a yawn. “A supply cart is due to arrive today, so we need to make sure nobody sneaks out while the gates are open.”

      Their conversation turned to mundane matters concerning running the village, though Evita had to remind herself that the Changers weren’t supposed to be in charge. Tavine received most of its supplies from the larger towns nearby, so if the Changers had taken control of their supply lines, they were effectively holding the entire village hostage for no good reason.

      A cloaked female Changer interrupted their chatter by jogging into view and breathlessly halting next to the gates.

      “I saw movement in the Reader’s house,” she announced.

      Evita’s heart lurched. Aurel.

      “Are you sure?” Briony sounded unimpressed. “She wouldn’t be that foolish, surely.”

      “Yes, she would,” said the male newcomer. “She’s a drunk and a spendthrift, from what I’ve heard. No doubt she couldn’t resist picking up some of her pretty dresses to take into hiding with her.”

      A spasm of rage shook Evita, and she clenched her fists to avoid giving herself away. That his guess was right was beside the point. She cast a wild glance around and spotted the dragonet’s scales glinting in the nearby bushes. I have to warn her.

      “We’ll wait outside the door, then,” said the female newcomer. “She’s bound to come outside eventually for one of her trips to the tavern. I guarantee it.”

      A second jolt of anger hit her, and Evita began to make her stealthy way towards Chirp’s hiding place, sticking to the shadows despite the cloak hiding her from sight. Aurel might be protected while she was inside the house, but she couldn’t stay in there forever, and Evita wouldn’t put it past the Changers to try any means of trickery to lure her outside.

      She halted next to the dragonet’s scaly leg and leaned to whisper in his ear. “Get Aurel out of the house. Come back for me later.”

      Chirp made a displeased noise, but at Evita’s insistence, he vanished in a rustle of leaves. Evita remained crouched in the shadows, holding her breath, tensed for the sound of flight.

      Instead, a hand seized her cloak and dragged her out of the bushes.
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      Zelle yawned, dunking her hair underneath the waterfall fuelling the mountain stream in an attempt to wake herself up. She’d stayed up late reading the book she’d removed from the Sanctum by the light of the fire, and the intermittent disturbances from gremlins and other magical constructs had made it hard to settle down to sleep. In the armchair next to hers, Rien had been perusing his own book, his gaze roving the page with intentness and an occasional furrow of the brow, as if the text displeased him. Zelle might have asked for the details, but she hadn’t wanted to wake the others. Now Aurel and Evita had left, though, she found herself putting off the moment when she had to be alone with him again.

      After pulling on a clean tunic and a pair of trousers and shrugging into her fur-lined coat, she retrieved the staff from where she’d propped it up against a nearby rock and circled the tower to the front door.

      The staff itself had maintained a frosty silence whenever she asked any questions pertaining to whether the Shaper would be willing to talk to her today. Taciturn though the staff might be, Zelle hadn’t expected the Shaper to shut her out altogether when she’d asked for the details of Her history with Invicten. One would think that the threat of another Great Power would be enough to prompt a helpful response, but the Shaper had left her to read between the lines of a book instead.

      Outside the tower, Grandma paced up and down, looking askance at the spot where the dragonet had taken off with his two passengers.

      “They’ll be fine,” Zelle told her grandmother. “If they run into trouble, the dragonet will be able to help them escape.”

      “Exactly.” Rien walked into view. He must have found another river to wash in, judging by his dripping wet hair and clean shirt. Even dressed in travelling garb as opposed to the attire of an Aestinian noble, he retained the air of someone who was used to always presenting an impeccable front.

      “What are you going to do with yourselves while those two are on their ill-advised trip, then?” asked Grandma. “Did you find anything useful in those books of yours?”

      “Not exactly,” Zelle admitted. “Rien, did you?”

      He was silent for a moment as though mulling over his words. “I found little information relevant to the present, but that was to be expected given the age of the texts in the Sanctum.”

      “I’m sorry our resources aren’t up-to-date enough for you, Arien Astera.”

      “Grandma!” said Zelle. “Our resources are several hundred years out of date. When was the last time anyone brought any new texts to add to the Sanctum?”

      “At least a century ago, and that hardly matters.” Grandma dismissed her words. “The books won’t help you. They’re just words.”

      “The Shaper’s magic is rooted in words,” Zelle reminded her. “I thought you knew that.”

      For once, we are in agreement, commented the staff. I would not underestimate words, Sentinel.

      Grandma’s gaze sharpened, indicating that she’d heard the staff speak too. It shouldn’t have surprised Zelle that Grandma had no faith in the Sanctum to give them anything of use—she might be the current active Sentinel, but she had no interest in the theoretical parts of the role and had always preferred roaming the mountain paths to poring over old texts. Even Zelle, despite her childhood fascination with the Sanctum’s ancient tomes, had never considered this place to be the main source of her family’s power.

      Not until she’d learned what—or who—lay imprisoned inside the mountains.

      “I am sorry if I offended you, Sentinel.” Rien spoke up before Grandma could snap at Zelle as well. “The fact is, I was rather hoping not to have to travel back to Aestin to find any documentation of how Zierne’s Relic came to be in Zeuten.”

      Zelle could understand his frustration. If her own readings had taught her anything, it was that there was a gaping hole between the era when the deities had interacted with mortals and the current era in which all that remained of them were the Relics they’d left behind. No documentation gave any specifics of what event connected the two, and until she managed to pry the truth out of the Shaper, she could only guess at how they’d become estranged.

      “What about the deity of illusions, then?” She directed her question at Grandma. “His Relics weren’t brought here at any point, right?”

      “The Relics of Invicten haven’t been seen in over a thousand years,” the Sentinel replied. “The same as the other Great Powers, except for Gaiva. As well you know.”

      “We thought our Relics came from Gaiva,” Zelle reminded her. “Instead, they turned out to belong to the nameless Shaper. The texts don’t reveal everything, do they?”

      “That was what I was trying to tell you,” Grandma growled. “Words can lie.”

      Turning her back on them, she stomped into the tower. Zelle and Rien exchanged bewildered looks and then followed her through the door.

      Scooping up Tales of the Three from the armchair where she’d left it, Zelle flipped open the book. “The stories in here might have no meaning except in a metaphorical sense, but I assume the Shaper wanted me to read this version of the falling-out between the three Great Powers for a reason. I just wish She’d tell me what it is instead of being oblique.”

      “Maybe talking it through aloud will help you puzzle it out,” Rien offered. “It can’t hurt.”

      “Skipping over the part about the creation of the world…” Zelle sat down in the armchair and turned the pages. “The text says that humanity was the actual cause of the schism between the three Great Powers. Humans were Gaiva’s creation, and Invicten grew jealous of them for stealing Gaiva’s attention.”

      “Really?” Rien’s brows rose. “That’s not so different than what it says in Children of Gaiva… except it says Gaiva’s children were the ones who grew jealous of humanity, without mentioning Invicten.”

      “Don’t interrupt,” Grandma reprimanded him. “You can make comparisons later.”

      Zelle hadn’t known her grandmother was paying any attention, but she continued. “Allegedly, Invicten finally grew jealous enough of humans to use His divine influence to cast a spell on them. The power of illusions warped their minds into seeing one another as enemies and dividing into factions from where they’d once lived in harmony. When those new hostilities erupted into wars, Gaiva was devastated. She sent Her children to convince the humans to make peace with one another, but they were unsuccessful. After that, She did not involve Herself with humans again.”

      Rien picked up his own faded leather textbook. “There are similarities with the stories in here, except that instead of Invicten, it was supposedly Zierne who grew jealous of humans and started warring with them, forcing his own siblings to take up arms against him.”

      “Zierne?” Was that what had been bothering him the previous day? Accurate or not, learning that one’s deity might have waged war against humanity was bound to be a shock. “My book doesn’t mention him. It just says that Gaiva’s children took sides among the various groups of humans and got involved in the wars that eventually resulted in the gods departing the world…”

      “Does it give any details on the last part?” he asked. “The wars?”

      “No,” she said. “The book is mostly about the Great Powers, and that’s where their involvement with humans ended. There’s no mention of the Shaper being imprisoned by the other Great Powers, nor whereabouts Gaiva or Invicten went afterwards. The Great Powers alone know the truth.”

      A pointed look at the staff yielded no response.

      “Did your stories say that Invicten created illusions to turn the humans against one another?” Rien asked. “That sounds like the spell currently afflicting the Changers.”

      “I thought so too,” she said. “I hope Evita and Aurel manage to find out what’s going on down there.”

      Maybe the Changers had been inclined to fall for the ruse because of their prevailing belief that Gaiva had initially given them their powers, but she had to wonder where those stories had started. Tales of the Three contained no mention of Zeuten at all, let alone which Great Powers might have once roamed the continent. While Zelle herself didn’t believe the tales of the deities were true in a literal sense, the Shaper was certainly here, and not being accurate to real history didn’t mean the stories held no truth.

      “Exactly,” agreed Rien. “The Changers don’t know they’re being manipulated or coerced, as they did when Orzen was pressuring them into serving him. They believe wholeheartedly in their quest.”

      “Because they think they’re serving the Crown. Fulfilling their duty. There must be a way to convince them otherwise.” Zelle racked her brain for her admittedly rusty knowledge of Zeuten’s policies on foreign magic users. “When they tried to have Rien targeted for being an illegal Invoker, they were going by the same policy that says that anyone who brings a hostile Relic into the country is as good as declaring war on Zeuten itself.”

      Grandma gave a snort. “You’ll have a job and a half proving that to anyone, given that Daimos most likely isn’t even here.”

      Zelle scowled at her. “Thanks for the support. If Evita and Aurel find out how deep his influence runs, it’ll be a starting point, but if Daimos is here, then we have bigger problems than the Changers.”

      You don’t say was the staff’s contribution.

      “You’re being quiet.” Zelle faced the staff. “Considering you witnessed some of this history for yourself, one would think you’d have a comment to offer.”

      I did not.

      “You didn’t witness it?” She frowned. “You and the Shaper are the same, right? Don’t you have the same memories?” She’d assumed that must be the case, though she’d never asked directly. The Shaper might be split into three pieces—or four, if you counted the Book of Reading—but Zelle had thought they shared a mind, at the very least.

      The staff, however, didn’t answer.

      “What’s the staff saying?” asked Rien.

      “It’s giving excuses as to why it can’t tell me anything.” Zelle’s eyes narrowed at the staff’s knotted wooden surface. “Who created the staff, anyway?”

      Not the first Sentinels, who hadn’t even known the nameless Shaper’s magic existed within the staff when they’d picked it up. At some point, though, someone must have had direct contact with the Shaper to detach some of Her magic to put into a Relic.

      I already answered that question.

      The sound of rustling came from behind her, and she spotted a gremlin creeping up on their packs, no doubt looking for mischief. Marching over to it, she swung the staff with rather more force than necessary, and the gremlin deflated like a squashed frog.

      While she one-handedly opened the window, the staff whispered in her ear. There are books detailing how to create a Relic in the Sanctum, if you truly want to know the specifics. I have not prevented you from accessing that knowledge.

      “Oh, but telling me yourself is too much hassle?” Zelle threw the gremlin outside and slammed the window shut before turning back to Rien.

      He raised a brow as if confused by her outburst. “If you’re talking about creating Relics, I can give you some details on the process, but I can’t speak to the differences between creating one from the magic of a Great Power rather than a regular deity.”

      “Right.” Zelle lowered the staff, mildly embarrassed. It wasn’t Rien she was angry at, so she calmed her tone. “I doubt the Great Powers are mentioned in the official documents detailing Zeuten’s policies on foreign Invokers, either, but there must be a way to convince the authorities that the Changers were mistaken in thinking Gaiva was giving them orders.”

      “I seem to remember the last time you tried negotiating with the Changers, two of your number ended up being kidnapped,” Grandma commented.

      Zelle’s jaw tensed. “Last time, we didn’t know what was going on until it was too late. This time, we know exactly who’s behind this, and while the Changers themselves are oblivious, there’s someone else we can tell.”

      “And who is that, exactly?”

      “The Crown Prince, of course.” When Grandma laughed, she pressed on. “The royals are supposed to command the Changers. Officially, anyway. They’re also allied to the Sentinels. If we tell them the Changers are under a hostile spell, they might be able to intervene.”

      “There’s merit to going through the official channels,” acknowledged Rien. “I didn’t do the same when I returned to Aestin because I wanted to avoid drawing unnecessary attention, but perhaps I should have.”

      “You mean the Emperor?”

      From what Rien had told her of his brief trip back to Aestin, he’d kept his presence quiet, simply paying his respects to his family and settling their affairs before returning to Zeuten. He’d come here in search of Daimos, in fact, but now they’d established that his enemy wasn’t present in Zeuten, he could theoretically leave at any moment. Yet he hadn’t. Zelle didn’t know if Rien was simply trying to make up for betraying her trust once beforehand or truly did believe he could make more progress towards taking down Daimos from staying in Zeuten, but she was glad he was here.

      Rien inclined his head. “I thought about speaking to him, but at the time, I didn’t know if Daimos was still in the country or not.”

      “If you’d alerted the Emperor, you’d have painted another target on your head,” Grandma added. “The same will result if you visit Saudenne. Mark my words.”

      The beating of wings outside interrupted Zelle’s reply. Aurel and Evita were back. Good timing, because Zelle wanted an outside opinion on her plan from someone who wasn’t biased. Meaning Evita, not Aurel, since the latter would likely be as amused as her grandmother about Zelle’s suggestion that they’d get anything resembling help from the royal family of Zeuten.

      When the door opened, however, Aurel hurried in alone. Breathless, she slammed the door behind her. “They caught Evita. The Changers did.”

      “They did?” Zelle’s heart sank. “How?”

      “They spotted me in the house,” she mumbled. “The dragonet helped me escape, but Evita must have sent him to rescue me instead of her. Powers above, this is my blasted fault.”

      “Yes, it is,” Grandma agreed. “I warned you.”

      “Grandma,” Zelle warned. “You were lucky not to get caught yourself yesterday.”

      “I at least picked an inconspicuous manner in which to approach the village.”

      “The Changers can fly, so there’s no way to entirely avoid them,” Zelle pointed out. “Besides, they were watching from the ground as well as the skies.”

      “I suppose at least it was the assassin they caught and not you, Aurel,” said Grandma. “They won’t harm her, since she used to be one of them.”

      “You don’t know that,” Aurel insisted. “What’s got you all riled up, anyway?”

      “Grandma has decided our winning strategy is to hide in the tower until the country tears itself apart,” Zelle told her sister. “I suggested we send warning to the Crown and tell them their Changers have been compromised for a second time.”

      A calculating expression crossed Aurel’s face. “Maybe this will inspire the Crown Prince to get off his royal arse and help out.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Relief at Aurel’s acknowledgement bolstered Zelle’s resolve. “Isn’t it worth getting in contact with someone who might be able to lift the Changers’ control over Tavine without any bloodshed?”

      “Agreed.” Rien took a decisive step towards the door. “I imagine it’s common practise to send a letter announcing our visit in advance, but we can’t risk the Changers intercepting the message.”

      “Exactly.” Zelle ignored her grandmother’s derisive laughter in the background. “If we take the eagles, we’ll be able to get back and forth from the capital in a comparatively short time anyway.”

      Aurel eyed her. “Didn’t you just tell me the Changers were watching the skies?”

      “They are, but that won’t change if we wait,” said Rien. “I agree with Zelle. The sooner we warn the Changers’ commanders the better.”

      Heartened by his support, she turned to her grandmother. “We’ll be back within a day, one way or another.”

      For now? It was time for her to take Rien to meet the royal family of Zeuten.
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