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      Agga was a shriveled shell of a man. Never an imposing specimen in his lifetime, he sat piled in his chair, heaped in blankets to warm his bloodless extremities. Though he wheezed with every breath and his dry, ashen skin sagged from the bones of his face, he was as frightening a man as Yancy Tarek had ever encountered. Agga the Ratkeeper, folk called him, though each generation seemed to have come up with a new appellation for the ancient seller of secrets.

      "Tarek…have they all...arrived yet?" Agga asked.

      "They have. The last one, Filius Gromn, got in just this morning, by way of Trebber's Cove. Do you wish to see them?" Tarek asked.

      "No…not yet…there is one…more I expect," Agga said, eyeing Tarek with a look that chilled him. While Tarek could snap his employer's bones by looking at him cross-ways, he suspected that Agga would still find a way to get the best of him. There was a way he had of knowing everyone's schemes that made him seem almost prescient at times.

      "I'm sorry, sir, but all your men are here now. I didn't send for anyone else." Tarek felt it his duty to correct the old man, even though he knew an explanation was forthcoming. That hairless, liver-spotted skull atop Agga's neck was too keen for casual slips. For all his frailties, Agga's mind had not suffered a bit.

      Agga laughed; it sounded like a leaking bellows and ended in a hacking cough that bent the old man in half. Tarek thought for a moment that it would be the end of Agga, right there, at a jest he had yet to explain.

      "I have…sources Tarek...that you do not...comprehend. There will be...one more...a kinsmen of mine. He will…be the last."

      "Any idea when I should look for him, sir?"

      "Soon. You should…go wait," Agga said.

      "Is it true that you will be choosing a successor? That's what the talk is, that you're planning to retire."

      "Yes. I am…getting too…old for this."

      "Then…um, maybe I might ask how old that really is?" Tarek ventured. Agga lied boldly and habitually about his age, rarely giving the same account twice. His agents had a running bet going, should they ever discover the old man's true age, and each of them had his guess. Rumors of Agga being well over a hundred persisted, but the most any of his men had bet upon was one hundred ten. Tarek had taken eighty-five and hoped that if retirement was on Agga's mind, he might be willing to confess.

      "Forty years, Tarek...only as old as...your mind tells you," Agga said, smiling toothlessly.

      "I'd hoped you'd tell the real number, sir. No offense."

      "None…taken. But some…secrets are best…kept."
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        * * *

      

      Tarek sat waiting by the door to the fortress. For being carved into the side of a mountain, it was lavish in its accommodations. The chair was upholstered in velvet with thickly padded arms and a high back. It sat on a Kheshi rug that cost more than most peasants would see in a lifetime. Wall alcoves contained statues and rare baubles from all across Tellurak. Double-doors inlaid with gold stood open to let in the pleasant sea breeze.

      Tarek lounged in his seat, idly tossing a ruby-adorned knife to pass the time. There were more formidable weapons lying about the fortress, but it was a place built for privacy rather than defense. Their true defense was their reputation: bargain with the Circle of Ears, and you would get what you paid for; cross them, and it would be your final mistake. The Circle occasionally hired coinblades to set breached agreements straight, but most often Agga arranged something special.

      Once, King Javin had commissioned the Circle to feed his admirals information on Feru Maru's fleet deployments. The Circle delivered victory into the hands of the Acardian navy but were never paid for it. Not long after, the king's bedchamber burned. The king and his mistress were consumed in the fire. The crown and royal regalia were found unharmed, piled neatly outside the king's door. Crown Prince Jorin sent a bailiff to question Agga, but the man went missing. The prince paid Agga's price.

      Thus insulated from the cares of defending a place no one would think to attack, Tarek whiled away the hours until a man finally approached. Tarek caught his blade one final time and went to meet the man whom Agga had been expecting.

      The visitor was old, though not decrepit like Agga. He was small of build—a trait that ran among Agga's kinfolk—with grey-white hair pulled back and tied at the nape of his neck. Eyes like spyglasses looked Tarek over, inspecting him, judging him, and—it would seem—approving of him.

      "I am here to see Agga," the visitor said in perfect Acardian, though he had an accent that even the worldly Tarek could not place. The man's dress was no clue either, though it was unusual enough. He was dressed all in black—from the cloak he wore to his boots. He wore scale armor stylized to resemble dragon scales, an extravagance that told Tarek the armor was for show more than practicality. The black scales appeared as if they had been individually lacquered, causing the man's attire to look both expensive and exotic.

      "Got a name I can give him, sir?" Tarek asked, still wondering about his master's guest. The question seemed to give the man pause.

      "I suppose Lord Sunrise will do, for now. Take that for what you will."

      The visitor looked more like a sunset. His face looked worn by time. It was a face that had been used up, wrinkled, speckled with an unshaven mottle of greys.

      "How are you and Master Agga related, if you don't mind me asking?" His expert eye had decided that "Lord Sunrise," or whatever his name truly was, carried no weapon. It put Tarek a bit at ease, if he had to let a stranger into the fortress.

      "If Agga did not tell you, then why should I?"

      It may have sounded like a question, but Tarek realized that he was not going to get far by arguing the point with his master's guest.

      "Have it your way, your lordship," Tarek relented. "Follow me."

      Tarek led the evasive stranger down into the mountain stronghold. It was still roughly laid out like the mine it once was, years ago. The tiny town of Ratsport, nestled between Mount Fairview and the Canthoun Bay, had once been a mining trade port. It had housed the men who mined the mountain's silver, the men who loaded it onto ships, and few others. The town had been called Silverfall in those days, before the silver dried up and before Agga had reclaimed it from the ruins.

      Every bit of the former mine had been refurbished under Agga's rule. Rough-hewn stone was smoothed and polished, inlaid with mosaics and reliefs. The old timbers were replaced with fitted stone arches. Galleries were carved to make rooms of all sizes, from private chambers to feasting halls and libraries. Tarek pointed out these features to the taciturn Lord Sunrise, who looked about a bit but remained silent as they walked.

      Tarek knocked when they reached Agga's private office but opened the door without pause so that Agga's failing voice was spared the trouble of answering. He was relieved not to have caught the old man in one of his frequent naps.

      "Ahh, excellent," Agga called out. "That will…be all Tarek. Thank…you. Your service has…been of…great value." It seemed an odd choice of words, and Agga never chose words incautiously. Tarek watched as Lord Sunrise entered the office without further comment and closed the door behind him.

      Tarek settled in next to the door, thinking to eavesdrop. It was a common enough pastime in his line of work, but after several long moments he had heard nothing. Frustrated, he went off to the sitting area near Agga's office to wait until Agga was done with his guest.
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        * * *

      

      "This feels so strange," the visitor commented, looking Agga up and down.

      "Agreed. But no…matter. I am glad…you made it…before—" Agga began, but his guest cut him off.

      "Yes, yes, I know. You may fool the rest of them, you senile old relic, but you do not need to tell me," the visitor snapped in reply.

      "Suppose…I do not," Agga agreed. "Seemed right…to talk first. Don't you…think?"

      "Are you ready or not, old friend?"

      "Do you…think this will…work?" Agga asked.

      "I have no better idea than you do, and you know it. But what choice do you have?"

      "Of course. You…are right," Agga said. "Before you…try. I just…want to…say thank you. For trying." Agga took a deep, steadying breath. "Go ahead."
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        * * *

      

      Tarek had been reading reports of an uprising in northern Khesh. It was old news, but Agga encouraged his agents to study events even if they were a bit dated. Understanding the world better than their competitors was the secret of their success. When the doors to Agga's office were thrust open, Tarek's attention snapped immediately back to his master, and to the mysterious visitor who emerged alone from the office. The visitor closed the doors behind him before Tarek got a chance to see inside.

      "Agga does not wish to be disturbed," Lord Sunrise said, stalking off.

      As curious as he was to see where "Lord Sunrise" had gone, Tarek wanted to speak to Agga. He was on a very short list of men who could disturb Agga when he did not wish to be. When he reached the doors, he found them held fast. The door had neither bar nor lock, deep as it was within Agga's stronghold. Tarek tried again. He put his foot against the wall for leverage but to no avail.

      "Agga," Tarek called, pressing his cheek to the door. He cupped a hand to cover his mouth lest he raise alarm among the Agga's guests. "Are you all right in there?" He heard no response.

      Tarek went to a supply room nearby and pushed aside a set of shelves. He found the catch in the wall that opened a door, and navigated the unlit passage by feel until he found the catch on the other end—a lever that moved one of Agga's bookcases. Emerging into his master's office he found the old man slumped in his chair.

      Before he even checked, Tarek's instincts told him that it was no nap. He felt Agga's neck for a heartbeat, put a finger under his nose to feel for breath. Agga the Ratkeeper, age unknown, had died just moments ago, his limp body still warm to the touch.

      Tarek rushed to the doors. Though nothing seemed to hold them there, they refused to budge.

      He’s killed him. He's escaping. I've got to stop him. A moment's clear thinking left the first and second thoughts intact, but vetoed the third.

      Agga has no successor, and this fortress is filled with killers. I have to get out of here before anyone else realizes he's dead.

      Tarek was clever, which was the main reason Agga kept him around as his personal attendant. He decided that the stuck door was a lucky break. He left by way of the secret passage, loosening the catch as he closed it then snapping the handle free just as it locked shut. Let them find their own way in.

      He hurried to his own room and packed as quickly as he could, taking only what he could carry. Coinage, sword-belt, journals, a few clothes—all went into a pack except the sword, which he buckled about his waist. He was gone moments later, departing by a passage that only a few residents of the fortress knew of—a number one fewer since Agga's demise.
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        * * *

      

      He could not, even years later, figure what prompted him to remain close by. His rocky outcropping overlooked both the path up to the fortress and the town of Ratsport below. He had made his escape cleanly by way of a footpath that would lead him out of the mountains and to Trebber's Cove by next nightfall. The coin in his pack was enough to start a new life in Marker's Point or mongrel Khesh if he so chose.

      Instead, he saw the stranger emerge from the fortress entrance. Lord Sunrise stopped just outside, turned, and to Tarek's amazement, called forth the forces of hell upon Agga's followers. Flames poured from his hands like the gout of flame from a fire-eater's breath, but a hundred-fold, possibly a thousand-fold greater. For long moments the inferno roared. Tarek imagined screams of burning men coming from within the tunnels, but he was too far for it to be anything but his macabre mind's guess as to what must have been happening within.

      When the flames stopped, the visitor stepped away from the entrance. He gestured to the mountain peak, and the earth shook. Mount Fairview cracked and crumbled, pieces toppling down her side. Tarek crouched low, hoping the ground beneath him would remain intact. The quake continued for a time, and Tarek cowered in terror as he listened to stone falling in quantities his mind could barely comprehend.

      When the shaking had stopped and he lifted his head to see what had transpired, all was gone. Mount Fairview was as tall as ever but thinner at the top. The entrance to Agga's fortress and the path leading up to it were buried under rock. The town of Ratsport had been crushed into the sea under the rockslide. It reminded him of the old Garnevian tales. When great kings died, the servants were entombed with their master.

      Of Lord Sunrise, there was no sign, but now Tarek knew his true identity.

      "Great blazes, Agga," Tarek said aloud. "Even Death had to take on a disguise to come collect you."
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      Kyrus Hinterdale turned the stone over in his hands, inspecting the facets. Among the more interesting observations he had made since he had begun unraveling the makings of various magical constructs around the imperial capitol was that the speaking stones were not precious stones at all, as he had once thought. The glazier had just returned the new stone Kyrus was working on. A new layer of glass had been added, providing Kyrus a fresh palette upon which to carve the next set of runes.

      Kyrus's workshop was his former office in the Imperial Army Headquarters, overlooking Kalak Square in Kadris. The constant demands of the palace and the sorcerers and courtiers that swarmed about it had grown to be too much for him. At least when he ordered one of his officers away, they stayed away.

      At that moment, as if to contradict his thought, there was a knocking at his door.

      Kyrus rarely bothered to ward the door shut. When he left it unprotected, his men took leave to enter. One of his junior officers, a lieutenant named Shayl, slipped quietly into the room. The thin young man made several adjustments to the tactical map on Kyrus's desk per a set of notes he carried. As he finished, he looked Kyrus's way.

      "That about does it, sir," Shayl said. "Last of the Megrenn cities is garrisoned with our forces."

      "Was that Relleth?" Kyrus asked.

      "Yes sir, just received word. They surrendered to General Crestvale on condition that the womenfolk be spared."

      "Ahh, I gather that our esteemed warlock was not present?" Kyrus asked. Warlock Rashan Solaran had spent half a season inflicting chaos and ruin on the Megrenn people. Nearly half the Kadrin Empire's victories had been won single-handedly by the ancient demon. It was not his habit to take prisoners or to bargain in good faith over surrender terms.

      "Right you are, Sir Brannis," Shayl said, using the name Kyrus was known by in Veydrus. The real Brannis Solaran was living in Kyrus's own homeworld of Tellurak after an egregious miscalculation in magical transportation displaced Kyrus and his Veydran twin simultaneously. "The regular army has gotten a lot of surrenders the last tenday since word spread that they accept 'em and the warlock don't."

      "Sir Brannis," a new voice called out from the doorway. Kyrus looked past to see a messenger in palace livery. What now? I set up here to avoid this nonsense.

      "Yes, come in," Kyrus replied, a polite reflex gaining the better of him despite a temptation to shoo the boy away. Boy? Kyrus thought with an internal chuckle. He is probably about my own age, or close enough. I will still only be twenty-three come the first of…

      Kyrus paused a moment. Kadrin's calendar was all based on seasons, ninety days apiece, and was two seasons set apart from Tellurak and their lunar calendar. Well, I suppose I have the same age-day as Brannis, First of Summer.

      "Sir Brannis, Emperor Sommick the First requests your presence with all practical haste. He is waiting in the main throne room of the palace." An uncomfortable silence lingered as Kyrus waited for him to continue.

      "Is that it? Why does he need to see me so urgently?" Kyrus demanded. He had been looking forward to his work on the new speaking stone, and the whims of Emperor Sommick did not interest him.

      "The emperor offered no explanation. He merely instructed me to have you to the palace at once."

      Kyrus could tell the messenger was enjoying the little thrill of power he was getting from ordering about the man who oversaw most of Kadrin in the emperor's name.

      "As fast as I can get there, is that the idea?"

      "Indeed it is, sir," the messenger confirmed.

      Kyrus pursed his lips. He glanced down at the hemispherical crystal in his hands, set it down on his work bench, and walked out toward the balcony.

      "Would not want to disobey such an unambiguous order," Kyrus called back. As he passed through the doorway, he began to lift into the air, borne aloft by a bit of levitation magic. He used no word or gesture, and though he still often muttered the words in the solitude of his own head, he thought he was getting better at doing entirely without. For his next spell, a mental recitation was in order.

      Doxlo intuvae menep gahalixviu junumar tequalix ferendak uzganmanni dekdardon vesvata eho. Kyrus knew that the two aether-blind young men in his office were oblivious to the amount of aether he had to draw in to enact the transference spell. They had no idea the risks, the potential for disaster, or the complexities of navigation. Kyrus suspected that their jaws gaped as he was surrounded in mid-air by an opaque sphere. When it vanished, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Several sorcerers were at court when Kyrus's magic deposited him a few feet up in the air in the middle of Emperor Sommick's throne room. In crossing the city of Kadris, Kyrus had caused a sizeable disturbance in the aether. Some who were not normally sensitive to the aether perceived it as well, much the way that it is said a deaf man can hear a dragon's roar in the soles of his feet.

      "Ah, Sir Brannis!" Emperor Sommick called out, a delighted smile on his lips. If he was awed by the spectacle, he didn’t show it. "My, but you are prompt."

      "Your message instructed me to come with all haste. This was as fast as I was able. What do you require of me?" Kyrus asked. He found himself in the middle of open court as he settled gently onto the floor of the throne room. All around the periphery of the room, gaudily dressed courtiers loitered, vying for the emperor's attention. Aside from the few conservatively dressed members of the Imperial Circle, they were largely of the idle nobility, with a few well-connected merchants mixed in for flavor. Kyrus, clad in a Solaran-crested tabard over practical military garb, a common longsword dangling from his sword belt, might well have been a squire or a messenger.

      "Well, if you take a look at the board, Sir Dorrin seems to have placed me at a decided disadvantage." Emperor Sommick gestured to the side of the dais where someone had fashioned a large chessboard from aether for the emperor's amusement. It was all solid and opaque, as usable as any real board with knee-high pieces, but Kyrus's aether-vision saw that they were simple constructs. A crowd was gathered about the base of the dais to watch emperor and knight contest a battle of imaginary warriors. "I seem to have taken too long for his liking, and he has suggested that I resign, as my position is untenable."

      "Oh..."

      "I was hoping that, as a noted devotee of the game, you could arbitrate and tell me whether I ought to be allowed to continue pondering my next move in peace, or whether Sir Dorrin is not full of wind and I ought to give up."

      "Of course, Your Highness," Kyrus said, proud of himself for neither sighing aloud nor transferring himself right back to his workshop. As Kyrus ascended the dais, one of the halberd-toting guards behind the emperor edged back.

      "Sir Dorrin certainly has the upper hand, but no, it is not certain that he would be victorious," Kyrus concluded after a moment's inspection. The board was a garbled mess of pieces, with even exchanges to be had in a number of places, though none were taken. Kyrus saw the influence of the Academy of Arms in the conservative style of play, with only a single pawn for each side having been captured. For all that though, there was nothing resembling a competent defense.

      "You see, Sir Dorrin? You have yet to best me. I will fight you to the bitter end!" Emperor Sommick stated with flourishing hands. "Now, if you all will clear the audience chamber, I have matters I wish to discuss with Sir Brannis." With that, the two guards thumped the hafts of their halberds against the stone dais and began herding the courtiers from the throne room. It made for a colorful pageant; the human peacocks strutted even as they were being evicted from the emperor's presence.

      "I hope this means you have something more substantial to discuss now that the room is cleared," Kyrus said, dropping the formal, polite tone he took with the emperor when others were around.

      "Yes, and for more than to congratulate you on the conquest of Megrenn. I heard the news of Relleth's fall after I had already dispatched the messenger. The conquest was all a result of Warlock Rashan's efforts, even if that particular victory was not personally his doing. It does pose the interesting question of the possible elevation of noble families by the granting of holdings in the former Megrenn lands, but that is something to mull over for now and discuss later." The emperor's tone changed from frivolous to scheming. He was neither the fool the Inner Circle had taken him for, nor the great conqueror the commoners saw him as. Unleashing Rashan immediately after his coronation, he had caused such misconceptions to spread like a plague among peasants.

      "What then?" Kyrus asked.

      "I had an epiphany. I find myself buffeted along by sorcerers on all sides. Rashan and Caladris would have me believe that there is a rival faction among the Inner Circle that opposes me; they dictate my actions in the name of solidifying my standing and keeping that faction in check. My daily responsibilities have been handed to you,  and you act in my name whether I agree with your decisions or not. General Chadreisson commands my army—one thing I am thankful for, since sixteen white soldiers vex me enough as it stands. Sorcerer Dolvaen oversees the affairs of the Imperial Circle. And yet, when Warlock Rashan is not out burning cities and obliterating armies, he takes up each of those mantles and hangs them about his own shoulders. Does that not sum up my current predicament?"

      "I suppose it does. I am glad you understand the circumstance."

      "And yet, my one and only duty is to find an empress and father an heir. Any nobleman with an eligible girl among their brood parades them in front of me, from spinster crones to girls three winters shy of their moonflow. I will admit that I am in no hurry to choose one, as the attentions of the flowering beauties between those two extremes has been quite diverting, but to what end?" Emperor Sommick asked.

      "Re-establishing a healthy imperial line," Kyrus answered. "That alone is worth all the combined efforts of the rest of us. Had Rashan not been the one to expose the puppet emperor, there would have been a civil war. Two factions or more would have fought for control. Continuous, stable succession is what the empire needs now."

      "All well and good for when I die. What of now? What of ten summers from now, or thirty? Am I to watch my heirs groomed into docile lackeys of the Inner Circle? The other nobles seek to curry favor, to ally themselves with me, because this is where they see their paths to power and influence," Emperor Sommick reasoned.

      "Close ties to the imperial royal family have always been a benefit to any house. You have more to consider in your decision than merely the charms of a potential empress," Kryus said. He hoped he was making his impression on the emperor, for the consequences of his decision might play out over generations.

      "Aha! And that was the very seed of my epiphany. You see, I wondered that it might perhaps work both ways. Perhaps I can glean some benefit by marriage that might last past my own generation."

      "You are thinking to choose a bride based on what her house can bring the imperial family?"

      "Yes. I intend to find my empress from the sorcerous bloodlines," Emperor Sommick said, his face spreading in a dragon's grin. Kyrus's eyes widened.

      "No."

      "Why not? I will have aether-strong heirs, and in a few generations my line will not be subject to the whim of the Circle," Sommick reasoned.

      "It may sound nice for a hundred summers from now, but in the meantime you have a great many people with those powers you propose to take on, and they will not give up their monopoly on magic lightly. Beyond that had you decided who you would seek as your empress?" Kyrus asked the last as a growing knot in his stomach warned him of one name that Sommick was best to keep off his lips.

      "Well, you see, you and I find ourselves in similar predicaments. The Imperial Circle wants you married off to sprout a new generation of little Brannises with freakish Sources. They want me breeding out a litter of heirs so that, if the dagger-in-the-back faction gets their way, at least they will have the next emperor sorted out ahead of time."

      "I can see the similarity in circumstance. Go on..." Kyrus allowed.

      "But you see, there are only a certain number of available sorceresses. The blood scholars do an efficient job of pairing them off young. The best of them are promised by thirteen or fourteen summers, and much as I was told I could choose whomever I liked, I think I would prefer not to anger the Circle more than this plan will already," Sommick explained. He hesitated a moment when he noticed Kyrus's unblinking stare boring into him. "Of course, there is one girl, Zoula Gardarus, who the blood scholars hinted is being kept aside for your uncle Caladris as his next wife. She is only fifteen springtimes old, but seeming more a girl than a woman, if you catch my meaning."

      "My Aunt Faeranna is still alive," Kyrus observed in a grim tone.

      "Well, it is not my conjecture about your uncle's contingencies; blame the blood scholars or your uncle. In any event, aside from the Gardarus girl or deciding to knock the scion of some other bloodline into the mud to take his betrothed, that would leave…widows," Emperor Sommick said.

      Kyrus barely thought. It sort of just happened. One moment the emperor was outlining an ambitious but perhaps ill-conceived plot to marry into the sorcerous bloodlines from the comfort of his throne, the next moment, the ruffled collar of his doublet was bunched up in Kyrus's fist, his toes the only thing keeping him from being held up entirely by his royal accoutrements.

      "Ah, you…you see," the emperor stammered, "this is why I wanted to speak with you first. I…I would not want there to be…to be a misunderstanding between us. If…if you would just see fit to…to you know…put me down, I can explain." Kyrus looked into the emperor's eyes for a moment, seeing fear in the dilated pupils, the sweat forming at his brow; he could feel the emperor trembling and dared not look down for fear of finding that the emperor had wet himself.

      "Explain," Kyrus ordered, letting out a deep breath to regain control of his temper. He loosened his grasp and floated the emperor back to his throne as gently as he was able. "I apologize. You seem to have found a sensitive subject for me." Kyrus turned aside to allow both of them to compose themselves with a bit of dignity.

      "Brannis, I am new to much of this whole business, but if I have learned one thing in my life it is to judge men—and women—by more than just their words. I see a lot more pass between people than they intend to reveal. Your own courtship of Sorceress Celia, for example, seems to be rather…dutiful. Her affections seem genuine, if I am any judge, but you, my friend, seem to be playing at it for the audience."

      Kyrus turned to look at Emperor Sommick, wondering just how much he might have underestimated the man.

      "You seem to have confirmed my suspicions," the emperor continued, "which makes me glad of having noticed. My thought would have been to take the warlock's widowed oathdaughter as my empress, but now I see that you still think to pursue Sorceress Juliana yourself."

      "I would advise against it," Kyrus cautioned.

      "Indeed. I need allies, and you are much more valuable as such than any possible alliance by marriage. I have had the blood scholars go though their archives and find the best matches with me in mind, and she was foremost among eligible sorceresses. However, I did not restrict them to those that were available in the traditional sense."

      "You are not considering Celia Mistfield as your alternative, then? I had assumed that was the choice you implied when you mentioned 'widows' and not merely 'a widow.'"

      "No, too lowborn. The Mistfields are barely a scrawled note in the margins of the blood scholars' records. That was fine for you, who truth be told, I think they feel could use his own blood thinned a bit in future generations. But I seek to start a bloodline from noble stock on one side."

      "Who then? I have been shown the same records and can think of none who could be made to fit your criteria."

      "Of course not," Sommick said with a nervous chuckle. "I think I would like to marry Aloisha Solaran."

      "My sister?" Kyrus shouted in reply. He was amazed how quickly his outrage came, despite her being of Brannis's blood and not his own. "She is married already."

      "Yes, and not happily. Arranged marriages often are not, but hers is a rather vexing case for the blood scholars. Eleven winters and no child, nor the pretense of real effort. She maintains her birth name. They do not share a home together —"

      "Juran lives in Naran Port and is the senior Circle member there," Kyrus sought to excuse his oathbrother. Juran Destrier was a good sort, by Kyrus's measure—or rather, had been by Brannis's.

      "Yes, and Aloisha could have easily joined him there if she chose. As I told you, Sir Brannis, I consider myself a keen observer of people; sorcerers are not so different in that regard. Your sister may one day relent and bear him a child or two, but it would not be eagerly. She is ambitious, covetous of her new position in the Inner Circle. I think she might like the chance to become empress."

      "What about Juran? I do not see him as the sort to stand idle for such an affront. Fenris Destrier is Inner Circle as well, and I cannot envision him taking his grandson's cuckolding in stride, which is what this would amount to."

      "Oh come now, this is why I need your aid. You have played it masterfully thus far, but your plan to remove Iridan from your path has not fooled me. I need that same ingenuity for my own plan. Find a way to clear the path between me and your sister."

      "I had nothing to do with that," Kyrus objected. He wished he believed it, but as much as he placed the blame for his friend's death on the hands of Warlock Rashan, he could not acquit himself so easily of failing to send aid.

      "Of course." Emperor Sommick's smile was sly and condescending. Kyrus realized no argument would convince the emperor that his guess was mistaken.

      "Why her? If you do not limit yourself to unwed sorceresses, why not pick an easier target?"

      "Think a while on that one, Sir Brannis. The answer should be easy enough for you to figure out."

      "Shall I take that as a dismissal?" Kyrus asked.

      "You may take it as you choose. Everyone else around here seems to treat my words that way." Emperor Sommick sighed, giving the ceiling a melodramatic look. Kyrus decided to ignore the emperor's theatrics and nodded his acknowledgement. He took his leave, watching as the eager throngs in the corridors filed back into the audience chamber to resume whatever waste they put their days to. Kyrus was glad of the wards that protected the throne room from eavesdropping. Despite a reasonable understanding of their workings, he always wondered who might be capable of peering through them.
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        * * *

      

      The Starlit Marauder hung in the sky over the lightly forested region east of Munne. The ship drifted along, not obeying the current of the springtime breezes. At the helm, Juliana Archon guided their way, using the runes on the ship's wheel to steer and propel them. The whole arrangement was a masterwork of aethersmithing. Until the coming of Kyrus Hinterdale, there had been no one with a Source strong enough to activate so large and intricate a device since the early days of the empire.

      Men lined both railings, looking below for signs of Megrenn forces that had scattered after the recapturing of Munne. There had been reports of raiders in the area and the Darkstorm had been lost after being dispatched to investigate, with no word of any survivors. Thus it was with some trepidation that the Starlit Marauder and her crew now combed over the same bit of woodlands.

      "No sign of anyone, captain." The call came from the crew on the left railing. It was echoed by the crew on the right railing. Juliana had rules about airships; they were not boats. There were no ports and starboards on the Starlit Marauder, by her decree. The ship had a left and a right, a nose—which could also be properly called the front—and an arse end, or back. The bottom of the ship was the belly, inside and out. The top was, regrettably, still called a deck, since all other terms seemed to fit it poorly.

      "Keep looking. The Darkstorm might have crashed of its own accord, but my guess is someone had a hand in helping it. They can't have disappeared. They're down in those woods somewhere," Juliana shouted. The ship's runes parroted her voice down to the lower decks.

      It would have been an easier search to conduct in the barren seasons. The stretch below them was deciduous forest, sparse but in full foliage. They were hoping to catch enemy soldiers as they moved about. Were they to remain undercover, there was little they would be able to see from the air. Juliana considered using her aether-vision to aid the search, but with so many Sources in the wilderness, her aether-sight was not keen enough to make out humans unless they drew dangerously close to the treetops.

      "Captain, I think I've got them!" one spotter yelled from the right-arse end of the railing.

      "Where?" Juliana shouted back. Her hands were already moving at the controls of the viewing panel, its glass surface magically displaying images of the forest below.

      "Just behind us, a couple of dung-eaters. Prob'ly more of ‘em somewhere down there, too."

      Juliana gritted her teeth, reminding herself that it was not the time to be tossing her own men overboard. She hated that epithet for the Safschan people. It was jingoistic nonsense that the army encouraged. It was hard to demonize the Megrenn as a people, since many of them had as much Kadrin blood in them as the soldiers of the empire. The Safschan though, with their dark skin making them stand apart, were far easier targets.

      "Prepare the grapples!" Juliana ordered. She began lowering the Starlit Marauder in among the trees where she could find room. It was not large by sea-ship standards, but it was still a snug fit for a forest. She found something close enough to a clearing for her purposes and brought them to within twice the height of a man off the ground.

      With the touch of another rune, the sides of the ship opened down into ramps. Grappling hooks flew from the sides of the ship, snagging tree branches to all sides of the Starlit Marauder and anchoring her in mid-air. Ropes dropped down to ground level as well, allowing the soldiers on deck to disembark without having to jump down and risk an ankle injury or worse.

      Her men poured into the forest in pursuit of the Safschan troops they had spotted. Her first instinct told her to go with them, but she had her plan already set and kept to it. She remained on board the Starlit Marauder, rendering the grapples a needless precaution; so long as she was at the helm, the ship would not drift off.

      She bided her time, panning the scene in the view-glass for signs of returning soldiers. After a time, Juliana grew bored of her vigil and went down to the belly for something to eat while she waited.

      "Surrender!" a voice shouted from outside the ship. It was Kadrin being spoken but with a hint of a Safschan accent to it. Juliana rushed up to the main deck to see who was awaiting her. The voice sounded familiar. It seemed that twenty of her men had not been enough to hinder him.

      "Surrender yourself, Tiiba, or I'll just cut the lines and fly off without you!" she shouted down once she saw who it was. For over a week, Rakashi had been hinting to Juliana's twin, Soria Coinblade, that his twin was hiding in the Kadrin countryside, too proud to ask for rescue. The dark-skinned Safschan blade-priest with mismatched eyes—one brown, one milky white—stood below the railing of the Starlit Marauder with three Safschan soldiers. "Will you vouch for those three?"

      "I will. Please, allow us to board."

      Juliana lowered one of the ramps to the ship and threw down a rope. Tiiba came up first, his lean, hard body well suited to climbing. He, embraced Juliana briefly before any of his men arrived in the hold to see them.

      "We'll talk in private," Juliana assured him in a whisper.

      Tiiba informed her of her crew’s demise. With Tiiba's magic and skill with the blade, Juliana knew her men stood no chance. Had it been just any rabble among the Safschan army hiding out in those woods, she would have liked her men's odds against them, whether she joined them or not. If it was Tiiba…well she could not very well lend aid to a blade-priest over her men's objections. There would have been a mutiny, and she likely would have had to kill them herself. The thought of not helping Tiiba was not even considered among her options.

      Juliana took the ship above the scattered clouds and guided them north as fast as she dared fly it. By nightfall they had gotten out to sea, putting the Aliani beneath them as protection against being spotted by the forces of either the scattered Megrenn Alliance or the Kadrin Empire. She left the ship as stationary as the winds allowed—its magic resisting much of such motion on its own—and went below to see about her guests.

      The Safschan soldiers had taken over one of the crew quarters, preferring to bunk together in the unfamiliar surroundings. They seemed wary of her but were polite enough when she inquired about their comfort. She found Tiiba waiting when she returned to her own cabin.

      "Thank you," Tiiba stated simply. From the proud, self-sufficient warrior, it spoke volumes.

      "These eyes of mine have never seen you before, yet I'd know you anywhere, Rakashi," Juliana said, preferring to call him by his more familiar Telluraki name. "You're most welcome."

      "I am sorry it had to cost you your crew to save me—to save us. Will you be able to return to Kadrin after this?"

      "After what? I lost my crew in battle. I survived and escaped with the ship. Merciful One, even without lying I can claim that. Besides, I think you underestimate my alliances in Kadris. There are a half dozen or so who I could flatly tell what I've done and who wouldn't think worse of me for it," Juliana said. She noticed that Tiiba was looking her over with an amused smirk on his face. "What?" she demanded.

      "You. Look at you! It is as if Soria played dress-up instead of becoming a warrior. Soria claims to hate long hair, preferring illusions when her disguises call for it, yet yours falls halfway to your backside. You are thinner too, obviously not as used to real work as Soria, and you've plumped yourself up a bit as well," Tiiba said, cupping his hands below his own chest. Juliana felt her cheeks flush.

      "Just a bit," she admitted. "I never had to worry about them getting in the way fighting until rather recently, and I had no armor to worry about fitting." It occurred to her that Rakashi's wanderer’s oath might not apply in Veydrus. In Tellurak he was honor-bound not to father any children while away from home, so Soria felt at ease around him. She had always suspected that might be all that held him back from pursuing her romantically, but it had held him back and that was enough.

      "Well, your Source certainly looks stronger than hers, so maybe the extra armor is not so necessary."

      "Really? That much stronger? I had always thought maybe a little..."

      Tiiba laughed.

      "Listen to you…you know no one in both worlds as qualified to make such a judgment. It is nothing like the difference between mine and Rakashi's, but the difference is notable.

      "If I might delve into another difference between you and Soria, you seem to be more erudite," Tiiba said, gesturing to the book on Juliana's desk, whose title proclaimed it to be The Peace of Tallax.

      "It was left for me, I think to give to Kyrus. There were two books, this one and a book of amateur prophecies that Rashan Solaran wrote. I gave Kyrus the other one, and he's studied it half to death. This one..."

      "I have read it," Tiiba said. "It is a very old story and traveled far beyond the borders of the Kadrin Empire, if indeed it even originated within what would become its borders. I know the story."

      "Then you know why I hesitate to give it to him."

      "Yes," Tiiba said. "If he is as strong as you claim, then I can see why."
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        * * *

      

      Kyrus had a standing invitation to the emperor's table each night for dinner. Initially he had indulged Emperor Sommick and attended the pretentious, crowded, drawn-out feast that was offered in the main dining hall. Once he discovered that he could get his dinner from the same cooks, delivered to any room in the palace he chose, he rarely bothered with the emperor and his sycophantic courtiers. The palace servants were deferential to the emperor and his guests, but they feared "Brannis" enough that they would not deny his request to be served separately. Once they accepted the duty though, they found that Sir Brannis was far more forgiving, personable, and patient than Emperor Sommick, and he paid the staff a bit extra for the convenience of personal service.

      While he would occasionally work through his dinnertime—his plates of rare delicacies surrounded by notes, books and reports—this night he shared his dinner with Sorceress Celia. The emperor's comment earlier in the day about their relationship made him feel the need to be more diligent about the attention he paid her. Rumors of the two of them being anything other than shy lovers wending their way down the road toward betrothal would work against him.

      Ever since the death of his friend Iridan—Rashan Solaran's son and heir apparent as warlock—Kyrus had been playing the long game, working toward the day where he saw a weakness he could use to throw down the demon warlock and end the destruction his mere presence in the empire seemed to cause. His uncle, Caladris Solaran, had warned him that Celia was being used to ensure his restraint when Rashan was around. His uncle and the warlock had gone to some length to trick Kyrus into believing that Celia was twinborn and Kyrus's object of affection from Tellurak. Kyrus's belief in that lie was Rashan's protection. The warlock trusted that Kyrus would keep his careless use of magic in check if his beloved was nearby—or her twin.

      Kyrus could not be sure what would happen if the warlock discovered that his ruse had failed. The warlock was brilliant, devious, and manipulative. He was also a madman, a view shared by a growing number of people in the empire as more of them got to know him.  Kyrus had learned both by experience and by reading about him in history books that Rashan had long struggled to rein in his bloodlust. He also abided by a personal tenet to never allow an enemy who had shown him violence to live. Kyrus was not sure how he would react to being deceived. There was the chance that the moment Rashan discovered that Kyrus knew of the ruse, he would attempt to kill Kyrus on the spot.

      Kyrus looked across the small, intimate table, into the eyes of Celia, who smiled at him. There are worse ways to protect myself, I suppose. Despite knowing that she thought she was deceiving him, Kyrus managed to put the thought behind him well enough to enjoy her company for stretches. She had a sharp wit and a mischievous sense of humor, traits she shared with Juliana—a secret he preferred to keep from the latter. She was a survivor, he reminded himself, a victim of circumstances thrust upon her by his uncle and the warlock. Had they met under other circumstances, he might have fallen in love with her. As it was, he had to keep the conversation away from Tellurak, dreams, and the name "Abbiley," lest he forget himself in anger.

      "You seem distant tonight. I mean, more than usual," Celia said. "Normally there are whole little work-crews of tiny gremlins working in that head of yours all day, but they seem to have the monopoly on your attention tonight."

      "More conspiracies. The better the war seems to go, the more attention folks around here seem to shift to their own advancement," Kyrus said. He picked at his pheasant. It had been cooked in a sauce made from exotic fruits that had been plundered from Megrenn trade cities. But pheasant-au-plunder was not to his liking. The cooks had tried their best with it, but did not know quite what to do with the unfamiliar ingredients. Celia seemed to have enjoyed hers though, so Kyrus suspected his mood was to blame.

      "Who this time?" Celia asked. She treated it as court gossip, of no more or less import than who was courting whom among the nobles. It was an odd preoccupation, but Kyrus had come to realize that it was a pastime not relegated entirely to the courtiers and servants.

      "Do you really want to know, or are you just making conversation?" Kyrus asked. It would not be the first time she had gotten more information than she had bargained for when Kyrus had opted for candor in his responses with her.

      "Really," Celia confirmed. Kyrus shrugged, figuring that it was harmless enough if either Caladris or Rashan found out—his uncle was the more likely, as the warlock returned infrequently. If the information came back to him, he would at least get a better idea how far he could trust her.

      "Emperor Sommick, this time. He is thinking that he might prefer to choose his empress from the sorcerous bloodlines," Kyrus told her.

      "Ooh, does he have a sorceress in mind?" Celia asked, eyes wide. Kyrus usually had poor luck at determining what would be deemed salacious enough to garner her interest, but he had suspected that this particular tidbit would be like a jewel to a magpie.

      "A few. I let him know there were limits though," Kyrus said over his glass as he brought it to his lips. He raised his eyebrows to make her think that he had forbidden the emperor from considering her.

      "Oh? You are in the business of telling emperors who they can marry?" Celia teased.

      "Yes. If you thought to find yourself a better suitor, I am afraid you will have to look elsewhere," Kyrus joked.

      "Brannis…I mean, you cannot tell him so, but I would not consider empress an improvement in station," Celia said, a dreamy, sappy look in her eyes. Kyrus took another drink, lest his expression betray his skepticism.

      As Kyrus drifted off to sleep that night, Celia's head pillowed on his chest, all he could think was that his ruse was still effective. It crossed his sleep-heavy mind briefly, just before he lost consciousness.
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      "Better you than me," Lord Harwick said. He picked up Brannis's bishop and set his knight down in its place, accepting the trade Brannis had left open to him. "The emperor bothers me enough with that nonsense. I would teach him the game, but I fear he does not have the wits for it."

      "I would not be so certain of that," Brannis replied. He took Lord Harwick's knight with one of his pawns. The move required no thought; Brannis had his response planned out well in advance of his opponent's play. "He used it as a pretense to talk to me in private about his choice for empress."

      "Ah, so that explains what your little disagreement was about," Lord Harwick said, not looking up from the board. Brannis could tell by the movement of the lord's pipe that he smiled beneath the contemplative hand that obscured his mouth.

      "What do you mean? Who says we disagreed?" Brannis asked. His eyes sprang wider for a moment and his breath caught in his throat. He had counted on the throne room's wards to keep his conversation with Sommick private.

      "Oh, someone just happened to mention to me that the emperor's collar seemed to be a bit ripped after his talk with your twin. How many else took note of it, I know not. But I keep good eyes in my pay. They are well rewarded for noticing such details." Lord Harwick's hand moved for a pawn, but he withdrew it, choosing another in its place.

      "It was a misunderstanding,” Brannis explained. “There were no hard feelings by the end of our conversation."

      "Oh, on your side perhaps, but if the emperor is any sort of nobleman, he will hold a grudge. They've all got little ledgers tucked away in their heads of who crossed them," Lord Harwick warned. "Puppet or not, Rashan is propping him up. Sommick's father was too infirm to make a trip to Kadris, or he might have been crowned instead. I do not relish the thought of a crusty old thing like him being next in line for succession."

      "He is eight winters younger than you, uncle," Brannis said, smiling.

      "Sorcerer years, my boy. My body is half the age of his," Lord Harwick replied, bristling. He looked somewhat older than his twin Caladris but nothing close to his seventy-two years. His own unnatural youth he could at least attribute to clean living and good pedigree, but Caladris looked little more than half his winters, clearly not a work of nature.

      "Anyway, I suppose I might as well tell you, he has designs on marrying into the family."

      "What?" Lord Harwick asked, incredulous. His attention was now fully removed from the chessboard. "You cannot mean our family. Setting aside for a moment the fool notion that he could arrange his way into having aether-strong heirs, there is no one to be had. You have a…second cousin I believe, on your mother's side. Cannot recall the girl's name, but I think she is at the Academy right⁠—"

      "He means Aloisha."

      Lord Harwick burst out laughing. He had to take the pipe from his mouth before it fell out.

      "It may be ill-conceived, but I fail to find it funny," Brannis said, confused by his uncle's mirth.

      "That is because you still have damned fool romantic notions about love. You got betrothed to your little sweetheart and it all seemed roses and honey—later complications aside," Lord Harwick added to forestall Brannis's objections about how well his betrothal had gone. "Not Aloisha. She and Juran Destrier hated each other when they were children. You were probably a bit too young to recall the tantrum she had when she discovered they were arranged to be married. We made them go through with it. They got past the point of staring daggers at one another, but never warmed to married life together."

      "It almost sounds as if she might welcome a change," Brannis said, trying to sound optimistic. He had never before been privy to his sister's marital problems. "Not that I plan to do anything of the sort, but Sommick asked for my help in arranging it. He…seemed to think I had done something similar for my own benefit."

      "Oh, he has these great, ominous plans in his head, but our Sommick is still an axe-handed idiot. Even a fair number of his supporters within the Circle might prefer him dead rather than see a dynasty of sorcerers from a single bloodline. If he thinks you would have gotten Iridan killed for your own ends, he must not have seen the pyre at the memorial," Lord Harwick said. "And since he was standing not a spit's distance from me, I suspect he saw it and just thinks you faked that anger. If you did, I shall eat my pipe." He took the pipe from his mouth and waved it about for emphasis.

      "Aloisha was always ambitious. Do you not think she might like the title of empress?"

      "Maybe if there were no emperor..."

      "Are you planning something?" Brannis asked.

      "Hah, no, I am still content to wait until you have learned enough real magic to stand better than a kitten's chance in a stripecat cage against Rashan. Once he is out of the way, we can worry about taming the emperor."

      "Spit," Brannis said, looking down at the chessboard. "You have me again." Brannis tipped his king over.

      "Got to get that mind of yours clear. I can carry on talking and still play with all my wits. How do you expect to learn to fight a warlock if you cannot keep a chess game separate in your thoughts?" Lord Harwick began setting up the pieces again, using magic rather than his own aging fingers. The black and white armies arrayed themselves in perfect rows once more.

      "All right. But if I win this time, I want you to write out that lightning spell you have been promising me all week," Brannis said. He took the white set and opened with his king's pawn. "It had best be worth the effort learning it when I already know the one from Powers of the Sky."

      "Brannis my boy, you never learn the best ones from books. You might use them as a start, but there are always improvements to be made. No sorcerer with any wits puts the best ones between bindings. Private journals perhaps but not those pedantic old tomes. The one I will show you will be much easier to use silently. I almost hesitate to even let you practice these aloud in Veydrus. Mutter and waggle fingers in the safety of your own home for this one, but let slip nothing in Kadrin. Kyrus needs to skip to the end."

      "Does anyone ever manage to do that?" Brannis asked.

      "Roughly as many sorcerers as manage a transference spell between worlds, would be my guess."
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        * * *

      

      Even with the afternoon sunshine, it was still cold enough for breath to steam lightly as the two opponents circled one another. The grass beneath their bare feet was still green, but was strewn with brown leaves that crunched unheeded underfoot. One of the fighters was black-skinned, glistening with sweat and stripped to the waist, revealing a lean build. His hair hung in two long braids than fell halfway down his back, dark as his skin. He watched his opponent with one good eye, his other covered by a patch. His opponent was a hair taller, thinner, fair-skinned, and female, wearing nothing but loose black pants and a cloth wrap about her chest. Her jaw-length hair hung loose, blowing auburn with the breeze. She had not broken a sweat in the sparring match.

      "Oh to be twenty-three again," Rakashi opined, huffing for breath as he watched his opponent circling him.

      "Hey, sparring was your idea," Soria replied. "Don't blame me if you can't keep up." She closed the gap between them, launching a series of easily-dodged punches. She only hit him when he made mistakes, keeping the match as "friendly" as her Tezuan training allowed. "I only agreed because I have nothing better to occupy my time with while Brannis spends every day with Lord Harwick."

      "Yes, why is Brannis so interested in this Acardian lord?" Rakashi asked.

      "I guess you'd figure it out eventually anyway; he's one of us. It's Brannis's uncle. I'm keeping well clear of it, since I want him inquiring about my affairs as much as I'm sure he wants me knowing of his. Brannis's uncle is fine, I suppose, but he's a devious one. I want to get dragged in as little as possible without leaving Brannis."

      "Is he covered in our bargain?" Rakashi asked.

      "Probably not, but I still wouldn't try it," Soria replied. "He's as much of a sorcerer as I've seen around Tellurak. He's got real wards, and knows shields and gods only know what kinds of killing spells. He's Inner Circle on the other side. I've kept you out of the conversation for all this time; don't go drawing his attention yourself."

      "Very well, I will keep clear of him then."

      "You ready to get knocked around a bit more?" Soria asked.

      "This is certainly reminding me why we kept Tanner around all these years, despite his faults," Rakashi replied. "He is as good a match as I can recall finding. At least with a half-spear in my hand I could make a good accounting of myself against you." Rakashi blocked a quick punch by Soria and hopped back out of the range of a kick.

      "Sure, until I actually hurt you. You and Tanner may have worked out some sword masters' pact, but I have a hard time pulling punches against real weapons," Soria said. Rakashi made a counterattack, leading with a punch, which Soria sidestepped, and following with a kick. Soria stepped just out of the reach of the kick, caught hold of Rakashi's ankle, and dropped down to kick his plant foot out from under him. The Takalish warrior landed heavily on his back.

      "I think I have had enough for one day."

      "Fine," Soria said, retrieving her tunic from one of the stone railings. The low terrace of the villa she had purchased for herself and Brannis overlooked the hedged garden where she and Rakashi practiced. "By the way, not that I mind the rescue, or even the loss of those miserable crewmen I was yoked with, but what were you doing out in those woods anyway?"

      Rakashi stood staring a moment. Soria could only wonder at the thoughts roiling behind the calm expression that so rarely changed.

      "It may surprise you, but a blade-priest's oath does not bind him to hopeless fights. Facing a single, great adversary is a matter for honor, but standing against an army is a foolish death," Rakashi explained, pushing himself up to his elbows.

      "Fair point, but you were in Munne, weren't you? You fled when the Kadrin army retook the city."

      "Yes."

      "Iridan was killed in Munne," Soria said. She watched Rakashi for signs of a reaction. "Do you know anything about that?"

      "He died a warlock's death," Rakashi said. "His body was treated with respect, sent to his homeland for a proper mourning. You said nothing, but I presume it arrived."

      "Did you have anything to do with it?" Soria asked.

      "I was the one who made the arrangements..."

      "Did you kill him?" Her look promised that she would have hauled him up by his collar if he had been wearing one.

      "Yes. I was the strongest warrior, chosen by fate and circumstance to face a formidable opponent who had already slain three of my comrades," Rakashi looked her in the eye as he spoke. Her breath came quicker than it had from the exertion of the sparring. She stared down at her friend, who had at times filled the role of a brother, a father, a mentor. She saw his muscles tensed, ready to defend himself if she became violent.

      "Why?"

      "As I said, I⁠—"

      "Why didn't you tell me?" Soria demanded. Her hands were curled into tight fists, nails digging into her palms.

      "To spare you this moment, if I could. It seems I could not," Rakashi said. His expression was stoic, hard to read as ever. Soria wished she saw shame, or regret, or anything but the same placid Rakashi. Every muscle in his limbs and torso was poised for battle, but nothing reflected in his face. "He is dead either way, why spread sorrow where it need not go?"

      "Maybe because you owed it to me? We're friends, Rakashi. What did you think I would do, kill you for being the one responsible?"

      "I am still not certain that you will not." Rakashi stared up at her. She noticed his gaze flick momentarily over to the terrace, where his half-spear lay sheathed. Soria breathed a frustrated sigh. She walked over to the terrace, took his weapon and the rest of his clothing and threw them down next to him.

      "Iridan didn't deserve to die, but you were doing what you were born to do. I get it. They put you in his path…you were honor-bound to stand your ground, he was determined to prove he could take on anything," Soria said. "I am more hurt that you hid it from me, like pretending it didn't happen could make it go away. Did you think I would never find out?"

      "I had other concerns as well," Rakashi admitted. Soria's eyes widened.

      "Brannis..." she whispered. "You can't let him find out! He will kill you, in both worlds, if he knows you killed Iridan."

      "You confirm my suspicion as well. He already mistrusts me. I fear he would not react as rationally as you have." Rakashi climbed to his feet and began untangling his clothes from the pile Soria had presented him.

      "Oh no. You haven't flown free quite yet. I may forgive you but not yet," Soria said.

      "What if I cleared the path between you and Brannis in Veydrus?" Rakashi asked as he pulled on his tunic.

      "You bastard. You did this for me?"

      "Iridan was violent. By your own word and by all measure I have taken of him, Brannis has been unfailingly kind to you. Yes, I did it for you."

      Soria swallowed a rising lump in her throat, but she could not refute his argument. Did I secretly wish him dead?

      "Get out of here. We can talk about this back in Veydrus. I have a party to dress for."
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        * * *

      

      Dinner that night was lavish, hosted by Lord Harwick in his son's home. Brannis had gone home to change into more formal attire and retrieve Soria. By the time they returned, a number of other guests had already arrived. Minor noblemen and gentlemen from the Society of Learned Men filled Tomas Harwick's sitting room as their wives congregated in the foyer; the former smoked pipes and drank brandy, the latter sipped wine while partaking of pastry cakes and gossip. Brannis deposited Soria among the ladies, for which he received a withering glare. He shrugged it away with an amused smile and went to join Lord Harwick's peers.

      There was one young man in the sitting room who looked out of place. He had met the lad before, but Brannis hardly recognized Neelan Tillman with his hair combed, the light scruff shaved from his cheeks, and a well-tailored suit wrapped around him. The suit fit him ill—in spirit, if not in its shape—causing him to squirm and chafe against the stiff, starched collar and fight with unruly ruffles. Brannis nodded acknowledgement to him as he looked for his host.

      Soria passed the time drinking more than her share of the wine. Getting drunk enough to enjoy the company of the lighthearted, lightheaded ladies was difficult, since the wine seemed to have been cut with juice. She knew she would have only found herself a different sort of bored were she to intrude upon the stodgy old men in the other room, so she hung around the periphery of conversations, trying to look interested and keep from being engaged directly.

      "Good evening Lady Soria," a lyrical voice called out behind her.

      "Miss Abbiley, how are you this fine evening?" Soria replied. She was enough of a natural actress to betray none of the antipathy she felt for the girl—unfairly, she realized, since Abbiley seemed a sweet girl, but that was almost the point. Soria had visited the girl's studio some two months prior in disguise—nothing elaborate, just hair, eyes, mannerisms. As near as Soria could tell, Abbiley had never drawn the connection between her and "Darlah Silverweave." For an artist, it seemed an unforgivable lack of observational skill.

      "Oh, wonderful. Isn't this a splendid party? I'm sure it's all stale bread to you by now, but I can't get used to all this finery," Abbiley turned about as she spoke, gawking at the surroundings. It was the same manor that Abbiley visited regularly, just filled with wealthy personages, extra servants, and more food and drink than usual.

      "I don't suppose that I've ever gotten used to these affairs," Soria admitted. "It's the clothes, the dressing up special, pretending that's what is important, trying to impress everyone else while they try to impress you in return. Too often I spoil the effect by failing to act snooty enough to match my dress. Everyone else wishes they could act like normal folk too, but they all cluck their tongues like it’s some serious offense."

      "Well, everyone has been very kind to me. If I have been spoiling anything they have yet to mention it," Abbiley replied.

      Of course not, Soria mused. You are lowborn, so they expect it of you. They overlook it all for the novelty.

      "I am sure you are just naturally suited to these affairs," Soria replied. She gave a little nod to indicate she would be continuing along to other parts of the gathering and managed to avoid Abbiley for the remainder of the wait until the servants gathered them to the table for dinner.

      "How are you holding up?" Brannis whispered in Soria's ear as he pulled out her chair and helped her to her seat.

      "I played nice with your peasant girl," Soria whispered in reply, using Kadrin in case anyone overheard. It was a fringe benefit of being a bit exotic; her Kheshi accent made it perfectly plausible for her to be speaking in a foreign language in hushed conversations at the table. It might have been considered a bit rude but far less so than what she had actually said.

      The conversation improved over dinner with the mixing of the sexes. Lord Harwick in particular knew everyone, and his voice carried the length of the table, allowing Brannis and Soria to hear him from the far end where they were seated. Still, it was a dinner party; there was a limit to how interesting conversation was allowed to get.

      After a fine dinner of Feru boar—imported live and butchered just that morning—the servants came and refilled everyone's wineglasses. Lord Harwick rose to speak, and his guests fell quiet.

      "Lords and Ladies, if I might have your attention for just a moment." Lord Harwick paused for form's sake, since all eyes were already turned his way. "This gathering tonight was at the behest of my son Tomas. Lest I use up all the wind in the room first, I will allow him the chance to speak."

      "Thank you, father," Tomas said as he rose and Lord Harwick sat. The boyish nobleman's face was plastered with a goofy smile as he stood for a moment, looking out over the guests. Soria looked sidelong at Brannis. She knew he could not see what was coming. She took his hand under the table. "Thank you, everyone, for joining us tonight. I look out and see friends old and new, and no finer friends could a man wish for. Thus it is before all of you as witnesses that I ask," he turned to Abbiley, "Abbiley Tillman, would you marry me?"

      Abbiley froze, her expression blank. When the realization dawned, she said nothing but leapt from her seat to wrap her arms about Tomas's neck. Tomas laughed as he recovered from his surprise and wrapped his own arms about her waist to keep them from overbalancing and toppling to the floor.

      Soria felt Brannis's hand tighten around hers; she squeezed back. She knew it was Kyrus's memories making it hard on him but also that he had been growing to see himself and Kyrus more and more as the two sides of a coin, just the way she saw Juliana. Both sides of her had been in love with Brannis as far back as she cared to remember, but it was still new to him, and he struggled with conflicting feelings about Abbiley. Soria hated it.

      "I shall take that as a 'yes' then?" Tomas said, still laughing.

      "Oh yes, yes!" Abbiley gushed. There was cheering and applause. Soria released Brannis's hand and kicked him beneath the table—it took two kicks before he realized he ought to clap as well. One of Tomas's friends gave a toast to the betrothed couple, and the atmosphere of the party brightened with talk of a wedding.

      It was some time before it was polite for Brannis and Soria to leave, but Soria took Brannis away from the manor as soon as that time arrived.

      "I don't know why he felt we needed to be there for that," Soria said as they walked home. They carried their cloaks despite the cold night air. Both had gotten drunk during the celebration, and the warmth of the alcohol kept them from noticing the weather much.

      "He had a point to make," Brannis said deliberately, fighting his way around a slur. "You and me here. No Abbiley for Kyrus. No Abbiley for Brannis to keep until Kyrus gets home. Kyrus takes Celia, at least for now," Brannis amended quickly, fearing to anger Soria when he was too drunk to defend himself properly. "We can figure out Kyrus and Juliana someday, I think."

      "You and me, huh?" Soria said.

      "Yup."

      "I'm holding you to that," Soria said. She slid her arm through Brannis's and squeezed tight.
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        * * *

      

      The bazaars of Marker's Point swarmed with bodies. Cloth of red, yellow, brown, and a hundred other colors swirled in a chaotic dance without rhythm or harmony. A dozen languages were shouted, one louder than the next, as hawkers sought to drown out their competitors and merchants and buyers haggled over the din. A horse and wagon cleared a small space as folk kept a wary distance from hoof and wheel; a man with a wicker basket of bread rolls would routinely use it as a ram to batter his way through the throngs. The only way to reliably navigate the city without harassment was to appear dangerous. Hulking bodies and openly carried weapons hinted at the possibility of violence.

      A sheathed sword and a pistol tucked into the front of a pair of trousers were a good way to keep from being bothered. Tanner perused the stalls of the marketplace at leisure. The shielding spell he cast each morning was still offering its protection. He browsed idly, not much interested in purchasing anything. It was a break from his routine, from the incessant wobbling of the decks beneath his feet. The bazaar was a potpourri of smells that were never meant to be mixed: musky spices, cooked meats, sawdust, leather, perfumes, and the perspiring bodies of men and women from a hundred different cultures. It still was a better odor than the cloying stink of four-score pirates sweating, drinking, and pissing within the close confines of the Fair Trader's hull.

      "How much for the flagon?" Tanner inquired on a whim. He had taken a sudden fancy to a pewter vessel hanging amid a host of others similar to it. If he ever managed to rejoin his companions, it would make a fine gift for Zellisan.

      "Two hundred fonns," the peddler replied with a thick Kheshi accent. Tanner frowned, checking the heft of his coin purse and trying to remember its contents.

      "I haven't got any fonns. Can you change a trade bar?" He pulled one of the finger-sized square bars of gold from his purse and held it up for the merchant's inspection.

      "Bah, go find moneychanger. I not have that much coin in whole cart. You buy everything, I take trade bar, else you come back with fonn."

      Tanner gave the peddler's cart a dismissive look and shoved the trade bar back into his coin purse. He made use of one of the better Kheshi curse words Soria had taught him as he turned to leave, and received a long string of Kheshi in return, none of which he understood.

      As he continued through the endless markets, he felt a tingling in the back of his neck. He had developed an instinct from his years working in the roughest parts of cities; he was being followed. The same men, seen too many times—first at the bootblack stall, then at the peddler with the spitted sausages, and again as he left the pewtersmith. He had not gotten a good look yet to confirm it, but he trusted the instincts that had kept him alive over the years—a coinblade's life was best suited to someone paranoid.

      Ducking into a storefront, he purchased a wide-brimmed hat. Though he had not stopped to check his reflection, he knew he must look ridiculous in it. That was the point. He headed back down the street he had been on, moving hastily through the crowd and looking all about him as he went; when he saw what he was searching for, he would know it.  If he was indeed being followed, then his pursuers could not possibly have lost track of him. He kept up his pace. The streets of Marker's Point ran miles along the crescent-moon shape of the city.

      Up ahead, Tanner saw a girl—a young slip of a thing—carrying a tall wicker basket balanced on her head. If you included the basket, she was nearly his height. He quickened his pace to catch up with her and gently slipped the hat from his head and onto the top of the basket she carried. The hat and Tanner parted ways at the next cross-street.

      “Well, Marker's Point, it has been fun yet again,” Tanner whispered as a small knot of unsavory ruffians rushed by to pursue the hat. Denrik's men had been looking for him. Tanner sighed. On the upside, even had those pirates caught him, all they were likely to do was fetch him on the captain's behalf. The downside was that it likely meant the end of shore leave.

      Tanner saw no reason to find the crewmen and remedy the misunderstanding. They would find their own way back to the Fair Trader. He headed back to the ship himself, making no great haste about it, feeling the ground pressing up against his feet as he walked and savoring the uniformity, the predictability of it. He was a swordsman, trained to keep his movements balanced, so finding his sea legs never caused much trouble, but he found that he missed the land the more time he spent away from it.

      Upon his arrival back at the Fair Trader's berth, he greeted Captain Zayne. "You were looking for me?" Tanner had found it interesting that the captain almost never left the ship, no matter the time they spent in port. He had seen the man with soil beneath his feet perhaps twice.

      "Indeed I was," Captain Zayne replied, his gaze wandering past Tanner. It seemed that the captain had expected Tanner to have been brought to him, not to have come of his own accord. "Come in and shut the door behind you."

      "Been a while since we had ourselves one of these nice little talks. What's sticking in your craw?" Tanner asked, pulling up a chair and tipping back in it, putting his boots up on the table. "I assume you heard about Relleth."

      "Aye, but I am neither here to beg for terms of surrender nor did I invite you here to gloat about it," Captain Zayne replied. He sat down across the table from Tanner, keeping clear of the rudely-placed feet.

      "Figured that much. What's left to surrender at this point unless you can convince Safschan and Ghelk and whatever little city-states signed on with your alliance to throw down their weapons?"

      "I have spent a great deal of time and coin trying to locate the boy your friends kidnapped."

      "I told you already, they stopped telling me what was going on with that. They might tell me if I had something from you to barter, but I don't see why you'd be any more willing to deal now," Tanner reasoned.

      "No. Indeed, I believe you that they no longer confide in you. You are stuck here as both my liaison and my keeper. I cannot tell you how many times I have been within a blade's edge of having you tossed overboard. But the voice in my head keeps whispering that something will come up, that I will find a use for you."

      "Aww, that's sweet of you. If you don't mind me sayin', I'm just as glad you didn't try to feed me to the sharks. As many of your men as I'd run through, I probably couldn't take on the whole crew; we both know that. And hey, it's not my fault you and Kyrus can't come to terms on ending the war—your offer was a bit steep."

      "It stands though. If he gives me the warlock's head, we will have some grounds to ending the war and returning the Staff of Gehlen to Kadrin," Captain Zayne said.

      "Uh huh. Kyrus wants to face Rashan as much as you do. That is to say, you'd rather it be him, he'd rather it was you, and neither of you likes your own odds. Ever think of maybe trusting Kyrus and handing him the staff? See if that's enough to give him the leg up on Rashan?"

      "Not if the sea froze solid."

      "Just figured I'd ask."

      "No, Mr. Tanner, I have had another revelation. All this coin and effort I spend…for a boy I have never met. For all that he is as like to Anzik as I am to Jinzan, he is still my son, in some fashion. Whether he was borne by some whore I bedded years ago, or is no relation to me in this world, I will continue my search for him, with or without your help."

      "Fair enough, Cap'n," Tanner agreed.

      "My revelation was this: what is your price, Mr. Tanner?"

      "My price for what?" Tanner asked, growing suspicious.

      "For bringing Anzik out of Kadrin. For saving my other son from your friends. How much will it take to bribe you to do the right thing?"

      Tanner furrowed his brow and smiled.

      "Let me think on it."
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      The gurgling of an indoor fountain lent serenity to the formal sitting room at the Palace of the Four Hilltops. A dozen small children played on the floor between the tables, silk-clad guards with jeweled swords whispered amongst themselves, and the seated princess and her four guests waited for news of war.

      "I find it amazing that children form such fast friendships," Princess Shiann commented as she watched them. "Who could tell that they have known each other mere days and barely share a word of language among them." Princess Shiann, heir to the throne of Ghelk, had long blonde hair twisted up and secured atop her head with golden pins. Upon one shoulder she bounced a swaddled babe, Princess Anju, not ten days old.  The linen cloth beneath the babe's head was all that separated her from Princess Shiann's gold-embroidered silks. Shiann's curves were generous and flowing, accentuated by her recent pregnancy but due in greater part to the royal cook's prowess.

      "Enjoy them while they are young, Highness," said General Kaynnyn Bal-Tagga, the Megrenn Minister of War. "And while you are. My grandchildren are faster than my own children ever were."

      "I think it is because they are Megrenn children," said Nakah Fehr. "They learn to make friends young, and they do not notice the superficial differences. Why, even Frenna's children look more like the Princess Shiann's own than they do mine, despite the same father." Nakah's were the darker-skinned among the children running about the spacious, marble-floored chamber. Come summertime, hours spent in the sun would darken Frenna's up to the point where they all roughly matched, and the winter months indoors would sort them out once more by mother.

      "Little Robbono will not care, either," Zaischelle added. Her own obsidian skin was darker than the babe she nursed but not by much. Before she could add to the thought, everyone's attention was drawn to a disturbance outside in the gardens.

      Princess Shiann and several of the children noticed it first, before the light began. There was a shifting in the aether, a gale storm wind that swept in along with a Source familiar to the aether-strong brood. The least shy among the Fehr children darted for the garden doors, knowing that their father had returned. The rest of the children, Megrenn and Ghelkan alike, followed soon after, with their mothers and the Minister of War bringing up the rear of the procession.

      A sphere of aether dispersed, leaving a worn-looking Jinzan Fehr. He was standing atop a circle of rocky ground that stood out from the manicured grasses, wearily clutching the priceless Staff of Gehlen as if it were a walking stick.

      "You continue to vex our gardeners, Councilor Fehr," Princess Shiann noted dryly. She cast her gaze across the irregular circles of soil and rock scattered about the palace gardens.

      "You look like you could use a good rest, Jinzan," Nakah remarked. "This magic takes too much from you. Staff or no staff, you have limits."

      "Perhaps I need rest, but I will make do without. Remember why we are here and not safe at home. While the Ghelkan royal family has been a gracious host, I must still retake Zorren for us to be able to return there," Jinzan said, walking stiffly as he made his way indoors and settled on a cushioned chair.

      "We are a long way from retaking anything," Kaynnyn reasoned. "If it were not for the luck of a coin's chance, this might have been Rashan Solaran's next target, instead of Safschan." Zaischelle winced at the mention of the impending conquest of her homeland.

      "The Kadrin demon hopes for our surrender, not to face us," Shiann said, lifting her chin with pride. "Too many of us are sorcerers here; it gives him pause. War is in his nature, so he will still seek Ghelk out, but we are the only ones he fears."

      "Well, it is not inevitable that Safschan will fall. Narsicann and Varduk will both be negotiating with new allies soon enough, if they are not already. They both have their speaking helms linked to mine. I should not need to use another transference soon; we will hear from them via the helms' magic. I think it is time for the other reason I am here.”

      Princess Shiann nodded wordlessly.

      "General Kaynnyn, it would please me for you to take Princess Anju for a little while. I shall speak with Councilor Fehr in private," Shiann said. She took the babe—little more than a tiny face amid the bundle of feather-soft linens—and handed her to the aging general. Kaynnyn took the newborn princess with practiced hands, as familiar with babes as she once was with spears and stripecat reins.

      Princess Shiann strolled out into the gardens. Jinzan followed, once again leaning on the staff. They passed beneath a wrought-iron arch woven with ivy and entered into a topiary wonderland. The Ghelkan royal gardeners were artists more than laborers.

      "You mean to take up the mantle of protector against Warlock Rashan Solaran?" Shiann asked. She did not look over her shoulder as she preceded Jinzan down the path.

      "Someone must. No one else seems to be coming forth to save us. We must save ourselves."

      "That is hardly an inspiring sentiment. You would ask me to expose a secret that has been kept for a hundred winters. If you fail, we may not have the chance to bury it away again before it is discovered and destroyed," Shiann said.

      "I have faced him once. Even with the Staff of Gehlen to lend me strength, it was all I could do to escape him. I need knowledge to guide this awesome power. My own, I think, will not suffice."

      Shiann sighed and looked up at the clouds as if they might provide her guidance.

      "I went to see the wards once, when I was younger. It was an intimidating sight. Between your Source though, and that staff, I think you may be able to break the wards and get inside. If you are successful,” Shiann gestured toward the palace where Jinzan's wives and children awaited him, “you may end up losing all that you have back there."

      "That may well be, but it may also be the only way to save them. That monster will not content himself with victory. He will burn and kill until no resistance remains. If I have to become a monster to confront him, I will not hesitate. I will learn the secrets to how Loramar once nearly defeated the Kadrin Empire and be the heir to his legacy."
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        * * *

      

      "Is this all really necessary?" Varduk Steelraven sat naked in a vat of sudsy water as two goblin priests ladled scented oils over him.

      One of the priests chittered something in the goblin tongue. I never should have admitted to understanding goblin-speech.

      "Pardon?" Varduk asked. He had not caught the first word, and the rest became jumbled as he tried to keep up a translation in his head. The goblin repeated himself more slowly.

      [We will take no chance of offending Fr'n'ta'gur,] the priest replied. Varduk had heard the priest's name but it slipped from his mind like a chicken’s clucking. It was just a sound, not a real word in the Megrenn sense. He counted himself lucky that the priest understood Megrenn. Most of the goblins that learned a human tongue knew Kadrin.

      "I smelled fine when I got here," Varduk protested more to salve his own wounded dignity than to convince the goblins to let him out.

      Sometime later, Varduk was dry and clad in orange supplicants' robes, seated amid a host of goblins lined up to have an audience with the mighty dragon-god. Varduk had tried to wheedle his way to the front of the line, but his honeyed tongue worked better when he spoke the language. He hoped that the dragon could speak Megrenn as well as understand it.
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        * * *

      

      Far across the Aliani Sea, in the insular kingdom of Azzat, Narsicann Tenrok had fared somewhat better. His name was known to the Azzat Elder Council—which was both useful and worrisome to the Megrenn spymaster—and he had been allowed to meet with his counterpart, a man named Tydon Graychain.

      "Yes, we know much about the Kadrin warlock's predations," Tydon admitted.

      "Then you understand the threat. This demon that was once Rashan Solaran seems far stronger than the histories indicate. He waged a three-winter campaign to conquer Megrenn long ago; now even with allies at our side and the initiative to our advantage, he has driven us from our own cities inside a single season," Narsicann explained.

      "We find this an excellent reason to remain neutral in the conflict. Your allies in Safschan are likely regretting throwing in their lot with yours by now," Tydon reasoned. "Unlike Megrenn, we have not been conquered in recorded history, and I don’t expect that to change."

      Narsicann kept his outward calm, though mental teeth gritted. He worked another tack.

      "They have another sorcerer as well, with a Source unlike any I have seen. These Kadrins have bred themselves above the world in magic. These are not builders or philosophers wielding this power; they are conquerors by blood."

      "Again, you argue against your point. Why involve ourselves in such a war, against such monstrous foes as you describe? We are in no danger here and there is no reason for us to draw attention to ourselves," Tydon stated.

      "There is a farmwife's story," Narsicann began, changing tactics, "that you are ruled by a demon yourselves. I think I would like to meet with him. I think I could convince him of the threat."

      "Do not tell me you believe that old fable," Tydon said with a chuckle. "It lends us mystique and causes folk to second-guess themselves when opposing us, but I would not have thought a man such as you would fall for it."

      "Oh, I no longer find such a notion too farfetched. Perhaps a summer ago I would have agreed with you but not now. Now, I have seen the carnage; I have seen the ghost in the aether that kills with a smile on its face, and I have fled from it, barely escaping with my life. The strongest sorcerer I have met was driven to flight by it, despite possessing the Staff of Gehlen," Narsicann said.

      "I am sorry, I have not heard of the 'Staff of Gehlen.' Should I be impressed?"

      "You should. It is an ancient Kadrin weapon with a draw like a dragon's, which it imparts to its wielder," Narsicann explained. A sudden thought occurred to him, bringing a sly smile to his features. "I would wager your demon king knows who Gehlen was."

      Tydon sat back in his chair tapping the fingers of one hand against those of the other, lost in thought. Narsicann could envision the ciphering going on in the man's head.

      "I can promise nothing. I will have someone find you lodgings for the night and have an answer for you tomorrow. Mind you, the answer will almost certainly be 'no.'"

      Narsicann smiled.

      "Tomorrow, then."
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        * * *

      

      Two things came as no surprise to Jinzan when they led him to the final resting place of the knowledge of Loramar. The first was that it was buried beneath a crypt in the heart of the Ghelkan capitol of Lon Mai; it seemed that the whole of the graveyard, as well as the crypt, were built atop one of Loramar's strongholds. The second was that the crypt was round. It seemed that every structure in the whole of Ghelk was built round, from the smallest wooden home to the myriad squat towers that comprised the palace.

      "You are not the first to try yourself against the wards, Councilor Fehr," Chioju said. Like his younger female colleague, he wore a grimy brown cloth wrapped about his eyes and plain-spun woolen clothing. He either knew the way to the crypt by memory or he guided the way by aether-sight; Jinzan suspected the latter, based on the strength of the man's Source.

      "No one has been killed in a score of winters though," his other guide, Aolyn, assured him. She was comely beneath the homely garments, if perhaps a bit too thin. Even in his state of exhaustion, a glance at her Source was enough to give him thoughts of adding a fourth wife.

      "I intend to succeed. I have to discover the means to Loramar's power," Jinzan said. He kept pace close behind his guides over the rocky, uneven spaces between the graves.

      "It will be interesting, pitting the great aethersmith Gehlen's masterpiece against the master's wards. Grand Necromancer Loramar's strength was not his rune-carving, I will admit," Chioju said.

      "Well, Gehlen's was."

      They reached the crypt at the center of the graveyard. It was built less than a hundred winters ago, but looked ten times that old. The stone was pitted with decay, weather-stained and crumbling in places. To Jinzan's surprise, the door opened easily at Chioju's push. The hinges had apparently been oiled. There was no light within. As the door closed behind them, Jinzan cast a quick light spell to banish the darkness, fixing the glow to the top of the Staff of Gehlen to bring along with him.

      Closed within the crypt, his guides each began unwinding the cloths that bound their eyes. When Jinzan saw what lay beneath, a chill ran through him. Where eyes ought to have been, there were hollowed, empty sockets. They were not pits of blackness, the way demons and other evils were depicted in illuminations, but alcoves carved into the skull, lined with graying dead flesh.

      The two Ghelkan crypt-keepers shared a chuckle at Jinzan's discomfiture.

      "For one who would seek mastery of the dead, you frighten easily," Aolyn teased. "Our bodies are naught but bits of flesh packed around a Source, like mud caked upon a diamond. If you learn nothing else today, take Loramar's First Lesson: I am my Source; all else is but a tool of my Source."

      Chioju lead them down steep stairways that wound their way underground. The air was oppressive and heavy with dust. When they reached the bottom, they came upon a wide corridor.

      "What was that?" Jinzan asked. There had been a noise; they had all heard it: a metallic rustling up ahead. Chioju advanced into the corridor, leaving the illuminated area from the staff.

      "See for yourself, Councilor Fehr. It is nothing to fear," Aolyn said from close behind him. Jinzan could feel her breath on the back of his neck; she had nearly run into him when he stopped.

      He started forward once more. Along the sides of the corridor, thin chains hung from the ceiling. Spaced a pace or so apart, they ran all down the length and hung to shoulder height, with little balls on the end of each. Jinzan stopped short once more and this time Aolyn did bump into him from behind. The chains jingled again as the "balls" twisted about to look at him. They were all eyes.

      Aolyn shoved him roughly from behind.

      "We can find you a teat to suckle from later if you need to be calmed like a frightened infant. Move on," Aolyn scolded.

      The end of the hallway came soon but still not soon enough for Jinzan's liking. If these were the tamest of Loramar's horrors, he was not sure he could bear the ones he had yet to uncover.

      "You are not so bad-looking, Councilor Fehr. I almost regret not treating you with more respect," Aolyn remarked. Jinzan heard a jingling from beside his head and turned to see two eyes looking him up and down from adjacent chains. He shuddered.

      The door at the end of the corridor was well-warded, as promised. Standing in the macabre corridor, he felt comforted by the familiar glow of runes in the aether-vision and lost himself for a time, tracing them with his eyes (which were safely ensconced in their sockets, where he liked them). He picked a rune at random and began examining how it was connected to the runes about it, finding interactions and cross-links, modifiers and amplification runes. Each of them he knew, drawn from the same basic runes that had been handed down from the age of dragons. The ward was impressive in its complexity, spread across a door half again his height and writ in characters no larger than his thumbnail. It would take seasons to unravel it fully. Testing it and seeing its reactions he might, by trial and experiment, divine enough to disable it.

      Jinzan had failed Megrenn. Zorren was burned and overrun with Kadrin rabble. The High Council was in exile, their allies poised beneath the headsman's axe. He had no time for academics, no time to research how the Great Necromancer had protected his studies. He leveled the Staff of Gehlen at the door.

      "Stand well clear. Do not approach until I have told you it is safe," Jinzan told his guides, the acolytes of the Cult of Loramar.

      "As you say, Councilor Fehr," Chioju replied.

      Jinzan jammed the carved wings of the Staff of Gehlen against the warded door and activated its power. He watched as ward and staff fought for aether—the staff to steal it, the ward merely to retain it. The runes blazed as parts of the ward designed to resist attack sprang to life. It had kept out all intruders for over a hundred winters, but the ward was never created to withstand such an assault as Gehlen's creation could call forth in Jinzan’s hands. The ward's aether flickered.

      Jinzan let loose a tiny jolt of power, causing cracks in the stone door. Even a small break in his assault on the ward's defenses was enough for it to replenish itself. He renewed his efforts to drain it. Like pushing a rock uphill...

      Upon the fourth jolt of force, the door crumbled. The Grand Necromancer's sanctuary lay open before him.

      "Congratulations, Heir of Loramar," Chioju said. Jinzan did not turn to regard the acolyte. He stepped over the rubble of the warded door, more interested in the works of his master.
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        * * *

      

      "You waited well, human," the voice resonated through Varduk's whole body. Jinzan had warned him what to expect when dealing with dragons but standing in the presence of Fr'n'ta'gur awed him. Even twenty paces distant, the dragon loomed over him. He imagined that he could walk upright within one of the great reptile's nostrils.

      "Thank you for seeing me, mighty one," Varduk replied, thankful as well that the dragon preferred to show off by speaking his own language fluently. "I have come on a matter of great import to my people."

      "Your people? I was not aware that you had people any longer," Fr'n'ta'gur said, chuckling at his own joke. Varduk felt the ground vibrate beneath his feet. He looked up at the ceiling of the great cavern, worried that the dragon's mirth might bring it down atop him.

      "We are scattered, yes, but we fight on as best we can. If you know of our plight though, may I assume as well that you know our cause?" Varduk asked.

      "Oh yes, I have heard of the demon who has ransacked your lands. He slew one of our kind as well, the foolish Ni'hash'tk, when she tried to take one of the Kadrins' cities for her whelp. That was an idea put into her vacant skull by one of your fellows, I believe."

      "It was an endeavor of common cause, mighty one. One of our sorcerers was also lost that day for his own folly," Varduk told the dragon. It seemed more diplomatic than to mention that Jinzan had been one of the few to survive the assault on Raynesdark and that he had managed to acquire the Staff of Gehlen in the bargain. "It demonstrates though that the demon is a threat to your kind as well as mine. He is bent on conquest and will not let your lands lie in peace."

      "Then he will find his doom at that time. If he finds it before then, it will not be my doing. You see, I remember him from before his self-imposed exile. My goblins, generations ago by their reckoning, once traded with Kadrin while he ruled beside four emperors. He understands our power and our position. If he attacks the dragonlands, it will not be one lair's defenses against him but a rallying of my kind against him. We are unassailable," Fr'n'ta'gur proclaimed. Varduk was enough of a student of history to know how dubious a claim that was but was in no position to argue.

      "We would be very generous if you were to come to our aid in⁠—"

      "Do you know," Fr'n'ta'gur interrupted, "why I had my goblins bathe and clothe you thus, before you were allowed to enter my presence?"

      Varduk paused. He felt a cold sweat on his brow.

      "I assumed so that my scent would not…offend you, mighty one?"

      "No."

      Varduk waited in nervous silence as Fr'n'ta'gur's neck stretched, craning around to regard him from all sides.

      "It was to improve your taste, in case I caught you lying to me."

      Varduk managed half a scream before the dragon snapped its jaws shut around him.
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        * * *

      

      Human, awaken.

      Narsicann obeyed, not by compulsion, but rather the shock of the mental intrusion.

      "Who is this?" Narsicann asked aloud to the empty bedchamber. Even in the aether, he could see nothing that might have addressed him.

      Speak up. If you talk aloud your mind is quieter, the voice in his head scolded him. Narsicann looked to the small table where he had deposited the few belongings he had brought with him. The Ghelkan speaking helm was still there. Normal spells for speaking mind-to-mind worked only over short distances. The owner of the mysterious voice had to be close by.

      Who is this? Narsicann asked, thinking the words this time.

      You wished to speak to me, I believe.

      Are you the demon king of Azzat? Narsicann asked.

      How many have you requested meetings with since arriving in my kingdom, High Councilor Narsicann Tenrok?

      Just yourself, Your Majesty.

      I am Xizix. I will speak with you because you mentioned two subjects that intrigue me and that is two more than usual most seasons. Come to me.

      Now? Where do I go?

      Yes, and follow my directions. Take up the helm you brought with you. I wish to see that as well.

      Narsicann had not packed for his trip. He had gone to sleep in normal attire. He pulled on boots and cloak and ventured out into the night.

      Xizix directed his path. Narsicann found the streets deserted before him, a sight he never saw in Zorren, which was bustling on some level throughout all hours of the day. There was something…unwholesome…about relinquishing mankind's grip on the land to nature's whim. Narsicann noted that he was approaching the royal palace as he followed the demon king's instructions.

      You grow close now, he heard as he came to the outer wall that defined the palace grounds. Very close.

      Am I to enter the palace? Narsicann asked.

      "No," said a gravelly voice behind him. Narsicann turned to see an ogre-sized creature with leathery, ashen skin. A clawed hand closed around his neck—thwarted briefly by a shielding spell that provided an eggshell's protection—and lifted him effortlessly into the air. The demon's other hand picked up the speaking helm from where Narsicann had dropped it while struggling to free himself. "I dislike finding spies in my kingdom, but I would parlay with your master from a safe distance. How does this helm work?"

      Let me go, demon! Narsicann screamed in his head, unable to draw breath to do so with his voice.

      "Bah, letting you go will not make the helm work. I am no fool," Xizix joked, his grin a forest of dagger-pointed black fangs. He turned the helm over, inspecting it. It seemed like it might barely fit over the demon's head if he was without his two pairs of horns—one pair jutting up and curling back, the other pair curling about and framing his face, resembling a beetle's pincers.

      Let me go and I will show you, Narsicann thought desperately.

      "How hard can it be?" Xizix asked. With an easy twist of the wrist, he broke Narsicann's neck.

      As the demon lumbered back to his palace, dragging Narsicann's corpse by the neck as he went, his head reformed, becoming smaller and smoother. The horns shrank and withdrew within the creature's skull, and he placed the helm atop his head.
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        * * *

      

      The rooms beyond the warded door were more than a repository but less than a home. There were rooms for storage and meeting, but the remainder was given over to study and research. There were libraries and laboratories but neither kitchen nor larder. It was a place for the study and practice of death.

      Jinzan had quickly browsed through each room, finding small caches of unfamiliar magical items squirreled about but had settled in when he found Loramar's research library. There were a number of tomes that the necromancer had obviously used for reference, but most were his own works. Chioju and Aolyn took turns watching over him, for how long he knew not, as he pored over the pieces to the puzzle. He hoped to discover what had made the greatest opponent of Rashan Solaran so powerful.

      "Aolyn, fetch me something to eat. I just realized that I'm famished," Jinzan ordered. Since breaking the wards, the flippant attitude of the two acolytes had been replaced by extreme deference. It seemed that neither had expected him to succeed in breaking Loramar's wards.

      "As you wish, Councilor Fehr." The young Ghelkan sorceress departed, leaving him to the silence of the crypt. He was content to read the personal diaries first, hoping they might guide him to where to begin learning in earnest. It was slow going, reading in faded Ghelkan script. His studies would quicken when he got to actual magical writings, since they would be in the common rune language, which was used in some form by all trained sorcerers.

      "I have something for you, Councilor Fehr," Chioju announced, returning in Aolyn's place. The hollow-eyed acolyte carried a wicker cage with a songbird in it.

      "I asked for a meal, not a companion, nor is the air down here quite foul enough to need it as a warning. Go find me a haunch of lamb or a bowl of stew, something substantial," Jinzan commanded.

      "There are things you do not need these books to learn. There are some things we can teach you. Tonight, I will show you how to sustain yourself on a creature's Source," Chioju replied. He held the caged bird forth with a grin.

      "No. Get gone and bring me food. You may well know tricks I do not, and I may learn them in time, but tonight I am tired and hungry, and I am more likely to kill you and the bird and decide later which to eat, than I am to try to fill my belly with bird aether."

      What was that about bird aether? an echoing voice asked in Jinzan's mind.

      Jinzan shooed the acolyte away with a hand gesture, waiting until he was alone until he responded.

      That was a trivial matter. What news, Narsicann? Jinzan asked, having expected to hear from his colleague as soon as there was news from Azzat.

      Oh, I am afraid I decided to simplify the lines of communication. I am the one you truly wished to speak to, the voice informed him.

      You are the demon who rules Azzat? Jinzan inquired.

      It is amusing how I can go generations as a myth, but the emergence of another demon rekindles the belief. Yes, I am Xizix, ruler of Azzat.

      Narsicann must have explained then why we wished to speak with you.

      He mentioned two items of interest to me. Rashan Solaran is one, and a mysterious sorcerer among the Kadrins is the other. Speak. You have my attention.

      We seek to rally forces against Kadrin, specifically in putting an end to Rashan Solaran's bloodthirsty predations, Jinzan began. The other matter is less pressing but may become even more of a danger. The Kadrins have another sorcerer, a young man named Brannis Solaran, with a Source beyond reckoning.

      I will end your speculations on the first matter abruptly. While I may lend certain information about Rashan, I will not stand against him unless he sets foot upon Azzat.

      You fear him as well, then? Jinzan asked. Distance made him bold, as did his recent victory over Loramar's defenses. Sitting amid the necromancer's works, he felt like a proper heir to the master's power.

      We have an agreement that predates your birth. He may be a lying snake dealing with your kind, but he dares not break his word among the immortals—at least not more so than he already has. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say he would not be so blatant. For my end, dangerous as he is, I will still not act to break that pact.

      What of the second matter, then? Brannis Solaran.

      If you can arrange to send him here, I would deal with him. I will not leave Azzat undefended.

      I find that acceptable. Thank you. If you could pass the helm back to Narsicann, I would speak with him.

      Oh dear…I believe there has been an idiomatic failure. My Megrenn is outdated, I fear. I said I 'simplified the lines of communication.' You were supposed to have inferred that I killed him already. Goodnight, Jinzan Fehr.

      When the contact ended, Jinzan realized that he had not picked up his own helm from where it rested on the desk.
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