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PART ONE


RIELLE




CHAPTER 1


The arrival place was surrounded by three low walls, each a little higher than the last, as if they were seating around a performance area. A large slab of rock dominated the centre. As Rielle moved sideways within the place between worlds, so that her legs would not fuse with the slab when she arrived, she stared at the dark stain covering the top and tried not to imagine it was blood. When air surrounded her, she breathed in, and her heart sank at a familiar scent.


It was blood.


Shivering, she looked around. The land around her was flat, and divided into fields. The road leading to the arrival place – or was it a sacrificial altar now? – was empty of travellers, and weeds were encroaching on either side. The fields were occupied by workers, however. None had seen her yet. She did not recognise the crop, and the cool air held none of the scent of the plants she had helped harvest last time she had been in this world. Her senses told her that there was very little magic about. That did not worry her. She’d brought enough with her that becoming stranded was very unlikely.


She had not been to this world for five cycles – a cycle being the measurement of time similar to a year in most worlds. When she had left it, she’d forged a new path, but it was unlikely any trace would remain after so much time. The most reliable way to find her way back here had been to follow the traces of what had once been well used as a route; then, on arrival, seek out the area she had lived in before.


Judging by the plant species, she’d arrived in a very different part of the world to the one she remembered.


She had learned that the sudden removal of power could have unpredictable effects on civilisations, with violence and chaos all too common. Without magic to call upon, the local sorcerers would be no threat to her. Nor would ordinary people. Yet she’d hesitated to return here, fearing that her brief visit might have changed this world for the worse, and that the inhabitants would blame her for those changes.


Because she was to blame.


She had been chasing Qall, the young man whose body was meant to hold the mind of the Raen, former ruler of all the worlds. The ruler’s most loyal servant, Dahli, wanted to attempt another resurrection and had sent out his followers to find and abduct Qall. When one did, Qall had chosen to cooperate with his enemy in the hopes of finding a way to resolve the situation. To stop Rielle following and complicating the situation, he’d removed all the magic of a world in order to trap her there.


But the people of that world didn’t know that. All they knew was that she had arrived at about the same time. The more sensitive of them might have felt the flood of magic she had created several days later, when she had given up agelessness in order to become a Maker again, so that she could generate the magic needed to escape this world. They’d have sensed someone take that magic, and the workers and managers of the clothing factory saw her fade out of sight straight after. It wouldn’t have taken much for the local sorcerers to work out she’d had something to do with it.


Taking hold of the lozenge-shaped pendant that hung on a chain around her neck, she twirled it between her fingers. She’d had to replace the bristles of the brush concealed inside three times since she’d begun restoring worlds, wearing them out while painting in order to generate magic. Thinking back to the image she’d made in the grime of the fumigation room at the factory, she sighed. She had depicted the workers living free and prosperous instead of held in near-slavery by sorcerers. Sympathy and anger had moved her to paint it, but she had regretted it every day since. If the workers had rebelled, it was likely that violence had followed. Though the sorcerers among them had no magic, they still had physical methods of persuasion and punishment. She looked down at the stained slab. It was unlikely they’d have given up their power without spilling blood.


Meddling in the affairs of worlds was dangerous. She and Tyen had learned that when they’d attempted to negotiate peace between the two worlds of Murai and Doum. They’d discovered their task had been designed to distract them as the leaders of Doum planned their invasion of Murai. They’d both decided never to become involved in the affairs of a world again.


And then she had, here, in the world she now knew was called Infae.


A shout brought her attention back to her surroundings. One of the workers had seen her, and was pointing in her direction. She sought his mind but found nothing. A certain amount of magic must imbue an area in order for minds within it to be accessible. She could release enough of it to be able to, but the closer she was to a person the less magic was required. So she moved to the edge of the circle, stepped over the stone walls, and started towards them.


The workers were gathering together. The way they hoisted their harvesting tools spoke of determination and defensiveness. At a signal from one, they began walking towards her, fanning out to surround her. She did not have to see their faces to know they meant to do her harm.


She stopped, let magic spill out and read their minds.


Her breath caught in her throat. They had decided she was a sorcerer by her strange clothing and because she had appeared within the stone circle. Sorcerers were to be killed – sacrificed to the goddess Rel, who had stripped Infae of magic.


The goddess Rel?


The group were afraid as well as determined. They knew she could have arrived carrying magic. Sorcerers didn’t submit to being sacrificed without a fight. She couldn’t help admiring their bravery, even as she felt horror that this world had come to this. They knew if they failed, the priestesses and priests in the nearby city would deal with her. If not . . . they would be paid well when they brought this woman’s head to them.


Rielle’s stomach turned. She drew a deep breath, pushed out of the world and, as the first of the deadly harvesting scythes passed through the air she had occupied a moment before, skimmed away.


A sense of the direction the city lay in had been in their minds. She headed for it, moving herself higher so she could see the area better. The land was flat in all directions, except where outcrops of rock thrust up from the earth. Quite different to the landscape she had visited the last time she had entered Infae, five cycles ago. The local city was definitely not the one she had known, sprawling around a delta river system. Here, one particularly large outcrop dominated the plain, its surface covered in buildings and roads.


She increased her speed, deciding she would not emerge in the world to breathe before arriving in the city. Descending to the rooftops from above, she positioned herself over the top of an empty circular tower built of bricks so dark they were almost black.


The air that surrounded her was humid and tinged with smoke. As her feet touched the tower roof, a wave of dizziness told her she had spent longer out of the world than she had realised. No physical sensation could be felt in the airless place between worlds, so she could never tell how close she was to suffocating. Having given up the ability to pattern-shift – to heal her body with magic – in order to become a Maker again, she could not survive there any longer than she could hold her breath.


A muffled sound of shouting drew her attention down to the streets. Nearby, smoke and flames were billowing from the half-collapsed roof of a large building. Where streets were visible she could see people carrying buckets of water up the hill in a seemingly futile effort to quench the fire. Bright orange lights caught her attention, and she glimpsed a group of twenty or more people carrying torches striding past an alley entrance, their manner full of satisfaction and threat. It sent a chill down her spine as she stretched forth her senses to look for the source.


She found nothing, of course. Though she could sense some magic here, it was too thinly spread. Some patches did exist that might be strong enough to allow thought reading, however.


Releasing magic while on the tower would draw attention to her, so she pushed a little way out of the world and skimmed down to the alley the torch-bearers had passed. It was within one of the areas of stronger magic. The crowd’s stragglers were still passing. Seeking minds, she caught fragments of thoughts.


. . . know better than to hide sorcerers in their . . .


No more sorcerers! No more sorcerers!


. . . said there was nobody inside but I’m sure I heard . . .


. . . knew who would be next so they robbed them the night before, which was enough warning that they got away . . .


. . . hope they never work out that I can use magic, or I’m dead and all my family and . . .


When the marchers had passed, she peered out of the alley. Blackened ruins lay where three more houses had once stood. The street was eerily quiet. She caught sight of a few people looking through the curtained windows of their homes, and detected the minds of several within the closest houses, full of fear and relief that the Followers of Rel had not targeted them this time.


Rielle moved back into the deeper shadows of the alleyway.


They’ve turned me into a god that hates sorcerers. The irony of that development would have been amusing, if not for the deadly consequences. What can I do? Is there any way I can convince them I’m not a god? Or, failing that, persuade them not to kill in my name?


She needed to know more. Pushing out of the world as far as she could while still being able to see enough of the city to navigate by, she skimmed over the rooftops, hoping nobody would look up and see her ghostly figure flying past. She needed to find a quiet place close to one of the patches of stronger magic from which she could observe more people. Inspecting the garbage within another alley told her it was a promising location. It was full of offcuts of cloth, wire and other materials. Where objects were made, magic would be generated, imbuing the area with it.


Descending into the alley, she was not surprised to see the local buildings housed carpenters, tailors and hatmakers. It was a busy area, making it likely someone would enter the alley and see her here. She’d noted that both men and women wore patterned knee-length wrap skirts over a loose, sleeveless top. Unwrapping her scarf from her head, she wrapped it around her waist, covering the bottom half of her shift dress.


There was magic here, but not as much as she needed. She let some of what she carried flow gently outwards. It slowly intensified the local patch of stronger magic, and soon she was able to detect the thoughts of people nearby.


What was that? came the thoughts of a woman, pausing in her work. The flow of magic had come from close by, but not within the building. The woman glanced around the room and saw that none of the other hatmakers had looked up from their stitching. Her son’s back was stiff, however, and as she met his gaze she felt a wave of affection. Toyr is more sensitive than most, she reminded herself. He may not be a Maker, but he can sense them working better than all the priestesses of Rel. If he finds a new one and nobody else has reported them, the reward might be enough to buy us a better workshop.


“Go on,” she told him. “But no further than two buildings from here.”


The boy leapt up and ran out of the room, excited by the prospect of earning his family money.


There was no sense of menace in this search the woman had sent him on. Makers weren’t hated as sorcerers were. They were considered to have a godlike skill, as Rel had created magic before she’d emptied Infae of it. Rielle had stopped releasing magic, so the boy would not detect her, but he might note her strange appearance. Rising, she continued reading his mind as she walked down the alley, travelling in the opposite direction as he was.


It’s probably someone the priestesses already know about, Toyr was thinking. A new cloth-maker had moved in a couple of days ago and was looking to hire weavers. Three streets away, though. Further than Mother said I could go. He headed for the area anyway. But she wouldn’t mind if I found a Maker and we got the reward.


A pang of envy followed the thought. To be one of the rare sorcerers who generated plentiful magic when creating would be wonderful. They were given anything they wanted, as long as they spent their days making things. They got to make whatever they desired to. His mother constantly told him he should be thankful that the priestesses had freed all the artisans of the city from bondage, and ensured they were paid a fair wage, but making hats was boring. If he were a Maker he would never have to make a hat again. What he’d make instead he had no idea, but he was sure he’d find something he liked doing.


The boy’s thoughts were fading as he moved out of the magically enhanced area Rielle had created. She reached the end of the alley. Shops selling all manner of garments, shoes and hats faced the street beyond. Sensing another patch of stronger magic in the alley across it, she slipped out of the world and skimmed quickly across the street. Arriving again, she walked down the second alley to the end, from where she looked out upon a small open space ringed by food vendors. Letting more of her magic strengthen what was here, she sought the minds of three young men talking nearby.


. . . ending slavery was a good thing, but this is going a bit too far, one was thinking. “Do you think they’ll come here?” he asked his friends. “What if they decide to burn shops as well?”


“They won’t,” the taller of the youngsters replied. “We’ve always been family businesses. We paid people well.”


“I heard family workshops were burned in Defka city,” the third pointed out.


“Why?” the first young man asked.


“For making their children work, I heard.”


“But how’s a person going to have the skills they need by the time they’re grown if they don’t start young?”


“Teaching is all right,” the tall one said. “It’s making them work without pay that’s—”


“Who are you?”


The voice cut over the youth’s chatter, coming from closer behind her. She turned to see a young man a few steps away, his body tense as if he were ready to flee at any moment. Which he was, she read. He had come to find the source of the sudden surges of magic in the area, as he had been ordered to do by the Followers of Rel. He was a sorcerer, and the Followers had only let him live because he was a close friend of one of the priests, who had pointed out that Annad was a gentle scholar and healer, and had never employed even a servant, let alone used his magic to rule over others.


He was worried, now that he had found the source of the magic, that he would have to turn her over to the Followers. She was clearly a stranger, if not to this world then to this part of it. But if she was a Maker she might be safe . . .


He was thinking all this deliberately, using the Traveller language that his mentor had taught him, as it was known by sorcerers who moved between worlds, hoping she would see she was in danger and have time to flee.


“I am in no danger,” she assured him. “But I do not want to cause trouble. Is there somewhere we can talk?”


He considered. It was a risk. Probably too great a risk. But she deserved an explanation. If she could get to his late mentor’s rooms unseen . . .


She moved closer and held out a hand. He looked at it dubiously. As she began to withdraw it, curiosity overcame his fears, and he took it.


Pushing out of the world, she took them far enough into the space between worlds that the city almost disappeared. Enough details remained visible that she could navigate, skimming high over the city. Annad’s eyes widened, but his surprise was quickly replaced by fascination. He knew about world travelling, she guessed, though perhaps not how to.


She took them back towards the world so they could see more of the city’s streets and buildings.


“Where are your mentor’s rooms?” she asked.


He pointed. “The highest room of the tower with the five-panelled roof.”


No other roof fitted that description. She skimmed down, through the roof and into a circular room. To her relief it was unoccupied. She did not want to make his situation any more complicated and dangerous.


As they arrived she let go of his hand. “I am Rielle,” she told him.


“I am Annad,” he replied.


“What happened in this world?”


He told her about the loss of magic. Foreign sorcerers had been blamed for it, and many of them murdered. After they had died or fled, the Followers of Rel had arrived, spreading their tales of a goddess who had taken all the magic of Infae, disgusted with the way sorcerers enslaved and exploited non-sorcerers. Now it was the local sorcerers who were murdered, and while he had survived so far, Annad did not like to think about his chances of living out the year if his friend lost influence among the Followers.


“But they do not kill Makers,” he assured her. “You are a powerful Maker?”


“Yes. But I am also a sorcerer.”


“How long have you been here?” he asked.


“I arrived in this world today.”


His eyebrows rose in surprise. At the same time he felt a rush of excitement as he realised she must be powerful to have travelled all the way to other worlds through the place between. “You did not know this was a dead world?”


“I knew.”


“Then why did you enter?”


“To see what has happened since the magic was taken.”


He frowned. “How did you know it was taken?”


She sighed. “Because I was here when it happened.”


He stared at her, recalling what the priestesses believed. Is this her? Is this Rel? The Followers say she will return. If we are better, if all are free, she will restore the world.


Rielle shook her head. “I am no god. I did not mean for this to happen, but it is my fault. I should have come back sooner. I was . . .” She sighed. “I should not have meddled.”


Annad stared at her silently. He did not see the goddess the Followers spoke of. He saw a powerful sorcerer and Maker in obvious distress. He thought back to his mentor, Sentah, who had been strong enough not just to travel between worlds, but to become ageless. When the magic had left the world, Sentah had been unable to heal himself when yellowlung spread through the city. But he had welcomed that death, saying he had lived far too long. His only regret was not being able to teach Annad everything he knew.


“I’m sorry,” Rielle said.


He shook his head. “It is not your fault he caught yellowlung.”


Nor was it entirely her fault that the old man had been unable to heal himself. The magic she’d made, then taken, before leaving Infae would not have spread this far.


“So . . . what will you do now?” he asked.


She drew in a deep breath and straightened. “Decide whether or not to restore this world. I think, before I do so, I will need to find out more about the Followers. Where are they based?”


“Vohenn.”


The delta city. She nodded. “Then I will go there.”


Annad crossed his arms. “By restore, do you mean fill Infae with magic?”


“Yes. I am a Maker. A particularly strong one.”


He nodded. “That’s what Sentah believed. He’d said Makers couldn’t be gods, since they could not become ageless. Not without breaking the worlds. It was the price they paid for their ability.”


She blinked in surprise. “You know of Maker’s Curse?”


Annad straightened, glowing with pride that she should be impressed by his knowledge of magic. “Sentah told me of it.”


“How did he know about it?”


“He was a member of a secret library, so I expect he read about it there.”


She felt a flash of hope. “Where is this library?”


Annad grimaced. “Lost. Sentah’s membership was revoked many cycles ago, and all of those who belonged to it have died since. He gave me clues to its location when he was dying, saying if I could work them out I was worthy of its treasures, but it is not in this world.” The young man shrugged. “And even if this world was restored, I don’t know how to travel between worlds.”


Rielle considered him. I could teach him. If I decide not to restore Infae’s magic I’ll have to take him out of this world first. Then go with him on his search? But what of restoring worlds?


She’d decide later, after she had sorted out matters here.


“Where is Vohenn?” she asked.


A vague idea of the city’s location flitted through his mind, his knowledge based on Sentah’s maps.


“May I see the maps?”


He nodded, then hurried over to a cupboard and, with hands shaking, opened it and rifled though a multitude of scrolls, packets and loose sheafs of paper. Drawing out a large roll, he moved to a table and pushed aside the dirty utensils and crockery of several past meals to make space for the unrolled map.


Rielle watched his mind as he pointed out details. Vohenn was half a world away. It had only taken five cycles – nearly seven years in Infae’s measure of time – for the Cult of Rel to spread so far.


She touched the map. “Can I take this?”


“If you take me with you,” Annad replied.


Rielle looked up at him. “If I have to leave this world suddenly, you will be stranded on the other side of it.”


His shoulders lifted. “I am willing to take that risk.” Not just for the fame of being her guide, he told himself, but if she is here to decide whether to restore magic, I must speak on behalf of sorcerers. “It’s not like there’s anything to keep me here now.”


“Then pack a bag. Even if I restore magic, you won’t survive with nothing to trade.”


She picked up the map and examined it as he rushed about packing. He did not take long, pausing only to write two quick notes, one for the landlord and the other for a friend. When he was done, she held out a hand. He took it gingerly.


“Take a deep breath.”


As he did so, she sucked in one herself, then pushed them both out of the world and began skimming upwards. The land below shrank, and soon she was able to recognise local features on the map. Having got her bearings, she sent them shooting off towards the nearest coastline. Following it would take longer than going directly to Vohenn, but a large ocean lay between them and their destination, with no features to get her bearings from.


She stopped several times to breathe, Annad coping with standing on an invisible surface high above the world remarkably well. He had travelled with his mentor using this method once or twice, though never so high above the ground, and never so far from home. At last a delta city appeared. The waterways glistened brightly, the reflection of the dawn sky making the water appear clean rather than the waste-tainted filth she remembered. Taking them downwards, she realised that the illusion was not entirely false. The waters were much less polluted now and no slick of wastes stretched to the horizon.


The city was still a shambles, but at the centre a shining new building was under construction. Rielle had seen plenty of temples before and it was clear this was to be one. Stopping high above the city, she brought them into the world again to consider her next move.


To her surprise, plenty of magic surrounded them. It emanated from the city below like a comforting mist, spreading a little way out into the countryside. The sources were numerous, but one in particular was stronger than the rest and she traced it back to a building in the temple complex. She sought minds.


A man was resuming his carving of a sculpture, taking advantage of the quiet of early morning to get some work done before the rest of the Makers arrived. This was where the Cult of Rel housed the Makers it had attracted with the promise of good living conditions. Many were working on the temple decorations, their professions ranging from carvers to painters to weavers. They were overseen by a priestess named Bel.


Rielle recognised the face in the carver’s mind. The youngest and most shy of the three young women who had helped Rielle, Bel was now full of confidence and purpose. She liked working with the artisans, and they looked up to her as one of the three who the goddess had judged worthy, and whose likeness Rel had painted in The Promise.


Rielle winced. As she feared, they’d taken the images she’d made of them on the factory wall as a kind of prophecy and order. They believed they must make the scene of prosperity and equality happen before she returned.


How had this translated to killing sorcerers? Looking around the city, she saw no sign of burned houses. She skimmed across minds until she found a sorcerer enjoying a morning meal with his family. He nursed no fear of being murdered. Searching further, she found no sign that sorcerers were being attacked here. Many were not as wealthy as they had been before, but few had fallen on hard times. Enough magic existed that they could trade small services for payment. Several had joined the temple and become priests and priestesses.


Turning back to the temple, Rielle searched the minds there. She found young priests and priestesses gathering for their morning class.


“Sorcerers aren’t being killed here,” she observed.


“They call themselves the Cult of Rel,” Annad observed. “Not the Followers.”


Rielle looked into the minds of people within the centre of the temple. A familiar name caught her attention. She handed the map to Annad, pushed out of the world and sent them downwards.


“Time to find out what’s going on.”


They passed through the temple roof into a large room. A young woman stood before a mirror adjusting her plain white high-priestess robes. Rielle let go of Annad’s hand and walked over to the young woman.


“Solicitations, High Priestess Bel,” Rielle said.


The young woman looked up at the mirror, blinked as she saw Rielle’s reflection, then spun around. Rielle smiled as disbelief fought recognition in the woman’s mind and lost.


“It’s you!” Bel exclaimed. “It’s really you!” She put a hand to her mouth in amazement, covering a grin. The young woman considered what would be appropriate behaviour, then decided she must prostrate herself.


“No,” Rielle said quickly, catching Bel’s hands. “Do not lower yourself before me. I am not . . . We are friends. And we have much to discuss.” She let go of the girl’s hands. “Are Mai and Vai here too?”


Bel nodded. “I’ll send for them.” She moved to the door and, opening it a crack, spoke to someone beyond. “Find High Priestesses Mai and Vai and tell them to meet me here immediately.” She closed the door, then glanced at Rielle’s companion.


“This is Annad,” Rielle explained. “I arrived on the other side of the world and he offered to be my guide.”


Bel smiled at him. “Welcome to the Temple of Rel, Annad. You have travelled a long way.”


He shrugged. “Yes. Thank you,” he replied haltingly, unfamiliar with her language but able to understand and answer because he could read her mind.


Bel paused, deliberating whether she should send someone for food. She was saved from deciding by the door opening. They all turned to see Mai entering.


“Rel! You came back!” The young woman beamed and hurried towards Rielle, then stopped abruptly. “I mean . . . goddess Rel, welcome back.” Her knees began to bend.


“Thank you,” Rielle replied. “Please don’t do that.”


Mai froze, then straightened and continued the rest of the way to Rielle, her steps measured and her face calm despite the multitude of emotions vibrating within her. Fear, delight, even a little guilt. She, Vai and Bel had presumed so much by starting all of this, not because they believed Rielle was a god, but because they knew she wasn’t.


“Then why tell people I am?” Rielle asked.


Mai paled. “Ah . . .”


“We didn’t think you’d come back,” Bel replied. “The whole idea that you might return wasn’t ours. We wanted people to fix their own problems, not wait for you. That’s why we seek out Makers and pay them well in exchange for creating things. We believe we can bring back the magic ourselves.”


“But people are so excited by the idea of a goddess visiting our world. They want to meet you themselves,” Mai explained. “They want it so badly that when we suggested you wouldn’t return, they lost interest in fighting for freedom.”


Bel smiled. “And you were clearly so powerful you might well have been a goddess.”


Rielle shook her head. “Gods don’t make mistakes. I do.”


“All gods do,” Mai told her, frowning. “How could anyone believe in gods that were infallible, when they see how imperfect the world is?”


Rielle could not answer that.


“Why did you leave that picture?” Bel asked.


Before Rielle could reply, the door opened again. Vai stepped into the room and, seeing Rielle, stopped to stare.


“Yes,” Rielle said. “I’m back. I’d have come sooner, but . . .” What could she say? That she had avoided coming for fear of what her interference might have led to?


“You don’t need to have an excuse,” Mai said. “Why have you returned?”


Rielle sighed and turned to Bel. “The picture was . . . I wished you had a better life. I wanted to show you that you deserved to be treated with fairness and dignity. It was a way to say thank you for all the help you gave me.” She paused. “But . . . to be honest, I did hope you and the other workers would be inspired to make a change, even as I worried that my interference would lead to strife. And it did.” She glanced at Annad. “I arrived on the other side of the world and found that the Followers of Rel were killing sorcerers in my name.”


“Ah,” Vai said, her voice darkening. “The Followers.”


“They disagreed with us,” Bel explained. “And formed their own cult.”


“It wasn’t easy, in the beginning.” Vai came forward to join them, now recovered from the shock of seeing Rielle. She had always been the most confident and pragmatic of the three. “People didn’t know if what you drew was a promise or an instruction. Or meant anything. We and the other workers decided that it must mean something. We wouldn’t let it mean nothing, so we refused to work.”


“It wasn’t easy.” Mai shuddered. “The factory managers didn’t have magic, but they had other weapons. Beatings. Withholding pay. Throwing the children out of the compounds and keeping their parents within. But the factory owners weren’t going to make any money if we didn’t work, so they had to give in eventually.”


“The controllers who saw you disappear told others about you, before the managers ordered them to silence,” Bel added. “As word spread that we were visited by a goddess, many controllers refused to deal out the beatings, or joined us. One had made a copy of the painting you left by pressing cloth against the wall, so that others could see and replicate it.”


“By the time the owners were ready to negotiate, it was too late,” Vai finished. “It was out of their control. Out of everyone’s. People looked to us for answers. They didn’t like that we didn’t have any, so we had to start making things up. To make rules and give orders. We managed to stop things going completely crazy.”


“There’s no stopping the current, so we stick to steering the boat,” Bel added, in a tone that suggested she’d used the saying many times before.


“That all seems like a long time ago,” Mai said. “We’ve been in control here for a few years now. Elsewhere . . . unfortunately the other side of the world is too far away for us to influence. One day we will be strong enough to deal with the Followers, but not right now.”


“Are you . . . are you unhappy with what we’ve tried to do?” Bel asked.


Rielle glanced from face to face. The women were holding their breath. She realised she was frowning and relaxed her expression.


“No. I’m amazed you have achieved so much. And yet . . .” Rielle hesitated, trying to put words to the nagging doubt she felt.


“What?” Vai asked.


Rielle spread her hands. “I am troubled, that it is all built on a lie. I am not a god.”


They bowed their heads.


“Would you have us undo everything?” Mai asked.


Rielle sighed. “No. The truth might be as dangerous as the lie.” She grimaced. “Though it might stop the Followers.”


“Could you pretend to be a god in order to stop them?”


Rielle winced. “If I had to, I suppose I could.” She looked at Annad. “What do you think, Annad?”


He shook his head. “I think they would fight to retain their power. They would declare you a fake – a sorcerer pretending to be Rel.”


“Even if I restored the magic of this world?”


He shrugged. “Then perhaps you wouldn’t have to convince them of anything, because the sorcerers could defend themselves again.”


Rielle turned to the girls. “People here obey you and made hard changes because you let them believe I would return and restore the magic of this world. That was a risk. I might never have returned. But I am here, and that means you face another dilemma: if I do restore this world, I will be putting power back into the hands of those who oppressed you.”


Mai shook her head. “If they go back to their old ways, they will not find people as willing to bend to their demands.”


“So you don’t mean to restore the magic?” Bel asked, turning back to Rielle. “Or do you need to be completely sure it won’t do harm first?”


Rielle shook her head. “I doubt I would ever be completely sure. Perhaps if I were a god I would be able to predict the future, but I am not. And since I am not a god, and not of this world, the decision is not mine to make.”


Annad took a step towards her, opening his mouth ready to list the reasons he wanted to give in favour of restoring magic, but the three women frowned at him in a warning against interrupting and he bit back the words, bowing his head respectfully.


“Whose decision is it?” Vai asked.


“The people of Infae.” Rielle smiled. “But since it would take too long to ask them all . . . their representatives.”


“Would we suffice as those representatives?” Bel asked. “We and your guide together.”


“You have the good of all people at the heart of what you do. That seems the best qualification I can think of.” Rielle looked at Annad. “And my guide speaks for sorcerers from the other side of Infae. I think we can tell what he wishes.” She turned back. “What do you want me to do?”


The trio exchanged glances. Rielle saw from their thoughts and doubtful faces that they had discussed many times what might happen when magic returned to Infae, though they had figured it would happen slowly over many centuries. They’d considered many possible consequences, both good and bad. They’d consulted men and women whose wisdom they respected, and debated their advice.


Bel regarded Rielle thoughtfully. “You’ve restored worlds before, haven’t you?”


“Yes. Many times.” Always at the behest of another. This was the first time that burden of that decision had shifted to her, and here she was fobbing it off onto these three young women. Yet it felt like the right thing to do. “I have seen enough to know I can’t predict what will happen. All I am certain of is that it brings great change.”


“Then . . .” Mai glanced at her two friends. “I say we should do it. We’ve weathered one change. We will survive another. There is much good in magic. We may need it, when we deal with the Followers. And we will deal with them. They sprang from our actions, and we must be the ones to stop them.”


Vai nodded. “I agree. We have built the foundations of a fairer world. I’ve been cynical about the chances of it staying that way, magic or no magic. People will always try to take advantage of others. So we may as well have magic.”


“Then we are united,” Bel said. She didn’t elaborate, just smiled and turned to Rielle. “I ask, humbly, for you to return magic to our world.”


Rielle bowed her head. “I will do so.”


A cheer erupted from Annad, earning him looks of amusement from the women.


“Do . . . you need us to bring you anything?” Bel asked.


“No, I came prepared.” Rielle started towards the centre of the room. Shrugging off her pack, she opened it and drew out a board, a sheaf of paper and a drawing stick. The materials always seemed too humble in the face of the task she would be performing, but she handled them reverently, glad for this chance to exercise her skills.


“I think another portrait will do,” she said. “In those chairs over there, where the light is good.”


As they obeyed, she drew a deep breath, composed a picture in her mind and began to transfer their likenesses to paper.




CHAPTER 2


“That’s all I can teach you,” Rielle told Annad late the next day. “Remember my warnings and take every precaution, but my strongest advice is to find someone with experience travelling between the worlds to give you more guidance, and show you the signs and clues that indicate you are about to enter an uninhabitable or dead world.”


Annad placed a hand on his heart in a gesture of thanks. “Thank you, Rielle. I will be careful. I am in your debt. If I find the library, I will send a message through the Restorers.”


She smiled. “If I find it, I will seek you out and take you there. But I doubt I will be free to search for it any time soon. There are still many more worlds in need of restoration.”


Annad nodded. “I will visit the temple as often as I can to check if you have left any messages for me.”


“Farewell, Annad.” Taking a step back, Rielle inhaled deeply, let a breath out, then drew in another and held it. Pushing out of the world, she skimmed upwards, located the tower roof on which she had first arrived in Annad’s city and sped towards it. Once there, she immediately pushed out of the world, following her own path back to the arrival place with its bloodied altar, then straight into the whiteness of the place between.


The arrival place she had travelled from towards Infae began to reappear. She placed herself in the middle, arriving a little higher than the ground where the plants she had trampled had begun to recover and stand upright again. After a quick pause to fill her lungs, she pushed onwards to the next world.


She hadn’t thought she would miss being able to pattern-shift, but she did every time she travelled between worlds. Using it, she could have stayed in the place between for as long as she needed without suffocating. Well, that’s not entirely true. I’d have died eventually when I ran out of magic.


The other times she had missed it were when she caught a common cough or cut herself on a sharp object. So far she hadn’t suffered greater injuries or illnesses, since she could use magic to shield herself from most dangers, but many times she had regretted not being able to heal someone else.


The knowledge that she was no longer ageless did not bother her much. She would age and die, but so did most humans. When she started to feel the effects of age, she would probably feel the loss more, but for now there was no point dwelling on it. Especially since she could always sacrifice her Maker ability and become ageless again.


But not yet. Her Maker ability was unique and, as she’d said to Annad, many more worlds needed to be restored. She had always left choosing which was next up to Baluka, since he was the Restorers’ leader; Infae was the first world she had decided to restore without his direction.


Doing so brought a sense of completion she had craved for a long time. Not only because of the way she had left the world five cycles ago, but also because of why she had been able to.


When she’d first visited Infae, she had been ageless, having lost her natural Maker ability when she’d learned pattern-shifting. While trapped in Infae, she had used the last of the magic she had carried not only to remove her pattern-shifting ability and restore her Maker gift, but also to enhance that gift far beyond its former strength, until she could easily and quickly restore entire worlds. So she felt strangely indebted to Infae, because but for her time there she would not be able to restore other worlds. She’d owed it that same help.


One day there would be no more worlds needing her help, and she would swap her Maker ability for pattern-shifting and become ageless again. The worlds that had been drained of magic in the battles of the last ten cycles would be restored: from those that had suffered in the chaos after the Raen, the ruler of all worlds, had died, to those affected by the confrontation between Dahli and the Restorers. The latter were close to the location of the conflict, but other dead worlds – emptied of magic when sorcerers, no longer restrained by the Raen’s laws, had attempted to learn pattern-shifting – were scattered throughout the known worlds.


Refugees from these worlds had made their way to Baluka over the cycles to beg for help, each waiting to have their home world restored. Some had waited many cycles for that help. Thinking about that brought a sense of urgency. Her visit to Infae had been spontaneous – she’d recognised a world near to it and realised she had a rare chance to visit. She didn’t regret taking the opportunity – or for spending time teaching Annad – but it meant she would be late returning to Baluka, and her next restoration. The Restorers’ efforts to maintain peace often depended on good timing, and for Baluka to have his most valuable tool disappear for a few days could upset any number of plans. Still, if she travelled efficiently, she might cut that back to a day.


The arrival place in the next world was a raised dais within a city square, watched over by street urchins hoping to earn a gemstone or slip of precious metal in exchange for providing information about their world or descriptions of travellers who had passed that day. This was a common kind of arrival place in a living city – wide and open so that large or simultaneous groups could enter the world with space to spare.


The next world’s arrival place was a glade within a forest. Locations with no sign of human habitation nearby were common, too. They were often connected to a city arrival place. Chances were low for a path leading directly out of a city in one world to lead somewhere perfectly suited to human settlement in the next. Sometimes cities arose where that path arrived that relied entirely on travel between worlds for their existence, but they were always more vulnerable to abandonment and ruin.


The following arrival place was another ruin. Ruins were the most common setting of all. Civilisations rose and fell, but the paths that connected them remained in use if they still made convenient, safe links between worlds.


Less common locations for arrival places included temples, and she passed through one next. It was no surprise that the materialisation and disappearance of people of varied and sometimes strange appearance gave arrival places an aura of mystery and mysticism. People living near one not of their making might consider their visitors deities, but they did not remain uneducated in the ways of sorcerers and worlds for long. Though the truth was more humble, the habit of attributing divinity to supernatural occurrences was hard to break.


Rielle had come to accept the probability that the Angels of her world had been sorcerers, who long ago set down the rules of the religion she’d grown up with in the hope that her world would recover from the great wars that had stripped it of magic. But though she believed this was the likely truth, she still felt a superstitious fear whenever she thought about it, and wondered if she would be struck down by angry Angels if she ever returned to her home.


Maybe that was the true reason she did not like people thinking of her as a god.


Pushing that thought aside, Rielle travelled on until exhaustion dulled her concentration. By then, the feeling of hunger that returned whenever she arrived in a world was intense. She stopped in a world used to catering to sorcerous visitors to buy food and accommodation, arriving in the middle of the night and resuming her journey not long after dawn with her body still aching with tiredness. Dozens of worlds later, she slowed again when dizziness forced her to stop and breathe for a while.


At last she arrived in the Restorers’ base world, Affen. As always, her appearance at nearby arrival places had been noted and messengers sent to inform Baluka. He was waiting for her in the large main hall of the Restorers’ headquarters.


“Rielle,” he said, stepping away from a small group of sorcerers who had taken the opportunity to talk to their leader. “You’re late.”


She nodded. “I had a little private business to attend to on the way back.”


He frowned, the lines between his brows deepening. But it isn’t time yet, he thought. Once every cycle she disappeared for several days, always refusing to explain why. Did she go early this time? When she met his gaze and remained silent, he put his questions aside, frustrated but respecting her right to have a private life outside of working for the Restorers. He hoped her silence meant she wasn’t reading his mind.


She almost blushed. She had promised him that she wouldn’t, but some habits were hard to break. Withdrawing her senses, she looked at the sorcerers he’d been speaking to.


“Do you want me to come and see you later?”


He shook his head. “No, I’ve rearranged my schedule. Let’s go down to the planning room.”


“Another world to restore?” she asked.


“No. There is something else I’d like you to do.”


Rielle reined in her curiosity and fell into step beside him as he started towards the stairs that led down to the building’s numerous underground levels. Baluka glanced at her and paused before beginning the descent.


“You look tired.”


“I haven’t had much sleep over the last few days,” she replied. The concept of days was vague, when every world’s cycles of time were different. The period between one sunrise and another could be as short as a few hours by her world’s measure, or as long as a year. How did one measure a day when there were two suns, or more? And many worlds had moons – a phenomenon she had never experienced before she left her world.


World-travelling sorcerers measured longer stretches of time by cycles, which was the length of time it took the Travellers, an ancient race of merchant sorcerers, to do a circuit through the worlds they traded in. The Traveller tongue, their unifying language, was also the common language among sorcerers. Baluka had once been a Traveller. She glanced at him, recalling the young man who had found her, stranded in a desert world. Now the curious lines the Travellers imprinted under their skin were faded, and new creases emphasised his mouth and eyes. He looked older than he ought to. The constant hard work and demands of leading the force that maintained peace in the worlds had aged him. In appearance he reminded her, more and more, of his father, Lejikh, though he was still of a very different nature.


“I’m not sure I can give you time to rest,” Baluka said apologetically.


“This task is urgent, then?”


“Somewhat.”


They had descended five floors. Baluka led her through an open doorway into a familiar meeting room, closing it behind him. Collapsing into one of the large, cushioned chairs, Rielle sighed at the simple comfort of resting a tired body. Moving to a chair that faced hers, Baluka perched on the edge.


“Do you remember restoring a world called Prama?” he asked. She shook her head.


“It was more than two cycles ago. Prama was drained by a sorcerer seeking to become immortal. He failed, twice.”


“Ah, that’s right. He took all the magic of one side of the world in the first attempt, then travelled to the other and tried again, even though it was obvious that he would be gathering less magic the second time, since it had spread out around the world while he was travelling.”


“Magic ability doesn’t guarantee intelligence.” Baluka smiled wryly.


“I brought him to you, at the request of Prama’s leaders,” she recalled. “They knew he’d try again once I’d restored their world, and they didn’t want to execute him.”


Baluka nodded. “We put him in Dearn.”


Along with many hundreds of other sorcerers who had stripped worlds for their own gain. Rielle often wondered what it was like there now, populated by a mix of foolish and greedy sorcerers with no access to magic.


“Prama has given us trouble since we restored their world,” Baluka told her. “They had regarded one of their neighbouring worlds, Whun, as an enemy for hundreds of years. For the last three quarter-cycles they’ve threatened to attack Whun over petty grievances. We have assured both sides that we will not allow the other to harm them. Now the Pramans have made good on their threat, claiming that if they hadn’t attacked Whun, the Whuns would have attacked them first.” He shook his head. “We need to made good on our promises to protect and punish.”


Rielle frowned. “You want me to protect the Whuns? Surely your generals can deal with this.”


“The Restorer armies are stretched thin, as always.” He shook his head. “There is a simpler solution. I want you to strip Prama again.”


“Strip . . .” Rielle stared at him. “You can’t be serious.”


His gaze was hard but his expression was regretful. “I am. I know this is not the sort of task you offered to do for us, but it is a better alternative than sending in fighters, for us and for the Pramans. Nobody would be killed or harmed.”


“Except people whose livelihoods rely on magic, whose sicknesses and injuries are being tended by sorcerers, or whose defence depends on magic.”


“There will be far more sick, injured and besieged if we intervene with force, or allow the two worlds to descend into war.”


Rielle pushed herself out of the chair, her legs protesting, but her weariness seemed insignificant compared to what Baluka was asking her to do. He made it sound so reasonable, but . . .


“This is not what I do, Baluka. This is the opposite of what I do. I restore worlds. I don’t wreck them.”


“You won’t be wrecking this one; you’ll be subduing it.”


If she agreed to this once, he would ask again. And again. Perhaps she would be doing good, ultimately. Perhaps once Prama had learned its lesson she could restore it again. She didn’t have to see Baluka’s thoughts to guess that this was his hope and intention. Withdraw magic to control rogue worlds. Restore it to those who cooperate.


I’m just a tool, she told herself. Well then, if I don’t get to choose my actions, I don’t have to shoulder the responsibility for the lives they affect. Baluka does.


But the thought was not convincing. She was more than a tool. She was a person, with a conscience and reputation she must live with. Passively allowing herself to become a weapon was no different to actively becoming one. She shook her head.


“No. I won’t start down this path. I can’t.”


He radiated disappointment and acceptance. She caught the snatch of a thought: There are other ways. He would send several sorcerers to Prama to strip it. Using Rielle would have been faster and involved no risk . . .


She turned away, both physically and mentally, to hide her scowl. No risk? Had he forgotten that she could no longer pattern-shift? A wound could still kill her. Suffocation between worlds was a constant danger, and if an unexpected threat caused her to use all of her stored magic in a dead world before she could create more, she would be as vulnerable as any non-sorcerer.


“I have another world for you to strengthen,” he said. “If you are willing.”


She nodded, then returned to her seat and drew out her notebook from her pack. “Where?”


As he began to describe it and the route to take there, she wrote down everything. To her relief, the task was a simple one – no local politics to deal with. She would travel close to the world of her former mentor, Tarren, too. Perhaps she could visit him.


“I need a few good sleeps,” she told Baluka.


“There is no urgency. Let’s make it your final restoration before you take time off. You will still be needing several days’ break?”


She smiled. “Yes.”


“Then I’ll see you afterwards.”


“You don’t want me to report back?”


“Send messages when you’re done so I can tick that world off my list.”


“I will. I hope Prama comes to its senses, and you can tick that problem off your list.”


“I hope so too.”




CHAPTER 3


Rielle knew within moments of emerging from the place between worlds that her approach had been noted. Students were watching her through the glass that separated the arrival place from the study rooms that surrounded it. She scanned the minds in the area and immediately found one of a student hurrying to inform Tarren he had a guest.


Her former mentor’s new home was within an abandoned city. The metropolis had been carved into the surface of a flat plain of rock, linking with natural underground rivers, most of them intermittent. The complex of tunnels, corridors and thoroughfares – and the remains of the mines that had once supported the city’s existence – formed an immense labyrinth. Tarren had taken up residence in the most comfortable area. Shafts to the surface let in air, and mirrors bounced light downwards. Pipes brought clean water and carried away waste. In places, rooms were open to the sky, both naturally and carved so by the previous occupants, and the students had turned these spaces into places to grow food.


The arrival place was one of these gardens. Glass walls faced it on all sides, allowing Tarren’s students to keep an eye out for visitors, welcome or not. Though it was night, it was early enough that the rooms were still occupied. Most of the students watching her smiled when she waved. They knew who she was, or rather, they knew what she was: the Maker, and one of Tarren’s powerful friends.


If they hadn’t heard the rumours and stories that spread so effectively through the worlds via travelling sorcerers, they would have learned all about her from Tarren. Even if the old man hadn’t been a terrible gossip, some of his students were more powerful than he and could read his mind.


Walking to the main door of the building, Rielle stepped from icy air into warmth. Two of the young women came over. Both were of the same world and race, their hair and eyes a pale pink and their skin white. Their colouring was not common in the worlds. Tarren had trouble telling them apart sometimes, but Rielle had noted that the younger, Dilleh, had a slight dip in the centre of her hairline, and a habit of biting her lip when listening. It was harder to identify them when they were outside, however, as both tended to wear voluminous, translucent veils to protect their eyes and skin from bright light.


“Rielle,” the older of the two, Mwei, said.


“Are you well?” Dilleh asked.


Rielle nodded. “Good. A little tired. How is Tarren?”


Mwei shrugged. “His usual self.”


“He worries,” Dilleh added, “since . . . you know.”


“I worry, too,” Rielle told them. A few cycles ago, Tarren’s home had been invaded and ransacked. The old man and his students had fled and none were harmed. The attackers hadn’t focused their attention on the occupants, instead looting and destroying. “Has anyone worked out who they were, and why they did it?”


Mwei’s face wrinkled. “We’re certain they were from Liftre, but Tarren doesn’t agree. There is a rumour they are trying to stop other sorcerers running schools.”


“But we have no proof,” Dilleh finished.


“Ah! Rielle! It is you.”


Rielle turned to see Tarren entering the room. “Yes, it is me,” she replied. “Did you have reason to doubt your messenger?”


He pretended to pout. “Well, it has been a while. Some of us might have forgotten what you look like.”


She shook her head. “It hasn’t been that long.”


“It feels like it.” The old man smiled and beckoned. “Stop distracting my charges and come join me for dinner.”


Rielle smiled at the two women in farewell and followed Tarren out of the room and down a corridor that curved around the study rooms.


“How are your students?”


“Mostly reasonably well,” he replied. “None are a match to Min and Goggendan.” He sighed as he remembered his two most promising students, who had left after the attack, their studies unfinished. “Min has mated and has twins to look after now, so I don’t think he’ll be back, but I still have hope Goggendan will overcome her fear and join us again.” He glanced through a window at another study room. “I have two new young ones. Both have particularly strong powers, but one is spoilt and lazy and a bad influence on the other.”


Tarren continued chatting as he led her through sprawling, interconnected circular rooms to his private suite. The walls were mud rendered, handprints still visible here and there. The roof was woven grass plastered with more mud. It was all decorative rather than functional, designed to remind him of the home he had grown up in. Which was very different to the buildings clinging atop a spire of rock that he had occupied when she’d first met him.


“Here we are,” Tarren said, ushering her through a door and over to one of several circular tables standing between curved benches built into the wall. A servant was setting out a second set of cutlery and crockery on one of the tables. “Take a seat,” Tarren bade. He settled onto a cushion before a half-eaten meal.


Rielle obeyed, setting down her pack and helping herself to the contents of a steaming pot in the centre of the table. She braced herself for the burn of the spices Tarren enjoyed and tucked in.


“So how many worlds have you restored since we last met?” he asked.


“I’m not sure. Many hundreds. Baluka would know exactly.” She paused. “Though not correctly. My last was the world Qall trapped me in, all those cycles ago. I’m not going to tell him about that one.”


He nodded, recalling her tale of the workers who had helped her, and her transformation from an ageless sorcerer back into a Maker. “Had it changed for the worse, or better?”


“That depends if you think them making me a god is good or bad.”


He chuckled. “One of the benefits of having godlike powers.”


“Which they never benefited from.”


“Except to gain a role model and inspiration for change, am I right?”


“Yes. Luckily, good changes. Well, mostly. On the other side of the world they’re sacrificing sorcerers to the goddess Rel, but hopefully the return of magic will put a stop to that.”


“Oh dear.” His smile eased into sympathy. “Your discomfort with having power over others, even unintentional power, is one of your admirable traits, Rielle, but you should not let it prevent you from helping people when you can.”


She sighed. “I know. I’m just . . . I’m afraid that what I do will harm more than help. Like in Murai and Doum.” She frowned as she recalled her and Tyen’s attempts to prevent war between the two worlds. “It’s safer for the worlds to let Baluka decide which I restore.” She frowned as she recalled Baluka’s request. “Though now I’m wondering if I can trust him to make all the decisions.”


“Why is that?”


She told him of Baluka’s request that she strip a world she had restored. His brows lowered as he listened, and he nodded when she was done. “It disturbs me that he is willing to use such measures,” she finished.


“Why?”


“It seems so ruthless.” She shook her head. “Maybe only because it seems so coming from Baluka.”


Tarren spread his hands. “He is a man charged with maintaining peace in the worlds. Why wouldn’t he use all the tools at his disposal, if they reduce or avoid bloodshed?”


Her stomach sank. “So you think I should have agreed?”


His expression softened. “No. You were right to refuse. Though it is likely his intentions were good, as you believe, it would indeed make you a weapon. You cannot be the Maker if you are also destroying worlds.”


Rielle winced as his words reminded her of Maker’s Curse. “Unless I become ageless and retain my Maker ability. Then I’ll destroy all the worlds.”


“You don’t know if that’s true,” Tarren told her. “For all you know, the curse refers to the possibility that a sorcerer will strip a world of magic when learning pattern-shifting. It is old, this idea. It might come from a time when sorcerers becoming ageless was rare and the consequences were more of a shock than now.”


“Well, there’s a chance the answer to that question exists,” she said, then told him of Annad’s mentor and the clues to the location of a secret library.


Tarren rolled his eyes. “What a pointless and cruel thing for a mentor to do to his charge! Why couldn’t he just tell him where it was?”


She grimaced. “Perhaps he was addled on his deathbed. Perhaps he guessed that Annad, having never left his world, wouldn’t recognise the landmarks a world traveller would use, so he tried to use ones he would. Perhaps he was guarding against others reading Annad’s mind by giving him clues only he could interpret.”


“Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.” Tarren pursed his lips. “Perhaps we’d have a better chance at following the clues than Annad. Did you memorise them?”


“I wrote them down in my notebook. Do you want to see them?”


“Yes . . . but don’t show them to me. If the sorcerers who ransacked my former house are truly seeking to gather and hoard knowledge, they might seek me out again. If they find me, they’ll read my mind. As long as only you and Annad know the clues, the chances are you’ll find the library before they do.”


Rielle had started to reach for her pack, but now she straightened and muttered a curse. “I shouldn’t have told you about it.”


“Possibly not.”


“I was hoping for your help.”


Tarren shook his head. “You’re on your own with this one. Unless . . . unless you approach your friend, Tyen.”


Rielle considered the old man’s suggestion, and his description of Tyen as her “friend”. Tarren hadn’t given up on the possibility that she and Tyen might resume a romantic relationship, but he now thought it unlikely. While she hadn’t dismissed the idea entirely, a part of her still resisted it. Her distrust of Tyen had sprung from believing he had been trying to resurrect Valhan for selfish reasons, despite knowing that the Raen would kill her. Though she had since learned that Tyen had been playing a dangerous game of double-spy, cooperating with Dahli’s plans of resurrection so that the man didn’t find someone else to do it, and hoping to give her and Qall time to find a safe home far away, she was wary of letting herself grow fond of him again. Or anyone, really. Especially not when she had worlds to save. She’d been unable to commit her heart to anyone before, due to her promise to protect Qall. Now she was even less free to.


Tyen was the most obvious source of help to find the library, though. Nobody but Qall could read his mind. Although he did not have Vella, the sentient book containing centuries of knowledge, to consult any more, he was smart and well used to accessing information from libraries. He even had a school of sorts, though it had no official location.


“Tyen is too busy to spend time hunting for information about an ancient myth,” she pointed out.


Tarren grimaced. “Yes, you are right about that.”


According to Tarren, Liftre’s new management had made it clear they disapproved of Tyen running a school. It wasn’t clear if this was due to Tyen’s role as a spy in two major conflicts in the worlds, or simply because Tyen wanted to stop the production of war machines, whereas Liftre was profiting from making them. Whenever they learned where Tyen and his students had settled, they manipulated the people of the world into demanding he leave. They used threats and blackmail to persuade his students to abandon their training, and made it clear that Liftre would have no association with anyone who sought his teaching. He had only a small group of pupils, all fiercely loyal.


She frowned. “Do you still think Liftre wasn’t behind the attack on your previous home?”


Tarren waved a hand dismissively. “If they were, they only wanted the records I took when I left Liftre, and anything else I might have gathered since. They’ve never demanded I stop teaching.”


“Not yet.”


“And if they do, I will ignore them.” He tapped his forehead. “My greatest treasure is knowledge and a knack for teaching. They can’t take that from me.”


Rielle smiled. “What more does anyone need?” She drummed her fingers on the table edge and considered his earlier suggestion. If she did visit Tyen it would have to be after she had restored the next world and visited Qall. Though if Qall had decided it was time to leave her home world she had no idea what she would be doing next.


She doubted he would leave, though. Last time she’d visited him, he had been certain he needed to stay there a couple more cycles. She had seen no troubling changes in him, only the expected ones of someone growing up and gaining in maturity and wisdom, but if he thought there was still a danger the Raen’s memories would overtake his mind, she must believe it was possible. Since she could not read his mind, he was the only person who knew what was going on in his head.


“But there’s no proof it was Liftre behind the attack,” Tarren added.


“Who else could it be?” she asked, bringing her thoughts back to the present.


“Dahli’s former followers?”


She shrugged. “Possibly.”


She and Tyen had let people assume that they’d killed Dahli after what was now known as the Resurrection Battle. She couldn’t tell Tarren that they had let the Raen’s former Most Loyal live. They had done so, so that he could find Zeke, his new lover and a talented machine maker, and the two of them dedicate themselves to inventing ways to eliminate war machines. If others learned this from Tarren’s mind, the news would spread quickly throughout the worlds, causing chaos.


Whenever she thought of Dahli it was with a mix of sadness, worry and anger. When angry about the deaths he’d caused – not the least being that of her friend, Ulma – she remembered that Dahli had acted out of a mad, distorted love and grief for the Raen. She hoped that he had found Zeke and mended the rift between them.


It wouldn’t be easy, she thought. When Dahli killed half of the Restorer’s army, Zeke saw the monster he became. My lingering distrust of Tyen must be nothing compared to what Zeke would have to overcome to trust and desire Dahli again.


And then she would worry that she and Tyen had made the wrong decision, and Dahli would return to wreak havoc in the worlds again.


“Tyen would be delighted to see you,” Tarren said.


Rielle looked up to see him watching her closely, a gleam of mischief in his eyes. She shook a finger at him.


“I told you, no more matchmaking.”


He grinned. “Can you blame me? It’s my greatest wish to see the two of you together again before I die.”


“Die?” She made a disbelieving sound. “I doubt any of your ageless former students are going to let your body deteriorate enough to succumb to old age, and your current students can protect you very well.”


He chuckled. “Yes. I am more concerned they won’t let me go when I’m ready.”


She reached out and squeezed his arm. “I hope that you are never ready.”


He patted her hand. “So do I.”




CHAPTER 4


A strange forest surrounded Rielle. The trees formed a maze of trunks leaning at all angles except vertical. Droplet-shaped leaves appeared to strain upwards and a network of fine roots descended from the branches to the ground – which was perfectly flat and glossy, suggesting opaque water, or mud.


Adjusting her position within the space between worlds, Rielle rose above the trees. As she arrived, air surrounded her, and she quickly stilled a disc of it below her feet. Looking down through this invisible support, she marvelled at the pattern spread below her. The forest was one single plant, connected by arching branches. Where each limb touched the ground, another cluster of branches sprouted. The collective effect was a pattern that echoed a river delta or fan-shaped coral, originating somewhere past the horizon.


Incredible, she thought. No matter how far she travelled in the worlds, she still encountered new and remarkable phenomena. Whether the product of human endeavour, living things adapting to an environment or natural forces sculpting the land, the worlds seemed capable of producing endless variety and spectacle.


But she was not here to see the sights; she was here to restore this world – the world of Telemna-vo. Once again, she sought the minds of other humans, before remembering that thoughts could not be read in worlds with little or no magic. Extending other senses, she sought magic instead . . .


. . . and exhaled in surprise and frustration. This was no dead world. It wasn’t even a weak world. It could not be Telemna-vo.


She shook her head. Perhaps she’d misunderstood Baluka’s directions and arrived in the wrong world. Thinking back, all the landmarks he’d described for the last nine or ten worlds had been present and obvious. It did not seem likely she had misinterpreted them. It was possible Baluka had been repeating directions given to him by another Restorer or a representative of Telemna-vo and a mistake had crept in.


She would have to go back and inspect every location closely, seeking the place where she had taken a wrong path. The mistake must have happened in the last few worlds, as it was highly unlikely that a second route would contain the same sequence of landmarks. If that was right, Telemna-vo was probably a neighbour to this one.


Taking a deep breath, she pushed out of the world and retraced her steps. She could not see how she could have gone astray in the last world, so she retreated to the next. And the next. Finally, after she had reversed through five worlds, she headed back to the world of the forest, reassured that she had followed the directions correctly, and the error was Baluka’s, not hers.


Her next option was to search around the local worlds in the hope she was close to her destination. The people in this world might know where Telemna-vo was located or, if they didn’t recognise the name, have heard of a neighbouring world that had been stripped of magic in the last five to ten cycles.


Those people must be far away, as she was sensing only distant, vague thoughts. She sought magic again, seeking a current in it. Magic tended to flow away from the source of its creation: people. Scanning the horizon, she sensed a slow but steady drift from the direction of the giant tree’s source.


She took a couple of deep breaths, then held in the last one and pushed out of the world. Propelling herself sideways, she skimmed just outside the world. Two other major trunks of the plant were visible now, and in the distance they joined to form a thicker one. But not long after they joined, the enormous plant came to an abrupt and shocking end.


Blackened vegetation continued in ghostly traces of the dead plant for a few hundred paces, then a monochromatic patchwork of fields removed all trace. Smoke arose from an area of the forest to her left. Changing direction to inspect this, Rielle found a line of fire eating away at the vegetation, watched over by the tiny forms of distant humans holding torches.


A sadness crept over her as she hovered. Another natural wonder was slowly being destroyed to make way for crops. She had seen it countless times. People must eat, but often they did not anticipate the consequences of turning wild land to domestication. When living systems that had developed over countless millennia were broken, the land soon became depleted of fertility. Would the soil here sustain the population for long without the plant, or be a wasteland in a few generations?


She turned her attention to the fields. They formed a grid-like pattern very different to that of the plant. Mud from the fields had been dredged to the edges of each to form a dry ridge. Tracks followed the crest of each ridge, allowing passage for both people and domestic animals. These joined and grew broader to allow more traffic wherever they headed towards clusters of buildings on higher ground. These groups of buildings grew larger as she followed the ever-widening thoroughfares. Signs of greater human interference appeared. Channels directed water to small rectangular lakes, allowing areas of dry-land crops. Other roads in the distance zigzagged nearer to the one she followed, some joining with it, some leading to the same destination: a hill smothered in roofs and walls and streets.


This city was made up of circular buildings, each crowned by a domed roof topped with a spire. Some of the buildings were linked by straight walls, forming a courtyard between them. At the top of the hill, rising from a cluster of many small linked towers, rose an enormous gold dome that gleamed brightly in the sunlight. It matched exactly the description of the city Baluka’s directions indicated she would find at her destination in Telemna-vo.


Rielle emerged into the world to breathe. If this was Telemna-vo, why would Baluka ask her to create magic in a world that already contained it?


Have the Telemnans found some other way to strengthen their world since they made the arrangement with Baluka? she wondered. Perhaps another Maker of unusually strong ability had been born or had visited from another world. That thought brought a mild, unexpected pang of jealousy, followed by a stronger and more sensible hope. To share the burden of restoring worlds would be a great relief.


This other Maker might not want to work for the Restorers, however. They might have been a friend of Valhan or prefer to work independently. Rielle’s ability helped the Restorers gain the gratitude and loyalty of worlds, keep alliances and maintain peace. Another Maker could weaken these links and efforts, or even give strength to worlds that became enemies of the Restorers.


Rielle pushed aside a feeling of foreboding. The chance that two Makers of her strength had emerged in the same era was slim. More likely, the Telemnans thought their world was in a weaker condition than it was. With a sigh, she descended towards the city and sought the hexagonal building within which Baluka had said she would meet the world’s most powerful sorcerers. It was at exactly the location she’d been given. A few men and women were present in the courtyard, some sitting on benches, others walking across the space. All wore long, many-layered robes, each layer a slightly lighter shade than the one beneath, and the darkest extending to closely cover their heads. The effect was conveniently similar to her simple shift and head scarf, so she did not need to adjust her appearance to avoid seeming oddly or improperly dressed to the locals.


She descended into the courtyard. The people noticed her shadow and stopped whatever they were doing to stare at her. When she arrived, they did not approach, and she read from their minds that they were waiting for someone of appropriate status to greet the visitor.


After a long moment a tall man with unruly white hair emerged from a door and approached her. From him she read that he had been told to expect a woman sorcerer of her description to visit.


“Welcome to Ka, Rielle the Maker,” he said in hesitant Traveller tongue.


“It is an honour to my soul to be here,” she replied in Telemnan, reading the traditional response of his people from his mind. Several more phrases were exchanged, and she curbed her impatience even as she perceived that he was using the shorter Telemnan ceremony of greeting.


“You will find Oier, Head Sorcerer, in the fire tower,” he told her. “Ascend to the top. He awaits you.” Turning, he gestured gracefully to a red-painted door in one of the five towers. Rielle pressed her palms together in thanks, then touched her forehead to indicate she understood.


“I will walk the way with gratitude,” she replied.


He remained where he was and watched as she approached the door. She placed a hand on the fire symbol painted on the door, then stepped inside, sensing his relief that she had seen their custom in his mind. To not acknowledge the fire spirit would be to invite bad luck to this place, perhaps to the whole city.


Inside the tower, all was illuminated by red light filtering through small stained-glass windows. She made her way up a narrow, curved stair that hugged the wall and arrived at the open door of a room with larger, clear windows facing out towards the city. Setting down her pack, she patiently followed the longer ritual of greeting with a man who seemed surprisingly young for the leader of a guild of sorcery. Oier was barely older than she had been when she had left her home world. The Sorcerers’ Guild chose their leaders by strength, she read, so each year there was the potential for a new leader to emerge from the graduates of schools around the world. To maintain stability, most decisions were made by vote in a council of masters.


By the time the welcoming ritual was over, Rielle had found answers to most of her questions from the Head Sorcerer’s mind. This was, indeed, the world that had appealed to Baluka for restoration. It was not a dead world but had grown dramatically weaker in the recent past. Several reasons had been considered for the weakening, but none had been proven. Most Telemnans blamed the neighbouring world, Woperi.


“Why would the Peri take magic from your world?” she asked.


“We have been caught up in a feud for many years,” Oier admitted, “after they brought a plant into this world knowing it would spread rapidly and render much of our land unusable. You may have seen it, not too far outside this city.”


“I did. So Telemna-vo retaliated?”


“Yes. Our sorcerers bred and released an insect into the other world that would ruin their crops. They then struck back by introducing a disease that blinded a species of domesticated animals we eat.” He spread his hands in a gesture of futility and acceptance. “We have continued this battle for over seventy cycles. It has brought famine and poverty to both worlds, though no attack has ever been directed at people, and neither side has marred the sanctity of magic by using it for warfare.”


She frowned. “You do not consider famine and poverty an attack on people?”


He grimaced. “Not a direct attack.”


Resisting the urge to sigh, she nudged the subject back to what she needed to know. “Would stripping magic from this world be considered a direct attack?”


“No.”


“Is removing magic harming its sanctity?”


He hesitated. “That depends whether it is then being used for warfare.”


“And if it was?”


His expression darkened. “Then we are free to respond like for like.”


Magical warfare. Now she didn’t resist a sigh. They had no proof the weakening was an attack by the Peri, and thankfully they were reluctant enough to begin a war to be very careful of confirming such an offence.


“Why did you ask for your world to be restored?”


Oier looked confused. “To make us strong again.”


“But if this weakening continues, you will lose all that I give you again within a few years. Would it not be better to discover the cause first?”


He nodded. “I would rather we did, but I was outvoted on the matter. Many of us do not want to know the truth.”


In case it was an attack by the Peri. The council’s reluctance to go to war would be admirable, if it wasn’t as foolish as this feud was to begin with. Oier was frustrated. Battle training was not taught in Telemna-vo. Their enemy had the same belief about the sanctity of magic and were not warriors either. Oier feared that if this had changed in Woperi, his people would need to adapt quickly. Either way, to have any chance of surviving a magical attack, they needed a world strong in magic.


She considered him carefully. “I restore dead worlds, not half-depleted ones,” she told him. “I am a Maker, not a negotiator or problem fixer.”


He winced and nodded.


Rielle looked away so he would not think her frown was directed at him. Baluka should not have sent her here. Either he had done so knowing the world wasn’t depleted, or the Sorcerers’ Guild had deceived him – which they could only do by sending someone to the Restorers to ask for help who believed this world was weaker than it was.


If the former, why would Baluka send her here? Did he want her to find the cause of the weakening? Did he expect her to deal with what she found? His request that she strip worlds had made her wary. Is he trying to persuade me to get more involved in the decision-making behind restoring worlds? To shoulder some of the burden of controlling them?


The possibility set anger simmering within her. She ought to leave and confront Baluka. She ought to refuse this world’s request for magic. Too many dead worlds still waited for help, isolated and empty of magic, to justify her getting involved in this local problem. Strengthening Telemna-vo was a waste of her ability.


And yet she found she could not tell this young man she wouldn’t help him. Not without giving him, and his people, a chance to avoid the magical warfare they feared.


“Would it help if I demanded you send sorcerers to seek the reason for the weakening before I restored this world?”


He nodded. “Not many of us are capable of travelling between worlds, however.”


Which they would need to be, to cover distances quickly. “A few is better than none. What of the messenger you sent to the Restorers?”


“Our strongest member. Do you want her to search again?”


Rielle shook her head. “No. Send her to me. I need her to take the Restorers a message. While she is gone, I suggest your guild begin negotiations with the Peri to end this foolish cycle of revenge. Tell them I am here to strengthen your world. Tell them if they refuse to negotiate, I will not restore their world if it is depleted again.” She sighed. “It is likely I will have to stay until Baluka’s reply to my message arrives, so I will need accommodation also.”


As she spoke, Oier had cringed a little at the thought of ordering the guild sorcerers about, then relaxed as he realised he could truly tell them he had no choice. Then his eyes widened with fear as he understood that his world and the next were going to confront each other directly. Only in negotiations for now, but that could as easily lead to war. He tried to gather his thoughts enough to begin the elaborate ritual for welcoming a guest who will be staying in someone’s house, but she raised a hand to stop him.


“Forgive me, but I do not have the time for formalities,” she told him. “As soon as I dispatch my messenger, I will be leaving.”


“Where are you going?” he asked.


“To start my own investigations in Woperi.”


He pressed his palms to his chest in respect. “I thank you on behalf of Telemna-vo. Please enjoy the comforts of this room while I make the arrangements.”


Then he hurried away. As the sound of his footsteps echoed from the stairwell, Rielle looked around. The room was furnished both as a space to meet visitors and as a place to work. Shelves lined the walls, and both books and objects filled them. She picked up her pack, moved to one of the chairs facing Oier’s desk and sat down.


Hopefully their messenger could travel fast. The longer they took to reach Baluka and return, the greater the chance her visit to Qall would be delayed. She considered the distance from Telemna-vo to Affen, the Restorers’ home world. If their messenger was likely to travel slowly, she could give the woman directions to a closer Restorers’ outpost, with a request for a faster messenger to continue on to Baluka.


But she wanted to be sure Baluka received her message, and the only way to do that was for the Telemnan messenger to meet him personally. Then, when they returned, she would see Baluka’s response in the messenger’s memory, and perhaps see a hint of his true intentions.


She would go herself, but after she had investigated the situation in Woperi, she wanted to seek the reason for the weakening of this world. It might be something simple and easily resolved. Perhaps it didn’t have anything to do with the Peri. Perhaps an otherworld sorcerer had taken up residence in Telemna-vo and was attempting to learn pattern-shifting.


Whatever the reason, I’ll hand the task of dealing with it to Baluka. It’s not my place to interfere in the politics of worlds. She had already involved herself more than she ought to by demanding these worlds begin negotiations. I will do no more, she decided. My failed negotiations in Doum and Murai taught me that no matter how powerful I am, I don’t have the expertise or knowledge to be a negotiator. I can so easily do harm when I think I have done good. Baluka has thousands of generals and experts to call upon for advice.


And she was not going to be tricked into doing Baluka’s job for him. As Tarren had said, she was the Maker. Not the Negotiator, or the Warrior, or the World Problem Fixer. Crossing her arms, she scowled at the doorway, only to find a young woman staring back at her.


Leaping to her feet, Rielle managed to smile, and invited the messenger into the room.




CHAPTER 5


Baluka had once told her it was easier to deal with a world if all or most of the people in it were united under one form of leadership and administration. That made negotiating peace simpler, and punishing the culprits if agreements were broken more effective. Worlds that were considered unified were not as rare as Rielle had expected, partly because they were considered so even if some of the people within were in rebellion against the leadership. Since the usual way a world became unified was by one country or empire conquering the rest, some sort of resistance always existed, but ultimately nothing convinced enemies within a world to cooperate with each other like an external threat.


Unfortunately, Woperi was not a united world. Most of the humans populating it didn’t even call it “Woperi” – which meant “good soil” in the language of the Peri, the country that had started the cycle of revenge with Telemna-vo. The non-Peri occupants Rielle had seen so far lived a basic tribal existence on land dominated by gigantic plants like the one she had seen on arrival in the neighbouring world. The Peri were the most sophisticated of the peoples she had found.


Their laws ensured that the growth and removal of the giant plants were controlled. Areas were cleared for crops, the wood put to good use, then allowed to go wild again when the soil’s nutrients were depleted. This had made the Peri prosperous, giving them time to spend on activities other than meeting their basic needs. They had a society of sorcerers that had, perhaps ironically, been founded by a woman from Telemna-vo centuries before.


Rielle had learned this and much more by skimming minds while sitting on a ridge outside the main city. She didn’t want to meet the locals. They might assume she was there to help them against the Telemnans. It was up to the Telemnans to make contact and seek peace with the Peri. She was not here to play negotiator.


The local sorcerers had their Telemnan counterparts on their mind a great deal at the moment. Partly this was because the Telemnan sorcerers had begun negotiations, but also because the Peri suspected their neighbours of stealing magic from their world. They’d been more active in seeking the source of their world’s weakening than had the Telemnans, but all but two of their sorcerers were too weak for world travelling, so their investigations involved long journeys through the plant-tangled wilds.


Rielle had spent each day since her arrival in Woperi looking for the place from which the magic had been taken, then returning to spy on the evening meetings of the Peri sorcerers. She’d barely slept, frustration keeping her awake when she did attempt to rest. Better to spend that time searching, she reasoned, so her responsibilities would be taken care of as soon as possible. Now, as twin moons rose over the forest and the latest meeting was called to an end, she stood, shouldered her pack, drew in a deep breath and began skimming across the world.


Each time she’d explored Woperi, she’d travelled in a different direction. The previous day she’d skimmed over an ocean and arrived in a continent too dry to support the enormous plants. To her surprise, the third city she’d found was familiar, and she realised she had visited this world a few cycles ago on their way to another. The sorcerers here had also noticed a lessening of magic recently, and were deliberating whether to contact the Restorers. They, like her, suspected an otherworld sorcerer had tried to become ageless in their world. Rielle had wondered if the Peri sorcerers were imagining the depletion of their world, but now she knew it to be true. Their world had been strong during her last visit, and it would take considerable sorcerous activity to reduce it to the current level.
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