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      The last thing Ealon remembered was the face of his father, mouth open, aghast at the carnage and the betrayal. It was as if someone had snuffed a candle, or no…more like someone had slowly turned down the wick of an oil lamp. His father’s face—peak of gray hair, long ragged beard, sunken cheeks, and harrowed eyes—had simply faded from view, and when his vision was restored Ealon found himself suspended among the stars.

      There seemed no explanation for where he was, or even how he was. His feet seemed poised above the gaping maw of limitless space, yet he had no sensation of falling. Above him was the same—an infinite canopy of stars. To his left and right there was nothing but ancient, distant brilliance. The only thing that intruded upon the absolute weightless infinity of the moment lay directly ahead of him—a black, turbulent, brooding storm that Ealon did not comprehend. Its elliptical shape spread out far enough to engulf whole star systems, its substance was heavier than æther, and like an angry sea, it churned.

      And this storm, if storm it was, seemed to have an eye—an angry red blotch radiating fury at the heart of its immensity. Ealon’s eyes narrowed as he tried to see more clearly what it was. That was when he realized he was not alone.

      Ealon started, momentarily shaken, and jerked back, away from the neighboring presence. But no laws of physics he knew of governed in that place. There was no reaction to his action. He expected his jerk to effect a floating in the opposite direction, but it did not. Instead, he remained exactly where he was, as if his boots were rooted to some unobservable soil.

      But he did see his companion. He would never choose to be so close to him, had never considered the possibility, yet here he was. Incredibly, the Lizard King himself was close enough that, had Ealon dared to reach out with one hand, he could touch him. But Ealon feared that such an action, even if he desired it, would mean the loss of his hand, and perhaps of his life. Close up, he marveled at the long, needle-like teeth of the Lizard King, could see the slurry of spittle that rolled past the dread creature’s lips—lips built not to contain the liquids he consumed, but to spill them.

      As if in a dream—nay, more a nightmare—he watched as the great beast’s head rotated, so as to spear him with the gaze of one lazy, gold, vertical eye.

      “It’s you,” Ealon said. Instantly he felt stupid for saying so. He winced inwardly. The last thing he wanted was to look inept in front of such a powerful, august, dreadful being.

      Yet the Lizard King did not rebuff him. Instead, he said simply, “It issss I.”

      Ealon felt an enormous wave of relief roll through him. Do not err, do not ruin this opportunity, he told himself. It will not come again.

      “How are we here? And where are we?”

      “We are in a placcce where we might sssee,” the Lizard King hissed.

      “See?” Ealon asked. Again, he spoke too quickly. He spoke without thinking. He inwardly admonished himself. “What is it we see?” There, he thought. Finally, a sentence with some dignity.

      “We sssee him.”

      “And who is that, Lord?” Ealon asked. His question was genuine, and he hoped the honorific would ingratiate himself to the beast.

      “Him whom we ssserve,” the Lizard King said. “Ialdaboth, hisss name.”

      “Do you mean Samael, the elder god?”

      “Yessss…Sssamael men have called him. The blind god.” The Lizard King smacked his inefficient lips. “Do not be deceived, O man. He sssees well enough.”

      “Is that him there?” Ealon pointed at the roiling, crimson, angry eye at the heart of the storm.

      “It. Isss. He.”

      And then Ealon could see, as if they were suddenly closer. The elder god thrashed in an indefinable fit of rage, a hundred tentacles snaking out and withdrawing, endlessly seeking something to lash, to crush, to destroy, to consume. It was, Ealon realized, a roiling pit of need that he recognized all too clearly. But while the roiling he knew threatened to undermine only his own viscera, this roiling threatened to consume all that was.

      “Why…why is he here?” Ealon asked.

      “Why? Dare you asssk why?” The Lizard King hissed, still holding him fast with one alien, amber eye. “He isss here…we are here…because you called usss.”

      “I…I called you?” Ealon stammered.

      “You did. You shattered the Fängelsten, the doom that banished us. For that…you have our thanksss.”

      “Uh…I did that?”

      The Lizard King cocked his head. “What did you think you would do?”

      Ealon felt suddenly faint. He realized he was sweating, but it was a cold sweat. He swiped at his brow, at his hair. “I…uh…” Regal bearing, the voice in his head reminded him. “I…thought I was releasing some ancient power, hailing to myself a bit of the dread might the summoners so fear, something that my father could not ignore.”

      “Then behold your handiwork. Have you not accomplished your goal?”

      “Yes, but I suppose I expected it to be…more metaphorical. Some power that I might wield, something less…tangible, I suppose.”

      “Power is always tangible,” the Lizard King corrected him, “but one is never the master of Power. One is only ever its pawn.”

      “What mean you?”

      But the Lizard King did not answer him. Instead, he moved one human-like hand, sweeping over the stars. “All thisss…belongs to him. All planets, all creaturesss. They are his to do with as he pleases. You are hisss to do with as he pleases as well. Do not ever think that you are massster. You will be a useful ssslave, or you will be food. There are no other options for you…or for anyone.”

      “You are a slave, too?” Ealon asked.

      “Of courssse. Yessss.” The Lizard King turned to face the Dark Lord. “But a good slave is granted a share of hisss massster’s glory. Will you share in his glory? Or will you be food?”

      Ealon did not answer. The worm of his soul writhed just as the elder god did, curling in on itself and finding only loss and horror and regret in the depths of his belly. He reached out for more, for something good, something hopeful, something light, but was met with only the roiling clouds of the Dark Field.

      But the Lizard King was wise. His next words told Ealon that the sovereign knew what was happening inside him, and knew it very well. “Despair is your food now,” the Lizard King said. “You may hunger for other, sentimental things, but you will never taste them, oh no….not again. It is best to let despair do its work upon you, to scorch out your desire for hope, for love, for those weak forces bright beings cling to. They are a poison to you now. You will suffer so long as you ache for them.”

      Ealon did not understand what he was hearing, did not know how to piece everything together, yet the Lizard King did not wait for him to catch up.

      “No. It isss best to let it all go. Embraccce the real. For he isss real. Hisss will is all. There was never any ressspect, any power, any sssoverignty that was truly yoursss. There is only ssservitude. But now that you know thisss, you can use it. Use it well.”

      Ealon tore his gaze away from the red eye of the storm, from the dread image of the elder god. He looked the Lizard King full in the face. “Do you tell me true? Did I do this?”

      “You did. And now, it isss either your triumph or your doom.” The Lizard King looked away, back toward his master—toward their master. “Your end is the same either way, but you get to choose how you comprehend it. Thisss is the only time we will treat with you thus. It is the only time you will be given a choice. Thisss is the offer the Dark Lord makes to all his servants—it is the only offer that will be given. Fight usss, and we will consume you. Ssserve us, and you will be granted a portion of the feast.”

      The Lizard King waited. The silence of the æther was absolute. Ealon knew he must render a decision. He felt pulled in two directions, felt his will nearly torn in twain. He recoiled at the message of the Lizard King, yet at the same time, the rage in his own guts resonated with the roiling of the elder god. He recognized the fury that drove him, the blind, lashing enmity and ire, and he felt…kinship. Perhaps, he thought, I have belonged to the elder god all along.

      “I am your servant,” he said to the Lizard King, his own words falling from his lips like sawdust. “Do with me as you will.”
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      All the way to Kit’s house, Ellis worried about waking her. It was the dead of night, and Hearth yet loomed high in the sky. Kit was not a person who woke easily or agreeably. She required exactly two and a half pots of tea before Ellis dared speak to her, on most mornings, and to her credit she usually saw that she had them before speaking to anyone outside the Cornfeather family.

      Her house was so dark he stumbled on the way to the porch, having tripped over a hobbyhorse truant on the lawn. He tossed it aside with a quiet curse and groaned as he made his way to the big round door, looking not green, as it usually did, but dark gray in the blue Hearthenlight. He raised his hand and was about to tap quietly when the door swung suddenly inward.

      Kit was there, in full travel raiment, her longneedle already in its scabbard at her waist, a pack slung over one shoulder. “You look like shite,” she said.

      Ellis struggled with exactly how to articulate his befuddlement. “Kit, what…how are you…why aren’t you asleep?”

      “Don’t we have an æthercraft to catch in Rhory by sunup?”

      “Um…yes, but⁠—”

      She picked up another pack at her feet and threw it at him. “There’s your courier bag. Right now it’s full of clothes and gear. Seems best to travel light at the moment.”

      “But…how did you know?”

      “Stop looking at me like I’m doing magic,” she said. “That summoner of yours sent his bird with a note last night, just after supper. Said he’s hired us for a job. Said we leave at sunup. Said to pack you a bag. Did I misunderstand something?”

      “Um…no.”

      “What’s the problem, then? Let’s be off.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Rhory was uneventful, save for once when Ellis tripped over a stone in the road. His feet were dragging, and he reminded himself that he should, by all rights, be horizontal, resting comfortably in his bed, healing from his numerous if non-mortal wounds, not walking by Hearthenlight off-reservation toward an adventure. Fortunately, although he could feel his bruises and the tired ache in his bones, he did not hurt as he had when abed. He felt revived, quickened, even a little excited. Yet there was a conflict between the authentic weariness of his body and the quickness of his breath, and he was mindful of it. I need only get as far as the ship, and then I can sleep, he told himself. To that end, he continued to put one foot after another until they saw the security station up ahead.

      Ellis had never approached security at 04:00 in the morning, but there was precious little life to it. He could see a guard, but she appeared to be dozing in the smallhouse, wrapped in a dark gray cloak. Kit looked at Ellis and shrugged. Then she quietly crossed the border, tiptoeing past the sleeping guard without incident.

      Ellis could hardly believe their luck. He had been worried about what they would tell the border guards, with whom he and Kit had a contentious relationship at best. They knew most of them, and none were pleasant. Some were better than others, yet Ellis did not recognize this one, snoring with her mouth open, a drizzle of drool collecting in a dark stain on her cloak.

      Once past the checkpoint, they breathed easier, and Ellis wondered at how different Rhory appeared in the deep of night. The taverns were quiet and dark, something Ellis had never seen before. Usually, they were noisy and bright, especially at night. But now they appeared to be lifeless and empty, like the shells of long-dead tortoises. Even the prostitutes were gone; the gas lamps by which they typically posed seemed bare, even lonely.

      Before long, they were at the gate of the ætherport, a large brass arch adorned with the seal of the Royal transport. Once more they encountered a sleepy gatekeeper, but this one was, at least, conscious. He sat up, slapped his hands on the counter and smacked his lips, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “Oy, mate. That’s quite the eye there! Did you tell the missus ‘No’ again?” His joke not getting the reception he’d expected, the gatekeeper changed the topic. “So, you two are here early.”

      “We’ve got a launch at sunup.” Ellis could barely see anything on the counter, as it was directly at eye-level.

      “Oh, aye. Æthercraft?”

      “Yes,” Ellis gave an efficient nod.

      The gatekeeper scowled at him. “Name of the æthercraft you’ll be boarding?”

      “Oh, sorry,” Ellis’ shoulders rose nearly to his ears. “Uh…the Tree and Pony.”

      “Tree and Pony, Tree and Pony…” the man squinted at the printed schedule in front of him and cross-referenced it with a scrawled ledger on the countertop. “Ah…here it is, Berth 29. But you’ll not be boarding that one. That’s a Royal Transport ship, it is.”

      “With a name like Tree and Pony?” Kit asked, her voice dripping with incredulity.

      “Yes indeed. You’ll need identification for that. Courier’s ID, perhaps?” he said, pointing to Ellis’ bag.

      Ellis clutched it closer to himself, realizing this could be trouble. It was illegal for anyone not employed by the Royal Mail to be in possession of a courier’s bag, or indeed, any property belonging to the postal service. He looked at Kit and his eyes went wide involuntarily. She rolled hers, and turned back to the gatekeeper. “He just got sacked. He hasn’t had time to return it yet.”

      That was close to the truth. Ellis hadn’t actually thought about returning his bag. He was still a courier, after all, if only in private practice now. His bag was his bag…except that the law would not see it that way.

      “I’m…going to have to consult the constabulary on this.”

      Ellis opened his mouth to correct him. The postal inspection service was the proper authority in a case like this. But Ellis caught Kit’s eye looking daggers at him, and closed his mouth again, saying nothing.

      “That won’t be necessary,” a familiar voice said, followed by a disharmonious squawk.

      “Osia!” Ellis said. “Thank the gods you’re here.”

      Osia exited the gate and joined the haffolk at the counter. “Good morning, my good man,” he said to the gatekeeper.

      “Are you…a summoner?” the man looked awestruck.

      “I am,” Osia gave a dramatic little bow. “But I am not used to being met with such awe.”

      “I’ve never talked to a summoner before,” the man’s face brightened.

      “Well, it’s about time, then.”

      “But…I have to report the haffolk here. Misappropriation of royal property.”

      “There are worlds on which there are no haffolk.” Osia transferred his staff to his left hand and waved his right before the man’s eyes. “For the next five minutes, you will know only one such world.”

      The man’s face transformed, opening into an expression of bright wonder. His gaze was on some faraway object.

      “Come along then,” Osia said to the haffolk. “We haven’t got all day.”

      Ellis scrambled ahead of him, followed quickly by Kit. Once past the gate, Ellis allowed Osia to take the lead, not knowing which direction to go. Jaq cawed his own greeting as Ellis and Kit fell into line behind the summoner.

      “That was creepy,” Kit said.

      “That was…amazing,” Ellis said.

      “I don’t trust him,” she returned, in a whisper.

      “Funny,” Ellis said. “I trust only him…and you.”

      “Great,” Kit said. “I’m going to be the naysayer.”

      “Aren’t you usually?”

      She narrowed one eye at him and said nothing.

      Osia paused before a gleaming copper æthercraft, and Ellis saw the script across her bow, Tree and Pony. He noted with horror that it was a Royal Mail ship. “Uh…I don’t think we should be on one of those,” he complained.

      “Be not dismayed,” Osia answered, waving away his objection with his staff. “Our destination is not one that sees much traffic in the mails, yet it is one to which daily transport is required by law. Thus, there is plenty of room, and the Royal Mail regularly rents out its empty space to recoup their costs.”

      “There’s only one route fitting that description, Mr. Osia,” Ellis said, his eyes widening. “We must be going to the Library.”

      Osia did not confirm this guess. “I have paid for passage for three.”

      “You don’t have to pay for the bird?” Kit asked, pointing at Jaq.

      “Oddly, no one has mentioned Jaq,” Osia shrugged.

      “Is he real?”

      “What mean you?” Osia asked.

      “Is he a real bird, or is he some kind of manifestation of your mind?”

      Jaq cawed. It sounded like a protest.

      “You have your answer, indecorous as it is,” Osia smiled. He pointed to a ladder, and waited for Kit and Ellis to ascend.

      The rungs were arranged for the comfort of humans, and although Ellis would not normally have had trouble ascending them, his muscles protested at being pulled in unfamiliar ways after his beating. He allowed an inarticulate groan to pass his lips as he forced himself up. Kit made no such complaint, even though the rungs must have been even more of a challenge for her, being shorter than Ellis. Finally, Osia’s calm visage filled the port hole as he climbed in, gathering the train of his robe about his waist as he stepped into the craft.

      They were met by a Royal Mail employee, whose eyes narrowed upon seeing Ellis’ bag. She glanced up at Ellis warily, but then glanced at Osia and apparently decided to say nothing. “Strap yourselves in,” she said, pointing to some leather benches fixed to one side of a grimy copper chamber. “This isn’t a passenger ship, so you’ll be on your own. That hallway there leads to the head.” She pointed to one far corner of the cabin. “And if you need anything else, you can reach me or the captain on the comhorn.” She pointed to a standard copper talking tube with a flared bell at one end and a rubber hose at the other that snaked into the bowels of the ship. Turning on her heel, she exited the cabin and closed a round metal door behind her with an echoing clank.

      Ellis and Kit took their places, the leather buckles fastening easily. “Why do we need these?” Kit asked.

      “Oh my,” Osia said, fixing his own straps around his person. “Has she never been off world before?”

      “Not that she remembers,” Ellis said.

      “Well, then, this is going to be good.”
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        * * *

      

      As the ship ascended and began to accelerate, Ellis gripped the cushion beneath them as the cabin began to rattle and shake. He looked over at Kit and saw her eyes wide with panic. He laughed out loud, and then felt bad—he was enjoying her distress a little too much. Glancing at Osia, however, he saw that the summoner was also enjoying it, a faint smile played on his lips.

      After a few moments, however, he pulled forth his pipe and bag of hearthweed and began to stuff the bowl. This time Ellis did not refuse his offer. It would be a long flight after all, and they had naught to do but talk and smoke. Kit waved away the offer. She had never smoked, to his knowledge, but even if she had, she appeared to be a bit green about the cheeks.

      Ellis knew that telling her to calm down would do no good at all, and was likely to be met with aggression and curses. Osia had the right idea, he saw. Smoking was an ordinary activity—quite ordinary, in fact. Barely an hour went by in the Dale before someone broke out a pipe, no matter what the activity. Smoking here would send her a comforting message: “This is normal. No need to be alarmed.”

      Eventually her grip on the leather straps loosened and she found her tongue. “Is it always like this? The shaking, I mean?”

      “It is. I should have warned you about that,” Ellis apologized.

      “’Tis common knowledge,” Osia noted. Ellis thought that not especially helpful, though it was true enough.

      “There’s knowing it, and then there’s knowing it,” Kit said, a milder answer than Ellis had been expecting. Perhaps she had some reverence for summoners after all?

      Osia conceded the point with a grunt as he took another pull on his pipe.

      After a while the rattling subsided somewhat as the æthercraft reached its cruising speed, and Ellis was pleased to see Kit looking bored, which he deemed far better than panicked. After about an hour, Osia pulled forth a bundle from his pack and began to lay out a meal for them—a briny-edged soft cheese, three apples, and half a loaf of sturdy brown bread. And just as Ellis was beginning to wonder about being thirsty, he also pulled out a small jug and three metal cups, pouring each of them a few fingers of thick brown ale.

      “Great thanks, Osia,” Ellis said through a mouthful of food.

      “We’ll need another meal before we get there—four if you count meals as haffolk do,” Osia licked a bit of cheese off his fingers.

      “Uh…is there enough?” Ellis asked. The summoner raised an eyebrow at him. “I dare say, Mr. Sunderland, you are not the stoutest haffolk I’ve ever laid eyes on, but you would not starve before we get there, either.”

      Ellis’ ears drooped at the rebuke. He looked down at his stomach, just beginning to show the paunch of haffolk in their maturity.

      “How does it work?” Kit asked. She was looking at an apple as she said it.

      “What, the apple?” Ellis asked.

      “No, you dimwimple,” she said. “I’m asking him.” She pointed at Osia. “How does it work? The magic?”

      “You want to know how magic works, generally?” Osia asked, “Or do you want to know how I do it?”

      Kit cocked her head, trying to see the distinction. “Both, I guess.”

      “Very well. Magic works because of the Scar. When Arrunwolfe travelled to another universe, he brought back the Red Horn.”

      “Isn’t that just a myth?” Kit asked.

      “It is a very old story, but all stories point to great truths.”

      “Huh?”

      “Everything in the epics is true,” Osia said, pointing at her. “And some of it actually happened.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Osia chuckled. “Are there parts of Arrunwolf’s story that are…legendary? Oh yes. But the main events, did they really happen? Oh, yes. I know,” he winked at her. “I was there.”

      Her eyes went wide.

      “How old are you?”

      “Old enough to know the oyosii by their first names,” he said. His teeth were on his pipe, but he drew back his lips in a grin that looked to Ellis a bit like a dog baring its fangs. Still, there seemed no malice in it, for his eyes were shining. “I was born in the first age, just a man, just a man—an apprentice blacksmith, you might be interested to know. But when Arrunwolfe arrived with the Red Horn, well…everything changed then.”

      “So how does the fact that Arrunwolfe brought the Red Horn make magic work?” Ellis asked. “I mean, if you’re allowed to tell us.”

      “It is no secret,” Osia replied, “though many would think so, and many in my own order would like it to be. But I will tell you, for what good it will do you.”

      Ellis nodded encouragingly.

      “Bringing the Red Horn from the other universe created the Scar—it tore an opening between the worlds⁠—”

      “What worlds?”

      “Why…all of them,” Osia said.

      “When you say ‘worlds’—”

      “Yes. When I say ‘worlds,’ I mean universes,” Osia clarified.

      “Ah…” Ellis said simply. The enormity of it baffled him momentarily.

      “Which means that…well, this is a little theoretical…but it means that possibilities can leak through.”

      “What does that mean?” Kit asked warily.

      “It means that whatever exists in any of the other universes can manifest in ours—for good or ill.” He let the last phrase drop with the gravity of poison.

      “So…if there is a universe in which people can fly, you can make someone fly?”

      “There is…and I can,” Osia said.

      “That sounds like a good thing,” Kit said.

      Osia shrugged.

      “So tell us about the ‘ill’ part,” Kit challenged him.

      “Magic is…volatile. Just because one can do something does not mean that one ought to do it. There are often…unforeseen consequences.”

      “For instance?”

      “Well, take your flying man example,” Osia said, his voice patient and kind. “In the universe in which this is natural—there are a couple of them, mind—the people who can fly grow up flying, they are taught at a young age how to do it safely. But if I bring such an ability through the Scar and bestow it on…let us say, young Ellis here, what do you suppose would happen?”

      “He’d fly around the room like a blown-up bladder that someone is letting all the air escape from,” Kit said. “He’d bash his head on the ceiling.” In spite of herself, she laughed.

      “Hey,” Ellis objected.

      “Just so,” Osia said. “You are not unintelligent, Kittredge Cornfeather. No matter what they say.” He grinned.

      She gave him a mock scowl, and Ellis could see she was warming up to the summoner. That was good. Osia’s answer seemed to satisfy her for a while, long enough to eat a hunk of the brown bread. But soon she asked, “All right, I understand why it works,” she said. “But how do you do it? How do you bring the…possibilities…from the other worlds into ours?”

      Osia tapped at his head, nearly knocking Jaq from his perch on his shoulder. The bird cawed in protest. “Imagination,” he answered. “The most powerful engine known among all the bright beings.”

      “Imagination?” Kit shook her head. “That means just made-up stuff.”

      “Not at all, my little friend,” Osia answered. “Let us say you want to…I don’t know…hunt a wild turkey.”

      “All right,” Kit agreed. “I love to hunt turkeys, so let us say it.”

      “What gives you the power to hunt turkeys?”

      “My bow,” Kit said.

      “No, that is the means—the weapon with which you will fell the turkey. But what gives you the power to go forth in the first place?”

      Kit’s eyebrows bunched as she thought, but in the end she only shook her head.

      “It is right in front of you,” Osia explained. “You go forth and hunt the turkey because you imagine that you can. This is true of all things that we do. We imagine ourselves doing them, and so we do them. You imagine yourself hunting a wild turkey, and so you go forth and bag it.”

      “This is silly,” Kit pronounced.

      Osia held aloft one finger. “Wait a moment before you pass judgment. Let us say that you could not imagine you could bring down a turkey? Would you be able to do so?’

      “Eppy Bridegarter, Kit. Could she bring down a turkey?” Ellis asked her. Kit hated Eppy Bridegarter, he knew.

      “Certainly not. She’s a prissy shrew,” she said.

      “Why cannot Miss Bridegarter bring down a turkey, then?” Osia asked, following up on Ellis’ suggestion.

      Ellis answered. “Because she thinks it beneath her.”

      “She does not imagine herself doing it?”

      “Not in a million years,” Ellis said.

      “And so…has she ever killed a turkey?”

      “No.”

      “There you have it,” Osia said, leaning back on his bench with a look of satisfaction on his face.

      “Wait. You act like you just proved something,” Kit said. “But you didn’t.”

      “Oh, but I did. It is but a small example, but the principle is the same.”

      Kit shook her head.

      “All right, I see that I have not convinced you.” Osia stroked his chin, thinking. “I believe that the problem may lie in your underestimation of imagination. You think imagination is something that resides only within your head. You think it is a thing of little import. You think it has no bearing here,” he waved his arm to indicate the interior of their cabin, “in the physical world.”

      “Right,” Kit agreed.

      “But that is where you are wrong. See, the imagination is like the eye or the ear. It is an organ of perception. With it you can behold many more things than the eye or ear ever could.”

      “But they aren’t real things,” Kit complained.

      “And there is your second error,” Osia said. “You think the physical world contains the imagination, that it is a small thing that takes up very little room in your head.”

      “Yes,” Kit agreed.

      “But just the opposite is true. The imagination is not contained within the physical world. The physical world is contained within the imagination. All of this,” he waved to indicate the cabin’s interior again, “all the cities, all the kingdoms, all the planets, all the suns, all the universes! All are perceptible and tangible only because we imagine that they are. If for a moment we stopped imagining that any of this was here…well, it would not be.”

      “That goes against every law of natural philosophy,” Kit complained.

      “Which is why there are natural philosophers and summoners. It is why the two are not interchangeable vocations. We have, let us say…a difference of opinion as to the fundamental building blocks of reality.”

      “Yet natural philosophy works,” Kit pointed out.

      “As does magic,” Ellis countered. He was secretly on Osia’s side in the argument, although he did not know why. Kit was making good sense.

      A long silence passed.

      “Is it possible,” Kit asked, her face screwed up in thought, “that how we understand the universe is important to how it…behaves?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Ellis.

      “I mean that…if we think that natural philosophy is the basis of everything, then our experiments will bear this out. But if we think that magic is the basis of everything, then our experiments will bear that out. Is that possible?” She looked up at Osia.

      “My dear girl,” Osia said, showing Kit an affection that Ellis had not seen before. “Possibility is all I need to work magic.”

      Kit apparently did not know what to say to that.

      But Osia did not wait for her to speak again. Rummaging in his sack, he brought forth an item wrapped in rough cloth. “I have something for you, Ellis.”

      “Oh, yes?” Ellis asked.

      Osia handed the item to him. “Careful with that.”

      Whatever it was, it was long and heavy. Ellis sat it on his lap, and tentatively began to unspool the cloth from around it. He gasped as the last of the cloth fell away. “It’s…a sword.”

      Osia laughed. “For a man, it would be a shortsword. But for a haffolk…yes, let us say it is a sword.”

      Ellis opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His eyebrows sat high on his head in surprise and confusion. Finally, he managed. “But what am I to do with a sword?”

      “You might protect yourself.”

      “Kill yourself, more like it,” Kit added.

      “I don’t need a sword,” Ellis protested. “That’s why I have Kit.”

      Kit nodded her agreement.

      “Did it ever occur to you, Mr. Sunderland, that there may come a time when you may need to protect Kit?”

      It was such a preposterous notion that Ellis laughed out loud. So did Kit. Ellis was about to protest again when Osia held his hand up to silence him. “I understand that fighting is not in your nature. This is even, perhaps, commendable. But one gift that Tubber gave you is that you now know that you can fight, if need be. And that is a valuable knowledge indeed.”

      Ellis looked back down at the sword in his lap with a sudden sense of gravity. “I’m going to need this?”

      “It is not certain…but it is likely,” Osia told him.

      “When?”

      “Sooner than you might think.”

      “How will I know how to use it?”

      “Oh, I think you might know someone who can teach you, don’t you?” There was a merry twinkle in his eye. Kit slapped Ellis’ leg.

      “Ow.”

      “When do we start?” Kit asked.

      “It’s a long flight,” Osia said, packing another bowl of hearthweed. “How about now?”
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        * * *

      

      “What in blistering fire did we just see here?” Uther said, turning to Cormoran and the Enforcer. “What just happened?” His eyes beseeched them, begging for confirmation, for the assurance that they had witnessed the same madness he had. Their faces had a confused and panicked look, and he assumed that his did as well. He realized he was leaning on the side of his throne, clinging to it; and although its solidity supported him, he was afraid it might make him appear weak—like a sailor in a shipwreck. Deliberately, he pushed against the chair arm, raising himself to full height; and he noticed his son and the Enforcer seemed to stand taller now as well.

      “I always thought the Lizard King was the stuff of legend,” Uther said to no one. “But I swear he was here just now before us. How, I do not know.”

      “And speaking words of solidarity to Ealon,” Cormoran added.

      “But did you hear what the Lizard King said?” Uther asked his older son. “You have set free our lord and master…”

      “From his cruel prison,” Cormoran continued.

      “…from his cruel prison. What does that mean?” Uther waited for a response. Cormoran’s eyes looked away, as if he sought the answer in the air. Then they returned to meet Uther’s. The high king saw fear in his son’s eyes, and with that he knew his son had come to the same conclusion. Incredible as it might be, Ealon had by some means awakened age-old entities—had unleashed seemingly mythic forces upon their very real everyday world.

      The realization brought true fear to Uther’s heart. Even though the being he recognized as the Lizard King had left, Uther felt a great need to get away from the room. Almost shaking from the overriding impulse to flee, he instructed Cormoran to make right the throne room while he himself would go out to see what damage there was outside. As for the Enforcer, Uther ordered Ennisbrook to find Liaga the summoner. “It is unfortunate my summoner was not here to witness such a mythic event,” Uther said.

      “Unfortunate, and telling,” Ennisbrook added.

      “He, most of all, would have appreciated seeing the Lizard King in the…skin, flesh, whatever you call it.”

      “And to witness Ealon’s return,” Ennisbrook said. “He always seemed to have a special interest in the boy.”

      Uther looked at Ennisbrook curiously, sensing that he was missing some implication of the enforcer’s. Rather than wasting time unraveling it, it was quicker to yell. “Well, get going!”

      “Yes, my liege,” said Ennisbrook with a bow, and he turned to dart around the carnage and disappear out of the throne room.

      “What was that about, eh?” asked the king, turning to his older son.

      “Your enforcer has suspicions…” Cormoran began, awkwardly. “Suspicions that I had dismissed until…”

      “Oh, come now. Out with it!” Uther snapped, losing his patience again. “If you’re saying that⁠—”

      “Ennisbrook thinks Liaga might have been schooling Ealon in the old ways. He also believes Ealon went to the Asura Varr to make some kind of sacrifice.”

      “Oh…?” Uther muttered, looking confused again. Even with the evidence of the Lizard King, this was not news he had been expecting.

      “We meant to say earlier,” Cormoran added. “In fact, that was why we went to see you, in your chambers.”

      “Oh…” Uther repeated. “I…”

      Cormoran waited. On the main floor, the dead were being dragged away, the armor clattering along the stone floor, while mops and buckets were hurriedly brought in to wash away the blood. But Cormoran and his father the king gave this little attention, standing in silence near the thrones on the dais.

      “My son,” Uther said at last, looking up at the tall man before him. “Do you hate me?”

      “Father, no!” Cormoran cried, startled by the question.

      “Do you think of me as an enemy?” Uther asked.

      “No, I don’t, father.”

      “Then what did I do—someone tell me, pray—to make such an enemy of my son? How can Ealon hate me so much? What did I do to him that would cause him to commit such a…such an epic betrayal?” He shook his head, at a loss. “This…this is something beyond patricide—he wants to destroy our world entire!” He glanced away, looking at nothing. His voice was softer as he resumed. “It is a blessing his mother is not here to see this. Ah, but then,” he added, raising a finger to his chin, “perhaps the absence of a loving mother is what brought all this about.” He turned back to look at Cormoran, a thought occurring to him. “I know I may not have been a warm or loving father… It is my failing, I know.” He sighed. “The men in my family have never been the most…” But before he could finish, he could feel his throat tightening, could feel eyes growing damp.

      He could also sense the sudden uneasiness of his son.

      “Go, go,” Uther said, waving his son away. “Tend to the fallen. I shall be outside in the courtyard.”

      “Yes, father,” Cormoran said. Color rose to his face and he dashed off like one grateful to have duties to fulfill.

      Uther found he was leaning on the strong wood of his throne again. But it wasn’t his throne; it was the queen’s. The realization brought a sad smile to his face, and his fingers caressed the glossy smoothness as if he might be stroking his wife’s shoulder. “Yes, Melasenvia,” he said softly to his thoughts. “Yes, my sweet, I know. But I am just an ill-tempered old man. You were always so much better than I with the children, while you were here. I know I could have expressed a kind word to Cormoran, before he left. I just…I didn’t think of it in time.”
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        * * *

      

      Indiél heard a light tap at the door of her dressing chamber. When it swung open without her invitation, she assumed it was her chambermaid, coming to prepare her hair for bed. Her eyes widened when she saw her father the king step over the threshold. She stood quickly, cast her eyes down, and curtsied. “Father, I…what a pleasant surprise.”

      “Sit, my dear. I must speak with you.”

      She studied her father’s face. He was a taciturn man at the best of times, not given to excitement or drama. His face was as cool as it normally was, betraying nothing of his intentions. “Of course, please.” She gestured to the chair that Illiatha would have occupied when brushing her mistress’ hair.

      She watched as her father moved the chair back a couple of feet to create a comfortable amount of space between them.

      She loved her father, loved him dearly, but his cool reserve was painful for her, even now after so many years. She knew that she could read his face better than anyone else in the kingdom, even his closest advisors, but that was not saying much. Eoche, king of the green elves, revealed little of his inner world, even to her.

      But as he settled awkwardly in the low chair, she could see that he was not comfortable with whatever news he had come to share. First he crossed his legs, then uncrossed them and crossed his arms. Then, apparently realizing that such a pose sent a message more aloof than he intended, even for him, he uncrossed them, and placed a hand on each of his knees, leaning slightly forward.

      “Father, you frighten me,” she said. “Whatever troubles you?”

      “Daughter, you know that I love thee…”

      Oh dear, he’s using the formal dialect, she thought. This will be grave news indeed.

      “…and I treasure thy presence at court as a valued and trusted counselor.”

      Indiél held her hand up. “Father, if you continue in the formal dialect, I shall scream. Can we please simply talk as father and daughter?”

      “But we are not simply father and daughter⁠—”

      “Yes, we are. Whatever our social status, whatever our roles in society, if you set all that aside, we are simply and truly father and daughter.”

      “But it is not possible to set ‘all that’ aside.”

      “Then let us pretend and see how we do,” she said.

      Her father scowled. Already, this was not going as he had intended. Yet it was not as if he did not know her. Derailing propriety was one of her innate talents, she knew, for she hated unnecessary pomp and airs. It was a talent that must be skillfully employed, though it was not much appreciated no matter how skillfully she did so.

      “Come, father. Just tell me plain what you have come to say.”

      “Very well…” he sighed and looked away. Then he drew a deep breath. “You are…of an age. The thread of your girlhood has run out, and you must trade your gay colors for something…a bit more modest and somber.”

      Indiél blinked and bit at the inside of her lip. The fact that her father was speaking in metaphors was troubling enough, but what he was saying chilled her. “I asked for plain speech, father,” she said slowly.

      “It is time for you to marry.” He looked her in the eye, and leaned back in his chair, as if to say, There. I’ve said it.

      “This is sudden news, father,” she said. She picked up one of her brushes and began to brush her own hair. It was not unheard of. She actually enjoyed brushing her own hair. Sometimes Illiatha’s tugging on her tangles hurt. “May I ask what urgency there is around this news?”

      “Many noble daughters your age have been married for years. I have put it off so long as I may, hoping you would come to me about the matter.” He let this hang in the air, as if it was some kind of accusation. She felt no guilt about it, but she could not help but be stung by the note of disappointment in his voice.

      “I am not many noble daughters,” she replied. “I am yours. And I am…singular.” She looked away. That had come out wrong. He could easily hear that as a statement of arrogant privilege, or worse, narcissism.

      But he did not accuse her of this. “You are indeed a singular child…and that is something I love about you.”

      Indiél turned away from her mirror and looked her father in the eye, feeling a prick of tenderness. Her father rarely told her that he loved her, and she was hungry for whatever affection she might glean from him.

      His lips moved into something halfway between a grimace and a smile. She did smile, a little sadly, and turned back to her brushing.

      He cleared his throat and continued, “It is our duty to rule, and ruling comes with grave responsibilities⁠—”

      She began to roll her eyes, but caught herself.

      “—which means we often must do what we do not wish to do, because it is our duty to do it. And among your duties, as princess, is to seal…strategic alliances.”

      She faced him, her face growing fierce. “And what of love, father? Is there no place in our duty for that?”

      “Love and duty do not exclude one another. Your mother and I⁠—”

      He stopped, and she could hear the rare emotion in his voice. He almost never spoke of her mother, although she dearly wished he would. Elves are nearly immortal, should nothing befall their bodies. Her mother had fallen from a great height and had died. Indiél had never succeeded in learning more about “the accident,” as it was referred to, usually in whispers. The fact that her father spoke of her mother now was extraordinary.

      “—we did not marry for love. It was a state marriage, bonding our interests with those of a great house of the Black Elves. Yet we came to love one another, in our own ways.”

      For the first time, Indiél considered what it must have been like for her mother to enter into a forced intimacy with her father. Eoche was a cold man, generally, and hard. Her mother must have hated him at first, hated her situation. Had she really come to love the king? Her hand stopped halfway through a brush as the thought occurred to her that perhaps her mother’s death was not an accident at all, but the inevitable result of despair. A chill dread wafted over her bones.

      “If it is as you say, father,” her voice was thin and icy, “that is no guarantee that it will be thus for me.”

      He did not answer her, but his jaw hardened and he looked away. “This is not a debate, daughter. You have a duty, and that duty has come due. I have decided it will be most advantageous to us if you were to enter into an alliance with the house of Gillylauren.”

      Gillylauren was the noble house most at odds with her father’s policies, causing him a great deal of trouble. She instantly saw the strategic advantage to having her join their house—she would be his spy, and she would find ways to sway her husband to reconcile him to her father’s will. It was cunning.

      But she also knew just whom her father intended her to marry. “So you wish me to wed Aelfred?”

      “I do.”

      She wrinkled her nose. Aelfred was handsome enough, as males went, but he was also an arrogant braggart. “I have no love for him,” she said, with a finality that suggested the matter was closed. But she knew it was not.

      “But you may.”

      She threw her brush onto the table with such force that several combs clattered to the marble floor. She turned and looked him in the eye. “We have not spoken plainly of it, father, but I will speak plainly now. I have no love for Aelfred, nor for any male.”

      Several moments of silence passed. “I see now that I have been too liberal with you,” her father sniffed. He rose, suggesting that their conversation was nearing its end. She felt a momentary wave of panic. “Your…dalliances with young noble maidens are artifacts of your youth…which is to say, your past. They have no place in your future.”

      He crossed with maddening grace to her door. He pulled it open, but hesitated before exiting into the hall. He looked at her, and despite her fury and fear, she could see in his eyes his love for her. “You will obey me in this.” Then he closed the door, leaving her alone with an accumulating air of doom.
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        * * *

      

      Ealon woke to see the dancing of shadows on the ragged ceiling of the cave. The she-orc beneath the animal skin shifted in her sleep, groaned something about meat, and began to snore. Ealon felt tinges of pain from the welts left by their lovemaking earlier, and wondered if he were bleeding.

      How did I get here? a voice in his brain wondered. How did I go from being a prince in a castle, with beautiful women leaping into my bed, to this…hiding in a cave, performing abominations with she-orcs? He wondered what mother would say, and felt a twinge of pain—too much pain. He pushed it down out of consciousness.

      And then he saw the leaping firelight of the cave shift, felt the familiar swooning of vertigo. He flailed his arms—whether in the body or out of it, he did not know, nor did it seem to matter. When his vision resolved, he was standing on an outcropping of shale. Below him, a great sea of molten lava roiled, casting up both a ruddy light and sticky heat. He heard a noise behind him and spun around, stopping when he saw the hunched figure of the Lizard King.

      His majesty rose from his squat, towering now over the prince. His vertical pupils shifted back and forth quickly, taking in Ealon’s condition. “I have spoken with our massster,” he began.

      “Our master…speaks?” Ealon asked. He found it hard to believe, somehow. He did not intend to be impertinent, but he realized how it sounded once the words had fallen from his lips.

      “He doesss….” The Lizard King turned his head to spear Ealon with one eye. It was an unsettling quirk that Ealon had trouble getting used to. When he thought about it, he could understand how, with eyes set on either side of his head, the Lizard King did not see as he did himself, but instead was looking in two directions at once. To really focus on something required turning his head away from it. There was something symbolic and sinister in it that Ealon felt intuitively but did not yet understand.

      “Do not think, young princcce, that the Dark Lord in his rage is not also…intelligent. He rages, yesss, but he isss also cunning. Do not think that you are somehow superior to your massster.”

      “No…I didn’t mean to imply…” Ealon did not finish the sentence.

      “You did…and you did not,” the Lizard King pronounced.

      Ealon did not know how to answer that. Perhaps it was true. He shifted on his feet. “Um…what did…our master…what did he say?”

      “He sssaid you must be tested. We must know if you are fit company for hisss majesty.”

      “Tested?” Ealon did not like the sound of the word. Indeed, he had never liked it when his tutors had given him quizzes or asked him to recall something they had studied previously. Anxiety quickened his blood.

      “Tesssted,” the Lizard King affirmed. “Thisss,” he turned, indicating the deadly landscape all around them, “is a glamour. You are not really here. In truth, you sssleep. But in the days to come, I shall take you to myself. You shall travel great distances in the blinking of an eye. You shall prove yourself to our massster.”

      He paused. Ealon was fascinated by how the great beast moved. His body, so like a human’s on the surface, moved in a strange and alien way that gave Ealon chills. “Do you consssent?”

      Ealon blinked. “What if I do not?”

      “If you do not…we have no further use for you, and you may die in the wretched company of your people…or of your orcs. Who precisssely your people are isss not for me to sssay.”

      Ealon swallowed. He felt faint. He reminded himself that this was like a dream and he was in no immediate danger. But as soon as the thought had manifested, he knew the lie of it.

      “And…if I do?”

      “Then you should expect three tests….very sssoon.”

      “Three tests….” Ealon nodded slowly. “Very well. Test me. Let me show to the Dark Lord whose man I am. Let me prove my worth to you…and to him.”

      “A wise choiccce,” the Lizard King hissed. “For now, go back to your orc-women, to your wine, to the adulation of your adopted tribe. Go back to your sssleep.”

      Ealon felt like he was falling now, but it was a thick movement, as if he were falling through oil or treacle. “I will visit you again very sssoon…”
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      Ellis felt weary as the æthercraft touched down on Risoz. His legs felt like rubber as he descended the ladder and stood for the first time on the red, alien soil. His hand went instinctively to his cheek, where Kit had nicked him during his first instruction in swordplay. He had learned the lesson, but it had drawn blood. He winced as he touched the wound, but the greater hurt was from how foolish he felt. Kit had beamed in triumph while he had howled like a toddler. Osia had laughed at him. The memory stung.

      He backed up and looked up at the underbelly of the great copper ship that had carried them across the galaxy to this, one of the most legendary and secretive places known to bright beings. Kit scrambled down, fit and agile. Lighting on the soil, she turned and he saw that her eyes were bright and eager. It was her first time off-world, after all—her first time to set foot on soil that was not Everdale. Ellis had always thought there was something of the explorer, the adventurer to her. Perhaps some of her irritability is simply unsatisfied wanderlust, he thought to himself. Well, it would be easy enough to test that theory. He made a mental note to gauge whether Kit appeared less grouchy in the days to come.

      Osia followed, climbing down the ladder with seasoned alacrity, Jaq perched confidently on his shoulder, cawing their arrival to this new world. Turning from the ladder, Osia saw Ellis and smiled. “Why, Mr. Haffolk, you have one bag over your shoulder and two under your eyes.”

      Ellis did not doubt it. For the last half of the flight, both Kit and Osia had slept, and, it seemed, slept deeply. Ellis, however, could not. He did not know whether it had something to do with the rattling copper cabin, or the fact that Kit had sprawled herself across much of their bench, or whether his accumulating failures had conspired to create an insurmountable knot of worry in his brain; but whatever it was, he had slept not a wink, and he felt the weariness deep in his bones. He longed for a soft, horizontal space to stretch out, clean sheets, and a full belly. But there was no telling when any of those things would happen.

      He turned to survey this new world. Risoz—a place known mostly in legend. It seemed incredible that it actually existed, let alone that he was standing upon it. He knew that it was a red world, and that there were many red worlds, but unlike the barrenness of some, Risoz was full of plant life. They were red plants, he noted, but they were numerous, vibrant, covering nearly every patch of ground he could see. This ruddiness teemed with life, strange enough that he could scarcely take it in, but familiar enough that he trusted it. There was a goodness to it that put him at ease, even if there seemed to be a fundamental wrongness to the color. He would get over that, he supposed.

      Within quick walking distance was what looked like a castle—yet, instead of protective turrets, it had a collection of spire-like towers. It took Ellis a moment to come to terms with the sheer size of it, as he was not used to gauging distance on this world. The curve of the planet’s sphere was further away, meaning it was larger than Everdale. Thus the library—for he knew that was what the castle-like collection of buildings was—appeared smaller than it actually was.

      As they walked toward it and his perspective changed, he was able to better gauge its dimensions. Each spire was many stories high—Ellis dared not guess how many. They were of different heights, but all of them pointed toward the sky like bony, white, slightly elongated fingers, irregular in their shape, yet finely wrought.

      There was no gate. Instead, the travelers simply walked straight up to a low receiving house, staffed by what appeared to be women and men of some unknown religious order. “They’re human,” Ellis breathed.

      “Yes,” Osia noted. “Risoz was a human colony at first. The brothers and sisters who still live here are descended from Hearthens.”

      “Is everyone here part of some weird religious cult?” Kit asked.

      Osia’s eyebrows shot up. “Weird religious cult, Miss Cornfeather? Hardly. There is a series of small cities within a day’s walk of the library, where many Risozans live. You’ll find the usual range of industry there. But most families aspire to having at least one child in the employ of the library. It is…aspirational, but not religious—unless you consider the love of wisdom to be religion.”

      Ellis had never considered that before. It bore some rumination. He had no time to brood on it, however, as they were approached by a young woman with beautifully dark skin, dressed in the same habit that the other librarians wore. She smiled broadly and bowed. “Welcome to the Library at Risoz,” she said. “I am Elma, and I hope you will allow me to make you feel at home. Is this your first visit?”

      “It most certainly is not,” Osia answered, a little more testily than Ellis expected. But then he noted that the summoner was smiling. He leaned on his staff and Jaq walked in a little circle around his shoulder.

      “Food!” Jaq screamed.

      “That is direct,” Elma blushed.

      “He is rarely oblique,” Osia apologized. “Yet, for all his rudeness, he has his uses.”

      “Food!” Jaq repeated.

      “It’s his favorite word,” Osia added. “Will you please inform Eneld that Osia, second of the summoners, is here to consult with him about a matter of some urgency?”

      Her eyes went wide. “None speak to the Master Librarian.”

      “And yet…I will,” Osia countered, a sly smile breaking out on his face.

      “But—”

      “My dear young woman, if you will simply relay the message, I ask nothing more of you.”

      Elma looked as if she would protest again, but then looked down and appeared to get ahold of herself. “I will…do as you ask.”

      “Excellent.”

      “In the meantime,” she presented a generous face once more, “allow me to show you to our inn. You must be tired from your journey—especially you.” She shot Ellis a look and gave him a little wave.

      “Is it that obvious?” he mumbled.

      “We don’t see many haffolk here,” she said. “In fact, I can’t ever remember a haffolk visitor. You are both most welcome.”

      Kit inclined her head, looking proud, one hand on the hilt of her longneedle.

      Elma noticed and frowned. “Also…we don’t allow weapons in the library.”

      Kit’s eyes narrowed in defiance and Ellis felt an uncomfortable silence descend over the room.

      Osia cleared his throat. “Your prohibitions are appropriate and just, Mistress. But…our purpose is urgent—and dire. There may be some who would seek to prevent us. Evil respects no boundaries and few rules. I would prefer that my companions retain the ability to defend themselves in all situations. If you like, I will address the matter with Eneld personally.”

      For a moment, Elma appeared to be frozen in time, only her eyes moving quickly back and forth betrayed life, motion, or thought. Finally, she inclined her chin. “That will not be necessary. I will grant you a dispensation. I only ask that you take care when among the archives.”

      “You are generous, and we thank you,” Osia said with a slight bow.

      “Will they be seeking an audience with the master as well?” she asked Osia, pointing in the direction of the haffolk with her chin.

      “They are with me, and where I go, they go, unless the master wishes it otherwise,” he answered.

      “Very well.” She gave a little bow. “This way, then.”

      Elma led them out the back of the squat building, directly toward the first of the round towers. Ellis noted that the library looked like nothing so much as a bundle of sticks, or more properly, rough dowels of irregular size bound together and set on end. The towers did not ascend from any particular building, the towers were the building, scores of them, pressed together in a splendid, if uneven mass.

      Stepping through a high archway, Ellis saw that this tower was narrow. The only thing in its ground floor was a large, circular staircase of mottled marble. Elma led them up, and Ellis, weary as he was, struggled to master the steps intended for human legs. Noticing, she stopped and leaned down to speak to him. “Do you require some assistance, my friend?”

      “Certainly not,” Kit snapped.

      “My question was for your friend,” Elma said, without offense.

      “I’m…fine,” Ellis managed, although he was puffing.

      “You are tired,” she said.

      It was true, and Ellis didn’t deny it. She held out her hand, and Ellis gratefully took it, ignoring Kit’s scowl. Making it to the top of the second floor landing, Elma released him and led them to an ornate wooden desk. She leaned over to speak quietly with another of the librarians.

      In the meantime, Ellis turned to take in the round stone room…and stopped. On the far wall was a tapestry, hanging nearly floor to ceiling. It appeared to be very old, its fabric was yellowed, almost a light brown, and Ellis could see faint water stains here and there. He was not aware of walking toward it, instead he felt as if he were floating.

      “Ellis, where are you going?” Kit complained.

      He ignored her. “I’ve seen this,” he whispered. “Where have I seen this?”

      “Seen what? The tapestry?” Kit asked. “You’ve never seen that tapestry.”

      “But I have,” he breathed. He could not pry his eyes from it, even had he wanted to. It held him, almost against his will. Soon he stood before it, looking up, his mouth hanging open.

      “Ellis!” Kit called, but he could not hear her.

      In the center of the tapestry, Ellis saw a horn—it was the color of blood, curved, with a gold mouthpiece fit into one end. It wasn’t just any horn, he knew. This was an ancient artistic rendering of the horn. The horn that, once blown, brought magic into the world. The horn that, when blown again, would bring Arrunwolfe back from his travels amidst the stars. Just above the horn was a pair of eyes—but they were not the eyes of a human, a dwarf, an elf, even a haffolk. They were alien eyes, sharp, intelligent…alive. They also seemed to be looking directly at him. Ellis felt as if his depths were being plumbed by the creature’s piercing gaze.

      He lost track of time until a soft hand fell upon his shoulder. He heard Jaq clucking, and knew that it was Osia. “My dear little friend, what has so enraptured you?”

      “This is the horn, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Legend would have it so,” Osia said. It was a strange response, Ellis thought, but the summoner did not give Ellis time to inquire further. “Come…” The hand on his shoulder was firm now, and it steered him away from the tapestry. With sorrow, Ellis allowed his gaze to be turned aside, away from the eyes, away from the sense of being so deeply and mysteriously known. Everyone spoke about the horn, but he had never seen an image of it. He had never heard of a rule or law against depicting it, he realized. It was just a thing that was not done. It was, perhaps, too sacred. One did not depict the oyosii either, after all. As they walked, he asked, “What kind of being do those eyes belong to?”

      But Osia did not answer.
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        * * *

      

      It was just as bad as Uther had feared. The æthercraft had done no damage to the castle itself, but it had flattened the market booths and tents, and, much worse, many of the cottages in which knights’ families had lived. The ship was gone now, but had left behind a dismaying amount of wreckage. Uther had assumed the ship had lifted away, but from what he heard it had vanished into thin air at the same time the Lizard King had. Uther still had doubts that an entire æthercraft could disappear, no matter what these people said. He would have doubted everything about its presence, save that he could see the dreadful wreckage it had left behind.

      Its descent had been slow enough and loud enough that many in the courtyard had had time to scramble away and avoid the landing. Marketers had abandoned their booths, but Uther doubted the same would be true for the cottages. It was likely they would find crushed bodies within those abodes, if not entire families.

      The talk was that a ship landing here had suffered a terrible accident—that errant pilots had grossly undershot the landing zone at the tip of the bay, or that the landing had been an emergency. Others wondered if bringing a ship down in the middle of the Caer could be considered an act of war—those who had not seen the orc guard issuing from the ship believed this æthercraft was a dwarf ship. Apart from the presumed dead, there were reports of injuries to those who had tried to stand up to the orc guard. Most injuries were from rough pushing, but there were rumors of a sword wound or two.

      Now in the aftermath, Uther tried to make himself useful, ordering people around, directing the clean-up. He ordered the remains of the canvas and burlap tents to be dragged aside, and any flattened wooden booths to be broken down completely and pulled away. This would allow other crews to reach the cottages, which were built along the perimeter of the inner walls. Those that were damaged enough would also have to be broken down and hauled away. The city’s beloved shade trees had been destroyed as well. It would take a long time to replace them.

      He could feel restless apprehension around. He sensed the crowd wanted to see people searching the homes and rescuing their families and neighbors, but Uther knew that clearing out the market structures was more important right now. If he concentrated on that first, it would create more room for the carts and wagons needed to remove all the detritus. He ignored the murmurs around him and continued yelling out instructions.

      If one wanted to get one’s mind off things, there were few things better than marching about and yelling at people. But it wasn’t long till he was interrupted by a beleaguered soul, soiled and wide-eyed, with the temerity to grab at his sleeve. Uther immediately pulled his arm away, but this wastrel only attempted it again. “Sire!” the aged man cried imploringly. “Was that the Lizard King? Did the Lizard King enter the castle? What pestilence is upon us?”

      Hearing the name spoken was too much, and Uther reeled upon the man. He was ready to attack, but he knew well enough that striking one of the common folk—in the middle of a great crowd, no less—would not be seemly. He kept his temper in check, but his expression remained threatening. “Do you wish to cause a panic?” Uther told him in a low growl. “Do not speak that name here. Nor spread that noise about. We have cleaning up to do here. After this, shall we deal with our enemies.”

      Uther waited for a reaction. The old man nodded shakily, accepting the king’s message. He grabbed at Uther's sleeve again, but this time to kiss the material before fading back into the crowd.

      The king looked about to see if this had been witnessed, but those around him were too busy with their work. The old man’s panicked look had disturbed the king. Now he worried whether other people with similar concerns might beset him. Uther suddenly decided it might be easier to direct the clean-up from one of the upper levels, and he hastily made for a stairway to the balconies above.

      Obviously, he was provided with a better view, but all his yelling went for naught since no one could hear him. He was forced to resort to using runners to relay his instructions, though this diluted the force of his demands. Even so, it kept him busy, which at the moment felt like the whole purpose. It kept him from thinking of his young son’s contempt and enmity; it kept him from thinking what Ealon’s ill-considered actions might have initiated.

      Uther sent off a runner as another one returned. “There, boy!” Uther cried, pointing to the far right corner of the courtyard. “Get a cart over to that corner. People are piling stuff up there instead of removing it. They’re just making a pile out of another pile. We need to get this stuff out!”

      He sent off this runner, but then flagged down a passing page. “Your king needs something to drink!” Uther bellowed, and the youth set off in a panicked run.

      “Your majesty,” a slight voice said behind him, and Uther, impressed with the youth’s speed, turned with hand outstretched to receive a goblet. But standing behind him was a tall, pale man dressed in the dark clothes of a servant, but with the oiled hair and neatly trimmed beard of a swain. “If I may…begging your majesty’s indulgence, of course…” he began, bowing his head. “I may have information to impart which his majesty might be interested in hearing.”

      “Do I know you?” Uther asked.

      “It is unlikely, sire. Although I am a devoted servant of the castle, I rarely have need to approach the royal residence.” Uther nodded at that, which was the closest he came to expressing relief at being removed from such unctuousness. “Most often, I see to the lower levels…such as the summoner’s chambers…”

      “Ah,” Uther said, finding at last a reason for listening to this man. “How is our dear adviser Liaga?”

      “I’m afraid I have not seen him recently. But, your majesty, there’s been many a time I’ve seen him…in the company of the young prince…”

      The tone suggested Uther should be intrigued, but instead he looked sour. “Are you suggesting their company is somehow untoward?” He stepped back for a better look at this man, as well as to make room for the growing volume of his voice. “Is this your grand secret for me? That a pupil was being taught something—and in the same room as his teacher? This is worthy of gossip to you?”

      The servant stepped back as well, enduring the buffeting of the king’s bellow. “My sincerest apologies to his majesty,” he struggled to say. “I fear I have not explained myself adequately. What I meant to say, sire, is that the king’s summoner and the king’s son…”

      The servant looked fearful at being lost for words, but Uther felt no pity for the man. Instead, he lost all patience. “Oh, out with it man!” the king groaned, all too ready to shout again. “I have not the time!”

      “They have been discussing the elder god,” the servant blurted out, and then added a belated, “your majesty.”

      All bluster left him, and Uther’s voice became quiet and cold. “You have heard this?” he asked.

      “Yes, your majesty. I have heard it with mine own ears. They were talking about the Fängelsten…the Prison Stone.”

      “The… The Prison Stone?” Its full name had sounded unfamiliar to his ears; but when the servant gave it in Hearthentongue, all its history, all its import fell upon Uther with a crippling weight. What had happened this morning was no accident. It was not happenstance. The Lizard King had sought out Ealon because Ealon had called him.

      “My summoner and Ealon,” Uther repeated.

      “Yes,” the servant said.

      “Discussing the Fängelsten.”

      “Yes.”

      Uther drew in a ragged breath. Without meaning to he placed his hand on the servant’s shoulder. Uther didn’t know if it was in thanks for his information or if it was to draw him in as a conspirator.

      “What is your name?” Uther asked.

      “Ferring, your majesty.”

      “Ferring…if you have any love for your king, if you have any sense of duty to this house and this land, you will not repeat to anyone what you have told me here.” The servant shook his head no, in agreement, but Uther kept speaking. “Tell no one you work with, no one you work for, no one at all—do you hear me? Do not even whisper it to yourself when you think you are alone. And by no means should Liaga hear any of it!”

      “Of course not, sire,” Ferring gasped.

      “Yes,” Uther said, turning to face the courtyard again, gripping hard on the balcony rail. “Yes. Do not tell Liaga. I want what happens to him to come as a complete surprise.”
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        * * *

      

      Ellis woke, momentarily confused by his surroundings. But in a couple of moments, it all came rushing back—getting beat up, losing his job, working for Osia, the trip to Risoz, the tapestry of the horn…

      He sat up and blinked. Then he stretched. He felt almost haffolk again, after their long ætherflight. He climbed out of bed and scratched at his buttocks, yawning. This world’s sun was high in the sky, and Ellis realized his time was out of sync with this world. How long had he slept? He had no idea. And it was no good casting about for a clock—who knew what their clocks looked like, how many times their hands went ’round the dial, or even how many hours there were in a day?

      He quickly dressed, finding fresh clothes in his size laid out on a valet stand at the foot of the bed. Had they been there when he pitched face first into bed, however many hours ago it had been? Probably. The last thing he put on was the shortsword, which still felt awkward hanging from his waist. Would he ever get used to that? He was not so sure.

      His first task was to find Kit. His second was to find food. The first was harder than he expected, as no one in any of the nearby rooms answered his knock. He shrugged and went exploring. Hopping down the human-sized stairs to the first floor, he quickly found himself surrounded by a lush garden, sporting an overwhelming variety of red plants. There were plants of other colors, especially the flowers, but the ruddiness of the garden as a whole was striking. A long, winding fountain flowed through the middle of it, creating the illusion of a small stream. Looking up, he saw red vines clambering up the spires of the library, reaching their snaky fingers up as high as the second and third story windows.

      Reaching out to touch the leaf of a squat bush with a bright spray of yellow flowers, he saw that the red leaf was translucent. He could see the lines on his palm through it, as if he were looking through stained glass.

      “There you are.” He looked up and saw Kit picking her way through the garden toward him. She, too, was dressed in fresh clothes, and the librarians had obviously been paying attention, for they were things she was likely to have picked out for herself. Hospitality indeed, Ellis thought. His heart caught momentarily at how beautiful, how fetching Kit looked to him. Inwardly he sighed, even while outwardly he affected an excited wave. When she was near enough, he caught her up in a hug.

      “What’s all that, then?” Kit said. “I just saw you a few hours ago.”

      “Sorry,” Ellis said, releasing her. “I just felt…glad to see you.”

      “Let’s eschew displays of enthusiasm, shall we?”

      Ellis smiled in response, a little sadly perhaps. Side by side they began to stroll the gardens.

      “Did you sleep?” Kit asked.

      “Yes,” Ellis said. “And I think the swelling is going down on my eye.” He pointed at it.

      She studied it and nodded her agreement. “It is looking better.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Getting there. Have you seen Osia?”

      “No. Have you?”

      “Not a bit of him.”

      “What do you think of him?” Ellis asked.

      “What, the summoner?”

      “Yes. Osia.”

      “I prefer the bird.” After a few moments, however, she added, “I don’t trust summoners. But as summoners go, he doesn’t seem too evil.”

      “That’s carrying a compliment in through the back door.”

      Kit shrugged. “It’s the best I can do at the moment. I’m looking at it this way: It’s a job. I’m not marrying the wizard. I’m just working for him…until I’m not.”

      Ellis shushed her. “Don’t say ‘wizard.’ It’s not polite.”

      “I don’t give a badger’s dripping snout about being polite and you know it.”

      Just then, Ellis caught sight of a wave. “Look, it’s Elma.”

      “Now her I like,” Kit said.

      “None of that,” Ellis said.

      “Since when are you the interspecies romance constabulary?”

      Within a moment, Elma had joined them. “The summoner requires your presence in the main receiving room. I’ll show you the way.” She turned quickly and began to lead them through the garden to a new spire.

      “Who will be receiving us?” Kit asked.

      “Eneld, the Master Librarian,” she answered.

      “I thought you said that ‘none speak to the Master Librarian,’” Kit probed.

      “That was…hyperbole. It is an honor granted to few,” she said.

      “And how long have you known the Master Librarian?” Kit asked.

      “All my life,” she said. She stopped and looked her in the eye. “She’s my mother.”

      “Ah,” Kit said. Ellis could tell Elma had stumped her.

      They walked in silence until they came to a grand doorway, with double doors of beautifully wrought oak. Ellis admired it as Elma pushed one door open. Inside, Ellis was relieved to see Osia.

      “The Master Librarian will join you in a moment,” Elma said, turning toward the door.

      “You won’t be staying?” Kit asked. Ellis could hear the disappointment in her voice.

      “No, alas,” Elma gave her a warm but professional smile. Then she bowed and removed herself.

      “I don’t think the feeling is mutual, Kit,” Ellis whispered.

      “What feeling is that?” Osia asked, shuffling toward them.

      “Uh…” Ellis looked back and forth between Kit and the summoner, uncertain what to say.

      Instead, Kit changed the subject. “Why are we here?”

      “I need to consult with Eneld.”

      “I get that,” Kit said. “Why are we here?”

      “Because we…” Osia paused, smiling at her with paternal patience, “…are a team. A band. A fellowship.” He looked at his shoes. “And because whatever the Master Librarian tells us will be as important to you as it is to me. Plus…” Osia opened his mouth to say more, but appeared to change his mind.

      “Plus?” Kit prompted.

      “Never mind. It is…for another time. Ah! There’s Eneld now.”

      The far door opened, and Ellis saw a very old woman enter. Her skin was dark, but her long hair was white as wool, and her face was occluded by large spectacles. Another set of spectacles dangled on her breast, hanging from a leather strap. Her nose was broad and shallow, as if someone had squashed it when she was young. Ellis felt at his own nose and winced from the pain.

      For all the woman’s obvious age, she did not move like an old woman. She stood straight, and her movements were quick and sure. She walked toward Osia and stopped a few feet short of him, standing still with hands clasped in front of her, waiting.

      Osia bowed. “Madame Eneld. It is my great pleasure to see you again.” Jaq cawed.

      “Something tells me it is not pleasure that is the cause of this visit.”

      “Something would be correct,” Osia smiled grimly. He waved toward the haffolk. “Allow me to introduce my companions. Ellis Sunderland is our private courier, and Kittredge Cornfeather is his…bodyguard.”

      “A courier who needs a bodyguard?” Eneld cocked her head. “You must carry dangerous things.”

      “I have done, yes ma’am,” Ellis admitted, although it did not seem the place to elaborate.

      Eneld turned and approached him. She squatted down to look at him eye-to-eye. Kit’s hand went to the hilt of her longneedle, but Ellis moved his hand to stay her.

      The lenses of Eneld’s spectacles made her cheeks and eyes appear to warp and balloon in disturbing ways. She studied Ellis’ face for a good long time. Ellis began to shift from one leg to another, wishing he could back up a bit to gain a little space. He looked at Osia, silently inquiring about the odd behavior. Osia stood impassive and still.

      Finally, Eneld said, “Eneld has waited a long time to meet this one.” She appeared to be saying it to Osia, who said nothing. Ellis wondered what the woman could possibly have meant. Then Eneld appeared to speak to Ellis. “I trust you have all been made welcome?”

      “Quite welcome, ma’am,” Ellis answered. Kit nodded her agreement, although her hand was still ready upon her blade.

      Eneld nodded, rose, and turned back to Osia. “The fact that he is here tells me you have not intruded upon my reading for a frivolous reason.”

      “No indeed. We are in need of your wisdom and your counsel.”

      “The summoners do not keep me in a good supply of books for nothing. Sit.”

      Only then did Ellis notice that there were a bunch of low cushions arranged near a fireplace. He had been expecting chairs, and was surprised to see Eneld fold herself onto one of the cushions, her bony knees jutting into the air at unlikely angles.

      Jaq objected as Osia bowed down, lowering himself to the cushions. Ellis sat cross-legged where he could see both their faces. He noted that Kit did not sit, instead taking her place at Ellis’ back, longneedle at the ready.

      Golden light flooded the chamber, which was large enough for a couple of hundred people to gather, Ellis supposed. It seemed almost cavernous for their small gathering, yet sitting on the low cushions lent a feeling of informality that was appealing.

      Once they were seated and comfortable, Osia quickly related Ellis’ adventure with the Fängelsten. Ellis watched the librarian’s face closely, although it revealed little. Every now and then she would look over and peer at Ellis through her thick glasses, but she betrayed no emotion.

      “The Prison Stone is a dangerous find,” Eneld noted.

      “But that is not all. The Oracle, Objor, has awakened. He says, ‘He is coming,’ and has informed us that his herald is already here.”

      “The Lizard King.”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh dear, oh dear…has the time come for that again?”

      Osia did not answer her. Instead, Jaq burst out, “Fire!”

      “He has the whole of it, your bird,” Eneld admitted.

      “Elsorin commanded me to come to you, to seek your counsel. It seems to us that the Fängelsten must have been taken by parties loyal to the Dark Lord. And if that is true, then they will have wasted no time in sundering its purpose.”

      “They will set him free,” Eneld said.

      “We fear they already have.”

      Eneld looked at her knees. She sighed. “We knew it would happen. Someday.”

      “The prophesy…yes,” Osia admitted.

      “Wait, what prophesy?” Ellis interrupted for the first time. “There’s a prophesy that says that the Dark Lord will return?”

      “There is. Objor uttered it soon after the Evil One was imprisoned,” Osia explained.

      “What does it say?”

      Eneld’s hoary head turned slowly, her great distorting spectacles so alien that Ellis shuddered. She licked her lips, then said, “It says that when the Dark Lord returns, the universe will be consumed in fire.”

      “Fire!” Jaq screamed.

      “Yes, Jaq, that is enough.” Osia rolled his eyes.

      “Not if the Dark Lord returns,” Ellis asked.

      “Correct. Not if. Only when.” Eneld gave him a sad smile.

      “So…what will happen?” Ellis asked, his voice starting to quail.

      “The prophesy tells of a great doom,” Eneld explained patiently. She paused a moment to let that sink in, then she added, “That’s it. There is no mention of any rescue or remedy.”

      “There is—” Osia began, but Eneld cut him off.

      “That is enough talk of prophesy. Too much prophesy makes one jump at every shadow. No one likes a jumpy horse.”

      “No,” Osia looked down. To Ellis’ surprise, he looked chastened.

      Ellis narrowed his eyes. He was about to open his mouth, to ask another question, but Eneld, perhaps sensing this and wanting to avoid it, said simply, “Come.” She unfolded her limbs and pushed herself to her feet. She did this much more nimbly than Ellis would have imagined, and indeed more gracefully than he did himself. “Allow me to show you our treasure.”

      Kit’s eyebrows jumped. Treasure? she mouthed at Ellis. He shrugged. He opened his mouth again, but Osia caught his eye and shook his head, a dark look passing across his face. Ellis closed his mouth and followed.

      Eneld led them through a low door into a very narrow passageway—narrow, that is, for the humans, but quite a comfortable width for haffolk. Indeed, it seemed to have been made just for them. The passage wound through a couple of curves, ending at another low door. Ellis emerged from it with Kit just behind.

      He caught his breath at the scene that awaited him. He was in the largest room he had ever seen—perhaps even larger than the cavern on Ältremark. Every wall was covered with bookcases—stone bookcases, Ellis noted, bookcases that could not burn. Throughout the room were more bookcases, free-standing and arranged in an orderly fashion to make the most efficient use of the space at hand. Kit tapped his arm and pointed up. Ellis’ eyes followed her finger, and he gasped again. There were many floors, perhaps more than twenty, each of them ending in a gallery that looked down upon the open space. And each of these, too, were filled with stone bookcases.

      “This is the library,” Ellis breathed.

      “This is one room of the library,” Eneld corrected him. “There are many more. But…” she shrugged, “…I like the coziness of this one.”

      The air was thick with the smell of leather, dust, and mold. Near the ceiling, Ellis saw dusty light pouring into windows set on every side. A few pigeons fluttered in the rafters. The room was so deep that the sunlight barely filtered down to where they were. Ellis noted gas lamps between each of the stacks. One especially bright light caught Ellis’ attention. Instinctively he walked toward it. It was set on what looked like crane’s legs, perched above a large reading table. The light was blue, and it hurt to look at it.

      “What is that?” Ellis asked.

      “That, my young friend, is a gift from the elves.”

      “Is it gas?”

      “No indeed. It works by some kind of magic that is obscure to dwarfs and men.”

      “Do you understand it?” Ellis asked. He noticed Osia’s eyebrows flare in warning. Ellis shrunk slightly. He hadn’t meant to challenge Eneld’s authority or her wisdom. It had been an honest question.

      “It is similar to lightning, if that makes any sense to you, only it is…controlled, somehow. I understand the theory, but not the practice,” she answered, not sounding offended.

      Ellis watched Osia close his eyes, breathing deeply. Obviously speaking to the Master Librarian was a far more fraught affair than he had supposed. He cautioned himself to bite his tongue.

      Eneld began to walk, and it took them ten minutes or more to traverse the room, after which they walked through a large, double archway into another chamber that seemed, incredibly, to be even larger. It, too, was filled with stone bookcases, and each of these was packed with books.

      “This is treasure,” Eneld said, gesturing to the expanse of the room. “Greater than gold, more precious than silver, stronger than bow and rider, keener than any one person. You will never behold a greater treasure than this.”

      “Not even the Red Horn?” Ellis asked. His hand instantly went to his mouth. Osia shook his head, and Ellis felt foolish.

      “Well, I doubt you will ever behold the horn. But this you are privileged indeed to see. Not many do. And unlike the horn, knowledge is an…uncomplicated treasure. Although…” If Eneld had second thoughts about her answer, she dismissed them, instead leading the small group to a staircase. Ellis’s legs hurt by the time they reached the second floor, as the steps were made for much taller folk, but he did not complain. Eneld led them to a gallery that was empty save for a large reading table lit by gas lamps and several large, comfortable chairs upholstered in red leather.

      Eneld pulled a volume from the shelf and sat at the reading table, leafing through it. Osia sat near her and Ellis and Kit found seats across the table’s expanse.

      “Eneld, I fear the time,” Osia said.

      “The times are dire, indeed.”

      “We are grateful for your hospitality, but what we need is your help…your wisdom.”

      “If anyone will know how to stop the Dark Lord, it is Eneld, eh?”

      Osia blinked. “Yes…something like that. Yes.”

      “Eneld has read every word in every one of these books,” Eneld said.

      Ellis scowled at the way she spoke—as if she was speaking of someone else.

      “And Eneld never forgets what she reads. If there is any wisdom anywhere that will help us, she will know it.”

      “You may mock me,” Osia said, his voice low and steady. “But I will ask just the same.”

      “You may ask…”

      “I ask not for me, but for every bright being in this universe. And if there is anything or anyone in this universe that you hold dear…I pray you answer.”

      Eneld’s eyes were a cipher, hidden from view behind her lenses. She smiled, but it was not a smile with any mirth in it. Finally, she pointed at the book before her. “This is the Naturopathæ Eldillæ, the great compendium of elven physic lore. When it was written, its author—the great physic Allala Retuin—refused to allow any to see it until three copies were completed and bound. Only then did he send them to the three elven tribes.”

      “Your point?” Osia said through gritted teeth.

      “My point is that great wisdom is not for the few, but for the many. One summoner of human origin and two haffolk do not a representative gathering of bright beings make.”

      Osia looked at her in silence for what seemed like a long time. When he spoke, his voice was measured and even, and Ellis could tell he was working hard to master himself. “Are you saying, Master Librarian, that you will not divulge what you know unless a representative from each of the bright races is present?”

      “I am saying just that,” Eneld nodded. “Gather a council of bright beings, here at Risoz, and I will tell you what I know. Then I will tell all, you have my word…but not before. Wisdom is not for the few. It is for the many.”

      Osia stood up abruptly, sending the chair behind him skittering. It’s clattering on the stone floor jarred Ellis as if someone had slapped him. Osia’s eyebrows jutted inward at grave angles, and his face turned red.

      “Fire!” Jaq screamed.

      “You will damn us all with such delay!” Osia accused.

      “You might think so…but no,” Eneld said, still sitting and not looking the slightest bit intimidated. Ellis marveled at her.

      Ellis stood, although he felt a little shaky when Osia and the librarian looked at him. It took a moment, but he found his voice. “Please…could we just look it up in your books?”

      Osia looked away, as if he had been embarrassed by Ellis’ words, but Eneld gave him a patient smile. “That is a very keen question,” she said, and Ellis was surprised to hear her chuckle. “Yes, I will grant you access. You may look it up. But it has taken Eneld more than four hundred years to read all that is here, and it may take Ellis even more. So…yes, you may look for it, but it would be far more expedient to go and return with what Eneld requests.”

      Ellis was about to speak again, but Eneld held up her hand to stop him, saying, “And Eneld’s words will be the truth, because Eneld has read everything here and knows everything here. Eneld will not be giving an interpretation, but a recitation.” She turned to Osia and said, “What Eneld knows…whatever might be done…it will not matter if she tells you now or then.”

      “It’s as bad as that, is it?”

      Eneld smiled sadly, but said nothing.

      “Is there any value in my even bothering to gather such a council?” Osia demanded.

      “There is always value in wisdom.” Eneld patted his hand. “Gather your peoples. Let us reason…together. But remember, the flood starts with a single drop. The dam breaks from a single crack.” Then she rose and walked to the staircase, not bothering to wait for them.

      Osia stared at the physic book in front of him, but Ellis suspected he was not really seeing it. “What’s going on?” Ellis asked. “What did she mean by that?”

      “She meant…at least, I think she meant…that we might already be too late.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It stands to reason that a person trying to hide will choose the most out-of-the-way places for concealment. This thinking led Ennisbrook to the cellars and prisons below the castle, but as soon as he reached those dark, dank corridors, he knew Liaga would never discommode himself to remain in such surroundings.

      Liaga would not blend in well with a crowd, Ennisbrook knew. The old buzzard was taller than most, and older and grayer. He had to be holed away in some room somewhere. There were many rooms in the castle, but not that many which were unoccupied. Even so, it would be difficult for Ennisbrook to inspect each one, even if he wanted to. The king would be expecting him soon and it was already nearing midday. Back upstairs, in the more habitable levels of the castle, servants were filling the corridors, bearing large trays of food. The summoner, too, might be desirous of a meal, Ennisbrook thought, and perhaps had been heedless enough to order one.

      Ennisbrook headed to the kitchens but there was so much clamor he could not attract anyone’s attention. He tried to stop some of the servers, but they cast him panicked looks and hurried on away from him. Usually he enjoyed taking advantage of the reputation he’d built up, but now was not one of those times. Now it was working against him.

      He found himself following one serving wench, not because she was particularly comely, but because he felt like going the same way. She was on the same floor as the summoner’s chambers, and he kept an eye on her as she moved closer and closer to his door. She would stop at rooms along the way, shift her tray to one shoulder, knock on the door with a free hand, and then give a plate to whomever answered her knock. In time she came to the summoner’s room, knocked, and the door opened. Whoever was inside accepted the meal and the woman moved on to the next doors.

      Ennisbrook could not believe it. The hiding place was Liaga’s own room. He went to the door and found it unlocked. The summoner started as the Enforcer barged in, but remained seated with his meal in front of him.

      “Now,” Ennisbrook said loudly, striding about the room, “if I were a lying, deceitful pest trying to avoid the king’s notice, where would I hide?” He went to the window. “Behind the curtains? No.” He feigned bending to the floor. “Under the bed? No.” Then he turned, as if seeing Liaga for the first time. “Ah, enjoying a lunch in his own chambers. Yes, how perfect.”

      “Do you have something for me, Enforcer?” Liaga asked calmly.

      “Shouldn’t you have been with your king this morning, summoner? You missed an interesting turn of events…which I dare say would’ve been of concern to you, if you’d been there to witness it.”

      “Yes, about that,” Liaga said, now showing slight signs of unease. “Unfortunately I was experiencing a discomfort of the bowels this morning, which, obviously, prevented an early appearance. And frankly, I was too embarrassed to call this to the king’s attention.”

      “Pity,” replied the Enforcer. “But it’s encouraging to see it has not affected your appetite.”

      “Yes, your concern is most heartening,” Liaga replied with a cold smile. “But tell me then, what did I miss?”

      “The Lizard King,” the Enforcer said tersely, and waited for a response.

      “And what about the Lizard King?” asked the summoner.

      “He appeared in the throne room. He left with Ealon.”

      “The Lizard King, himself, you say? No doubt followed by Old King Corn, doing a dance in praise of summer. Really, Ennisbrook, you⁠—”

      “Summoner, don’t even bother,” Ennisbrook groaned. “Theater is not your strong suit. We both know you were instructing prince Ealon in the ways of the elder god, we both know you told him about the Fängelsten, and we both know you sent him to Asura Varr to perform a ritual. It was you and prince Ealon who awakened the Lizard King. And it’s you who will die for your treason.”

      The threat had minimal effect. The summoner continued to calmly eat his meal.

      So, the Enforcer smacked the food out of his hands, swept the plate to the floor, and grabbed the summoner up by the arm.

      “What are you doing?” Liaga cried.

      “Taking you to the king, as I was ordered.”

      “Heed me!” the summoner snarled, his eyes flashing with steel. Ennisbrook, taken aback, stopped what he was doing if only to see what new web Liaga might spin. “There can be no treason, for Uther’s time is at an end.  The time for serving him has past. A new rule is beginning and, I say to you, you will want to be on the right side of it.”

      “Tell me, Liaga, why I shouldn’t smite you down where you stand for what you did to prince Ealon?”

      “What did I do?”

      “You perverted his mind. You turned him against his family. You allied him with⁠—”

      “I allied him with power. I set him toward greatness. His name will shine greater than his father’s ever could.”

      “Enough!” Ennisbrook demanded, pulling the summoner away from his table and shoving him toward the door. The Enforcer drew his blade and forced the summoner to walk before him. It took all of the Enforcer’s will to not drive his blade into Liaga’s lower back, like skewering a camp potato.

      As they neared the ground floor of the Caer, Ennisbrook sent ahead a page to request an audience with the king. Uther and Cormoran were both waiting on the dais when Ennisbrook drove Liaga into the throne room.

      Uther wasted no time on idle chatter. “Summoner,” he intoned, “what have you to do with the events of this morning?”

      Liaga, adjusting robes, stepped away from the Enforcer’s blade. He looked between Cormoran and Uther, as if preparing for a long speech. But then he sank to his knees and raised clasped hands. “I throw myself on your mercy, my liege. I humbly beg your majesty’s forgiveness!” his voice trembled, as if he were fighting back sobs. Ennisbrook had scarce seen a more pathetic display. “I can’t keep it secret any longer! You should be told what they did to Ealon. You must know that I tried to stop it!”

      “What in all creation are you babbling about?” Uther yelled.

      “I told them it was wrong, but they said I had to do it—that I was bound by my oaths!”

      “Who? Who was wrong?”

      “The summoners!” Liaga cried. “They’re the ones who caused this. It’s all their fault! All of this is because of them!”
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