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        Zelle Carnelian has claimed the allegiance of the nameless Shaper, the enigmatic ancient deity whose name was forgotten by mortals and gods alike. Together with Arien Astera, who has claimed a new Relic of his own, and Evita Govind, would-be assassin, they defeated Orzen and prevented him from unleashing havoc on the human world.

         

        But Orzen is not the only deity with his sights set on escaping from the realm of the gods.

         

        When her sister is captured by a cult of devotees to an unknown deity, Zelle's quest to find her leads across the perilous sea to the Isles of Itzar. Teeming with dangerous beasts and strange magic, the Isles are not a destination for the faint of heart, and Zelle and the others are well aware that they might be sailing straight into a trap.

         

        Soon her sister's plight becomes only one of Zelle's concerns, between mysterious Relics appearing on Itzar's beaches, a struggle between two rival factions and a rogue deity with an unknown agenda. It'll push Zelle and the others to their limits to navigate these dangerous waters and escape alive…
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      Naxel Daimos threw the Relic into the ocean, where it vanished beneath the glittering waves.

      Useless, he thought, as the strong current caught the stone and tugged it outwards into the icy sea. The Power within the stone had been sealed away elsewhere, so the Relic had been nothing but a dead weight in his pocket throughout the three days of his voyage across the ocean. Yet its absence brought an immediate pang of regret. All the blood he’d fed to the deity had been for naught. What a waste.

      He’d been sure that giving Orzen a human form would enable him to track down the young Astera boy with ease, but he hadn’t counted on his target finding allies in the mountainous region of Zeuten, nor his new companions doing the impossible and imprisoning the deity he’d sent to destroy them.

      Regrets aside, Orzen had already given Daimos everything that he’d desired most in the world, and now that he held the staff of Astiva, he had no need of the other Relic any longer. While the staff’s former wielder remained inconveniently beyond reach, Daimos doubted he would be content to remain in hiding forever. Daimos knew the embers of vengeance burned within his chest, and he’d come in search of retribution soon enough.

      As for Daimos? He had another purpose in the cold and unappealing nation in which Arien Astera had sought refuge. The chill of the mountain air fought the ocean breeze for dominance, and even the furs he’d purchased from the market at the docks didn’t entirely keep out the cold. As he’d lived his entire life in the warmth of the Aestinian continent, Daimos wasn’t used to such temperatures, and he inwardly resolved to spend as little time as possible on land.

      Wrapped in his furs like everyone else in the port of the small market town, he drew no unwelcome attention while he waited on one of the short wooden piers that jutted from the gravelly shore. The visibly foreign vessel in which he’d arrived drew some attention, but since he’d concealed Astiva’s staff inside his thick cloak, there was nothing in his current appearance to connect Daimos with the large, proud vessel and its well-dressed crew. He’d had no trouble finding allies; few in Aestin would dare to risk the wrath of the eldest child of Gaiva, who’d once served the most powerful family in the nation. On these unfamiliar shores, however, he would have to proceed with a little more caution.

      The thornlike marks on the backs of his hands prickled his skin under his thick gloves for a brief instant, a warning. He lifted his gaze to the overcast sky, from which a grey shimmer resolved into two figures that swooped downwards and landed near the pier on which he waited. While they moved as if borne on wings, their billowing silvery cloaks folded against their sides when their feet touched the ground. Interesting. The Changers might have proven rather insignificant allies in his attempt to corner his enemy, but their abilities were not in doubt. He could still use them.

      The two figures—a man and a woman—lowered their hoods and surveyed their surroundings. The man’s scars and thinning hair suggested he’d seen many battles in his time, while the woman’s darker complexion suggested ancestry from Aestin, despite her current position serving the Crown of Zeuten. Their gazes lingered on the market stalls selling furs and weapons, produce and the narrow wooden boats that seemed common in the region. When the pair began to approach the market, Daimos strode out to meet them. “Good. You received the note to meet me here as planned.”

      The two spun around, taking in his foreign appearance with raised eyebrows. His furs showed nothing of his current status, and he kept the staff hidden from sight, preferring to keep that particular object of curiosity out of their conversation. Detailing how he’d obtained it would bring about complications that might sour their alliance before it got off the ground. Talk of murder was not always a solid foundation for forging a bond of trust, and his true identity was irrelevant to the message he intended to convey.

      “What is this?” asked the man. “We received a communication from the Crown of Zeuten ordering us to meet with an ambassador for the Crown Prince here in Carthen, but you… you are no ambassador.”

      “I certainly am,” Daimos told them. “A new one. A recent development, if you will.”

      For all their talents, he feared them not at all. His staff’s capabilities made the magic within their cloaks seem insignificant.

      “And just what does that mean?” the man demanded, his tawny skin reddening.

      Daimos kept his expression calm. The temptation to reveal his staff and silence their contempt arose, but he quashed it at once. He’d come here to leave a very deliberate trail, one that didn’t involve showy displays of power. “It means that I am the current ambassador between the Crown of Zeuten and the nation of Aestin, and I am here on a diplomatic mission. The letter told you as much, did it not?”

      “The Crown sent an emissary from Aestin to inform us of the deaths of our leaders?” The man exchanged incredulous looks with the cloaked woman at his side. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “I believe the Crown Prince himself already sent a letter conveying the tragic news, did he not?” Daimos queried. “Our meeting is for another purpose. The letter itself should have told you what that was.”

      They exchanged glances again, this time with less outright hostility present. They couldn’t deny that they’d received this news, though the Crown Prince had not, in fact, written such a letter at all.

      The woman addressed him first. “Tell us the purpose of your visit, and we will believe you are who you claim.”

      That was easy enough. “I intend to convey the news of a certain series of events in your nation that occurred while you were on your own mission in the Isles of Itzar. While you know that the Masters were slaughtered by an unknown enemy, the Crown Prince thought it would not be prudent to put certain details in a letter that might fall into the wrong hands.”

      “So he sent you?” The man gave him a considering look. “How do I know you didn’t intercept the letter yourself?”

      Daimos ought to have known that presenting himself as someone from a rival nation would incite distrust. He might have used an emissary, but despite his new allies, he trusted nobody with this particular mission but himself.

      “Zeuten came under attack from a dangerous foe,” he told them. “The people responsible for defeating that enemy were the Sentinels, in alliance with a man called Arien Astera. You might have heard the name.”

      “Astera.” The man’s gaze sharpened. “The Invoker? There’s another one of you here in Zeuten?”

      No doubt he meant an Aestinian and not an Invoker, since while Daimos was both, he kept proof of the latter hidden behind the gloves that covered the marks on his hands. “That is correct. I believe he’s lying low, but word of his achievements will spread fast. I wanted to ensure the news reached you before you stumbled upon rumours that distorted the facts.”

      As it happened, his own allies had started those rumours, both here and in Saudenne. He hadn’t set foot in the Zeutenian capital himself, since Aestinian travellers were more common in the capital than in this small port town and there was a chance that he might have been recognised, but it didn’t matter what form the rumours took. The more outrageous, the better.

      At his words, the cloaked strangers murmured between themselves. He let them, content to leave them to use the information he’d given in any way they saw fit. If they chose to disbelieve him and go to learn the truth for themselves, then so be it. His job here was done, and the trap he’d laid ought to have found its target by now.

      In the meantime, he had another three days’ voyage to return to his home country. That would give the rumours time to spread, to lure Arien Astera out of hiding and send him to seek out his target.

      This time, the young Astera boy would perish. Daimos would make sure of it.
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      Zelle Carnelian entered the Sentinels’ cave and walked over to the large, polished rock that lay in the centre. Stalagmites protruded from the ground, and stalactites jutted from the ceiling like fangs, while the rock itself exuded an aura of coldness that penetrated her skin beneath her thick fur-lined coat.

      The staff in her hand spoke, its voice echoing in her mind. You’re stalling again.

      Zelle frowned at the staff’s knotted dark wood. “That’s because I’m trying to decide what to ask. I’d like a straight answer this time.”

      Though that might be hoping for too much. The Sentinels’ cave’s function was ostensibly to offer guidance, but the large rock before her contained a piece of the consciousness of the same deity that dwelled inside the staff in her hand, and from the nameless Shaper, straight answers were hard to come by.

      Zelle’s ancestors had been the first people to settle in Zeuten’s mountains, yet even they hadn’t known that one of the original three Great Powers had been imprisoned here. Imprisoned, the Shaper had claimed, by none other than Her fellow deities themselves. Due to the Shaper’s reticence to share any more information on the subject, the details remained unknown to Zelle, but she was due to leave with Rien for the capital of Saudenne later today. She’d hoped the Shaper might offer her a little advice before she ventured away from the mountains for the first time in weeks.

      “Am I making the right decision in leaving Tavine?” She extended a hand to touch the smooth surface of the rock.

      At once, the cave faded from her vision, to be replaced by a large chamber with indistinct features. She had the vague impression of swooping arches overhead and flagstones beneath her feet, all wreathed in white mist. The outline of a human figure appeared etched against the mist, and as she walked closer, the person became more distinct until she recognised her own face looking back at her from a reflective surface.

      Zelle studied her face as though it might turn into someone else’s if she looked hard enough. The red tints to Zelle’s brown hair were the only splashes of colour against her surroundings, while her pale face was set into a stern expression. In her hand, the wooden form of the staff glowed faintly with bluish light.

      “This is new.”

      Her reflection’s mouth moved as she spoke, her words echoing in the empty chamber. Whether her surroundings were conjured up from the depths of her own mind or some creation of the Shaper’s, she had absolutely no idea, but the Sentinels’ cave had never shown her this before.

      Zelle lowered her gaze to the staff. “Are you going to answer my question?”

      If you expect me to make your decision for you, you’re going to be waiting a long time.

      She couldn’t tell if the voice came from the misty chamber or from the staff, but it sounded the same regardless. “No need for the attitude. You asked me to help deal with your wayward fellow deities, but it’s been weeks since I bound Orzen. I need to get home to my aunt’s shop. Someone in my family has to earn a living, after all.”

      Then do as you like. You’ve already made your mind up, haven’t you?

      Zelle supposed she had, but a knot of worry remained in her chest at the prospect of leaving her family behind.

      “Even if I didn’t have to get back to the shop, Rien and I need to find out what’s happening in Aestin,” she said. “I always intended to help him with that, but I’d rather know if I’m making a mistake in going home before I’m out of reach of the cave.”

      It depends if you’re planning on accompanying him back to Aestin, I imagine.

      “What?” She blinked. “No, I’m not going to Aestin. I’d have to be out of my mind to set foot near the place. So would Rien, come to that.”

      The two had discussed the matter and decided remaining in Saudenne would be a wiser choice. While word from the capital was that the seas had calmed in recent days, no longer torn apart by storms that prevented anyone from leaving Zeuten’s shores, that didn’t make a trip to Aestin any less treacherous.

      The storms, after all, had been sent by Naxel Daimos, a rival of Rien’s family, who’d stolen his Relic and almost killed him before he’d fled over the ocean to Zeuten. Not one to let his target escape, Daimos had gone as far as to gift the deity known as Orzen with a humanlike form and sent him to slaughter Rien in person. While Zelle had bound Orzen to a new Relic and sealed it away in the mountains, Daimos himself was no doubt waiting for his target to return to Aestin so he could finish the job.

      Isn’t that what he desires the most? the staff asked. To get back to his family’s house and reclaim his original Relic?

      “I doubt it’ll be that easy,” said Zelle. “Daimos holds Astiva’s Relic now. He won’t give it up without a fight, especially as he no longer has Orzen doing his bidding. Besides, we don’t know how he was able to convince Orzen to obey him in the first place. Rien says Daimos’s family was outcast with no Relics at their disposal. How’d he walk out of exile with a Relic powerful enough to oust the entire Astera family?”

      A question you should certainly try to learn the answer to, but not here. I might have reams of knowledge far beyond your own limitations, but I am confined to these mountains. I cannot see what is happening in Aestin—or in the realm of the Powers.

      Her brow furrowed. “You knew Orzen, though.”

      I know of him. As I know of many other descendants of Gaiva. There are rather a lot of them.

      The Shaper’s evasive tone made Zelle’s hackles rise. Yes, Gaiva, the creator goddess and sibling of the nameless Shaper, was the only one of the three Great Powers who’d had children, grandchildren, and countless generations afterwards. Zelle didn’t need the Shaper to tell her that, but there’d been other information which might have been handy for past Sentinels to know. For instance, the existence of hidden Relics that her ancestors had brought here when they’d first settled in the mountains.

      Still, that wasn’t relevant to the question she’d asked, so Zelle pushed her irritation aside and drew in a breath. “You asked me to close the doors between the two realms. Does that request contradict my plans to go to Saudenne and learn the latest news from Aestin? Simply a yes or no would do.”

      You can start by demonstrating some patience. You forget I’ve been buried in these mountains for longer than humans have existed on this continent.

      “I’m aware of that,” Zelle told the voice. “However, we humans have a shorter lifespan than you do. I know you can’t see what’s happening outside of the mountains, but you must know if leaving Tavine is a wise course of action. We’ve been at a standstill for days, and we need a clear goal.”

      There’s only one certain way to prevent another door between the realms from opening, and it isn’t something you’re ready for yet. Until then, yes, gathering information will suffice.

      “What…” She trailed off. “You mean find Daimos.”

      And kill him.

      Unease slid down her spine. She’d never met Daimos, but he’d killed Rien’s family and left him for dead after claiming his Relic. Zelle herself had, until a few weeks ago, never wielded any magic in her twenty-two years of life, with her sister Aurel inheriting the family’s gift instead. The staff had landed in her hands by mere chance, and regardless of its considerable powers, a nagging voice in the back of her mind whispered that she was the wrong choice for the job.

      On the other hand, Rien had had access to magic his entire life and had still been stripped of his connection to Astiva at Daimos’s hands. When she’d first met him, he’d been as powerless as she, and it wasn’t until he’d claimed a new Relic within these very mountains that he’d begun to gain back what he’d lost. He had a lot of preparation to do before he was ready to confront Daimos, though he reacted with tight-lipped annoyance to any insinuation that he was in any way struggling to adjust to his new Relic.

      Aloud, she said, “So you’re saying I should keep an eye on Daimos’s movements, but I can’t hunt him down myself.”

      You’re welcome to try, but I gather you would prefer to stay in one piece.

      “Hilarious,” she said. “Does he even know I exist?”

      He knows Arien Astera has allies. Perhaps he suspects the Sentinels’ involvement in Orzen’s defeat too.

      “But not mine.” Zelle didn’t register to Daimos as a threat, which was frankly a relief. She had enough responsibilities to handle without incurring the wrath of a vengeful Invoker.

      Not yet, warned the voice. Be ready for when he does learn of the power you wield.

      “You mean the power you wield.” Zelle was simply the instrument, the conduit. She was under no illusions that her bond with the Shaper was anything like Rien’s connection with his own deity, based on a mutual understanding and shared goals.

      The staff hadn’t even been Zelle’s to begin with, and the notion of having to choose between leaving it behind in Tavine or else leaving Grandma Carnelian without the means of defending herself against another attack was one of the reasons she was apprehensive at best about leaving for Saudenne. With or without the staff.

      The voice didn’t answer. Instead, the vision released its grip on her, to be replaced by the cool interior of the cave and the gleaming black rock beneath her palm. Zelle transferred the staff to her other hand, stretching out her cramped fingers, and turned away from the rock, facing the daylight.

      When she left the cave, she found Rien standing with his back to her, a staff of crimson wood in his left hand. Thorn-covered vines rippled up its length and over the back of his hands, and the veins appeared to glow beneath his skin, resembling the vines which wrapped around the staff in his hand.

      When she drew nearer to him, the thorny vines lashed towards her, striking the path at her feet. Zelle took a step back, alarmed. “Powers above, can’t you at least try to check there’s nobody behind you before you start throwing thorns everywhere?”

      “It was an accident.” Rien lowered the staff. “What did the Sentinels’ cave tell you?”

      “It rightly berated me for indecisiveness and then told me I’m not ready to face… him.” She didn’t mention Daimos’s name, never quite sure what reaction it would draw from Rien.

      He might not yet be prepared to see Daimos again himself, but he’d changed significantly from the ragged man she’d met in a storm near the Sanctum a few weeks prior. He wore his long, dark hair loose, flowing past his shoulders in the style she’d been told was popular among Aestinian nobility. His grey eyes had lost their vacant expression, while his white shirt collar stood out crisply against his brown skin. It didn’t hurt that his fine coat and boots were the best that money could buy in a remote region like this, either. Zelle knew he didn’t like that Aurel had bought them for him, but he’d hadn’t had a single coin on him when she’d met him in the mountains, so he’d had no choice but to rely on her family’s charity.

      “You knew it wasn’t likely that the cave would be able to give you any useful advice,” Rien remarked as they began to walk downhill towards the village of Tavine.

      “I hoped it might give me some direction, at the very least,” she said. “Leaving Tavine might cause more problems than it solves, and it doesn’t feel right to turn my back on the Sentinels.”

      “If you’re concerned for your family, then you have a good reason to stay here, don’t you?”

      They’d already had that argument at least twice, and it always ended the same way. Grandma and Aurel didn’t need Zelle to stay, and frankly, she wasn’t sure how much longer the money they’d stockpiled would last. Their family’s once substantial fortune now consisted of a large number of worthless objects scavenged from the mountains, which Zelle sold in her late aunt’s shop. Before the staff had landed in her possession, that had been her life.

      “I’m also concerned that we’ll run out of money,” she said. “Aurel charges a pittance for Readings and believes every sob story her clients tell her, but the lifestyle she keeps isn’t cheap.”

      Her sister’s penchant for buying expensive gifts and wearing lavish jewellery as well as spending her free hours at the tavern was even more of an annoyance when she had to live in the same house as her. Zelle was looking forwards to an end to that, if nothing else.

      “Doesn’t the Crown Prince owe you a payment for defending Zeuten from Orzen?” asked Rien. “If the Invokers of Aestin performed such an act of service to the nation, they would be handsomely rewarded.”

      Zelle gave a faint snort of laughter. “No. It’s not as if there’s a precedent for these incidents, and I’m pretty sure the last useful thing a Sentinel did for the Crown was when my great-great-great grandfather helped create the Royal Road from the mountains to Saudenne. I think the King at the time gave him a medal, but no cash payment.”

      “That seems rather unfair.”

      “We aren’t a rich nation.” The vast majority of Zeutenians were farmers or craftspeople. Her family was one of the few who’d even met the Crown Prince, and that didn’t mean he had any intention of rewarding them for their trouble. Neither did his father, though the ancient monarch had been on his deathbed for close to three years now, and his son had all but taken over from him as the public face of the royal family.

      Zelle and Rien reached the foot of the mountain path and began to walk along the dirt track that wound through the thick pine forest surrounding the village. She’d been meaning to bring up the question of what he intended to do for work while they were in Saudenne, but he was never happy whenever anyone reminded him that he was in a foreign country, cut off from his former resources. He disliked being dependent upon Grandma and Aurel’s hospitality, and she was certain he’d react the same to any setbacks he encountered in Saudenne.

      When they neared the Reader’s house, she knew this would be her last chance to talk to him alone before they left, so she gave him a sideways look. “Do you want me to find you lodgings when we arrive in Saudenne? I can’t promise staying above the shop will be comfortable.”

      He didn’t meet her eyes. “I’ve endured worse.”

      Of that she had little doubt. “Ah, you don’t have to assist me in the shop itself if you don’t want to. It’s a decent source of gossip, but most of the idle chatter I hear might not be relevant to your goals. If it was, I might have heard of the happenings in Aestin sooner.”

      His grip tightened on his staff. “You wouldn’t have, but I have little doubt news will have spread by now. People talk.”

      If he was right, there was a chance he might be recognised in Saudenne himself. Another reason staying here would be better for his need to keep a low profile, but she knew his home nation weighed heavily on his mind, even more so than his financial state.

      She fell silent as they reached the Reader’s house. Separated from the rest of the village by a wide fence surrounded by trees, the wood-frame house sat between two large oaks and behind a gate, which Rien opened. Zelle walked in behind him and unlocked the front door.

      Inside, Aurel and Grandma sat in armchairs in the living room, surrounded by cabinets containing the array of curiosities that generations of her family had acquired over the centuries. These ranged from crockery to tools, and even the occasional piece of fossilised animal dung. Her family members had a long history of hoarding fragments of the original settlements their ancestors had established, but most of it was hardly worth keeping, let alone selling.

      Aurel lifted her auburn head. “There you are. I was beginning to think I’d need to tell the carriage driver he needn’t have bothered leaving the Royal Road.”

      “The carriage isn’t already here, is it?” asked Zelle.

      “Yes,” Grandma said to her. “Which you’d know if you hadn’t gone wandering off.”

      You’re one to talk. Grandma didn’t usually live at this address any more than Zelle did, but while she’d claimed she’d stayed to make sure no more deities came to meddle with the Reader, she spent most of her time meandering on long walks in the forest instead. Zelle had to admit she wouldn’t miss having to drag the old Sentinel back to the Reader’s house at least once a day, but that didn’t make her feel any less like she was being kicked out.

      “I’ll get my things, then.” She made for the stairs to the guest room to collect her pack, in which she’d put her new clothes and a few pieces of ancient pottery and tools to sell in the shop. After lifting the pack, she headed downstairs to join the others.

      “Thank you,” Rien was saying to Aurel, “for allowing me to stay in your house for these past weeks.”

      “The pleasure was all mine.” Aurel lounged in an armchair, sipping from a glass of wine, while a faint thump drew Zelle’s eyes to the tall, lanky figure in the corner. Zelle frequently forgot that a former Changer lived here, too, since Evita was generally unobtrusive regardless of whether she was wearing the silvery cloak with the power to render her invisible. Except when she occasionally knocked things over in the cabinets while dusting, that is. Why Aurel had hired her, Zelle had no idea, unless she’d genuinely wanted a new servant to replace the ones who’d quit after being subjected to the impossibility of cleaning up after the Reader. That, or she’d felt sorry for the girl, who’d been as penniless as Rien when they’d met.

      “Aurel,” Zelle addressed her sister, doing her best to ignore the flirtatious note that had entered her tone when she’d spoken to Rien. “You’ll make sure Grandma doesn’t take any more unnecessary excursions into the mountains, won’t you?”

      Aurel rolled her eyes. “You think I can stop her from doing whatever she likes?”

      “I’d find it easier to relax back in Saudenne if I didn’t think there might be a repeat of the incident when Grandma walked into the realm of the Powers.”

      Aurel openly laughed. “If you think I can stop the Powers from hauling her away if they want to, then you’re mistaken. Oh, don’t look at me like that, Zelle. That was a joke. Lighten up.”

      Zelle raised a brow at her sister’s derisive tone. “You’re drunk.”

      Intoxicated or not, her sister hadn’t used that arrogant tone with her since they’d been teenagers. While she’d matured over the past few years, Aurel had been reverting to her old habits lately, like drinking expensive wine during the day instead of coming up with reasonable ways for her family to earn a living. Irritated, Zelle sought out her grandmother, who’d ducked into the Reading Room.

      “Grandma, are you sure I can take the staff with me? If you need it⁠—”

      “Oh, go ahead.” Grandma gave her an impatient wave. “Frankly, it’ll be a nice break from having that voice muttering in my ear all the time.”

      “If you’re certain.” When her grandmother didn’t offer her another word of encouragement, she added, “I’ll see you soon.”

      Rien cleared his throat. “Thank you for your hospitality, Sentinel Verica Carnelian. It will be repaid once I have claimed my family’s estate.”

      Assuming you don’t end up buried there. Zelle suppressed the comment and headed through the living room, waving at the others as she did so. “See you soon, Aurel. Bye, Evita.”

      The former assassin startled to hear her own name, and she gave Zelle a jerky wave before turning back to dusting the cabinet. Meanwhile, Zelle led Rien outside, feeling rather put out.

      Rien turned to her when she closed the door behind them. “Is something going on with your sister?”

      “She’s jealous,” she told him in an undertone. “She’s been the Sentinel’s successor since we were children, and now she thinks I’ve taken some of that away from her.”

      “You haven’t taken anything away from her, though,” said Rien. “The staff…”

      “The staff is Grandma’s, I know.” She walked with him to the gate and into the village, where dirt roads ran between the simple wood-frame houses. She’d packed enough supplies for a couple of days, though the journey wouldn’t take longer than half a day unless they ran into trouble on the road. “Aurel was mostly raised by our grandmother, and you’ve seen what she’s like.”

      Upon leaving the village, they followed another dirt track through the woods towards the carriage’s location. It was a miracle her grandmother had been able to arrange transport for them at all, since Tavine was a small village whose only feature of note was the Reader’s house. If not for a former King’s liking for skiing in the mountains, there would be no major roads in the region at all. Fallen branches littered the path, while rustling sounded in the trees. Zelle glanced around, lifting the staff, until she recognised the large reptilian creature crouched in the bushes, watching them.

      “That’s Evita’s dragonet,” she said. “I think he came to say goodbye to us.”

      Rien gave a nod to the dragonet, while Zelle lifted her hand in farewell as they made their way towards the carriage waiting to take them to Saudenne.
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      The journey to Saudenne began with an uncomfortable stretch of bumping along dirt tracks through the woods before they reached the Royal Road, a major trade route leading directly to the capital. Tavine was around the same distance from Saudenne as her grandmother’s home in Randel, on the opposite side of the Range, but the Royal Road cut the duration of their journey by a third. Zelle had no complaints about reducing the amount of time they spent on the road, especially with her companion’s current taciturn mood.

      Rien sat in silence, his hands clasped on his staff, while Zelle found herself unconsciously mimicking his pose. When they hit a particularly abrupt bump in the road, she tightened her grip to avoid the staff clattering out of her hands. She’d grown more cautious ever since she’d discovered the identity of the being whose magic resided within its knotted wood, although she had no doubt that like Rien’s, the staff was stronger than it appeared.

      She was pretty sure that Rien’s staff didn’t make sarcastic comments at him the way hers did, of course. Stretching her neck, she peered over the side of the carriage, glad of the roof arching over their heads to keep them from being showered with raindrops or struck by low-hanging branches.

      “How do you get around in Aestin?” she asked Rien. “I’m guessing you have no need for carriages with roofs, considering your warmer climate. I imagine your roads are better maintained too. This one is only in good shape because one of our Kings had it built especially so he could go skiing in the lower parts of the Range in the winter.”

      “With the aid of your ancestors, you said.”

      “Occasionally, one of us did something useful.” She wondered what the staff had thought of being pressured into using its magic to clear a swathe of trees out of the way for the Crown.

      It was the most excitement I’d seen in years, the staff told her.

      Rien gave no signs he’d heard the staff’s comment, but it typically spoke to Zelle alone aside from her grandmother. “Our roads are well-maintained,” he acknowledged, “but our country has been occupied for many centuries longer than yours has. I’m surprised Zeuten wasn’t settled sooner, in all honesty. Aestin used to have colonies all over the world at one time, but they never came here until a thousand years ago.”

      “Might have something to do with all the wild magic in the mountains and forests.” Her gaze dropped to the staff. “Magic has been here longer than any humans have, anyway.”

      The Shaper had been imprisoned in the Range since before Aestin’s first empire had ever been heard of, as far as she knew. Rien glanced at the carriage driver, who sat in front of them, as if wondering if they should be discussing the subject with a potential eavesdropper nearby.

      “True.” Rien lowered his voice. “Aestin has places of wild magic, too, but largely cut off by mountains. That’s where Daimos and his family were banished to when the families kicked them out. We little expected their return.”

      Zelle braced herself against the staff when they hit another bump in the road. “What exactly did they do to get themselves banished?”

      “They tried to overthrow the Emperor,” he said. “Collectively, the other families overpowered them. Or rather, my father and his allies did. My brother was a small child at the time, and I wasn’t born yet. Daimos and I had never met before he confronted my family.”

      And now he carries your staff. She didn’t voice that thought aloud. The loss was still raw for him, after all. “So Daimos was left without any access to magic when he was banished.”

      “Yes, but he found himself a Relic somewhere,” Rien murmured. “Incidentally, that is what gave me the idea of seeking out my own.”

      “Your father once came to Zeuten himself, too,” she remarked. “I hoped my grandmother might have told me more about their meeting.”

      “It was a long time ago,” Rien said. “I know my family did maintain contact with some of the Sentinels in the past, but I never had the impression that your grandmother kept up their correspondence.”

      “Grandma doesn’t really have friends.” That was one trait Zelle had inherited, to her chagrin, but after spending so much time alone, she just plain didn’t know how to connect with other people. All her attention had been focused on helping in her aunt’s shop, nursing her through her sickness, and then keeping the shop running after her death. The little free time she had, she’d spent visiting her grandmother in the mountains. “Besides, it’s been years since any overseas ambassadors have visited the Sentinels. Even the Crown Prince tends to forget we exist.”

      She vaguely recalled attending an important function as a young child, when her family had known that either her or Aurel would be chosen as the next Sentinel, but not who it would be. As a result, they’d both been forced into their nicest clothes and had been dragged in front of a parade of strangers. At the time, they’d both felt equally out of place and had sought solidarity in climbing a nearby tree and poking fun at the guests from a distance, but Zelle’s memory of that day was so distant that it might have belonged to someone else.

      “I believe this is the longest stretch I’ve ever gone in my life without an endless series of ceremonies and meetings with ambassadors and diplomats,” Rien commented. “Aestin’s nobles are known for their commitment to making everything into an unnecessary show.”

      He fell into silence, no doubt reminded of something in his past. Ever since he’d regained his memories, it was almost impossible to get through a conversation with him without bumping into at least one unpleasant recollection—an inevitability, really, considering he’d lost everything shortly before his arrival in Zeuten, and his struggle to best Orzen had rubbed salt into those raw wounds. Zelle tried to think of a reply that wouldn’t hit the wrong note. She’d lost most of her family, too, but she hadn’t been close to anyone except for her aunt, and Aunt Adaine’s death had been the result of an illness that had stolen her strength, so Zelle’s grief at losing her was tinged with relief that her suffering was over. She’d lost other relatives to accidents, an alarming number of which had occurred in the mountains, but none of them had been murdered. Certainly not recently, anyway.

      Daimos might have been justified in his anger against the other Invoker families, but that in no way validated his decision to slaughter the entire Astera family, including those who hadn’t been involved in his banishment. The fact that he’d sent Orzen over the ocean and let him murder innocent humans with impunity was further proof that the man was depraved—and dangerous.

      Zelle sought a change of subject, if an equally unappealing one to Rien. “Have you need of any money to start off with in Zeuten? You told me your belongings were destroyed along with your house, and access to your money cut off too. I’d be happy to help you out, if it’s not too much of a blow to your pride.”

      He replied in clipped tones. “I will make do.”

      Zelle frowned at his dismissive words, but she’d spoken a touch too bluntly herself. In any case, he didn’t elaborate on his actual plans for their arrival in Saudenne, nor did he engage her in conversation again for the duration of the journey.

      Several hours later, the carriage rolled into the sprawling capital, which covered a large section of Zeuten’s southern coastline. Even here, the Range shadowed the domed shape of the palace at the city’s highest point. The entire city stood on a hill, at the very bottom of which lay the docks, and it was near there that the carriage rattled to a halt outside the market.

      Zelle and Rien disembarked with their luggage, while Zelle tossed a spare coin to the carriage driver. The briny scent of the sea wafted in along with the smell of baked goods from the market earlier that day, while other aromas drifted over from the shops in the neighbouring streets. If Zelle closed her eyes, she’d be able to find her way home by scent alone, and she knew this neighbourhood as well as any of the mountain trails.

      “We’re not far,” she told Rien, stretching her cramped legs before picking up her pack again. A cold breeze brought a chill to her skin, a reminder of the closeness of the mountains they’d left behind. Only the very edge of the peaks was visible from this close to the sea. While the closest part of the Range was rumoured to be the location of the Changers’ base, she hadn’t seen any signs of the assassins since the survivors from their ranks had fled certain death at the hands of the deity who’d hired them. Except for Evita, who’d opted to work as Aurel’s new servant instead of returning to their base. With the way Aurel had been acting earlier, staying with the assassins might have been a better fate, but she didn’t blame the girl for wanting to turn her back on the people who’d turned out to be working for her family’s killer.

      Zelle and Rien approached the seafront. A glittering blanket of blueness dotted with ships and boats stretched as far as the eye could see, while the familiar streets bore no sign of the events of several weeks ago. She’d heard the havoc Orzen had wreaked on the local inns while he’d been walking anonymously in the form of a human child, yet the city remained the same to her eyes, as if she’d never left at all.

      Not for the first time, Zelle had to give herself a stern reminder that Orzen was gone; she’d bound his power into a Relic and tossed it into the Sanctum herself. If the mountains had bound the nameless Shaper for centuries, they could hold Orzen, and it was highly unlikely that the childlike form he’d adopted would be waiting for her in the shop. She had more reason to be worried that thieves had ransacked the place during her absence, and the odds of burglars finding anything worth stealing on the dusty shelves were laughable.

      Her first thought upon setting eyes on the shop was how small it looked compared to the Reader’s house, crammed in a row of similar stone houses and with red paint flaking from the wooden door. Zelle rummaged underneath the doormat for her spare key and unlocked the door to reveal dusty shelves and worn floorboards.

      “Welcome to my home,” she said to Rien. “It’s not much, I know.”

      A single room occupied each floor, resulting in quarters far more cramped than even the smallest guest room at the Reader’s house, but at least they were hers alone. Until her aunt’s death, the two of them had shared the upstairs quarters—along with Aurel, before she’d been chosen as the Sentinel’s successor. She and Zelle had lived here together from their mother’s death up until the day when Grandma had taken Aurel on as her apprentice and swept her away to live in the Reader’s house.

      Zelle ought to be glad to return to some familiarity, but the knot in her chest at the sight of the shop was difficult to ignore. Each step stirred a cloud of dust from the worn floorboards.

      “It’s certainly…” Rien paused for an instant as though gathering his words. “Neat.”

      Meaning: half the shelves were empty. “I know it needs dusting. Not a surprise, considering how long I’ve been gone. I’ll do that tonight.”

      Rien said nothing, and Zelle glanced sideways at him. “Rien, whereabouts do you want to stay? I can offer you a couple of inn recommendations, but frankly, I’m not sure if that ghastly creature left any of them unscathed. I assume you don’t want to sleep on the shop floor.”

      He cleared his throat. “There’s no need. I intend to travel to Aestin overnight.”

      “You intend to travel… where?” Questions spilled into her mind, tumbling over one another like coins from a slit purse.

      He didn’t quite meet her eyes. “I can’t stay away from my home forever. I’m needed there.”

      “You’re aware that there’s a murderer waiting for your return so he can finish you off, aren’t you?” Zelle hadn’t acknowledged the fact aloud in some time, not wanting to put Rien on the defensive, but perhaps she ought to have reminded him sooner. “Have you forgotten that the last time you crossed the ocean, you ended up shipwrecked on Zeuten’s coast, without any of your belongings and on the brink of death?”

      His hand clenched on the staff, and Zelle regretted her blunt words despite her roiling emotions. “No, I haven’t, despite someone’s best efforts.”

      By ‘someone’, he meant the nameless Shaper. Another a sore subject, as he’d temporarily lost his memories upon his arrival in Zeuten due to the Shaper’s desire to prevent Aestin’s troubles from reaching the mountains. The Shaper’s hopes had been in vain, of course, but while Rien hadn’t made a direct reference to the matter for a while, he clearly hadn’t forgotten.

      “I didn’t intend that to happen, Rien,” she said softly. “You don’t have to leave now.”

      “I do,” he said. “There’s nothing for me in Saudenne, and waiting for rumours doesn’t suit me. I want to see what’s happening in Aestin with my own eyes.”

      She hardly heard the last part, her mind snagging on the word nothing. As if everything she’d offered him had been meaningless. Thoughts tangled in her mind, and she spoke the most mundane of them. “I thought you didn’t have any money.”

      “I found a captain willing to wait for payment until I return to Aestin,” he explained. “I sent word via a courier in Tavine to find someone willing to agree to my offer. This is the earliest day they had available.”

      “You made your arrangements days ago, and you decided not to tell anyone until now?” Zelle asked, unable to believe he’d had the nerve to lie to the Sentinel while living under her roof. “Why?”

      “Because I assumed you’d try to talk me out of it, and I didn’t wish to make our last few days together uncomfortable for both of us.”

      “Or you were a coward.”

      She knew the word would hurt him, but she could hardly believe he’d lied to her face as well as her family, who’d offered him shelter when nobody else had. After everything they’d been through, she’d assumed he held them in higher regard.

      When he didn’t reply, she gave him a pointed stare. “Good luck, then.”

      The merest flicker of guilt shone in his eyes before he turned to leave. “I wish you the best, Zelle.”

      He left, the door swinging shut behind him. Heading back to Aestin, and potentially to his death.

      He has a new Relic now, the staff told her. He’ll be fine.

      She released a frustrated breath. “I hope you’re right, because there’s nothing I can do to help him now.”

      A voice that didn’t belong to the staff lurked in the back of her mind, whispering that it wasn’t too late to go after him.

      And do what? Get herself killed, too? Rien had made it quite clear that he didn’t want her company. She was the one who’d ignored the obvious signs of his desire to leave, unwilling to break the newfound trust that had formed between them, when even the Sentinels’ cave had dropped obvious hints of his intention to return home. She wouldn’t stand in his way, regardless of how much his words had stung. She was perfectly capable of gathering information on the situation in Aestin without his help.

      Zelle opened her pack and began unloading the trinkets she’d brought to sell, arranging them on the shelves despite her tiredness from the long day on the road. Perhaps if she tired herself to the point of exhaustion, she’d be able to sleep without dwelling on Rien’s departure. However unappealing it might seem, she needed to rise early tomorrow to open the shop and to get back to some semblance of her old routine again. Unlike Rien, she had no stores of riches or servants waiting to help her achieve her goals. All she had was the staff and her own two hands, and she knew better than to allow herself to wonder if leaving her family had been a mistake after all.

      I made my choice, she told herself firmly. Right or wrong, I’ll see it through, and I’ll do so by myself.
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      Rien watched the shoreline fade into the distance from the deck of the ship, trying to ignore the guilt stabbing at his chest. He’d deceived Zelle, though not with any malicious intent, and while he’d known he’d have to leave her behind when he left for Aestin, he might have handled the situation better. He would never have asked her to abandon her family to travel into certain danger alongside him, yet that was no excuse for the way he’d treated her, and that knowledge lay heavily upon his shoulders while the sun painted orange stripes across the blue expanse of the ocean and the city of Saudenne vanished from sight.

      He was no stranger to regret. On his journey here, he’d survived drowning by bargaining for his life with a deity who lived within a Relic he’d taken from his brother’s corpse. Sooner or later, the deity in question might expect him to return that favour, but when he’d claimed his new Relic, Zierne had offered to help protect him from the consequences. His new deity could not, however, heal the damage he’d done to his friendship with Zelle, and after days of being surrounded by people, he felt the absence keenly.

      As they began to pick up speed, he turned his gaze in the opposite direction, watching the waves skim against the side of the ship. He couldn’t yet see the coast of Aestin, but with the rate at which the horizon was swallowing the sun, it’d be dark long before it came into view. Soon, he’d retire to the cabin he’d rented, and by morning, they’d arrive in Tauvice, the capital of Aestin and his family’s home.

      He’d never been away from the city for so long before, and the knowledge of what awaited him momentarily overtook the regret at leaving Zelle behind. It was too late to give his family the burials they deserved, but he should at least see if any of their possessions could be retrieved from the wreckage of their estate. It was unlikely that he’d be able to unearth the records of his ancestors’ correspondence with the Sentinels, though, and he wished he’d asked his father for details of his knowledge of the lost Relics in the mountains while he’d had the chance. He’d little expected that he’d ever have reason to visit Zeuten himself, much less claim one of those Relics in place of his own.

      Despite his efforts to stem the regret welling within him, it continued to seep through his bones. He owed the Sentinels, including Zelle, his life, and it was he who had brought misfortune on their heads to begin with. He couldn’t even blame the choice to flee to Zeuten on his missing memories, since at the time, he’d known exactly what he was doing. His certainty that he’d had no choice but to seek out the Sentinels didn’t erase the consequences of his choice, though his father had been clear that was the last possible option if ever his family had been threatened.

      He hadn’t even told Zelle the details of his father’s instructions, but truth be told, he’d forgotten most of them. While he’d hoped Zelle’s grandmother would have more recollection of her own meeting with his father many years prior, she’d declined to discuss the subject with Rien. Of course, it’d been at least two decades since she and Volcan Astera had seen one another, and his family hadn’t held a formal meeting with the Sentinels in years. He’d only known of their correspondence because he’d seen the letters his father had carefully stored in his office, but it had been years since he’d read them in full.

      The salty air stung his eyes, but he didn’t blink. He fixed his gaze on the horizon as the ship sailed towards Aestin—and towards home.
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      Evita swept another cloud of dust from one of the cabinet shelves, her eyes watering and her cloth encrusted with grime. She’d never seen so many oddities in one place, from cracked pottery to strange tools and broken weaponry which, according to Zelle, had belonged to the original settlers in Zeuten who’d gone on to become the first Sentinels.

      At first, Evita had wondered if the Reader ran some kind of museum, before it’d occurred to her that if she did, more people would have come to visit the house. Instead, she’d begun to suspect that both Aurel and her grandmother liked collecting these artefacts for nothing more than sentimental value, the same way her father had collected seashells and pretty rocks from the beach.

      The memory brought a familiar ache to her chest, and she scrubbed harder in the hopes of driving the gloomy thoughts from her head. After Zelle and Rien’s departure the previous day, she’d become acutely aware of how her position here depended on Aurel’s tolerance for a stranger living in the house, and Zelle’s sister was rather unpredictable, to say the least. She’d hardly said two words to Evita all day.

      As if she’d sensed the direction of Evita’s thoughts, Aurel came sauntering in her direction, dressed in an embroidered blue coat with gold brocade. She always dressed impeccably, and put together with her broad, tall frame and confident stance, it made for an intimidating picture. Evita found her shoulders tensing automatically. The Reader had done little for the past day except go on periodic visits to the tavern and argue with her grandmother, and she’d begun to assume Aurel had outright forgotten she was here.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” Evita asked warily.

      “I have good news,” Aurel informed her. “You can have one of the guest rooms now that Rien and Zelle have gone. You don’t have to sleep downstairs anymore.”

      Whatever Evita had expected, it wasn’t an offer of a room. “Won’t they be coming back?”

      “Zelle might come and visit at some point, but not for a while, I imagine,” said Aurel. “As for Rien, he’s wanted to go back to Aestin from the start.”

      “To kill the man who murdered his family.” Would he take the risk? Evita had been under the impression that Zelle and Rien intended to stay in Saudenne for a while, though she hadn’t been privy to most of their discussions.

      “I expect so,” Aurel said. “He told me that he wants to see if there’s anything left of his family’s estate before hunting down Daimos, but it wouldn’t surprise me if the scumbag was waiting to ambush him when he gets home.”

      While Evita and Rien came from very different backgrounds, she, too, had seen her family’s home razed to the ground at the hands of the same deity who’d helped kill Rien’s family. She didn’t blame him for wanting to go back to Aestin to hunt down the person responsible for unleashing the deity known as Orzen in the world. Evita’s own revenge plan had ended with Orzen’s defeat, which had left her at a loose end. She might have gone back to join the Changers, but the idea had lost its appeal after they’d tried to have her killed. Besides, they’d suffered a major shock to their reputation as elite assassins who protected Zeuten from external threats when they hadn’t been able to do anything to prevent Orzen’s rampage.

      Grandma Carnelian entered the house, clutching a package from the market in one hand and using the other to close the door behind her. Her gaze found Aurel, then Evita. “You’re still here?”

      “Yes.” Evita’s back straightened. “I’m happy to stay as long as the Reader requires my services.”

      Grandma Carnelian made no secret of her disdain for Evita’s presence in the Reader’s house, but it was Aurel who had control over her fate, not her. From what she’d heard, the old Sentinel usually lived in another village on the other side of the mountains, but after her disappearance a few weeks ago, her grandchildren had insisted she ought to stay here instead. Given that Zelle claimed her grandmother had been held captive in the realm of the Powers—and Evita had seen as much for herself—it was no wonder she and Aurel had watched the old Sentinel like a pair of mountain eagles.

      Whatever had transpired between Grandma Carnelian and the deities, the old woman flat-out refused to share the details with anyone, including her own family. It shouldn’t be any of Evita’s business, but she would have liked to know if she ought to worry about more deities potentially appearing on the doorstep. While working for the Reader was more likely to make her a target for the deities than any alternative, her survival odds had been much lower when she’d trained with the Changers, and at least she had a roof over her head now.

      Grandma Carnelian hobbled to an armchair and sat down, not taking her eyes off Evita. “I heard at the market that your people are back in the village.”

      Evita’s heart missed a beat. “You mean the Changers?”

      “Who else?”

      She frowned. “They’re not my people. I quit.”

      “Do they know that?”

      “I assume they guessed when I stabbed the deity who was giving them orders.”

      Aurel snorted. “Yeah, you’d think that would give them a clue.”

      “Don’t give me cheek, Aurel,” said Grandma Carnelian. “The Senior Changers have been out of the country on a secret mission for months.”

      “That’s news to me,” said Aurel. “It explains why they let that Orzen storm through their ranks, though, if most of their best assassins were out of the country.”

      “I did wonder where the Senior Changers were,” Evita supplied. “The Masters didn’t like to share much about secret missions with the novices, though.”

      “I expect not,” said Grandma Carnelian. “I don’t doubt the Senior Changers returned to Zeuten as soon as they heard the news of the masters’ unfortunate deaths.”

      The Senior Changers. Since Evita had been at the very bottom of the Changers’ ranks, she’d known nothing of the elite assassins’ whereabouts or the mission they’d been taking part in, but it explained why Master Amery had sent a team of novices to hunt down Arien Astera. Not that that had been Master Amery’s primary motive in picking her for the job. No, he’d wanted to send someone who wouldn’t be missed.

      The joke was on him, though. She’d lived, while he’d perished at Orzen’s hands.

      “Whereabouts did you see them?” she asked, wondering if she ought to check up on the dragonet to make sure he hadn’t run into the Changers on the road.

      “I didn’t see them, but I heard several of the villagers mention they saw them flying above the forest while I was buying supplies,” answered Grandma Carnelian.

      That means they’re close. “If they want to talk to me, I expect they’ll get in touch.”

      She picked up the cloth again, but Aurel shook her head. “Leave it. I don’t mind the dust. It gives the artefacts more character.”

      Evita dropped the cloth and reached for a broom instead. “What else do you need me to do?”

      “Nothing,” said Aurel. “Take the rest of the day off. I’m going to the tavern, and I’d rather my artefacts stayed intact while I’m gone.”

      Evita left the broom leaning against the side of the cabinet. “All right. Er, thank you.”

      She wasn’t sure that the Reader had meant to do her a favour, but she was glad of the chance to visit Chirp rather than embarking on a futile quest to remove endless layers of dust from the cabinets.

      Grandma Carnelian gave Evita a disparaging look as she went to pick up her shoes, which she ignored. After Master Amery, the old Sentinel wasn’t nearly as intimidating to her. After pulling on her silvery cloak—she preferred to wear her Changer’s gear whenever she went outside—and her new fur-lined boots, she bade farewell to the Sentinel and left the house.

      Evita closed the door behind her and headed for the nearest route into the woods. In recent weeks, she’d done her best to memorise the various paths from the village to the forest, though the woods seemed designed to confuse anyone who might stumble into their midst.

      When the last stone building had disappeared among the trees, she heard the crunch of branches trodden under large feet, and the dragonet emerged from the bushes. Chirp made the noise that had earned him his name and lowered his head, and she ran a hand over the hard scales, a smile tugging her lips upward. The creature had grown dramatically in the short time they’d known one another, and his head now reached her shoulders, enabling her to meet his eyes without crouching.

      “How’re you getting on?” she asked. “I know I haven’t been around much lately, but I’ve been busy cleaning the Reader’s house. It’s a big job.”

      The dragonet made a snorting noise, perhaps because he’d seen the inside of the Reader’s house with his own eyes.

      “I know the house is a complete mess, but that’s why she needs me.”

      Chirp snorted again.

      “Don’t judge me,” she said. “I lost my home and everything I owned, so I have to save up everything the Reader can pay me. She’s been generous so far, but she’s not rich.”

      Given the contents of her house, finding out the state of the Sentinel’s finances had surprised Evita, but from what Zelle had told her, most of the junk in the Reader’s house wasn’t worth much money. If she’d wanted, Evita might have left for Saudenne with Rien and Zelle instead, but it wasn’t as if she’d had a job waiting for her in the city, and she didn’t want to throw away the Reader’s generous offer. For now, staying in Tavine was her best option, so she finished petting Chirp and reached into her pocket for a bag of dried meat she’d bought from the market with the little coin she’d earned so far.

      Holding up a piece of meat with one hand, she pointed into the trees with the other. “Fly to that tree and back.”

      She always started their training sessions with the same simple exercise, but he obeyed with enthusiasm, and she tossed the scrap of meat into his mouth when he reached her side again. As Evita had had no experience of dragonets before she’d met Chirp, she’d initially been unsure about treating him as she would a pet. He was more intelligent than a wolf or a wildcat, but he responded in a similar manner when praised or offered treats, and he returned her affections readily.

      Evita pulled out a second piece of meat. “Now fly in a circle.”

      Chirp let out a chittering noise and then obeyed. She might not understand his speech the way he did her own, but they’d established a mutual trust after she’d saved him from being devoured by a wyrm during her first and only trial as a novice Changer. He’d saved her life in turn several times, and while she hadn’t expected him to stay in the area after the danger had passed, he’d been waiting in the forest for her every time she’d left the Reader’s house.

      Chirp landed, devoured the meat, and gave her a familiar hopeful look. Her stomach swooped downward. She knew what that look meant, and sure enough, the dragonet lifted its claws in an imitation of the motion he made when he picked her up to fly with her over the mountains.

      “Ah—not now. Maybe later.”

      His head drooped, but he lowered his claws. Guilt gnawed at her. She knew that the dragonet enjoyed her company, but while he was clearly ready to fly together without the added danger of the Changers and Orzen, that didn’t mean she was. Since his wingspan rivalled a mountain eagle’s, she might have been able to sit on his back instead of being carried, but that wasn’t enough to make Evita keen to take to the skies again.

      The dragonet stiffened, his head sweeping around as movement stirred in the undergrowth. Then several individuals emerged from the bushes, their silvery cloaks rendering them difficult to see, aside from their faces.

      Changers.

      Evita recognised Vekka first. The burly Changer stood at the forefront of their group next to his heavyset friend, Izaura. Near the back, Evita spotted Ruben, one of the few Changers who’d ever treated her kindly, but the others looked upon her with wariness or open hostility. She hadn’t known they’d survived to return to their base, but they looked in better shape than the last time she’d seen them, haunted and on the run from the deity who’d taken over their ranks.

      “I thought we’d find you in here,” said Vekka.

      “What do you want?” She addressed the question to their group. They couldn’t possibly all be here to see her, could they? She would have assumed they’d have more pressing concerns, like whoever would take the place of their dead Masters.

      “The Senior Changers want to speak to you,” Izaura informed her. “You’re to come with us.”

      “You expect me to believe that?” asked Evita. “If I follow you into the woods, how do I know you won’t stab me the instant my back is turned?”

      “I’m not going to stab you.” Vekka’s gaze went to the dragonet when Chirp made a displeased grunt. “The Senior Changers are back in Zeuten, and they’re interested in meeting the Changer who witnessed the downfall of the Masters.”

      “I didn’t see the downfall of anyone except for the deity who murdered the Masters,” she corrected. “Do the Senior Changers know that Master Amery was tricked into doing his bidding?”

      “You can’t say that,” hissed one of Vekka’s companions. “Master Amery was our superior. He should be honoured.”

      “He did die at the hands of the deity, though.” Evita eyed Ruben, hoping he or one of the others would back her up. “He also sent us to kill an innocent man and capture the Sentinel, against the will of the Crown.”

      “The Crown hasn’t made a statement yet.” Izaura’s face flushed at the implication that their entire group had betrayed their country, intentionally or not. “We don’t yet know what the Crown Prince thinks of all this, but I bet he’ll want to hear the story too.”

      “I’m not the only witness,” Evita pointed out. “Besides, I’m not beholden to the Changers anymore.”

      “Really?” Vekka arched a brow. “Isn’t your family dead? Who’re you working for now?”

      She lifted her chin. “The Reader.”

      Izaura gave her a sceptical look. “What use does the Reader have for the likes of you?”

      “I’m her, uh, assistant.” That sounded a little more impressive than ‘cleaner’ or ‘servant’. “She’ll be angry if you’re planning to have me killed. Besides, I don’t have time to leave the village and trek all the way to your base.”

      “You don’t have to.” Ruben finally spoke up. “The Senior Changers are staying here in Tavine.”

      Really? “Where are they staying?”

      “Above the tavern,” he replied.

      “What about you, then?” Evita tilted her head at Vekka. “Did they make you camp in the forest?”

      “What’s it to you?” Vekka said defensively.

      “Just wondered if they were treating you any better than that deity did.” She found herself unable to resist needling him.

      “If you speak to them like that, they might stab you in the back themselves,” growled Vekka.

      “If they want to risk angering the Reader.” In truth, she had no intention of starting another fight with the Changers, but Vekka had been a thorn in her shoe from the moment they’d met. “I’ll see what they have to say, then.”

      Hadn’t Aurel told her she was going to the tavern herself? If Evita met the Senior Changers in broad daylight with other people around, they’d be less likely to harm her, especially with the Reader watching them. Besides, Evita was curious to hear what the Senior Changers had been doing while an enraged deity had run amok throughout Zeuten instead of saving their own Masters from certain death.

      “I’ll let them know.” Vekka swaggered through the trees towards the village, followed by his cloaked friends.

      The dragonet hissed at the Changers’ backs.

      “I know. I don’t like them either.” Evita lowered her voice. “But I want to know how much the Senior Changers know of the deity’s influence over Master Amery and the others. It wouldn’t surprise me if the other Changers hid the truth from their superiors, and if they did, I think I ought to set the record straight.”
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