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      People knocking on the door was a new experience for Arbery. Unless it was someone not looking for bread, which she doubted, then those outside were getting bolder.

      "What is it?" Dedrick walked in with another batch of the skimpy loaves that had become the norm now the wheat supply had run out.

      "They're knocking on the door now."

      "Best I stay here and watch over things then."

      "No need, go back to what you're doing, there'll be more than knocking if we don't have enough of them things you call rolls."

      "They're hardly loaves, are they? What else would you call them?"

      Even the words between them had a terser edge recently as, pragmatic as they both were, even they couldn't get past what was happening around them. The wheat had run out over a month ago, despite the promises from the mayor. Now they baked with emmer.

      At first Dedrick had refused it, but if nothing else he couldn't see people go hungry any more than she could. It was a harsher grain that made dense chewy bread.

      But it was food, and Mals ate bread, it was the thing they lived off. Now even the emmer was running low. Because no one liked it, few grew it, which was fine when wheat was in plentiful supply, but not now.

      The mayor had taken to rationing things and they got a single delivery each day, which was never enough. Word was that it was the same all over the realm, and even in others. Arbery had even heard of rioting or so the story went.

      In theory the people outside were decent enough to let those who missed out the day before start at the front of the line. Now that everyone was suffering Arbery was seeing even that slip away.

      "Off with you." Dedrick grinned and left the front of their small shop, heading back to where the baking ovens were.

      Arbery took a breath, shook her shoulders out and headed to the door. She'd only just raised the bar when it pushed in on her with such a force that she stumbled backward, the bar still in her hands.

      She tripped over her feet and landed on her backside with the wooden bar clipping her across her right ear causing her to cry out. Her eyes clouded over a bit, but she could see a group of men push their way in.

      "Oi, stop that! We were first!"

      Yelling began in the line but didn't deter the four men who pressed into the shop. Arbery saw them grab the bread on the counter, stuffing it into sacks they carried.

      They'd already turned to leave when Dedrick rushed through the back hall.

      "What's going on here? Arbery!"

      Outside the shop those who'd been lined up had filled the doorway, those at the front being crushed by others behind, all desperate to know what was going on and not miss out on their ration.

      Dedrick grabbed the closest of the men with his big meaty right hand and pulled him close. Before the man could do anything, his face was hit by Dedrick's other fist and he crumpled instantly.

      The next of the robbers pulled a long knife out from its sheath and held it out at the baker. "Don't do anything stupid!"

      His colleague closest to the door also drew a blade, waving it at the crowd in the door. Those closest to him were pushing to get out, while those behind were trying to see what was happening.

      Arbery watched it all as though it was happening in slow motion, still shocked by being knocked over. Just as it felt like the robbers were trapped and done, the one at the door swiped his blade across the front of the woman nearest him.

      Her dress sliced open over her abdomen, and blood began to pour from the cut. It wasn't very deep, but she screamed enough to halt the crush from behind.

      Grasping her middle, she fell to her knees while others in the crowd began to scream. The group behind were frightened enough to stop pushing, and everyone was able to back out of the doorway.

      Arbery looked at Dedrick. "No, Ded, it's not worth it!"

      The man nearest him still waved his blade. Like all his companions, his head was covered in a knitted hood. In between them the fourth of the robbers lifted their punched accomplice upward as he began to come to.

      "Let's go!"

      They slow stepped their way out of the bakery shop waving their blades at the people watching on. Dedrick cautiously followed them.

      "I'll find you, then you'll get what's yours."

      The one who'd cut the woman held up his sack. "Already have, baker." His laugh was as much a sneer as anything else and once the four were free from the crowd they turned and ran, guiding the injured one as best they could.

      Dedrick turned and knelt beside Arbery.

      "Are you alright?"

      "I'm fine, tend to Marjorie, she's more in need than me."

      "There's blood on your head!" He looked horrified at what he was seeing.

      "It's just a scratch. Help her first, Dedrick, she needs it more than me."

      He turned and went to the crying woman who was sat against the wall nearest the door. "Go get help, you lot. Someone get guards, someone else a healer. Now!"

      "What can I do?"

      A man Arbery didn't recognise stood close to Dedrick. "Grab me a cloth... there's some behind the counter. We need to stop this."

      Arbery got to her feet, feeling normal now apart from the throb on the side of her head. She wiped up the blood from where the wooden bar had cut her and walked toward the crowd gathered outside and shrugged

      "I'm sorry, but they took it all."

      A groan erupted from the group still there.

      "Will she be alright?"

      "Aye, she will but she'll need some care. There's nothing you can do to help now."

      Slowly they all began to disperse, but not before checking for themselves through the doorway that the woman was still alive and there was no bread inside.

      "There you go, you'll be okay until the healer gets here." Dedrick was trying to console the woman.

      "Never seen the like of it, never." Arbery shook her head; the whole thing had her shocked.

      The man who'd been helping Dedrick turned and pulled at a necklace under his tunic. On the end of the cord, he showed her a token with a jester's face carved on it the same as the small wooden version on the back wall behind the counter.

      "So, you're not just a concerned citizen?"

      "I'm not. And this is happening all over, Arbery."

      "Robbing?"

      "Yes, and more in some places. There's no wheat anywhere and people aren't happy about it."

      "But this…” She pointed toward Marjorie.

      "Desperate times cause some people to do desperate things."

      "Surely it's not come to that? It's only bread for Thenis's sake."

      He shrugged. "I've seen worse to be honest, bigger fights than this and it's not going to get easier for quite a while."

      "You'd be wanting a room then?"

      "No, that's not why I am here. Can we step out back?"

      She looked at Dedrick.

      "There's nothing you can help with here, love, I've got it covered."

      "Okay." Arbery followed the stranger out to the back courtyard. It wasn't as friendly-looking as it had used to be. Nowadays they kept the back gate locked closed, except for when deliveries came.

      The fence had been strengthened and raised as a deterrence to those wanting to break in, and Dedrick had begun to put spikes on the top of it.

      Arbery had laughed at him, telling him it hadn't come to that, and yet, it had.

      The wiry man turned and looked at her. "I'm Kalling."

      "Arbery, but you know that. Why are you here?"

      "Our… friends… would like your help."

      "How so?"

      "In the past you've spoken about doing more than just this." Kalling waved his hand in the direction of the two rooms that Arbery kept for people on the Circuit as Goran had called it. "Well, now that time has come."

      Arbery thought she knew what he was asking, but didn't want to get too excited until he said it. Her heart had picked up its pace and she felt like it would jump out of her chest.

      "As you've seen, things are changing. Not just about the wheat shortage either."

      "Shortage… there's none to be found at all. Unless the rich are hoarding it to themselves!"

      "They aren't. There's a lot more going on than what you know, but one thing that's true is it's all gone."

      "All?"

      "All."

      "Okay. So how can I help?"

      "My family, our friends, would like you to start running a discreet inn for us."

      "An inn? There's none here for sale is there?"

      "It's something new, Arbery. We took ownership of it some time ago, and we need it to be in place for us now."

      "Okay."

      "And we also need the Keeper. And I've been told that you're the perfect match for the role. You and your man."

      "Really?" Arbery couldn't believe it. Just when she'd wondered how they'd survive if there was no bread at all, this comes along.

      "Yes, Arbery, really."

      "But what about here? We can't just abandon people when they need us the most."

      "We've got that figured out as well. You'll just have to trust me."
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      Karpenmor stood stationary at the top of the marble stairs leading to the entrance to the subterranean temple complex. The iron door below was plain except for the image of a tall tree pressed into it.

      In contrast the public temple above ground was ornate, expansive, and luxurious. Karpenmor didn't understand why Uksod still lived in quarters below ground when he could have chosen anywhere in the temple above that had light and fresh air.

      When he reached the door he turned to his guard. "I'll be fine on my own. You can wait here."

      The Vrah's face didn't change, but he nodded ever so slightly, before bracing himself into position. As the door closed behind him Karpenmor paused to appreciate being alone albeit briefly.

      As he did every day when he came to visit Uksod he had to adjust to the stench of the caves.

      The caves extended deep underground giving them a damp and musty smell, but what made it pungent and unbearable, at least to Karpenmor, was the smell from the bats that called the depths of the caverns their home.

      The effluent and their natural stench had tainted the entire complex and he couldn't adjust to it the way the acolytes and priests seemed to be able to do.

      As he began his walk the distant ever-present hum began to vibrate through him. Karpenmor had no knowledge of what it was or where it came from; it was deep and ever so slight, but there was no mistaking it.

      It had been weeks since they'd found the priest collapsed and unconscious. Karpenmor had struggled to get much information from Trorn or others about why the old man was so sick.

      All he knew was that no one was concerned he would die, and that he was just very weak.

      He entered Uksod's room, glad to close the door behind him and take in the smells from within. The priest’s room always had smouldering incense coming from a brass burner that hung on the side of the fireplace to his left.

      A fire burned constantly keeping the outside chill at bay and providing some light for the chamber. Candles and several lanterns lined the walls, brightening it even more.

      The high priest lay flat on his back, the bedcovers pulled high on his chest. His eyes were closed and from this distance Karpenmor couldn't see him breathe. Uksod's number two, Trorn, stood from a chair beside the bed when Karpenmor entered.

      "Highness."

      "Sit, Trorn. Any change?"

      "None, Highness. Neither worse nor better."

      "You're still adamant there's nothing a healer can do for him?"

      "I am. What weakens him cannot be solved except by rest."

      "For how long?"

      "I cannot honestly say, Highness. The last time this occurred it was several weeks, but there's no way to tell if he is affected less or more than then."

      "And nothing else you can tell me about what caused it?"

      "As I have said before, Highness, there are some things within our order I cannot discuss. Even with you."

      Karpenmor wondered how long that might stay true if he'd used force to push the priest further. Trorn wasn't anywhere as old as Uksod, but neither was he a young man. Karpenmor doubted it would take much persuasion to learn what he was talking about.

      He knew that Uksod wouldn't hesitate a moment to use such methods, but even thinking of them caused Karpenmor to cringe. That wasn't the way he wished to rule.

      "My concern is about the cause, Trorn. You say that you know what it is, but not how to heal it. What if it is not what you think it is? What if it's something more sinister?"

      "Sinister, Highness? What do you mean?"

      Karpenmor hesitated. "Like my father, or a poison?"

      "Ah. Your father was an illness of the mind, Highness, this is not that at all."

      "You're sure?"

      "While this is lasting longer than previous times, Highness, it mimics everything I've seen before."

      "And he will recover?"

      "Yes, Highness. While the healers can do little for him except make him comfortable, he is effectively just asleep."

      "Asleep! The longest sleep ever."

      "It's the best way to describe it. When his body is ready, he will wake up."

      "I hope so, Trorn. He is needed, and soon."

      The priest shrugged. Karpenmor knew they had had this conversation before and there was nothing new to add.

      "Let us hope it is soon. You can leave me if you like, I'll stay and watch over him for a while."

      It probably sounded more abrupt than Karpenmor intended, and he caught a momentary bristle in the other man, before the priest nodded and stood again. "If you need anything, please send for me."

      "Of course."

      Being alone in the chamber caused Karpenmor to ruminate. Nothing really came from him sitting and staring at the old man, but he knew that his desire to visit every day was due to his father's recent death.

      Karpenmor regretted how little time he had spent with Schevenal before he'd passed. It had seemed pointless given his madness, but then the message and pendant he'd sent him at the end highlighted how little Karpenmor had really understood.

      What did he mean in that final message? What would get him and who should Karpenmor watch out for?

      Underneath it all his father had been alive and conscious of his surroundings, even if he couldn't say anything. And Karpenmor hadn't bothered to visit often at all.

      Now Uksod was all that he had left of anyone resembling a family, and while the man lay comatose, he couldn't not come. He wouldn't repeat what he'd done before.

      What was Trorn trying to hide about Uksod? Karpenmor still had concerns that it was his mind that was sick. Could there be a cause of the madness here within En Carta, that was being kept hidden?

      Uksod had never fully explained what it was that had driven his father into the state he had been in, not in a way that made sense to Karpenmor.

      Rather than it being a physical ailment that crippled his father's mind was it something external? Was it also affecting Uksod? Will it affect me?

      He'd often worried that it was something that might be passed to him from his father just like his looks and build. So far, he'd not noticed anything changing, but it bothered him, nonetheless.

      If it was an external cause, then he might still be exposed but could potentially avoid it. If only he knew what it was and how much Uksod knew?

      There were so many things that only the High Priest knew of the distant past. He had lived a very long life, much longer than normal, which meant he knew things that no one else alive did.

      Karpenmor had read plenty looking for answers about the amulet and the events surrounding his father's return from Dharatan. He hadn't found nearly enough to satisfy his search for answers, which only left him Uksod to learn the truth from.

      You'd better recover, old man!

      Getting answers from Uksod wouldn't be easy, he'd never been one to readily share information.

      All the planning and timings around the enthronement Uksod had kept to himself as well, brushing off Karpenmor's concerns and questions.

      While in theory Karpenmor was already the ruler, until the ceremony was completed his ascension was not official. His family had ruled Enderk for so many centuries there had been no talk of that changing.

      It was the strongest of the Imperial Families that ruled over the realm, and as far back as Karpenmor had read it was the Family One that held that honor except for one time.

      The Family One had taken power from Family Three, who it appeared had never recovered from that. They were still considered one of the lesser families.

      Did the name of his family come from the fact they were the more powerful, or was it just a coincidence? Something else he didn't know the answer to. As Regent, Uksod had continued the rule of the family and ensured that the throne was there for Karpenmor to inherit.

      He needed to remember that this frail old man had held off the other families on his behalf. Karpenmor wondered how many times the other families might have attempted to undermine that while he was still a child?

      Uksod had told him that Lady Natillian's family was the second most powerful in the realm, and the most important to pay attention to, another thing he would need to understand more.

      The priest knew the importance of the ascension to secure the throne, which made it even more important that it was completed. And yet there'd been some reluctance from the old man to even discuss it.

      All that he could put it down to was that Uksod didn't want to give up the power he'd once had. As though he was clinging to the last vestiges of his remaining power. That was understandable to Karpenmor, and he did feel for the priest.

      He needed to remember the sacrifices that Uksod had made so that the throne was now his to ascend to. Unless there was another reason?

      Surely not?

      He looked at the bed again, considering for the first time that maybe there was another reason for the delay.

      Could he be waiting to help one of the others take control? What has he been promised in return?

      The room suddenly seemed small and Karpenmor stood, pacing around it, constantly looking back at the old man asleep in the bed.

      Asleep! Huh! There's more to this than I'm being told.

      If there was a plot happening around him, then it wouldn't just be the head of the priests he'd need to worry about. Trorn would need to be party to it as well.

      That would explain his reluctance to tell me anything.

      Karpenmor stood over the body of the priest, the only movement the light rising and falling of his chest.

      It would be so easy to end this now if it was true.

      "The pillow would be enough to finish you off, old man."

      Disgusted with himself, Karpenmor stepped away from the bed, and stood as far from the bed as the room allowed. That wasn't his way, it wasn't how he was going to rule.

      Why would the priest wait all this time to finally act, when he could have replaced Karpenmor when he had no ability to stand up for himself? In all the years his father lived in the Amber Room, Uksod defended his rule to those outside wondering where their High Prince was.

      It made no sense on the surface, but now the thought had formed in his head, Karpenmor couldn't put it aside completely.

      I will have to pay more attention to everyone around me now. If there's any truth to this, I need to be ahead of it. Perhaps his illness will allow me to see that which I couldn't before.

      There had been small things which on their own had annoyed Karpenmor but hadn't seemed more than him being impatient. Some of the palace staff were slow to react to his instructions or didn't appear to be in any rush to do as he wished.

      He'd accepted that perhaps they were as unused to change as Uksod was. Karpenmor had found it hard enough to accept himself, needing to be the one making decisions rather than leaving them to Uksod or someone else.

      Up until this new thought had crept into his head, Karpenmor had accepted it as part of the transition.

      Unless...

      The more he pondered it the more he recalled instances of those around him not being fully compliant. It was a subtle thing, as though they resented him taking it from Uksod, or was it that their loyalty was to Uksod?

      Maybe I'm just being paranoid. Am I that insecure, that I need to believe he's ready to depose me, or worse? Maybe it's me that's the problem, perhaps I need to be more assertive.

      Karpenmor knew he wasn't fully convinced about his own role. He thought he'd kept that hidden from others, but maybe that was one of those things people could detect without it being said.

      Even more reason why the ascension needs to happen. I need to make it clear to all that the tide has turned, and things are not what they were before.

      He looked over at the bed one last time, his perspective permanently altered about the man who lay there. Whether it was true or not, he knew what he had to do now.

      There was nothing he could do here, or at least nothing he was prepared to do. That wouldn't be his style. He was smarter than that, he could make change his way, not with the closed fist Uksod and others used.

      Despite the smell outside, Karpenmor was glad to leave Uksod's rooms and quickly headed back the way he'd come.
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      It was only a dozen steps to the top, but he always paused when he reached them, breathing in the normal air from the palace. The brightness took a moment to adjust to and he smiled as he looked around the wide hallway.

      He liked living in the palace, and after his recent trip away found that he enjoyed the comforts his life brought him. All the more reason to make sure he was across any potential threats to his rule.

      He laughed. If there was any attempt to overthrow him it would be by killing him, in which case he'd have no concern for rooms, fresh air or comfortable clothing.

      Without the hum that filled the caves his ears began picking up the myriad familiar sounds of his palace.

      "There you are, Highness."

      Karpenmor turned to his assistant who appeared uptight.

      "What's wrong, Aika? You knew where I was going."

      "I did, Highness, but you were away longer than expected. Your next appointment is waiting."

      "Remind me who that is?"

      "Lady Natillian, Highness."

      "Yes, of course. We shall go there now. Do we know what she wants?"

      "No, Highness."

      "You don't have to say ‘Highness’ after every word, Aika. We've discussed this before."

      The young woman had begun working with Karpenmor once they'd arrived back from Ponte. With so many things to coordinate it had been a blessing. She was also the first person he'd appointed directly without Uksod or anyone else's involvement.

      He didn't know much about her, something he would need to remedy, given how close she was to his daily activities. Hopefully the awkwardness she exhibited around him and in their exchanges highlighted her honesty. Having an assistant was still a little strange to him as well, but he hoped it would pass with time.

      "Sorry…" She stopped herself.

      The meeting chamber they approached was one of several that flanked the large main hall of the public palace on the ground floor where he conducted ceremonies and events that people could attend.

      Smaller ornate rooms on either side were used for more intimate gatherings and meetings. The room chosen to hold Lady Natillian was considered the best of them all, each having a status attached to them. Leaders of the Imperial Families would always be greeted in this one unless a deliberate slight was intended.

      The Leader of the Five Family was not alone when he entered the room. Her attendants, a guard and a young woman who appeared a few years his junior were with her.

      "Highness," they all said, bowing their heads in respect, Lady Natillian's voice the loudest.

      Uksod had always warned Karpenmor about his need to be cautious around the leaders of each Imperial Family, that their needs were not always in line with his.

      Despite that he knew, he needed to get to know all of them better if he was to rule effectively, starting with this older woman.

      "Lady Natillian, to what do I owe the pleasure?" Karpenmor took his seat and gestured to her to do the same. He couldn't help but look to the young woman on her right, something about her caught his attention.

      She had the lightest-colored hair he had seen in some time, almost a gray tone to it, and green eyes that were noticeable even across the space between them. She was attractive to him at least, in a curious way.

      He caught Lady Natillian watching his eyes and brought them back to look at the leader of Family Five.

      "I wondered if there was any more certainty about the enthronement ceremony, Highness."

      Karpenmor had only learned the full details about the timing of the enthronement ceremony recently.

      Twice a year the sun was blocked from their view; Karpenmor did not fully understand it, but only once every few years was it completely blocked.

      Known as the Tenebrosity this was the only time that the new High Prince could be enthroned. It had not been seen for nearly a full two years.

      With Karpenmor having come of age and only one more eclipse to occur this year, the priests believed it would be the one. It was overdue and everyone now expected it to happen. Which is why all the Imperial Families had been advised to be in the capital for the enthronement.

      "We are as certain as we can be. If we knew it for a fact it would be public knowledge."

      "Of course, Highness."

      The young woman brushed her hair off her face with her pale hand, and Karpenmor found himself drawn to look. A tattoo ran down the line of her forearm from her wrist toward her elbow, and a silver nose ring caught the light as her face turned.

      He could feel his heart beating a little faster and nearly shook his head to clear it. What is wrong with me?

      "And Uksod, Highness?"

      That brought his attention fully back to the older woman. Of course she would know. Who inside the staff does she pay for information? It could be Aika for all I know.

      "What do you mean?"

      Lady Natillian smiled. He didn't like the look of it at all.

      "Word is he is unwell, Highness. That he's been out of sight for some weeks."

      Karpenmor knew there was little point in denying it but took his time in replying, a technique he had read about. Let there be space between what is asked and the reply. "Yes, he hasn't been his best, but nothing to be concerned about. He'll be fine to conduct the ceremony."

      She looked at him without reply for as long as she could without it appearing strange. Showing me she knows what I am doing.

      "I just wondered if he was well, Highness, no other reason."

      I am not so sure that's all you mean. Why so much interest in Uksod?

      She spoke again before he did. "Do you have word on when the other families will arrive?"

      "Nothing specific, though I expect them imminently."

      Another lengthy pause. "Let me say that their delay seems a little unusual. For something so important, families like ours thought it prudent to be here as early as possible."

      What is she trying to say? There's another meaning in what she's trying to convey, if only I knew what that was.

      "They do have much further to come than everyone else, Lady Natillian. I'm sure that there's no other reason behind it. May I say that your approach is noted and appreciated?"

      Her smile this time was much more natural. Karpenmor's eyes drifted left to the young woman, again.

      "Forgive me, Highness, I did not introduce my granddaughter." She turned to the young woman whose face had blushed slightly. "This is Bhoomi, the eldest daughter of my first-born son. She came to the capital to witness the enthronement and spend some time with her old grandmother."

      Making yourself out to be old and weak, when of course you aren't. Bringing your granddaughter wasn't by accident, I assume this is how it all begins, the presenting of potential brides.

      Karpenmor, stood, and smiled. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Bhoomi."

      "Highness." She had risen with him; her voice was soft, and her mouth smiled ever so slightly as she looked at him.

      "And are you enjoying your time in the capital, Bhoomi?"

      "Yes, Highness. It is quite different to what I expected."

      "So, it is your first time here then?"

      Bhoomi nodded. Karpenmor felt like he could stare at her for hours but sat back in his chair and focused his eyes on the leader of the Five Family. If he wasn't mistaken her mouth had the slightest of smiles on it, which quickly disappeared when he looked back at her.

      "Did you have more thoughts about the delays of the other families, my Lady?" He didn't want her to avoid that topic.

      Another pause, her eyes never leaving him. "All I meant was that their trips are taking a lot longer than I expected, as if something was delaying them or they were in no particular hurry."

      Karpenmor held her look. While Uksod had warned him that he needed to be cautious around her and the other family leaders, he also needed to form his own opinions about this woman.

      She seems harmless enough, a little cunning but that's to be expected, perhaps having her on my side could help me in the future? Karpenmor was also a little tired of having to be on guard around everyone, all the time. He really did want to work with the people of his kingdom, not fight them.

      "An interesting idea. So, hypothetically speaking what could be a cause of the delay?"

      "It is not my job to speculate as to the ways of the other families, Highness."

      "You have given it no thought at all?"

      A subtle play on words but it was her that had begun the conversation. He knew, as she did, that she'd thought a lot about it.

      "You mistake me, Highness, I have thought about it, but I do not know the actual reason for the delay, only that it seems a little strange."

      This time it was Karpenmor that let his mouth turn a little up, just enough to let her register his thoughts.

      "I appreciate your frankness, Lady Natillian, my question was only to seek your wise counsel."

      She sat quietly while Karpenmor waited to see if there was anything she had to tell him.

      "I am sure there's nothing to it, Highness."

      Karpenmor took a moment before he replied. Perhaps she could help him for the benefit of both of them. "Maybe you could assist me with that, Lady Natillian?"

      "I'm not sure I understand, Highness."

      "If there was a reason behind it, I would be very appreciative to whoever helped me learn what it was."

      This time she was the one to slow her response.

      "I see."

      "As you said before, maybe there is nothing behind it, but..." He let the idea hang.

      "I will see what I can find out, Highness."

      "Thank you. According to what our esteemed priests predict then this eclipse will be the Tenebrosity, and everyone will be able to get back to their usual business. Is there anything else?"

      "No. Thank you for your hospitality, I was unsure how my visit would be received."

      "I am not Uksod, Lady Natillian. Nor am I my father, either. It will take time for us to get to know each other, but I can advise that I prefer a direct conversation over any other."

      "That is good to know, Highness."

      Karpenmor's eyes moved back to Bhoomi, who was staring at him through the strands of hair that kept falling across her face. It took all his will to focus back on Lady Natillian before he stood and left the room.
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      Standing on the parapet of Anderwell's western wall, all Lani could see was desert. A gust of wind blew at her, forcing her to close her eyes.

      Despite the sandblasting, as the residents called it, this was her favorite place in all of the city. Some days she could stand here in complete calm, not even a hint of a breeze, but on days like today, you needed to be covered from head to toe.

      Lani loved staring out across the dunes, watching as the sand shifted over them. Initially all she had seen in the desert was a single yellowish color, but now she appreciated the depths and variations in color it held. It was easy to see where the red and orange stains of the walls throughout the city came from.

      This is definitely not Barnen.

      Not that Lani wanted to return to Barnen; her life had changed too much since she'd left there, running for her life carrying the amulet, Ashantha's mask and journal.

      What she couldn't answer currently was where she did want to be. Despite how she was being looked after in Anderwell it didn't feel like the place Lani wanted to call home either.

      She and Tillandra were engaged in a strange dance, uncertain of whether the other could be trusted, but still dependent on each other. All because of the amulet that was bonded to Lani.

      She didn't think the older woman completely believed the prophecy was about Lani despite what was happening. If it was to be believed, then she had a role to play in saving Dharatan.

      Looking out across the sands all Lani felt she could do was run away, not save anyone. She shook her head and scoffed at the very idea of her being special.

      If she hadn't seen what the amulet did, and the magic these Jesters held, she'd think herself completely mad to even consider any of the prophecy real.

      Lani watched more winds swirl across the dunes as the sun dropped further.

      I need to be able to disconnect it from me. Until then I'm linked to it and these people, whether here or anywhere else.

      She had no friends here, no one close, nor had she back in Barnen. There'd been the kin, but they had been more like her kids than friends. Odajeen was friendly to her, but it wasn't the same.

      In reality she had no friends anywhere.

      The sound of something scraping caught her attention, and she turned to see the older woman walking toward her. Odajeen had taken to using a stick, like Gizen did, allowing her to navigate the new surroundings more easily.

      "What do you see, Lani?"

      "The sea of sand, same as always, Odajeen."

      "I do wish I could see it."

      They stood in silence for a few minutes, Odajeen facing the same direction as Lani, unable to see what she could. It was something that Lani liked about Odajeen -- the woman had no need to speak.

      "What bothers you, Lani?"

      "I don't know what you mean."

      "I can sense it in you. There's a turbulence stronger than these winds."

      Lani said nothing, even though she knew the woman was right.

      "Sorry for asking, I'm too nosey for my own good. Apart from the boys, you're as close as I have to any connections in this place."

      "But you're from here… they're your people."

      "They're not my people anymore. There's a connection between us, but my life is different. There's no coming back to be one of them, Lani. I am who I am."

      "Does that bother you?"

      Odajeen's laugh always sounded funny to Lani. It was part cackle and partly a deep manly laugh. "Only that I know something of the past now, but I don't have answers to why. Perhaps I'd be better off not knowing."

      "I get that."

      "So that's it?"

      "What?"

      "The thing inside you I can sense. You came here looking for answers, but you haven't found them."

      "I guess."

      "Perhaps your expectations weren't realistic."

      "I was told I'd find them here."

      "I understand. Of everyone I probably understand more."

      "Because of your wiped memories?"

      Odajeen nodded.

      "Why did you come up here?"

      "Sorry?"

      "Well, it's not for the view."

      Odajeen chuckled. "I wanted to ask a favor but now I am not so sure."

      The old woman faced Lani; her all-white eyes locked in Lani's direction. If Odajeen could ever be described as staring at her, it was now. Lani couldn't bear to look at her missing eyes, so she let her vision focus across the older woman's shoulder, back along the wall.

      "Ask."

      "Are you sure?"

      "I won't know until you ask, just do it."

      They stood saying nothing, the sound of the wind filling the lack of words, until Odajeen finally began.

      "I wanted you to use your skill to read my journal. Tillandra returned it to me, there's nothing they can do with it -- they can't read it. I want to know what happened, why I did what I did, and before that as well."

      It didn't surprise Lani that Odajeen would want to know more about her forgotten years. Wanting to know about her own missing memories was the reason she'd come to Anderwell.

      "What mask would I wear?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "All of the other journals that I've read, I've used the mask of the dead jester. I become them, or part of me does. That's how I can read their journals."

      "I never considered that."

      Lani could see the older woman's face drop.

      "Where even is your mask?"

      "I think it's still here." Odajeen tapped her forehead. "It has to be, right?"

      Lani had seen what Ashantha's face looked like after he died and the mask came off, it was very distinct.

      "I agree."

      "It makes no sense. I was so certain that I should ask you… it was one of my feelings… that I should ask."

      "There was no harm in asking, Odajeen. I just don't have any idea how we'd make it work. I can see why you want to know."

      Inside Lani wanted to help, partly because Tillandra had told her not to, she didn't like being controlled. Also, if she couldn't help herself then the idea of helping another felt better than brooding all the time.

      "I'm meant to avoid using my skill, at least for a while."

      "Why's that?"

      "I got sick from using it all the time with Tillandra. She said I'd drained my energy too much, not allowing enough time to replenish it after using the magic."

      "And yet it was her that was asking you in the first place."

      Lani nodded, before remembering the old woman couldn't see her. "Yes."

      She looked toward the desert, staring at the dunes in the fading light. "I…" Lani stopped what she was going to say.

      "What, Lani?"

      "I feel bad saying this… but I feel like I'm being used. She lets me do it then warns me about doing too much. I think the only concern is that if I was harmed by it, they couldn't use it –– me –– anymore."

      "Have you told Tillandra how you're feeling?"

      "No."

      "Maybe that's the best place to start. My instinct about you is you'll be able to read her reaction, Lani. You'll know if she's telling you the truth."

      "I'm not so sure. And they've been doing so much for me, wouldn't that be ungrateful of me?"

      "What have they done for you, Lani?"

      "They house me and feed me, I'm safe here from those outsiders."

      "Like you said, they benefit from that as well. You brought them the amulet; all they're doing is what they do for everyone they find on the road. I don't think you need to feel guilty about being fed, Lani. Not if what you say is true. I'm sorry."

      "What for, Odajeen? It's not your fault, you're the one that has been trying to help me."

      "I just asked you to use your skill for me, without thinking about the consequences for you."

      "That's different."

      "Is it, really? I asked for my benefit without thinking about what it means to you."

      "It's not the same. Not to me. I understand why you would want to know. I came here trying to get my own answers… I know where you’re coming from.”

      "You don't need to do it. I didn't know the cost you'd be bearing to do it. I only thought about my own desires, and… never mind, I'm sorry."

      Lani stared as the sun set over the desert, leaving its bloody stain across the sands temporarily. While she'd questioned Odajeen's intentions when the woman had guided her toward Anderwell, she now felt she could trust what the blind woman told her.

      "I don't suppose your feelings have told you how on Dharatan I could do it?"

      "No, it was just a strong feeling to ask you to do it. The only thought I had was maybe it's like how we both touched the brooch and connected through that."

      The experience that had happened when they'd touched the brooch her mother had left Lani still made her skin tingle. The memories of her mother being killed still brought on a tinge of sadness.

      "I don't see how that would work. There was a connection in the brooch we didn't know about, but it was a separate thing, we both placed our hands on it. This would have to be different."

      "I don't want to harm you. For all my belief in these strange feelings I get, there's no guarantee it's not just my wishful thinking."

      "I'll think about it."

      "Thank you."

      The smell of burning oil from the torches drifted along the parapet, as guards finished off lighting those on the walkways. There wasn't much daylight left. Lani took one last look over the desert.

      "The sun has gone now, let's walk back down." She took Odajeen's arm and turned her back toward the tower. "How are you finding being back here?"

      Odajeen took her time answering.

      "It is confronting. That's why I wanted to know. Being here raises questions but provides no answers. So I just have the pain of my loss, what I gave up, but no reason of why."

      Lani didn't respond.

      "Bringing you here was important; it was the only way to break the spell that kept me away from here. You gave me that, so I shouldn't want any more from you, but…"

      "But?"

      "It sounds ungrateful, but without answers I wish I had never learned of this place again. All I have is the pain that once I was part of this, once I was more than what I am now."

      "I'm sorry."

      "You misunderstand me, girl. I am still grateful for it; I need you to understand what drives me though. I was happy out on the road, doing what I did. I had my own sense of belonging and a place in the world. That has been upended now. I don't know what comes next."

      Lani focused on guiding the older woman down the steps. She didn't speak again until they stepped out of the tower onto the road.

      "The Lady in the Stone made it sound like they weren't expecting you to find your way here either. I don't think any of it is very clear."

      "That doesn't help."

      "I know, but we're all learning. I have no idea what it is I can do, or how. Tillandra can't explain it to me either. Their grasp on magic is limited to what they already know, but even she admits things are changing. What is it she called the change?"

      "The Occultation."

      "Yeah, that. She said there's more happening now than she's seen in her whole life. The fact the newcomers all arrived with special magic was a first for them. Usually, they have to coax out the skills from someone, but now they are showing up already with them."

      "I can help, Lani, I can feel it, but I can't make any sense of it without my knowledge."
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      If I can't protect my own, I'm useless as a leader!

      Tillandra put down her mug of chai, unable to swallow any more of it. She wasn't pitying herself; it was the standard she held herself to.

      Despite what the goddess in the stone and everyone else said, she didn't feel equipped to be the leader of the Jesters. It didn't matter how many times someone called her Mother Folly, it still sat poorly on her tall shoulders.

      Every morning since Kooka and Bea had brought Goran back to Anderwell she visited him in the dungeons.

      If they couldn't save him from himself, and the other version of himself that he was fighting, he'd be the second of their court that she'd have lost since taking over as leader.

      She'd made the final decision to send Ashantha to Enderk seeking more information on what they were up to. It was there he'd uncovered the amulet and tried to bring it back to them.

      That action had led to his death at the hands of the Vrah and to the girl Lani getting the jewel and Ash's things. She was Tillandra's other major problem.

      Her long legs hurried her toward the college, the morning chill causing her to cross her arms across her chest. Goran first, then I'll deal with the girl.

      Whether or not Goran had gone mad they didn't know. Right now, his alter, Zoran, was the dominant one. It had been more than a week since she'd last seen Goran.

      The two of them were very different and Zoran had no alignment with the Jesters and their goals.

      If Goran never comes back, does that mean we have to keep him locked away? Can I stomach that?

      Her thoughts on the alternative were not much more palatable to Tillandra. Wiping his memories of everything to do with the Jesters and removing his magic would solve the issue of him being rogue, but that was a cruel option and one she had no power to inflict.

      The only person she was aware of having had that done was Burgendetta, now known as Odajeen, and it was for very different reasons.

      Killing was only allowed by one of the Court in self-defense. But Burgendetta had broken that rule back when she was the Mother Folly, prior to Ninarto.

      The magic that gave them their powers took hers from her immediately, wiping her memories and had she not already been blind, would have taken her sight as well.

      It was a harsh punishment, but Tillandra and all the Jesters knew of the consequences of such an action. Their role was to bring peace and not to kill for their own purposes.

      The Court was not involved in that decision, and she had no idea whether the gods would allow such a thing. Which left them imprisoning Goran for the rest of his life.

      If he wasn't himself, if his mind was broken but his skill was still active, he was too dangerous out in the world. Not only did he know about their entire organization and what they did, but they didn't know how far he might misuse his magic.

      She hadn't given up on him, visiting every day and hoping to see a change. She always took the first time slot; it was easier to fit it in then before the many facets of her role took over her day.

      Tillandra knew her enthusiasm was waning. The others in the Court were ready to stop but she'd pushed them to continue. How much longer she could keep it up, she didn't know.

      For all they tried, Goran hadn't improved at all. If anything, he was getting worse. His body looked weak and emaciated. He barely spoke and was dirty and unkempt.

      Early on Beantic had to use her skill to subdue Zoran, but that wasn't necessary anymore. As the body faded before them, so too did his will, and his ability to influence others.

      Is this where he'll live out his days? He can't go to the Broken Home, not with his ability still intact.

      On the western side of the city, they had built a compound that housed anyone who had lost their minds. Some were brought to Anderwell like that already, while for others it happened over time.

      Some students lost their minds while learning to use their powers. When that happened, their skill was lost as well. The difference for Goran was that his mind wasn't lost, it was under someone else's control. That made the Broken Home impractical to hold him.

      I really should talk to the Lady in the Stone; it should be their decision on what must happen with him.

      At the bottom of the stairs Tillandra knocked at the steel door. The guard inside walked over and looked through the grill.

      "Good morning, Mother.

      "Good morning, Hulfer."

      "Coming in?"

      She nodded and he unlocked the door before opening it inwards. Once she was inside, he locked it again and hung the keys beside it.

      No keys were allowed close to the cells, and the guards stayed out in this anteroom far away from the reach of Goran's mind, despite how weak he had become.

      If only Goran would take over again.
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      Tillandra sat at the table in the middle of the room. The chair was too small for her long legs, but it did a good enough job, even if her knees were up near her ears.

      She looked around the semicircle of cage-styled cells; all but one was empty. Only those in the Court, and the guards, knew of their existence. She laughed.

      Assuming that guards have never spoken of it. Probably the whole city knows they exist.

      Today she struggled to sit here and be still. She had larger issues than him to attend to, time for this was running out. Something needed to change, and soon.

      "But not yet."

      Her voice filled the open space and the man on the cot stirred. A few moments later he raised a hand and rubbed at his eyes, before turning over from facing the wall of his cell. "Mother?"

      The crackled voice was weak. She chose not to reply, not until she knew who it was she was speaking to. It wouldn't be the first time Zoran had tried to trick her.

      Slowly the man swung himself upright, his long locks of hair flopping across his now heavily bearded face, before he swept it away. The mannerism was very Goran-like to Tillandra, even in the dim light of his cell the way he did it felt familiar to her.

      He stood and walked clumsily toward the metal bars that made up the door to his cell. "It is you."

      Tillandra smiled at him. "And it is you, or so it seems."

      "He's winning, Tillandra, I don't get through often."

      "Why are you letting him win?"

      He stared at her curiously. "What do you mean?"

      "You don't seem to be fighting."

      "He's so strong..."

      "Why have you given up on us, Goran?" It felt good to use his name out loud -- to him.

      "Why have I given up on you?" His voice rose in pitch as he said it and his eyebrows disappeared up into the wild locks. "You gave up on me."

      "No one has given up on you, Goran, we're here every day with you."

      "You know what I mean." He waved his right hand around in a circular motion. "Before. Using me as a courier at best, out on the Circuit. Never sharing what was going on in the Court."

      "You knew it was only temporary."

      "Was it?"

      He shook his head back and forth like he was trying to shake something off.

      "What's the matter?"

      "He's coming. I get to feel it before it happens now. I can't beat him."

      "You can and you must, Goran. We need you."

      "I'm not sure why… anymore."

      Tillandra felt his words cut her inside. It pained her to see him even if he was playing pity on her.

      "It's not him that you need, but me." The change in voice was abrupt and Tillandra instinctively sat up straighter. "What does he have to offer? Nothing, he's weak and pathetic."

      "Go back to sleep, you're not welcome here."

      "It would seem neither of us are very welcome here. Look at the dreadful place you're holding me captive. Treating your own like this is an abomination."

      "YOU are not one of our own."

      "Get used to me, Tillandra, I'm not going anywhere." Zoran reached out for the wall with his left arm, bracing himself as though he was about to fall.

      Tillandra watched as he seemed to be wrestling within himself. Despite his confidence, he didn't appear to be as dominant today as he proclaimed.

      Seeing Goran's body so frail and struggling to stand she wanted to go in and help him but resisted the urge.

      He grunted several times, deep internal sounds, and slid down to the floor. With great effort he crawled over to the cot that was his bed and dragged himself up onto it.

      Tillandra wished Goran would come back for longer; she had questions to ask him, especially about what he'd done back in Nedor that had gotten him banished.

      Perhaps it wasn't him at all, but Zoran? That would make a lot more sense. Did I make the right decision?

      Her thinking was broken by the sound of keys in the door behind her. Turning, she saw Junther was here already for his turn. Tillandra couldn't believe her hour was up already. She walked over to meet her colleague.

      "That was different."

      "What?"

      "For the first time Zoran was only out briefly and it was like Goran was able to shut him down again, or so it seemed."

      "You're so hopeful, Mother."

      Tillandra looked at him. She could see the lack of enthusiasm in him. "And you're so negative. Let's hope you don't end up needing us to believe in you, Junther, hey?"

      She let the door bang closed behind her and left the dungeon, angry at Junther, and angry at herself. She still had no idea what to do.
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      A little light from outside made its way under the shutter of her window. Normally Lani wouldn't notice it, but tonight she followed its journey into her room until it dissipated in the darkness within.

      Sleep hadn't visited her so far and staring at the sliver of light wasn't going to help either. Instead of hypnotizing her it fueled her mind and the worries bouncing around in it.

      It wasn't even that the thoughts were particularly concerning, they just wouldn't stop. Ever since her conversation with Odajeen her mind kept running through recent events.

      On other days she'd been able to ignore it, but not tonight. Just talking with Odajeen about the masks had set her mind off. The idea of trying to do it intrigued her as well as worried her.

      Putting on the masks affected her a lot more than just draining her energy. During the process her body changed dramatically. The most obvious change was that Lani's face and head transformed into the person whose mask she wore, but more happened than just that.

      Sometimes one of her hands and even a whole arm changed into the person whose mask she wore. It had occurred to her that if she kept the mask on for a much longer period her whole body could completely change.

      A shiver ran down her back as she thought about it.

      Would I be able to get back from that?

      The last thing she wanted was to become Snibbo, the Jester whose mask she'd worn the most. His memories were bad enough. That was what she hadn't told Tillandra -- that she could do more than just read their journals.

      When she was wearing a mask, it was as though she was in their mind, seeing as they saw. As she read passages from the journals it brought their memory of the event into her head.

      She didn't need to read from the journal, she saw all of it, not just what they had written. But there was more: she could access all their memories, not just those written in the journal.

      From the most mundane of things to what was written down, Lani could roll through moments from their past as if she had actually been there.

      Now it wasn't just her own memories she had perfect recall of; all these new memories dropped into her own after she had taken the mask off. She had images and memories like Snibbo's permanently in her mind.

      Lani tried to stop doing it when wearing a mask, but it was like when you bit the inside of your mouth, and you couldn't stop running your tongue across it. She was caught between the strangeness of being able to see events as if she were the one who had been there and capturing images she didn't want.

      One of the oddest memories Lani had accessed was Ashantha's. She had used his mask to look back at their first meeting, and became fixated on looking at herself.

      Over and over, she replayed the scenes just to stare at his memory of herself. Eventually she'd been forced to stop when the sadness of watching him die every time had set off one of her dark moods.

      That didn't stop Lani looking at other memories though, she still needed to scratch that itch. She'd started probing Snibbo's memories and regretted it immediately.

      The man had a voracious appetite for women and indulged them at any opportunity he could. Which meant trying to access his memories involved wading through his past physical experiences.

      Even just thinking about what she had seen caused her to shudder. She understood what people did together but seeing it that way, through his eyes as a man, wasn't something she was ready to see, not then, not ever.

      Lani rolled out of her bed, giving up on getting any sleep at all.

      Maybe a walk will help clear my head.

      She put on her boots and grabbed her coat and headed back to the wall. The climb up the stairs distracted her mind and the breeze caused her to shiver as she stood peering out into the darkness.

      With no sun the desert was cold, something Lani still hadn't adjusted to. She pulled her coat tight around her body and tried to find peace in the stillness.

      It didn't last long; the change of location definitely eased her thinking for a short while. Trying to not think about the masks caused the amulet to bubble to the top of her mind.

      There was a spot somewhere in the back of her head that she could feel. Not like an ache, more like a hole. As though there was something missing.

      For the last day and a bit Lani had locked the amulet away in the black box of Tillandra's. It was a short-term solution that allowed her to not have to carry it all day and night.

      The box was very effective at cutting her off from the reach of the amulet, but at a cost. That cost had been Lani's health.

      She had become dangerously weak and ill after they'd kept it locked away for just over a week. Since recovering, Tillandra had given her the box to manage her isolation from it.

      Most of the time Lani was okay with just carrying the jewel, inside the black pouch. At those times, instead of the hole she could sense the slightest of touches from the jewel. She found that much easier to handle.

      Thinking about the amulet always brought her down, so she let her mind wander back to Odajeen's request and what happened with the masks.

      What happens to my mind when I wear them?

      When she'd first arrived, the Jesters were horrified about her putting on Ash's mask. They had eventually told her why. For those not meant to wear a mask, placing one on their face would result in the wiping of their mind, or the breaking of it if nothing else.

      Odajeen was a good example of what that did, and Lani had listened to what the Court had to say about Goran and their concerns for his state of mind.

      Will that happen to me if I weaken myself from overuse?

      Tillandra had explained about her need to protect her energy and not to do too much, but there was no real indication of how much was too much.

      Would she only find out when it was too late? Would she be an empty mind wiped clean, or would the amulet take control of it, and she'd be wandering around doing its bidding?

      At this point, she had more questions than answers. Lani had come to Anderwell looking to solve the questions of the amulet and her abilities, but they weren't here. Instead she just had more worries.

      Like the stupid prophecy.

      Lani had read parts of it in one of the books. Initially it had felt real and not just the ramblings of a crazed man, but so far they had been unable to find any other accounts.

      Tillandra had decided they needed to use caution in accepting any of it as real, certainly without anything else that would confirm it was trustworthy.

      Well at least that is what she'd said to Lani. The other Jesters hadn't been as convinced about its legitimacy but something about it had resonated with Lani.

      She was unable to put it to rest easily, especially after the things she'd learned in Nkuku from the Watchers.

      How could she be part of a prophecy? It made no sense. Why her? What could she do apart from these magic tricks?

      Two sides of the same coin must face each other…

      Was she one of the faces like it had read? If so, who then was the other, and what would happen when they faced each other? She didn't want to fight anyone.

      So much of it read like riddles. Lani smiled as she remembered the seer she had met in Union, and the younger one in Nkuku. They spoke the way the prophecy had read.

      Why did I not think of that before? Maybe one of them could make more sense of it? Was the writer one of their kind?

      It was like a breeze had blown through her mind, clearing everything else away. She needed to hold onto this thought and discuss it with Tillandra.

      Was there a seer in Anderwell? Or nearby?

      Lani liked the idea of going back on the road to find another one and discuss it with them. Anything other than just wandering around the city every day waiting for something to happen.

      She wanted an answer, any answer. Anything to make more sense out of all of this.

      With this newfound clarity, Lani realized that there was a chance of finding answers in Odajeen's memories.

      Being afraid of what might happen was causing her to be anxious about it, instead of seeing the opportunity that it was.

      Odajeen was there when Lani was very young. The older woman had killed someone and lost all her memories. Why she had done that no one knew, but there was a possibility that the woman could fill in some of the many gaps in Lani's life.

      Someone had to know why she was able to do these things, and why the amulet had bonded to her. They had to.

      Maybe that person is Odajeen? I have to try, it might be my only chance to learn what I need. Perhaps that's why she's in my life, why we crossed paths.

      Her mind felt much more settled now. Lani had a reason for what she was going to do today, even if she had no concept of how to do it. There may well be an answer that would help, and despite her fears being valid, she had to take the risk.
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      Carnus doubted he would ever get used to living in a city. The noise and smells still triggered his senses far too much compared to the forest where he had felt most at peace.

      Even in Laumua he had never remained fully inside the city day-to-day. At any opportunity he'd made his way into the woods and soaked up the connection he felt there.

      His eviction from the Tombs and banishment from Ngahere still hurt. He doubted that he would ever be able to forget or let it go.

      In his own way being around Lani was the punishment that he needed to take. Just being banished was an empty feeling. It was as though he was bobbing around in an ocean with no place to land but unable to drown.

      Seeing the girl like this kept his pain at the top of his mind. She was the cause of it and being around her reminded him how much he had failed.

      If nothing else, he would follow her and protect her until it no longer made any sense. He still held onto a ridiculous hope that she might lead him to redemption.

      What had he been told? One woman will free you from your shame, the other will not. If it wasn't his sister, then it had to be Lani.

      He spent many days simply watching her as she moved about the city. So far, she'd shown no indication of leaving which had allowed him time to investigate other things.

      When he could he trained with the city guards, keeping his skills sharp. He might not be one of the Protectors anymore but he would always be a warrior.

      The streets of Anderwell were almost empty. It was the darkest part of the night when all but the crazy few were in bed. Carnus only needed a couple of hours’ sleep each night and he usually took them just before dawn.

      While others slept, he wandered every inch of the city and now knew most of the lanes and nooks that made up the strange place.

      It was a big city with not all sections of it yet built out. He'd never seen a place where the walls were built so far out from what was needed, so the city could grow into them.

      Every night he would at some point make his way to the tree out the back of the college. It called to him like the trees within the forests in Ngahere had.

      Like magic, the spindly thing it had first been was now growing strongly upward, and its trunk was thickening. The boy Peka tended to it every day, laying his hands on it and spending hours by its side.

      Whatever the boy was doing appealed to Carnus's love of the woods. He wanted to touch the tree as well but wasn't sure whether his exile included using that skill.

      What punishment could be delivered to me through it?

      As he walked toward the college a figure caught his attention moving swiftly down the roadway he had just entered. They were dressed completely in black, and his spine went cold.

      One of them, here?

      He couldn't tell if it really was one of the Vrah. Anyone could be decked out in a black outfit. Picking up his pace he stalked them on the opposite side of the road, remaining out of sight as much as he could.

      They were heading toward the gardens but by a side route. There was nothing else in that direction. He didn't know what they were up to, but he knew it was very unusual.

      Carnus lost sight of them several times as they turned down multiple lanes and roads just catching a glimpse every so often. They entered the gardens and he slowed to catch his breath; whoever it was they could move very quickly.

      Cautiously he snuck into the gardens half expecting a trap. Had they spotted him and led him here on purpose? No one was waiting for him when he crossed through the arch into the garden.

      He couldn't see anyone. Carnus quickly stepped into the shadows pushing his back against the wall and let his eyes scan everything.

      There was no one. If the person he had followed was here, they were hiding better than he had. It meant they would know he was here as well.

      Carnus was prepared to wait them out, and let the dawn arrive in a few hours, exposing them wherever they were. He doubted they'd let that happen.

      For now, he would have to be patient.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw movement on the wall across to his left. Carnus couldn't work out what it was at first.

      It's a rope!

      He looked upward and could see the rope being dragged up and over the edge of the wall. The person he had followed must have scaled it to the top and was now pulling it up.

      If he could have reached the rope there was no way to grab hold and not let them know he was here, if they didn't already. He turned and slipped out of the garden, running as fast as his heavy build would let him toward steps that would get him up on the wall.

      By the time he reached the spot above the garden the person who had climbed the wall was gone. Carnus stood at the outer edge of the wall and ran his hands over the rope that now was tied off on that side.

      He could see where they had tied it off and dropped it over the outer wall. Carnus doubted he could have climbed as they had up one side and then down the other, certainly not at the pace they had.

      If he had any doubts about the type of person he had seen, they were quickly disappearing. Looking across the land below there was nothing he could see in the dark.

      If he'd been able to get there quicker, he might have seen what direction they were heading in, but they were long gone now.

      Carnus had two choices. He could drop the rope so they couldn't get back in, most likely alerting them that it had been found, or he could leave it be, and go back to waiting to see who might come back.

      That's if they come back tonight.

      He doubted they would leave the rope there indefinitely; it would be very noticeable on the outer wall during daylight. From what he could work out they'd be back within the next two hours.

      It would give them enough time to scale back up, move the rope and disappear back into the city. Except this time, he'd be here to watch them.

      Carnus watched for a while longer, frustrated at losing his prey, but excited with what he'd discovered. And the idea of waiting to catch someone out gave him a purpose which he missed.

      Looking one more time out across the landscape below the walls Carnus left and walked slowly back to the gardens to find a spot to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Standing tightly behind the trunk of a date palm the figure in black watched the man up on the wall. He knew who he was, the Ngaherian warrior who had arrived with the girl that everyone was interested in.

      He had been sloppy tonight getting seen. That wasn't acceptable and now his access back into the city was compromised.

      The warrior might have considered removing the rope, or even dropping it, but chose not to. It meant he was more of a thinker than he appeared.

      Without a doubt the man would be inside the walls watching for the climber to return, which couldn't happen now.

      Very sloppy. I'll have to use an alternative option.

      He'd spent too much time building his identity inside the city to have it compromised now. Not by a lump of a man like that one.

      Perhaps I need to take care of him? Something to think on later.

      Being extra cautious, the man waited another fifteen minutes before hurrying from tree trunk to tree trunk until he was a long distance from the walls.

      Then he cut directly toward the desert. He had been hunting for the team he knew had to be out here, and tonight hoped to find them. He'd already eliminated most of the spots they could be holed up.

      It would have been much easier if the priest had made their last contact. He was never able to be reached within the city walls, and now he knew why.

      Useful information to share with the priest if he ever showed. Every full moon he left the city so they could speak, but it was never guaranteed the priest would contact him.

      He'd decided to take matters into his own hands. He could lead them into the city and direct them to where the girl was living. First, he had to find them.
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      The fast walk back toward her office hadn't done anything to settle Tillandra's mood. Anyone watching would think she was heading to battle, such was the pace and grim look on her face.

      When she reached the upper landing near her office, Tillandra was surprised to see one of the new arrivals, Gizen, waiting. It made her stop and check her words.

      "Gizen, you're waiting for me?"

      "Yes, Till… Mother. Sorry."

      "Tillandra is my name, Gizen. There's no need to call me Mother, so nothing to apologize about."

      "Everyone else seems to do it though."

      "Habit… comfort… it's just a thing. Mother Folly is my position, not my name. Anyway, come into my office."

      Tillandra led the way and waited until the younger woman was beside the chairs. If nothing else the younger woman had forced Tillandra to calm herself.

      "Sit, please."

      Tillandra sat beside her in the other armchair. "What can I do for you?"

      "I have had another vision; it seems as though it's for you."

      "For me?"

      Gizen screwed up her face a little while she appeared to be rethinking her words. "Information for you."

      The visions that this younger woman had were of great interest to Tillandra. There never seemed to be enough time to discuss how she received them, or any other details.

      Her visions were always about things in the future, usually the near future. Vindisil was the only other person Tillandra had met that did that, but now that she was dead, Tillandra couldn't discuss them with her.

      "Tell me more."

      "It's about the man you have prisoner."

      That surprised Tillandra. "Prisoner? What makes you think we have a prisoner?"

      "I saw him. He is very thin and dirty, and his hair is all… messy, thick with beads in it. He's in a cell and you visit him."

      "Ah. What else did you see?"

      "I think Purple can help him."

      Tillandra was perplexed. They'd seen Purple heal wounds and sores, but Goran's problems were different. "In what way?"

      "My vision was of her sitting beside him with her hands on his head. He was smiling after she started."

      "And?"

      "That's it, all that I saw."

      "The man you're talking about is one of our colleagues, and he has an internal sickness -- a sickness of the mind. I am not sure young Purple's skill could help such a thing."

      "All I can tell you is what comes, Tillandra. That's what I saw."

      Tillandra rubbed at the arm of the chair for a moment. "How is she doing?"

      "Purple?"

      "Yes."

      "Okay. She is still confused about being here. She's young -- part of her feels she abandoned her family, but she enjoys being treated like everyone else here."

      "That's a pretty typical experience for new arrivals. What about her skill?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "How does she feel now that she knows it's not normal, that she's special?"

      "She's more confused about it now than she was. Before, she never really thought of it as special, it was a secret that she just used occasionally. Now it's a big deal to everyone and that is possibly part of why she is still to settle. She isn't used to such attention."

      Tillandra nodded.

      "And what of you?"

      "Me?"

      "How are you finding being here?"

      "I'm here, that's all that matters. It's where I was told to be."

      "Told?"

      "My visions. First it was to meet Kooka which led me to Purple, but that was all just to get me to the boy."

      "Peka?"

      "Yes."

      "And how is he?"

      "Good. He seems to be happy here. He has settled to the place very easily."

      "That's because of the tree."

      Neither spoke for a minute.

      "I'll think about what you have told me…" Tillandra wanted to discuss how Gizen understood her dreams but was interrupted by one of their couriers arriving at her door.

      "Mother."

      "Aster, you need me?"

      "I have a message for you." He paused awkwardly. "Just you."

      She nodded and turned to Gizen. "I'm sorry."

      "I am done, thank you for seeing me."

      "Thank you for telling me."

      Once the younger woman had left the room, Aster came in. "I have this." He handed her a small silver tube, stopped with a cork.

      "From?"

      "Bundok, Mother. It was marked as red sky."

      That caught Tillandra's attention. Red sky was the highest level of importance for a message. It told couriers that they couldn't wait to deliver it with other items, but that it had to be sent immediately.

      "Who is it from?"

      "One of the individuals on the Circuit, Mother. His name is Dylin, and he travels as a leather trader. He tends to loiter in inns and markets listening for any news and gossip he can pick up."

      "Thank you, Aster. Why don't you go recover and I'll see if we need to send a reply?"

      Tillandra sat at her desk, and gently prized the cork out of the tube. She pulled out the parchment inside and straightened it out on the desktop.
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        * * *

      

      I have heard this from many sources in the city since I arrived. Something changed very recently. From what I have made out, three weather-beaten men arrived seeking an audience with King Ahn.

      At first they were ignored, but the father kept up his demands and somehow forced his way into being seen. One rumor was he used magic to kill a guard, but I could not confirm that.

      When he met the King, he gave him several gifts. This has been corroborated by multiple voices. The first was an old ring, something which set tongues alight. Word is it's his grandfather's, the lost king, Unx.

      The ring hasn't been seen since his grandfather disappeared, eons ago, and the traveler could only say he found it in the desert. Some said he mentioned Sahro, others were not sure.

      Of what I learned, the focus was always about the second gift, a beautiful orange jewel. Everyone seems to be drawn to it. It is some form of amulet, and the street gossip is that the King has never appeared better since he received it.

      Gone is the rambling old man he had become, replaced by a focused man who wants to know more of where these things have come from. The King's more influential advisor, a priest named Fuling, has tapped into this.

      They are looking toward Watersend, I know not why, only that's their aim. Everyone can see there are large numbers of soldiers being sent to the north toward our border. Their intent seems to be to push toward the desert and the city, but no one can tell me why.

      Even in Bundok there are soldiers and knights everywhere. I have never been in a city preparing for war, but if there's a better way to describe the way it feels here, I cannot think of it.
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        * * *

      

      Tillandra read the message twice, before setting it down on her desk and rubbing at her temples. That she'd previously made the decision to send soldiers to their border felt warranted even more now, and not just because of what had happened when she'd crossed the border carrying Peka.

      She could only hope their preparations were enough to deter King Ahn. Somehow, she needed to understand his plans better; they needed someone closer to him.

      Information was helpful, what you did with it was more important. The problem was she still only had part of the whole picture. Why on Dharatan was he targeting Watersend anyway?

      The desert wasn't land anyone wanted, which meant he wanted to control the jewel trade, which would also require taking control of Midderbuilt. But she couldn't see that trade was enough motivation for what he was up to. The only other alternative was he was hunting for the Citadel Stone.

      Why would he be? No one knows of it like we do, unless…

      Everything Tillandra had read about the King said he was a fairly simplistic person. A brute in how he ruled but he'd never been particularly ambitious.

      But the amulet had changed that –– or was it his advisor, the priest? She re-read the note where it mentioned him.

      Fuling. We need to find out more about this man, and what it is he's up to.

      It was too coincidental that there was a religious compound now in Okeans. This priest was clearly a very strong influence and had bigger plans for the King. Not unusual, other realms were influenced by their religions, or controlled by them, but this wasn't normal in Daskare.

      I've missed too many things by not having enough people in key places.

      The entire purpose of their network was to feed information back to Anderwell, or at least members of the Court, so that they knew what was happening across Dharatan.

      When it worked like now it was a powerful tool for them. The issue was when it didn't.

      That's why I need senior people in and around each major trading center or capital.

      Tillandra couldn't understand the significance of the ring. If it was the old ring of his ancestor, did it mean that old graveyards had become exposed somewhere in the desert?

      Meaning treasure hunters had stumbled on this in the desert purely by chance. Why take them back to the King when they could sell them for a lot of money?

      The amulet would have had some effect; Tillandra just wished she knew more about them.

      I was warned more would be coming. If they are just buried somewhere, why can't they tell us where?

      It was likely more would show up close by to where this one had been found. She needed to put someone to the task of finding out more about this, and where it had happened.

      If King Ahn had the same thoughts, it wouldn't be hard for him to sneak small groups of people into Sahro. Their border was so large and encompassed so much barren sand, it was impossible to watch everywhere at once.

      How could someone just pick it up and not be harmed by it? Lani had said anyone that touched hers died instantly, but this one was different.

      Tillandra stared at her open doorway, her mind drifting off a little, thinking about Lani.

      The two of them had become somewhat addicted to her reading the journals, using the old masks.

      Without any rest or using an animal to fuel it, Lani had exhausted her supply of strength and collapsed into unconsciousness for several days.

      Tillandra should have known better. And yet, she'd encouraged the young woman, without pause as to the cost.

      Since then, she'd avoided being around Lani, or asking her for help. Her sense of guilt was strong, mostly because she knew she'd do it again if it got her the information she wanted.

      Tillandra needed to learn more from the past, if she was to navigate what was coming, but it wasn't the right thing to do, to harm this girl.

      Despite the girl now being fully recovered, neither had returned to the work they were doing.

      We need to get back to working on the journals, there's still so much we don't know. She's my best chance to learn more about this new amulet.

      A new thought appeared in her mind.

      Or maybe not, I could use the stones instead.

      It would be a lot safer, and she had no qualms about that method at all. Whether or not she could get any sensible answers was the question. Tillandra stood, feeling a little better now that she'd decided to do something, rather than just pondering all the problems she had, and set off in the direction of the tower.
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      Three days had passed since the meeting with Lady Natillian, and he was more bothered now than he had been then. After replaying everything in his head many times he wasn't sure what it was that had prickled his concern.

      She had been very respectful, he'd been polite enough and handled the meeting with her granddaughter as well as he should have.

      It felt as though he had missed something that perhaps a more experienced person wouldn't have. Except he had no idea what that was.

      Uksod had always been wary of her, and had often cautioned him about her –– not in specifics, but it was memorable.

      She was probably playing me like a lute, I just wish I knew what the tune was.

      He knew that bringing Bhoomi had been deliberate and perhaps that was the only reason for her supposed concern about the ceremony and other families.

      Even he wasn't naive enough to ignore the fact that many potential brides would be presented to him, each of the families hoping to lift their position through marriage into the ruling family.

      Karpenmor was in no rush to get married. His mind was on the tasks ahead, but still the idea of seeing Bhoomi again was exciting.

      The younger woman had been popping into his mind a lot since they'd met, and he couldn't control it. One minute he'd be doing a task or speaking with someone, the next he'd envisage her face and he would be completely distracted.

      Karpenmor shook his head.

      What's come over me?

      A knock at his door broke his daydreaming.

      "Enter."

      Trorn walked into the room. "Highness."

      "Trorn, I wasn't expecting you."

      "There's been some change in Uksod's health."

      Karpenmor waited for the priest to provide more detail.

      "Twice now we've seen him open his eyes ever so slightly. The first I saw no point in reporting, however two seems more significant."

      "You sure?"

      "Yes, Highness. It appears to me, albeit I am no physick, that his body is recovering enough for him to try waking up. That's how I interpret it."

      "Good, Trorn, that's good. I thank you for coming to see me about it."

      "I will be a little busy for the next few days, so won't be watching over him, which is why I wanted to inform you myself. In case you were to go to see him."

      "Busy?"

      "Yes, I am meeting with the family priests, who have arrived to discuss the upcoming ceremony."

      "What family priests?"

      "Ah. Your Highness, one of our priests resides with each family. Uksod normally oversees their reports and provides them instruction, but for obvious reasons…"

      Karpenmor rubbed the ball under his left thumb while he thought about what Trorn had just told him.

      "And they are all here?"

      "Yes, Highness."

      "Even those from families Six and Seven?"

      "Is that a problem, Highness?"

      "Only that they made it here without problem, but the family heads are still a long way from arriving. Odd, don't you think?"

      "I have not given it any thought, Highness."

      He is very different from Uksod, that is for sure.

      The man stood silently looking toward Karpenmor.

      "Could you bring them to me, Trorn?"

      He twisted his head, his face scrunching a little, as though confused.

      "The two priests from the delayed families."

      "Oh, sorry. Of Course. When would you like them to come?"

      "As soon as they can, I'd like to ask them some questions."

      Karpenmor watched the man hurry away before allowing himself a small smile.

      Having people respond to his commands pleased him.

      Another knock broke his train of thought.

      "Yes?"

      A courier entered, accompanied by a member of the Vrah.

      "Highness, I bring a tube from the Mayor of Ponte." The young man seemed only old enough to be in service, his face not even carrying stubble for his days on the road.

      Karpenmor nodded to him, and he came forward with the tube.

      "Thank you, is that all?"

      "Yes, Highness."

      "Rest here overnight. If I have anything to send back, you'll be summoned."

      The young man dipped his head before leaving, followed by the guard.

      The stopper came out easily enough, Karpenmor wondering if the boy had opened it on his ride. He had been told by Uksod that couriers were always those who had never been taught to read to keep any messages secure, but that would be easy enough to fake.
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        * * *

      

      Your Highness,

      I send this notice of our completion of the bridge to Step Four successfully. As per your instructions in your visit here we had already built up enough supplies on Step Three to finish all the future bridges and work commenced immediately to move these to the western side of Island Four.

      By the time this reaches your hand we will already have begun the next bridge across the narrower span to Step Five.
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing else of importance in the remainder of the note and Karpenmor carried the message to his chair. It was encouraging news, those in Ponte were taking his instruction and proceeding at pace.

      Getting the land bridge completed was very important to him. The original bridge's destruction during the reign of his father was a stain on his family's legacy.

      Karpenmor saw the rebuild under his term as significant -- a new chapter. While his relationship with his late father was almost non-existent, he still wished to have Schevenal remembered better than he was now.

      There was more to it than that. The armies they were building needed gold, and trade with Dharatan was needed to speed that up. Small amounts of trade happened now, but travel by boat was unreliable and couldn't scale.

      No one had yet developed large enough boats that could cross the turbulent waters between the two continents, and half the numbers that set out were sunk.

      Good news, very good news. Let's hope this eclipse that the priests told me about is a full one and my ascension will be completed.

      When Trorn returned he was accompanied by two older priests, both wearing the same gray robes as Trorn; both their faces were cold.

      "Highness, may I present Dellegan and Quirin." Trorn pointed to his right for the last name.

      "Highness," the men spoke in unison.

      "Thank you for coming. You attend a family each?"

      Quirin spoke first. "Yes, Highness. I serve at the family Seven."

      "And you, Six?"

      "Yes, Highness." Dellegan's voice was noticeably deep.

      Karpenmor stood and moved a little closer to the three men. "Perhaps you can enlighten me about something?"

      "What is that, Highness?" Dellegan's words rambled together as he spoke.

      "When would I expect your families to arrive in the capital?"

      "I am not sure I can answer that accurately, Highness."

      "Have you not just completed the same trip?"

      "I have, Highness, but it was just myself and an aide. We traveled much more simply than the family."

      "Were you with them at all?"

      "At first, yes. I left them in time to make the meetings."

      "How long ago was that?"

      "Two weeks ago, Highness."

      "I see. Surely you must have some idea on how long it might take, Dellegan?"

      The priest’s speech was even more hurried when he was being pressed. "At a guess, another three weeks or more."

      "Three weeks!" Karpenmor was surprised.

      "Just a guess, Highness." The priest's face had reddened a little from Karpenmor's outburst.

      "What is your guess, Quirin?"

      "Similar, Highness."

      "Would you say that the potential Tenebrosity and enthronement ceremony are significant, Quirin?"

      "Absolutely, Highness. Without question."

      "So wouldn't you agree it might appear strange that your family might be cutting their arrival very close? That it's possible they might miss it?"

      "I do not think they would miss it, Highness. I believe they will make it in time."

      "Just surprising that other families have been here for weeks and your two might only make it a day or two before the event."

      "There have been some obstacles, Highness."

      "Such as?"

      "While I was with them, we encountered a collapsed bridge which caused a significant delay. We had to travel nearly a week out of our way to get to one we could cross."

      "Unusual?"

      "Very. This bridge has stood for hundreds of years, Highness, but what could we do? It was one of the reasons I set out on my own so I could be here in time for the meetings."

      "One of the reasons, Quirin?"

      "A number of horses escaped mysteriously in the night from our camps and food disappeared."

      "It sounds to me like there were external influences on you?"

      "Perhaps. I cannot say, Highness, I left before any answers were found."

      "The bridge affected my family as well, Highness, and we had similar events occur."

      "I see."

      Karpenmor turned away from the men and walked the room, contemplating what he'd just learned. It was the first he'd heard of it, and he had to wonder who was behind it all.

      He turned back to them. "Thank you both, you're free to go now."

      After they had left, Trorn spoke. "That is most concerning, Highness."

      "What's that, Trorn? That there's interference or that I wasn't told of it until now?"

      "I did not know either, Highness."

      "I am not suggesting you did, Trorn, but nonetheless, I should know if someone seeks to delay them making it here. What would anyone have to gain from such a thing?"

      "I do not know, Highness, sorry."

      "Perhaps you might wish to put some thought to it. That is all for now!"

      The abruptness of Karpenmor's tone appeared to catch Uksod's number two by surprise. It took him a moment to gather his thoughts and leave.

      A small grin formed on Karpenmor's face.

      He did like it when people jumped to his command.

      Let's see if the person in my next meeting is getting used to taking my orders.
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      Her breathlessness had been getting worse over the last few weeks and Tillandra had to brace herself against the outer wall of the staircase while she waited for it to pass.

      She could feel a burning pain in her chest that grew until she began coughing. Once the coughing subsided everything settled again and she carried on up to the top of the tower.

      It had all started back in Okeans, when she'd been locked in the basement, although she hadn’t realized it at the time. What was a tiny irritation in her chest had now become something more problematic.

      Not that she had shared it with her colleagues. They didn't need to see her weak, what with everything else that was happening. Another cough formed deep down and by the time it had forced its way out, Tillandra's eyes had watered with the pain.

      I'll be fine, it will soon pass.

      She shook her head and stood tall, looking out across Anderwell to divert her thoughts. Below, the city was full of activity, people all in motion attending to their daily activities.

      None of them knew about the decisions that had to be made on their behalf, or of the magic that protected them. All that the residents of Anderwell needed to know was that they were safe.

      Looking out across the desert brought a small smile to her face. Tillandra loved the view that never ended, even on a cloudy day like today. The tower was higher than any of the walls making the sight unique, one which few got to see.

      But it wasn't the view that she had battled the stairs for, and she turned to look at the pedestal in the center of the tower. On it, the circle of crystal stones pointed upward, the Mother Stone in the center slightly taller than the rest.

      A dapple of sunlight had reached them and pierced several of the stones, reflecting mini rainbows across part of the tower ceiling.

      Only a few of the closest within their society knew of the stones, and only the Court knew of the barrier they created, encircling the city.

      Tillandra often wondered how it would have appeared to those who built this city, when the tower she stood in, and the four outer towers were marked so far away.

      Each corner marked the outer circle of the barrier and were you to run a line from each in a semicircle you'd highlight the edge of the barrier.

      That was the outer reach of the stones. Fueled by the Mother Stone, their protection extended to that line. As the year passed so too their power waned, the line shifting inwards ever so slightly, until it hardly reached the inner wall.

      It was for this primary reason that Tillandra, or whoever was Mother Folly at the time, had to recharge the Mother Stone at Mount Qum. Untended, the power of the stones would diminish completely until they offered none of their magic to those within the city and would fail to keep out those of ill intent.

      She didn't know the specifics of how it worked, but the knowledge has been passed onto her as it would be from her to whoever followed. So much of the magic in their lives they didn't know enough about.

      Whether it was the Occultation which had obscured all past history for them, or the gods keeping the information from them, it didn't help them having to learn from trial and error.

      Even something as important as the reason why she'd climbed up here today hadn't been told to her until after Lani had arrived in Anderwell. Using the stones here to communicate with the Lady of the Stone was more than just useful, she should have known it sooner.

      Tillandra was tired of stumbling around in the dark with what was being kept from them. She needed more knowledge, more understanding, so she could do her job better.

      Tillandra placed her right hand on the outer ring of stones and her left on the Mother Stone. Instantly she could feel the vibration coming through them into her.

      It was not as powerful as it was under Mount Qum, but more than enough to create that familiar sense of ease in her. All her anxiety seemed to slip away, and she felt calmer than she had in weeks.

      Now what? Do I ask for Thenis to come, or will she turn up on her own?

      "Both are the same thing, Tillandra."

      "What?"

      "I can detect you and you can call for me, none is better than the other."

      "Okay."

      "You're troubled?"

      "Absolutely I am. There are so many things happening that we have little understanding of. Much of what would be helpful is either hidden or missing."

      "There are reasons for that, Tillandra."

      "It doesn't help me –– us –– do what we need to when we don't know what it is we're facing. Even simple things like speaking with you this way -- I could have done this before."

      "There's a reason for that as well."

      "I am all ears."

      "As you and I speak now, so does the power of the stones weaken. Were this to be used every day, the protection of the city would last little more than a few months."

      "That's useful to know."

      "I understand, but before, there was less need. Circumstances have changed, which is why you have now been told."

      "Is there more we should know now? When I look for answers they are either hidden or missing."

      "That is our fault. You should understand that creating the Occultation was no easy thing. That we were able to do it was a feat all of its own. Of course, there are things to it even we didn't understand."

      "Oh great."

      "Its job was to hide everything from your world, Tillandra, and it has been doing that. The side-effect is that 'everything' had been hidden, even the things we would have you know."

      "Can't you just change that?"

      "It's not something we can adjust. As it is, our hold over it is slipping. That which we call the Occultation is breaking and over time it will recede more."

      "So, more things will come to light?"

      "Yes, you will be able to learn more of the past… and more amulets will come."

      "The one King Ahn has is the same as Lani's?"

      "Yes, it was the one given to his ancestor, back when all of this happened."

      "At the Great Fair?"

      "Yes."

      "I have been trying to learn more of that, but much of the history is missing or… still hidden."

      "Like I said, it will come but it's not linear, things are unraveling in their own way."

      "If the amulets were hidden, then it's not good that they are now being found, is it?"

      "No, it is not."

      "Can't you do something to stop them?"

      "We did, the Occultation. But, like I said, we will not hold it forever. We cannot control how it recedes, all that we can do is to delay it as long as we can."

      "Where are they coming from?"

      "There are things that would I tell them to you, you could not hear, not yet at least."

      Tillandra was getting more confused. "I don't understand."

      "Think of the books you are reading, how you are seeing more things over time. It is like that. Parts are only visible now because the Occultation has disappeared in that area. Some of the things I could say to you would be blocked from your understanding or hearing right now. In time you will learn much more, all of it."

      "How long?"

      "I do not know. We try to delay the inevitable, but we will not be able to stop it. When it is all gone, or close to that time, all the amulets will be free…" The words she was saying seemed to warble and go all fuzzy, until there was nothing.

      "I cannot hear you."

      There was a strange scratchy noise Tillandra could barely hear, then slowly the voice of the Lady became clearer again.

      "… like I said before, some things you cannot hear. The Occultation will not last forever. When it is all gone, all of the amulets will be free."

      "All? The records say there were eight of them."

      "Yes."

      "What happens when they are all free?"

      "You have seen the prophecy?"

      "There is some of it we've discovered. If they are all connected then they threaten you, is that correct?"

      "More or less. They threaten the stone, not us directly. While Lani has one that cannot happen… unless."

      "Unless?"

      "Unless she is not one of us, not on our side."

      "You mean she is one of them?"

      "I mean nothing. Only that for the prophecy to occur, all of them must be present. If there is even one missing, then it cannot come to pass."

      "She is on our side; I am sure of it. What makes you think otherwise?"

      "I have no reason to think anything, I'm only telling you of the facts. It is bonded to her now but were she to be killed then it would seek out her replacement. Whether it is her that turns, or she is killed, her amulet is a risk."

      "If we block her from it, she becomes very ill. I can't separate it from her. Do you know how?"

      "We do not. The brooch does not bond like that to her, none of our stones behave like these amulets. Even though they came from the same hands."

      "What does that mean?"

      There was a pause, before the Lady answered, but Tillandra could sense she was running out of time.

      "The men who were responsible for them both were brothers. Each was known as a Lapidarist. They carved the stones for use, but only they knew of the specifics."

      "Knew?"

      "There is only one still alive."

      "Can he tell us?"

      "He hasn't been seen for some time." The woman paused for a moment. "You may have to make a hard choice, Tillandra."

      "Such as?"

      "You may have to protect us all from Lani's amulet, no matter what."

      "You mean put it in the box and let her suffer the consequences?"

      "Perhaps. If it is the difference between them all connecting or not, then yes."

      "I am not sure I could do that. It was killing her."

      "If not her, then maybe everyone. Can you wear that cost?"

      Tillandra had hoped that this conversation would put her mind at ease or provide solutions, but this wasn't going that way at all.

      "You should be trying to collect as many as you can. The more you have then Lani's matters less, and you may never have to make that decision."

      "How can I collect them? I didn't even know they existed until Lani turned up. I only heard of the second one once it was in King Ahn's hands."

      "We will try to get you more information. The events are unfolding out of our control as well. If you can stop them falling into the hands of the descendants, then your odds improve."

      "What do you mean?"

      It felt to Tillandra as though the Lady was still speaking but no noise came to her. Then even that sensation went as well. Her awareness of the tower came back to her.

      The figure was gone, without explanation, just another annoying thing for her to deal with. She wanted to be able to get all the answers she could, but there was always something stopping it.

      How much did the stones deplete from such a session, Tillandra wondered? The Lady of the Stone hadn't said how often was too much to use them. The journey to Midderbuilt to recharge the Mother Stone was enough to do once per year, she did not have the time to have to do it more frequently.

      Tillandra stood there with her hands connected to the power of the Citadel for a few moments longer. When she felt at ease again, she removed them and stepped back from the pedestal.

      Immediately she could feel her anxiety creeping back in. There was no fix for what worried her, she had to make decisions. No stone, or anyone else, could fix that.

      That was the burden she carried, and up until she was Mother no longer, she had little choice. One didn't step down from being Mother, you held the role until you died, or like Odajeen it was taken from you.

      The older woman was the only Mother that had ever been stripped of the title, and here she was back in their lives, due to Lani. That question required some more contemplation as well.

      She looked out across the city one more time before heading down to her office. There was work to be done.
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      She was still on the wall when dawn arrived. Lani was looking southeast this time down the river, which wound its narrow way toward Lake Phyrgian.

      Despite not being able to see desert from this side of the city it still left its mark everywhere. Small clumps of sand gathered at the base of the trees protecting the small crop fields near to the water, a redness that tainted any structure, and a slight haze in the air.

      Life clung to what little water the river provided, in stark contrast to the harsh land that lay to her back.

      These few fields she could see was the only food, bar dates, Anderwell grew. Most goods came to Anderwell along the road that Lani had followed when she'd first arrived.

      It amazed Lani how well this city survived in such a harsh environment, albeit that wouldn't happen if the caravans stopped.

      The first of the traders coming from Lakeside, walking their wagons or mule trains appeared in the distance. It would still be an hour or so until they made it from the overnight camp to the city gates.

      Lani could feel the anxiety about what she'd decided to do in her stomach. It shouldn't be bothering her as much as it was. If anything, reading those masks had more effect on her than she expected this would.

      Not that it mattered, once she made her mind up typically, she followed through. And her and Odajeen already had a special connection through the blue brooch.

      When Lani's mind block had been lifted, she'd discovered that much at least. Up until then the jewel had just been a memento, while now it meant so much more.

      Her mother had given it to her as she died, the memories of which had only just been revealed to her. A tear formed in her eye and Lani switched thoughts, so as not to recall the vision.

      There was more to the brooch, but no one could tell her what. Somehow it protected her from the amulet, or at least partially, and Lani wanted to know how and why.

      She sighed and turned away from the edge of the parapet. It was time to get this done.

      In for a toe, in for the whole foot.

      Lani took her time walking down from the wall, and toward Odajeen's. When she turned into the roadway that the older woman's accommodation was on, Lani froze.

      A chill ran down her arms and she twisted in all directions looking for danger but couldn't see any. The only people out in the city were the early-morning workers, and there were no thieves or thugs within Anderwell.

      Stop being daft, girl. There's nothing to be scared about.

      Wrapping her arms across her chest, Lani stepped forward toward Odajeen's. She realized her breathing had become shallow and sucked in several deep breaths to help her relax.

      Outside the woman's boarding house Lani stood, staring at the wooden door, avoiding knocking. Part of her was against what she was planning to do, wanting her to turn and walk away.

      It's just my mind, being stupid.

      She knocked and waited. Her heart was beating faster in her chest, and she had to consciously maintain her breathing. It seemed to be an age before the door was answered by Irdan.

      "Lani, it's early."

      "Is she awake?"

      He nodded; he'd never been a man of many words.

      "I need to see her."

      She followed him into the apartment where Odajeen was staying. The blind woman sat at the only table in the room.

      "Lani, what is it?"

      Her tongue felt dry and stuck to the roof of her mouth, even saying it was difficult. Lani waited until Irdan had left them alone.

      "I will do it."

      "Do?"

      "Try what you asked me."

      "Oh." Lani wasn't sure but it was almost as though the older woman's face brightened a little. "Are you sure?"

      Lani nodded before remembering to speak. "Yes. And now, if we can. I need to get it done, or I won't."

      "Come, sit and have some tea with me, you seem uptight."

      "I don't want anything thanks," but she sat.

      They sat quietly for a few minutes while the older woman sipped at the cup held in both hands. It always felt odd to Lani when they faced each other, and it was only herself that was actually seeing.

      "You are sure?"

      "Yes, but don't keep asking me, unless you want me to change my mind."

      "I don't want you to feel forced by me or anyone else."

      "I'm not, but that doesn't mean it's an easy thing to attempt. Are you okay to do it today?"

      "Of course, I asked you, and if now is when you want to do it, then now is when I am ready."

      Odajeen put her cup down on the table slowly and took her time before speaking again. "One thing though, girl, you must agree to."

      Lani chest tightened a little. "What's that?"

      "You cannot keep anything you learn from me. No matter what you might see or find, I need to know."

      "What if it's bad?"

      "What is bad, Lani? I don't want you to decide that for me. Would you prefer to not know about what happened to your mother? How she died?"

      "No." Lani understood what the woman was saying.

      "Then I want that from you also."

      Odajeen slid a journal forward on the table.

      "Tillandra gave this to me. It was my journal from when I was in the Court."

      "Have they read it?"

      "It is like all the other journals of the Jesters, Lani. Unreadable except by the one who wrote it, and you, when you wear their masks."

      "I hope I can read yours, I'm just not sure how."

      "Maybe it will help us, maybe it won't. One last question for you, girl."

      Lani waited.

      "Do you want to tell Tillandra, or one of the others about this before you try?"

      Lani shook her head. "No. It's not up to her, only us."

      They fell into silence, everything that needed to be said had been. Lani just stared at the journal, wondering if she'd be able to read it somehow.

      "I'm coming to sit beside you."

      "Okay."

      Lani could hear the rapid breath of her companion, and as she took Odajeen's left hand with her right could feel her heart beating faster than normal. They were both anxious about what might happen despite the old woman's calming words.

      With her left hand she picked up the journal and sat it on top of her knees. She couldn't read the inscription on the cover, so Lani clumsily opened the book single-handedly. Nothing happened, the scribble was just scribble.

      "Anything?"

      "No."

      "Oh… well it was worth a try."

      "I'm not done yet."

      Lani flicked through random pages as best she could, but nothing changed, there was nothing in the book she could read, nor any images coming into her mind. It left her one other option.

      "If you're still wearing a mask then I don't think holding your hand will do anything. I think I need to touch where it would be."

      "It doesn't feel like I have a mask on, Lani."

      "I know you can't see the others, but they don't look like they are wearing one either. Let me just try. I'm going to need you to lie down with your head in my lap so I can rest my hand on it."

      "Okay."

      Lani stood and guided Odajeen over to the sofa. She sat at one end and helped the woman lie down until her head was in Lani's lap. When she was settled Lani took a deep breath.

      "Okay."

      Another deep breath then as she exhaled, she placed her right hand onto Odajeen's forehead. There was something there, she could sense it.

      It was subtle, a faint tingling in her hand, that let her know she'd found something. Lani closed her mind and could almost see the mask under her fingers.

      She knew it was just a vision in her mind's eye but it was enough to confirm to her that Odajeen still wore her mask. Lani's finger was drawn to that spot at the top of the mask, when she wore them, that allowed her to remove it.

      There was no actual hole there, just the impression of one, but nothing her hand could touch. She let her focus move toward it and felt it pulling at her.

      Unlike wearing a mask, Lani couldn't connect to it the same. She sat back, frustrated.

      "It's not working, Lani?"

      "Something is, just let me sit with it…" She sounded cross at the older woman and stopped speaking. It wasn't her that Lani was frustrated with, it was herself, she didn't understand what to do.

      There was something that she just couldn't reach, something she needed help with. A nudge, a different approach, or some extra magic.

      She pulled out the jewels from the pocket inside her tunic and placed the pouch containing the amulet on the small table in front of them.

      Holding the brooch in one hand she placed her other back on Odajeen's head. The feeling didn't change, so she moved the brooch and placed it between her hand and the older woman's head.

      While she could sense something between her and the blue stone, it didn't help her get any closer to whatever was in that imaginary gap in the mask.

      Lani opened her eyes and placed the brooch back in her chest pocket before looking at the pouch containing the amulet.

      I shouldn't.

      For all her desire to remove her bond to the stone no one knew how. Several times in the past she had connected to it consciously. Once she'd wandered off as if in a daze, and the other, she'd been able to tap into its magic to affect her captors.

      Maybe it could reach in there? What harm can it do? Tillandra said the Derks shouldn't be able to find it here in Anderwell…

      She had no other options. It was that or give up. Shrugging her shoulders, Lani leant forward and took the amulet, laying it on top of the pouch, before settling back with her hand on Odajeen's head.

      As soon as she did so, everything felt different. It was as though part of herself had expanded and reached out to encompass Odajeen as well.

      Everything felt muted and softer, as though she wasn't quite in her own body. She didn't really understand it.

      As she looked down at the journal the cover now had words she could read.

      This belongs to Burgendetta Mooz.
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      As Lani stared at the book cover, she could feel Odajeen's mind as well as her own. It was very different to the way it had worked with the masks Tillandra had given her and she was struggling to get a grasp on what was happening.

      It was as though she was being sucked toward the other woman, as though the two minds were trying to merge. A warning shiver ran up her spine and Lani focused her will on stopping the movement.

      By visualizing being pulled toward the woman Lani was able to fight against the power behind the sensation. It felt as though several men were pulling a rope tied around her, the effort to fight against it taking every drop of will she had.

      Lani kept using the idea of her stepping her way back, even though they were the slowest steps she had ever taken, until she crossed an imaginary halfway point between their heads.

      That allowed her more control, but she couldn't relax –– whatever it was dragging at her was relentless.

      She knew she should remove her hand and just let this go, every part of her was screaming at her to let go, but she couldn't. Lani knew she wouldn't ever do this again.

      Her instincts had wanted her to leave this alone, but she'd fought against them, and now she was here she needed it to be worth something. This was a one-time deal to seek answers that possibly no one else knew.

      Lani looked at the book cover and waited until she had the pull under some sort of automatic control. Then she used her other hand to flip the cover of Odajeen's journal open.

      Sweat had already formed on her face, as she struggled with the two things. Whatever she was going to find out needed to be quick; she had no idea how long she could keep this up, it was much more taxing than what she'd done before.

      She started at the back of the journal. It seemed the most logical place to begin, given that they both wanted to find out about what had happened to cause the wiping of Burgendetta's mind.

      With the connection intact Lani was able to read everything in the book. Just as it did with the masks, she received more than merely the ability to read their words -- memories came as well, directly from Burgendetta's mind.

      Unlike her previous work with the masks these memories were not visual, as the woman she was visiting in the past was still blind. Her memories were of smell, touch, and sound.
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      "She lives across from this building?" Burgendetta asked.

      "Yes, Mother, she does," the man on her right answered.

      "Why is she so important that I needed to be the one to come here?"

      "There are things I would tell you if I could, but by the very nature of why they exist, I cannot."

      Burgendetta shook her head.

      "Why is it that more often than not, Hembleth, talking with you gives me a headache?"

      "She's important, we think."

      "You think? I thought you knew everything."

      "There are things we know that you do not, but of the future, there's a limit to what we can tell. There is a prophecy…"

      "Words no one wants to hear."

      "… there's a prophecy that remains obscure. What it says is ambiguous in some parts, and recent events have made what we initially believed impossible."

      "How so?"

      "The girl's mother was someone we thought was important to the future of it."

      "But now she's dead."

      "Exactly."
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