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PRAISE FOR ELANTRIS


“Sanderson’s outstanding fantasy debut, refreshingly complete unto itself and free of the usual genre clichés, offers something for everyone: mystery, magic, romance, political wrangling, religious conflict, fights for equality, sharp writing, and wonderful, robust characters. The godlike inhabitants of Elantris, once the capital of the land of Arelon, have degenerated into powerless, tortured souls, unable to die, after the city’s magic inexplicably broke ten years earlier. When the same curse strikes Prince Raoden of Arelon and he’s imprisoned in Elantris, he refuses to surrender to his grim fate and instead strives to create a society out of the fallen and to unlock the secret that will restore the city’s glory. Meanwhile, Princess Sarene of Teod [in] Kae (Arelon’s new capital), who was betrothed to Raoden sight unseen, believes her intended has died. Officially declared his widow, she must use her political savvy and wit to protect Kae from malevolent forces without and within the city, chiefly Hrathen, a leader of the creepy Shu-Dereth faith, who aims to either convert Kae or destroy it within three months. The intrigue and excitement grow steadily in this smoothly written, perfectly balanced narrative; by the end readers won’t want to put it down. As the blurb from Orson Scott Card suggests, Sanderson is a writer to watch.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Sanderson’s fantasy debut offers a vibrant cast of characters and a story of faith and determination set against a vividly portrayed world where magic is based on channeling power through the depiction of runes. The author’s skill at turning conventional fantasy on its head produces a tale filled with surprising twists and turns and a conclusion both satisfying and original.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Elantris is a new Ben-Hur for the fantasy genre, with a sweeping, epic storyline and well-drawn and sympathetic characters.”


—Kevin J. Anderson, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Dune: The Battle of Corrin


“Elantris, Brandon Sanderson’s excellent debut novel, is marked by vivid, strongly drawn characters (including a memorable female character) and ingenious plot twists that will keep the reader turning pages. Don’t miss it!”


—Katherine Kurtz


“Brandon Sanderson is the real thing—an exciting storyteller with a unique and powerful vision. Elantris is one of the finest debuts I’ve seen in years.”


—David Farland


“I really enjoyed Elantris. [It’s] a wonderful fantasy!”


—Terry McGarry, author of The Binder’s Road and Illumination


“Brandon Sanderson’s Elantris is a marvelous, magic monster of a book, packed full of intrigue and daring, based around a killer high concept. When the city of the gods becomes a city of the damned, who and what do you believe in? The story twists and turns, characters bait traps for one another as they vie for secular and religious power, and no one is necessarily who or what they seem. Royal houses rise and fall, the fate of all humanity is in the balance, and maybe, just maybe … the gods are coming back. All this and a genuinely touching love story, too.”


—Simon R. Green, New York Times bestselling author of the Deathstalker, Nightside, and Hawk & Fisher series


“Brandon Sanderson’s debut novel, Elantris—an instant fantasy classic about a fallen city of the gods and its inexplicable rise from its own ruins—is a singular storytelling tour de force that is absolutely beyond compare.… In a genre where mainstream success regularly leads to mind-numbing repetition (unnecessarily prolonged series that recycle predictable plotlines) and shameless mass imitation, true creative genius is often hard to find. Fantasy fans need not look any further for such genius—Brandon Sanderson is his name, and Elantris is his calling card.”


—Paul Goat Allen in Explorations, who added later, in correspondence:


“Finally! After reading and reviewing more than 2,500 science fiction and fantasy titles, a truly singular fantasy novel that I cannot compare to any other work that I’ve ever read. Brandon Sanderson’s Elantris was amazing!”
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Dedicated to my mother,


Who wanted a doctor,


     Ended up with a writer,


But loved him enough not to complain


     (Very much).
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FOREWORD


I met Brandon Sanderson in 1998, on the staff of The Leading Edge, our university’s science fiction magazine. But we didn’t really get to know each other until the first semester of 1999, when we realized we were both in the same creative writing class, and that we were both serious about writing as a career. We started a writing group, invited a few other Leading Edge staff members, and got to work reading each other’s stuff. My early novels had so many fantasy clichés they were essentially fan fiction; Brandon’s were so adamantly devoid of cliché that sometimes nothing happened in them at all.


“Hey, Brandon, when do the bad guys show up?”


“These are the bad guys.”


“No, these are just the guys trying to close the main character’s school of magic. Obviously some real bad guys are going to show up, and this guy’s magic is the only thing that will be able to stop them, and his school will save the day because he fought to keep it open, and yay. We can all see it coming. It’s just, why is it taking so long?”


“That’s not going to happen.”


“Of course that’s going to happen. That’s what fantasy novels are about.”


“But they don’t have to be about that. I mean, fantasy can be about anything it wants, right? That’s the point of fantasy. So why can’t this fantasy just be about a guy who’s trying to keep a school open, and that’s the whole story? And it just happens to be a school where people learn sand magic and wear air-powered dueling wrist guns and eat delicious giant insect tofu?”


“Um. I guess it could. So wait, is there really no bad guy? Like, at all?”


And so it went, book after book. Even back then, Brandon wrote books faster than most humans could read them. After a while Brandon got an agent, the wonderful Joshua Bilmes, and our writing group felt delightfully vindicated when Joshua agreed with us: What was the point of writing all these books if nothing was going to happen in them? Joshua’s comments gave us a phrase we used for years, warding off Brandon’s wilder excesses like a holy mantra: “The fabric of the universe needs to be in peril.”


“This is a great book, Brandon, but I really don’t feel like the fabric of the universe is in peril.”


“Of course it’s not, this is just a little story about a guy who feels left out of his family.”


“Okay, first, this is actually a huge story about a guy who can create magical armor with his mind and summon food ex nihilo, thereby angering scary void monsters, who also happens to feel left out of his family. So, come on. Second, and more importantly, that big fancy agent you’re working with told you that the fabric of the universe has to be in peril, and it’s not. You need to start imperiling it right now.”


“But at least I have scary void monsters…”


“Imperil it!”


The great thing about a writing group is that you all learn together. The terrible thing about a writing group is that you say an awful lot of really stupid things before you’ve learned anything. It’s honestly a wonder that writing groups produce writers at all, instead of walking insecurities raised entirely in echo chambers of bad advice. The thing is, Brandon’s instincts were right, and Joshua’s mantra was right, and all of it was right, and we just didn’t know how to interpret any of it. We figured it out eventually, obviously. Brandon owes a great deal of his success—let’s say half of it—to his stubborn insistence that the little human stories inside of the epic were what made the epic worth reading. We care about Mistborn because we care about Vin, and her horrible emotional scars, and her grim certainty that no one could ever love her. We care about the Stormlight Archive because we care about Kaladin’s depression, and Shallan’s insecurity, and Dalinar’s struggle with madness. The other big chunk of Brandon’s success—let’s go ahead and call it the other half—he owes to that relentless insistence on big-picture drama. A powerful, no-holds-barred, universe-fabric-imperiling outer story to wrap around the inner stories and give them weight. Brandon tells some of the biggest stories out there, and he grounds them with some of the smallest and most personal.


At some point in the writing group we finished one of Brandon’s novels and started a new one: The Spirit of Adonis. It had everything: intimate stories of flawed, lovable, wonderful people, perfectly blended with a life-ending curse, a world-shattering army, and a universe-altering endgame that changed everything, for everyone, in ways that made us laugh and cheer and turn the pages as fast as we humanly could. The only problem was the title.


“I don’t get it. Why is it about Adonis?”


“The city is called Adonis, is that … not clear?”


“That’s clear, sure, but what’s not clear is why the city is called Adonis. Is this Earth? Is it Greece and I just can’t tell?”


“Why would it be Greece?”


“Why would it not be…? Adonis was Greek. Is this a planet we colonized in the future, like Pern, and we’re reusing old—”


“No no no, it’s not Earth, it’s not Greek—maybe it has some visual semblance to Greece but that’s not intentional. Adonis is just a place I made up; it doesn’t really have a real-world analogue.”


We stared at each other, each trying to figure out why the other was so confused. It all made perfect sense in our heads! Writing groups are like that sometimes. Finally someone else in the writing group said, “You realize that Adonis is a character from Greek mythology, right?”


Brandon laughed.


“Holy cow, no, I totally forgot about that guy. I thought that word was too good to not be taken. Don’t worry, I’ll change the name.”


The next week Brandon e-mailed us chapter two of The Spirit of Elantris, and a few months later he dropped the “Spirit” and just called it Elantris. It remains, to this day, one of my all-time favorite fantasy novels. In my house, safely hidden away from children and prying fans, is what I do not doubt will one day be the single most valuable object I own: a first-edition copy of Elantris, purchased on opening day, bearing Brandon’s autograph and this simple inscription: “For Dan—My first signed book ever.”


Congrats on ten years, Brandon. You did it. Hundreds of years from now, some bright young up-and-comer will accidentally name her fantasy novel after you.


That’s how you know you’ve really made it.


DAN WELLS




Maps


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]




 


[image: image]


PROLOGUE


ELANTRIS was beautiful, once. It was called the city of the gods: a place of power, radiance, and magic. Visitors say that the very stones glowed with an inner light, and that the city contained wondrous arcane marvels. At night, Elantris shone like a silvery fire, visible even from a great distance.


Yet as magnificent as Elantris was, its inhabitants were more so. Their hair a brilliant white, their skin an almost metallic silver, the Elantrians shone like the city itself. Legends claim that they were immortal, or at least nearly so. Their bodies healed quickly, and they were blessed with great strength, insight, and speed. They could perform magics with a bare wave of the hand; men visited Elantris from all across Opelon to receive Elantrian healings, food, or wisdom. They were divinities.


And anyone could become one.


The Shaod, it was called. The Transformation. It struck randomly—usually at night, during the mysterious hours when life slowed to rest. The Shaod could take beggar, craftsman, nobleman, or warrior. When it came, the fortunate person’s life ended and began anew; he would discard his old, mundane existence and move to Elantris. Elantris, where he could live in bliss, rule in wisdom, and be worshipped for eternity.


Eternity ended ten years ago.




 


PART ONE


THE SHADOW OF ELANTRIS
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CHAPTER 1


PRINCE Raoden of Arelon awoke early that morning, completely unaware that he had been damned for all eternity. Still drowsy, Raoden sat up, blinking in the soft morning light. Just outside his open balcony windows he could see the enormous city of Elantris in the distance, its stark walls looming over the smaller city of Kae, where Raoden lived. Elantris’s walls were incredibly high, but Raoden could see the tops of black towers rising behind them, their broken spires a clue to the fallen majesty hidden within.


The abandoned city seemed darker than usual. Raoden stared at it for a moment, then glanced away. The huge Elantrian walls were impossible to ignore, but the people of Kae tried very hard to do just that. It was painful to remember the city’s beauty, to wonder how ten years ago the blessing of the Shaod had become a curse instead.


Raoden shook his head, climbing out of bed. It was unusually warm for such an early hour; he didn’t feel even a bit chilly as he threw on his robe, then pulled the servants’ cord beside his bed, indicating that he wanted breakfast.


That was another odd thing. He was hungry—very hungry. Almost ravenous. He had never liked large breakfasts, but this morning he found himself waiting impatiently for his meal to arrive. Finally, he decided to send someone to see what was taking so long.


“Ien?” he called in the unlit chambers.


There was no response. Raoden frowned at the seon’s absence. Where could Ien be?


Raoden stood, and as he did, his eyes fell on Elantris again. Resting in the great city’s shadow, Kae seemed like an insignificant village by comparison. Elantris was an enormous, ebony block—not really a city anymore, just the corpse of one. Raoden shivered.


A knock came at his door.


“Finally,” Raoden said, walking over to pull open the door. Old Elao stood outside with a tray of fruit and warm bread.


The tray dropped to the ground with a crash, slipping from the stunned maid’s fingers even as Raoden reached out to accept it. Raoden froze, the tray’s metallic ring echoing through the silent morning hallway.


“Merciful Domi!” Elao whispered, her eyes horrified and her hand trembling as she clutched at the Korathi pendant at her neck.


Raoden reached out, but the maid took a quivering step away, stumbling on a small melon in her haste to escape.


“What?” Raoden asked. Then he saw his hand. What had been hidden in the shadows of his darkened room was now illuminated by the hallway’s flickering lantern.


Raoden turned, throwing furniture out of his way as he stumbled to the tall mirror at the side of his chambers. The dawn’s light had grown just strong enough for him to see the reflection that stared back at him. A stranger’s reflection.


His blue eyes were the same, though they were wide with terror. His hair, however, had changed from sandy brown to limp grey. The skin was the worst. The mirrored face was covered in sickly black patches, like dark bruises. The splotches could mean only one thing.


The Shaod had come upon him.


*   *   *


THE ELANTRIS CITY gate boomed shut behind him with a shocking sound of finality. Raoden slumped against it, thoughts numbed by the day’s events.


It was as if his memories belonged to another person. His father, King Iadon, hadn’t met Raoden’s gaze as he ordered the priests to prepare his son and throw him into Elantris. It had been done swiftly and quietly; Iadon couldn’t afford to let it be known that the crown prince was an Elantrian. Ten years ago, the Shaod would have made Raoden a god. Now, instead of making people into silver-skinned deities, it changed them into sickly monstrosities.


Raoden shook his head in disbelief. The Shaod was a thing that happened to other people—distant people. People who deserved to be cursed. Not the crown prince of Arelon. Not Raoden.


The city of Elantris stretched out before him. Its high walls were lined with guardhouses and soldiers—men intended not to keep enemies out of the city, but to keep its inhabitants from escaping. Since the Reod, when Elantris fell, every person taken by the Shaod had been thrown in through the gates to rot; the city had become an expansive tomb for those whose bodies had forgotten how to die.


Raoden could remember standing on those walls, looking down on Elantris’s dread inhabitants, just as the guards now looked down on him. The city had seemed far away then, even though he had been standing just outside of it. He had wondered, philosophically, what it would be like to walk those blackened streets.


Now he was going to find out.


Raoden pushed against the gate for a moment, as if to force his body through, to cleanse his flesh of its taint. He lowered his head, releasing a quiet moan. He felt like curling into a ball on the grimy stones and waiting until he woke from this dream. Except he knew he would never awaken. The priests said that this nightmare would never end.


But something within him urged Raoden forward. He knew he had to keep moving—for if he stopped, he feared he’d simply give up. The Shaod had taken his body. He couldn’t let it take his mind as well.


So, using his pride like a shield against despair, dejection, and—most important—self-pity, Raoden raised his head to stare damnation in the eyes.


*   *   *


BEFORE, WHEN RAODEN had stood on the walls of Elantris to look down—both literally and figuratively—on its inhabitants, he had seen the filth that covered the city. Now he stood in it.


Every surface—from the walls of the buildings to the numerous cracks in the paving stones—was coated with a patina of grime. The slick, oily substance had an equalizing effect on Elantris’s colors, blending them all into a single, depressing hue—a color that mixed the pessimism of black with the polluted greens and browns of sewage.


Before, Raoden had been able to see a few of the city’s inhabitants. Now he could hear them as well. A dozen or so Elantrians lay scattered across the courtyard’s fetid stone. Many sat uncaringly, or unknowingly, in pools of dark water, the remains of the night’s rainstorm. And they were moaning. Most of them were quiet about it, mumbling to themselves or whimpering with some unseen pain. One woman at the far end of the courtyard, however, screamed in a sound of raw anguish. She fell silent after a moment, her breath or her strength giving out.


Most of them wore what looked like rags—dark, loose-fitting garments that were as soiled as the streets. Looking closely, however, Raoden recognized the clothing. He glanced down at his own white burial cloths. They were long and flowing, like ribbons sewn together into a loose robe. The linen on his arms and legs was already stained with grime from brushing up against the city gate and stone pillars. Raoden suspected they would soon be indistinguishable from the other Elantrians’ garb.


This is what I will become, Raoden thought. It has already begun. In a few weeks I will be nothing more than a dejected body, a corpse whimpering in the corner.


A slight motion on the other side of the courtyard brought Raoden out of his self-pity. Some Elantrians were crouching in a shadowed doorway across from him. He couldn’t make out much from their silhouetted forms, but they seemed to be waiting for something. He could feel their gaze upon him.


Raoden raised an arm to shade his eyes, and only then did he remember the small thatch basket in his hands. It held the ritual Korathi sacrifice sent to accompany the dead into the next life—or, in this case, into Elantris. The basket contained a loaf of bread, a few thin vegetables, a handful of grain, and a tiny flask of wine. Normal death sacrifices were far more extensive, but even a victim of the Shaod had to be given something.


Raoden glanced back at the figures in the doorway, his mind flashing to rumors he’d heard on the outside—stories of Elantrian brutality. The shadowed figures had yet to move, but their study of him was unnerving.


Taking a deep breath, Raoden took a step along the city wall toward the east side of the courtyard. The forms still seemed to be watching him, but they didn’t follow. In a moment, he could no longer see through the doorway, and a second later he had safely passed into one of the streets.


Raoden released his breath, feeling that he had escaped something, though he didn’t know what. After a few moments, he was certain that no one followed, and he began to feel foolish for his alarm. So far, he had yet to see anything that corroborated the rumors about Elantris. Raoden shook his head and continued moving.


The stench was almost overwhelming. The omnipresent sludge had a musty, rotten scent, like that of dying fungus. Raoden was so bothered by the smell that he nearly stepped directly on the gnarled form of an old man huddled next to a building’s wall. The man moaned piteously, reaching up with a thin arm. Raoden looked down, and felt a sudden chill. The “old man” was no more than sixteen years old. The creature’s soot-covered skin was dark and spotted, but his face was that of a child, not a man. Raoden took an involuntary step backward.


The boy, as if realizing that his chance would soon pass, stretched his arm forward with the sudden strength of desperation. “Food?” he mumbled through a mouth only half full of teeth. “Please?”


Then the arm fell, its endurance expended, and the body slumped back against the cold stone wall. His eyes, however, continued to watch Raoden. Sorrowful, pained eyes. Raoden had seen beggars before in the outer cities, and he had probably been fooled by charlatans a number of times. This boy, however, was not faking.


Raoden reached up and pulled the loaf of bread from his sacrificial offerings, then handed it to the boy. The look of disbelief that ran across the boy’s face was somehow more disturbing than the despair it had replaced. This creature had given up hope long ago; he probably begged out of habit rather than expectation.


Raoden left the boy behind, turning to continue down the small street. He had hoped that the city would grow less gruesome as he left the main courtyard—thinking, perhaps, that the dirt was a result of the area’s relatively frequent use. He had been wrong; the alley was covered with just as much filth as the courtyard, if not more.


A muffled thump sounded from behind. Raoden turned in surprise. A group of dark forms stood near the mouth of the side street, huddled around an object on the ground. The beggar. Raoden watched with a shiver as five men devoured his loaf of bread, fighting among themselves and ignoring the boy’s despairing cries. Eventually, one of the newcomers—obviously annoyed—brought a makeshift club down on the boy’s neck with a crunch that resounded through the small alley.


The men finished the bread, then turned to regard Raoden. He took an apprehensive step backward; it appeared that he had been hasty in assuming he hadn’t been followed. The five men slowly stalked forward, and Raoden spun, taking off at a run.


Sounds of pursuit came from behind. Raoden scrambled away in fear—something that, as a prince, he had never needed to do before. He ran madly, expecting his breath to run short and a pain to stab him in the side, as usually happened when he overextended himself. Neither occurred. Instead he simply began to feel horribly tired, weak to the point that he knew he would soon collapse. It was a harrowing feeling, as if his life were slowly seeping away.


Desperate, Raoden tossed the sacrificial basket over his head. The awkward motion threw him off balance, and an unseen schism in the paving stones sent him into a maladroit stumble that didn’t end until he collided with a rotting mass of wood. The wood—which might once have been a pile of crates—squished, breaking his fall.


Raoden sat up quickly, the motion tossing shreds of wood pulp across the damp alleyway. His assailants, however, were no longer concerned with him. The five men crouched in the street’s muck, picking scattered vegetables and grain off the stone and out of the dark pools. Raoden felt his stomach churn as one of the men slid his finger down a crack, scraped up a dark handful that was more sludge than corn, then rammed the entire mass between eager lips. Brackish spittle dribbled down the man’s chin, dropping from a mouth that resembled a mud-filled pot boiling on the stove.


One man saw Raoden watching. The creature growled, reaching down to grab the almost-forgotten cudgel at his side. Raoden searched frantically for a weapon, finding a length of wood that was slightly less rotten than the rest. He held the weapon in uncertain hands, trying to project an air of danger.


The thug paused. A second later, a cry of joy from behind drew his attention: one of the others had located the tiny flask of wine. The struggle that ensued apparently drove all thoughts of Raoden from the men’s minds, and the five were soon gone—four chasing after the one who had been fortunate, or foolish, enough to escape with the precious liquor.


Raoden sat in the debris, overwhelmed. This is what you will become.… 


“Looks like they forgot about you, sule,” a voice observed.


Raoden jumped, looking toward the sound of the voice. A man, his smooth bald head reflecting the morning light, reclined lazily on a set of steps a short distance away. He was definitely an Elantrian, but before the transformation he must have been of a different race—not from Arelon, like Raoden. The man’s skin bore the telltale black splotches of the Shaod, but the unaffected patches weren’t pale, they were a deep brown instead.


Raoden tensed against possible danger, but this man showed no signs of the primal wildness or the decrepit weakness Raoden had seen in the others. Tall and firm-framed, the man had wide hands and keen eyes. He studied Raoden with a thoughtful attitude.


Raoden breathed a sigh of relief. “Whoever you are, I’m glad to see you. I was beginning to think everyone in here was either dying or insane.”


“We can’t be dying,” the man responded with a snort. “We’re already dead. Kolo?”


“Kolo.” The foreign word was vaguely familiar, as was the man’s strong accent. “You’re not from Arelon?”


The man shook his head. “I’m Galladon, from the sovereign realm of Duladel. I’m most recently from Elantris, land of sludge, insanity, and eternal perdition. Nice to meet you.”


“Duladel?” Raoden said. “But the Shaod only affects people from Arelon.” He picked himself up, brushing away pieces of wood in various stages of decomposition, grimacing at the pain in his stubbed toe. He was covered with slime, and the raw stench of Elantris now rose from him as well.


“Duladel is of mixed blood, sule. Arelene, Fjordell, Teo—you’ll find them all. I—”


Raoden cursed quietly, interrupting the man.


Galladon raised an eyebrow. “What is it, sule? Get a splinter in the wrong place? There aren’t many right places for that, I suppose.”


“It’s my toe!” Raoden said, limping across the slippery paving stones. “There’s something wrong with it—I stubbed it when I fell, but the pain isn’t going away.”


Galladon shook his head ruefully. “Welcome to Elantris, sule. You’re dead—your body won’t repair itself like it should.”


“What?” Raoden flopped to the ground next to Galladon’s steps. His toe continued to hurt with a pain as sharp as the moment he stubbed it.


“Every pain, sule,” Galladon whispered. “Every cut, every nick, every bruise, and every ache—they will stay with you until you go mad from the suffering. As I said, welcome to Elantris.”


“How do you stand it?” Raoden asked, massaging his toe, an action that didn’t help. It was such a silly little injury, but he felt he was fighting to keep pained tears from his eyes.


“We don’t. We’re either very careful, or we end up like those rulos you saw in the courtyard.”


“In the courtyard.… Idos Domi!” Raoden pulled himself to his feet and hobbled toward the courtyard. He found the beggar boy in the same location, near the mouth of the alley. He was still alive … in a way.


The boy’s eyes stared blankly into the air, the pupils quivering. His lips worked silently, no sound escaping. The boy’s neck had been completely crushed, and there was a massive gash in its side, exposing the vertebrae and throat. The boy tried without success to breathe through the mess.


Suddenly Raoden’s toe didn’t seem so bad. “Idos Domi…” Raoden whispered, turning his head as his stomach lurched. He reached out and grabbed the side of a building to steady himself, his head bowed, as he tried to keep from adding to the sludge on the ground.


“There isn’t much left for this one,” Galladon said in a matter-of-fact tone, crouching down next to the beggar.


“How…?” Raoden began, then stopped as his stomach threatened him again. He sat down in the slime with a plop and, after a few deep breaths, continued. “How long will he live like that?”


“You still don’t understand, sule,” Galladon said, his accented voice sorrowful. “He isn’t alive—none of us are. That’s why we’re here. Kolo? The boy will stay like this forever. That is, after all, the typical length of eternal damnation.”


“Is there nothing we can do?”


Galladon shrugged. “We could try burning him, assuming we could make a fire. Elantrian bodies seem to burn better than those of normal people, and some think that’s a fitting death for our kind.”


“And…” Raoden said, still unable to look at the boy. “And if we do that, what happens to him—his soul?”


“He doesn’t have a soul,” Galladon said. “Or so the priests tell us. Korathi, Derethi, Jesker—they all say the same thing. We’re damned.”


“That doesn’t answer my question. Will the pain stop if he is burned?”


Galladon looked down at the boy. Eventually he just shrugged. “Some say that if you burn us, or cut off our head, or do anything that completely destroys the body, we’ll just stop existing. Others, they say the pain goes on—that we become pain. They think we’d float thoughtlessly, unable to feel anything but agony. I don’t like either option, so I just try to keep myself in one piece. Kolo?”


“Yes,” Raoden whispered. “I kolo.” He turned, finally getting the courage to look back at the wounded boy. The enormous gash stared back at him. Blood seeped slowly from the wound—as if the liquid were just sitting in the veins, like stagnant water in a pool.


With a sudden chill Raoden reached up and felt his chest. “I don’t have a heartbeat,” he realized for the first time.


Galladon looked at Raoden as if he had made an utterly idiotic statement. “Sule, you’re dead. Kolo?”


*   *   *


THEY DIDN’T BURN the boy. Not only did they lack the proper implements to start a fire, but Galladon forbade it. “We can’t make a decision like that. What if he really has no soul? What if he stopped existing when we burned his body? To many, an existence of agony is better than no existence at all.”


So they left the boy where he had fallen—Galladon doing so without a second thought, Raoden following because he couldn’t think of anything else to do, though he felt the pain of guilt more sharply than even the pain in his toe.


Galladon obviously didn’t care whether Raoden followed him, went in another direction, or stood staring at an interesting spot of grime on the wall. The large, dark-skinned man walked back the way they had come, passing the occasional moaning body in a gutter, his back turned toward Raoden with a posture of complete indifference.


Watching the Dula go, Raoden tried to gather his thoughts. He had been trained for a life in politics; years of preparation had conditioned him to make quick decisions. He made one just then. He decided to trust Galladon.


There was something innately likable about the Dula, something Raoden found indefinably appealing, even if it was covered by a grime of pessimism as thick as the slime on the ground. It was more than Galladon’s lucidity, more than just his leisurely attitude. Raoden had seen the man’s eyes when he regarded the suffering child. Galladon claimed to accept the inevitable, but he felt sad that he had to do so.


The Dula found his former perch on the steps and settled back down. Taking a determined breath, Raoden walked over and stood expectantly in front of the man.


Galladon glanced up. “What?”


“I need your help, Galladon,” Raoden said, squatting on the ground in front of the steps.


Galladon snorted. “This is Elantris, sule. There’s no such thing as help. Pain, insanity, and a whole lot of slime are the only things you’ll find here.”


“You almost sound like you believe that.”


“You are asking in the wrong place, sule.”


“You’re the only noncomatose person I’ve met in here who hasn’t attacked me,” Raoden said. “Your actions speak much more convincingly than your words.”


“Perhaps I simply haven’t tried to hurt you because I know you don’t have anything to take.”


“I don’t believe that.”


Galladon shrugged an “I don’t care what you believe” shrug and turned away, leaning back against the side of the building and closing his eyes.


“Are you hungry, Galladon?” Raoden asked quietly.


The man’s eyes snapped open.


“I used to wonder when King Iadon fed the Elantrians,” Raoden mused. “I never heard of any supplies entering the city, but I always assumed that they were sent. After all, the Elantrians stay alive. I never understood. If the people of this city can exist without heartbeats, then they can probably exist without food. Of course, that doesn’t mean the hunger goes away. I was ravenous when I awoke this morning, and I still am. From the looks in the eyes of those men who attacked me, I’d guess the hunger only gets worse.”


Raoden reached under his grime-stained sacrificial robe, pulling out a thin object and holding it up for Galladon to see. A piece of dried meat. Galladon’s eyes opened all the way, his face changing from bored to interested. There was a glint in those eyes—a bit of the same wildness that Raoden had seen in the savage men earlier. It was more controlled, but it was there. For the first time, Raoden realized just how much he was gambling on his first impression of the Dula.


“Where did that come from?” Galladon asked slowly.


“It fell out of my basket when the priests were leading me here, so I stuffed it under my sash. Do you want it or not?”


Galladon didn’t answer for a moment. “What makes you think I won’t simply attack you and take it?” The words were not hypothetical; Raoden could tell that a part of Galladon was actually considering such an action. How large a part was still indeterminable.


“You called me ‘sule,’ Galladon. How could you kill one you’ve dubbed a friend?”


Galladon sat, transfixed by the tiny piece of meat. A thin drop of spittle ran unnoticed from the side of his mouth. He looked up at Raoden, who was growing increasingly anxious. When their eyes met, something sparked in Galladon, and the tension snapped. The Dula suddenly bellowed a deep, resounding laugh. “You speak Duladen, sule?”


“Only a few words,” Raoden said modestly.


“An educated man? Rich offerings for Elantris today! All right, you conniving rulo, what do you want?”


“Thirty days,” Raoden said. “For thirty days you will show me around and tell me what you know.”


“Thirty days? Sule, you’re kayana.”


“The way I see it,” Raoden said, moving to tuck the meat back in his sash, “the only food that ever enters this place arrives with the newcomers. You must get pretty hungry with so few offerings and so many mouths to feed. One would think the hunger would be almost maddening.”


“Twenty days,” Galladon said, a hint of his former intensity showing again.


“Thirty, Galladon. If you won’t help me, someone else will.”


Galladon ground his teeth for a moment. “Rulo,” he muttered, then held out his hand. “Thirty days. Fortunately, I wasn’t planning any extended trips during the next month.”


Raoden tossed him the meat with a laugh.


Galladon snatched the meat. Then, though his hand jerked reflexively toward his mouth, he stopped. With a careful motion he tucked the meat into a pocket and stood up. “So, what should I call you?”


Raoden paused. Probably best if people don’t know I’m royalty, for now. “‘Sule’ works just fine for me.”


Galladon chuckled. “The private type, I see. Well, let’s go then. It’s time for you to get the grand tour.”
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CHAPTER 2


SARENE stepped off the ship to discover that she was a widow. It was shocking news, of course, but not as devastating as it could have been. After all, she had never met her husband. In fact, when Sarene had left her homeland, she and Raoden had only been engaged. She had assumed that the kingdom of Arelon would wait to hold the wedding until she actually arrived. Where she came from at least, it was expected that both partners would be present when they were married.


“I never liked that clause in the wedding contract, my lady,” said Sarene’s companion—a melon-sized ball of light hovering at her side.


Sarene tapped her foot in annoyance as she watched the packmen load her luggage onto a carriage. The wedding contract had been a fifty-page beast of a document, and one of its many stipulations made her betrothal legally binding if either she or her fiancé died before the actual wedding ceremony.


“It’s a fairly common clause, Ashe,” she said. “That way, the treaty of a political marriage isn’t voided if something happens to one of the participants. I’ve never seen it invoked.”


“Until today,” the ball of light replied, its voice deep and its words well enunciated.


“Until today,” Sarene admitted. “How was I to know Prince Raoden wouldn’t last the five days it took us to cross the Sea of Fjorden?” She paused, frowning in thought. “Quote the clause to me, Ashe. I need to know exactly what it says.”


“‘If it happens that one member of the aforementioned couple is called home to Merciful Domi before the prearranged wedding time,’” Ashe said, “‘then the engagement will be considered equivalent to marriage in all legal and social respects.’”


“Not much room for argument, is there?”


“Afraid not, my lady.”


Sarene frowned distractedly, folding her arms and tapping her cheek with her index finger, watching the packmen. A tall, gaunt man directed the work with bored eyes and a resigned expression. The man, an Arelene court attendant named Ketol, was the only reception King Iadon had seen fit to send her. Ketol had been the one to “regretfully inform her” that her fiancé had “died of an unexpected disease” during her journey. He had made the declaration with the same dull, uninterested tone that he used to command the packmen.


“So,” Sarene clarified, “as far as the law is concerned, I’m now a princess of Arelon.”


“That is correct, my lady.”


“And the widowed bride of a man I never met.”


“Again, correct.”


Sarene shook her head. “Father is going to laugh himself sick when he hears about this. I’ll never live it down.”


Ashe pulsed slightly in annoyance. “My lady, the king would never take such a solemn event with levity. The death of Prince Raoden has undoubtedly brought great grief to the sovereign family of Arelon.”


“Yes. So much grief, in fact, that they couldn’t even spare the effort it would take to come meet their new daughter.”


“Perhaps King Iadon would have come himself if he’d had more warning of our arrival.…”


Sarene frowned, but the seon had a point. Her early arrival, several days ahead of the main wedding party, had been intended as a prewedding surprise for Prince Raoden. She’d wanted a few days, at least, to spend time with him privately and in person. Her secrecy, however, had worked against her.


“Tell me, Ashe,” she said. “How long do Arelenes customarily wait between a person’s death and their burial?”


“I’m not sure, my lady,” Ashe confessed. “I left Arelon long ago, and I lived here for such a short time that I can’t remember many specifics. However, my studies tell me that Arelene customs are generally similar to those of your homeland.”


Sarene nodded, then waved over King Iadon’s attendant.


“Yes, my lady?” Ketol asked in a lazy tone.


“Is a funeral wake being held for the prince?” Sarene asked.


“Yes, my lady,” the attendant replied. “Outside the Korathi chapel. The burial will happen this evening.”


“I want to go see the casket.”


Ketol paused. “Uh … His Majesty asked that you be brought to him immediately.…”


“Then I won’t spend long at the funeral tent,” Sarene said, walking toward her carriage.


*   *   *


SARENE SURVEYED THE busy funeral tent with a critical eye, waiting as Ketol and a few of the packmen cleared a way for her to approach the casket. She had to admit everything was irreproachable—the flowers, the offerings, the praying Korathi priests. The only oddity about the event was how crowded the tent was.


“There certainly are a lot of people here,” she noted to Ashe.


“The prince was very well liked, my lady,” the seon replied, floating beside her. “According to our reports, he was the most popular public figure in the country.”


Sarene nodded, walking down the passageway Ketol had made for her. Prince Raoden’s casket sat at the very center of the tent, guarded by a ring of soldiers who let the masses approach only so far. As she walked, she sensed true grief in the faces of those in attendance.


So it is true, she thought. The people did love him.


The soldiers made way for her, and she approached the casket. It was carved with Aons—most of them symbols of hope and peace—after the Korathi way. The entire wooden casket was surrounded by a ring of lavish foods—an offering made on behalf of the deceased.


“Can I see him?” she asked, turning toward one of the Korathi priests—a small, kindly looking man.


“I’m sorry, child,” the priest said. “But the prince’s disease was unpleasantly disfiguring. The king has asked that the prince be allowed dignity in death.”


Sarene nodded, turning back to the casket. She wasn’t sure what she had expected to feel, standing before the dead man she would have married. She was oddly … angry.


She pushed that emotion away for the moment, instead turning to look around the tent. It almost seemed too formal. Though the visiting people were obviously grieved, the tent, the offerings, and the decorations seemed sterile.


A man of Raoden’s age and supposed vigor, she thought. Dead of the coughing shivers. It could happen—but it certainly doesn’t seem likely.


“My … lady?” Ashe said quietly. “Is something wrong?”


Sarene waved to the seon and walked back toward their carriage. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “Something just doesn’t feel right here, Ashe.”


“You have a suspicious nature, my lady,” Ashe pointed out.


“Why isn’t Iadon having a vigil for his son? Ketol said he was holding court, as if his own son’s death didn’t even bother him.” Sarene shook her head. “I spoke with Raoden just before I left Teod, and he seemed fine. Something is wrong, Ashe, and I want to know what it is.”


“Oh dear…” Ashe said. “You know, my lady, your father did ask me to try and keep you out of trouble.”


Sarene smiled. “Now, there’s an impossible task. Come on, we need to go meet my new father.”


*   *   *


SARENE LEANED AGAINST the carriage window, watching the city pass as she rode toward the palace. She sat in silence for the moment, a single thought crowding everything else out of her mind.


What am I doing here?


Her words to Ashe had been confident, but she had always been good at hiding her worries. True, she was curious about the prince’s death, but Sarene knew herself very well. A large part of that curiosity was an attempt to take her mind off her feelings of inferiority and awkwardness—anything to keep from acknowledging what she was: a lanky, brusque woman who was almost past her prime. She was twenty-five years old; she should have been married years ago. Raoden had been her last chance.


How dare you die on me, prince of Arelon! Sarene thought indignantly. Yet the irony did not escape her. It was fitting that this man, one she had thought she might actually grow to like, would die before she even got to meet him. Now she was alone in an unfamiliar country, politically bound to a king she did not trust. It was a daunting, lonely feeling.


You’ve been lonely before, Sarene, she reminded herself. You’ll get through it. Just find something to occupy your mind. You have an entire new court to explore. Enjoy it.


With a sigh, Sarene turned her attention back to the city. Despite considerable experience serving in her father’s diplomatic corps, she had never visited Arelon. Ever since the fall of Elantris, Arelon had been unofficially quarantined by most other kingdoms. No one knew why the mystical city had been cursed, and everyone worried that the Elantrian disease might spread.


Sarene was surprised, however, by the lushness she saw in Kae. The city thoroughfares were wide and well maintained. The people on the street were well dressed, and she didn’t see a single beggar. To one side, a group of blue-robed Korathi priests walked quietly through the crowd, leading an odd, white-robed person. She watched the procession, wondering what it could be, until the group disappeared around a corner.


From her vantage, Kae reflected none of the economic hardship Arelon was supposed to be suffering. The carriage passed dozens of fenced-in mansions, each one built in a different style of architecture. Some were expansive, with large wings and pointed roofs, following Duladen construction. Others were more like castles, their stone walls looking as if they had been directly transported from the militaristic countryside of Fjorden. The mansions all shared one thing, however: wealth. The people of this country might be starving, but Kae—seat of Arelon’s aristocracy—didn’t appear to have noticed.


Of course, one disturbing shadow still hung over the city. The enormous wall of Elantris rose in the distance, and Sarene shivered as she glanced at its stark, imposing stones. She had heard stories about Elantris for most of her adult life, tales of the magics it had once produced and the monstrosities that now inhabited its dark streets. No matter how gaudy the houses, no matter how wealthy the streets, this one monument stood as a testament that all was not well in Arelon.


“Why do they even live here, I wonder?” Sarene said.


“My lady?”


“Why did King Iadon build his palace in Kae? Why choose a city that is so close to Elantris?”


“I suspect the reasons are primarily economic, my lady,” Ashe said. “There are only a couple of viable ports on the northern coast of Arelon, and this is the finest.”


Sarene nodded. The bay formed by the merging of the Aredel River with the ocean made for an enviable harbor. But even still … 


“Perhaps the reasons are political,” Sarene mused. “Iadon took power during turbulent times—maybe he thinks that remaining close to the old capital will lend him authority.”


“Perhaps, my lady,” Ashe said.


It’s not like it really matters that much, she thought. Apparently proximity to Elantris—or Elantrians—didn’t increase one’s chances of being taken by the Shaod.


She turned away from the window, looking over at Ashe, who hovered above the seat beside her. She had yet to see a seon in the streets of Kae, though the creatures—said to be the ancient creations of Elantris magic—were supposed to be even more common in Arelon than in her homeland. If she squinted, she could barely make out the glowing Aon at the center of Ashe’s light.


“At least the treaty is safe,” Sarene finally said.


“Assuming you remain in Arelon, my lady,” Ashe said in his deep voice. “At least that is what the wedding contract says. As long as you stay here, and ‘remain faithful to your husband,’ King Iadon must honor his alliance with Teod.”


“Remain faithful to a dead man,” Sarene mumbled, then sighed. “Well, that means I have to stay, husband or no husband.”


“If you say so, my lady.”


“We need this treaty, Ashe,” Sarene said. “Fjorden is expanding its influence at an incredible rate. Five years ago I would have said we didn’t need to worry, that Fjorden’s priests would never be a power in Arelon. But now…” Sarene shook her head. The collapse of the Duladen Republic had changed so much.


“We shouldn’t have kept ourselves so removed from Arelon these last ten years, Ashe,” she said. “I probably wouldn’t be in this predicament if we had forged strong ties with the new Arelene government ten years ago.”


“Your father was afraid their political turmoil would infect Teod,” Ashe said. “Not to mention the Reod—no one was certain that whatever struck the Elantrians wouldn’t affect normal people as well.”


The carriage slowed, and Sarene sighed, letting the topic drop. Her father knew that Fjorden was a danger, and he understood that old allegiances needed to be reforged; that was why she was in Arelon. Ahead of them, the palace gates swung open. Friendless or not, she had arrived, and Teod was depending on her. She had to prepare Arelon for the war that was coming—a war that had become inevitable the moment Elantris fell.


*   *   *


SARENE’S NEW FATHER, King Iadon of Arelon, was a thin man with a shrewd face. He was conferring with several of his administrators when Sarene entered the throne room, and she stood unnoticed for nearly fifteen minutes before he even nodded to her. Personally, she didn’t mind the wait—it gave her a chance to observe the man she was now sworn to obey—but her dignity couldn’t help being a little offended by the treatment. Her station as a princess of Teod alone should have earned her a reception that was, if not grand, at least punctual.


As she waited, one thing soon struck her. Iadon did not look like a man mourning the passing of his son and heir. There was no sign of grief in his eyes, none of the haggard fatigue that generally accompanied the death of a loved one. In fact, the air of the court itself seemed remarkably free of mourning signs.


Is Iadon a heartless man, then? Sarene wondered curiously. Or is he simply one who knows how to control his emotions?


Years spent in her father’s court had taught Sarene to be a connoisseur of noble character. Though she couldn’t hear what Iadon was saying—Ketol had told her to stay near the back of the room and wait for permission to approach—the king’s actions and mannerisms demonstrated his character. Iadon spoke firmly, giving direct instruction, occasionally pausing to stab his table map with a thin finger. He gave every indication of being a man with a strong personality, one with a definite idea of how he wanted things done. It wasn’t a bad sign. Tentatively Sarene decided that this was a man with whom she might be able to work.


King Iadon waved her over. She carefully hid her annoyance at the wait, and approached him with the proper air of noble submission. He interrupted her halfway through her curtsy.


“No one told me you would be so tall,” he declared.


“My lord?” she said, looking up.


“Well, I guess the only one who would have cared about that isn’t around to see it. Eshen!” he snapped, causing an almost unseen woman near the far side of the room to jump in compliance.


“Take this one to her rooms and see that she has plenty of things to keep her occupied. Embroidery or whatever else it is that entertains you women.” With that, the king turned to his next appointment—a group of merchants.


Sarene stood in midcurtsy, stunned at Iadon’s complete lack of decorum. Only years of courtly training kept her jaw from dropping. Quick but unassertive, the woman Iadon had ordered—Queen Eshen, the king’s wife—scuttled over and took Sarene’s arm. Eshen was short and slight of frame, her brownish blond Aonic hair only beginning to streak with grey.


“Come, child,” Eshen said in a high-pitched voice. “We mustn’t waste the king’s time.”


Sarene allowed herself to be pulled through one of the room’s side doors. “Merciful Domi,” she muttered under her breath. “What have I gotten myself into?”


*   *   *


“… AND YOU’LL LOVE it when the roses come in. I have the gardeners plant them so you can smell them without even leaning out the window. I wish they weren’t so big though.”


Sarene frowned in confusion. “The roses?”


“No, dear,” the queen continued, barely pausing, “the windows. You can’t believe how bright the sun is when it shines through them in the morning. I asked them—the gardeners, that is—to find me some orange ones, because I so adore orange, but so far all they found were some ghastly yellow ones. ‘If I wanted yellow,’ I said to them, ‘I would have had you plant aberteens.’ You should have seen them apologize—I’m sure we’ll have some orange ones by the end of next year. Don’t you think that would be lovely, dear? Of course, the windows will still be too big. Maybe I can have a couple of them bricked off.”


Sarene nodded, fascinated—not by the conversation, but by the queen. Sarene had assumed that the lecturers at her father’s academy had been skilled at saying nothing with lots of words, but Eshen put them all to shame. The queen flitted from one topic to the next like a butterfly looking for a place to land, but never finding one suitable enough for an extended stay. Any of the topics would have been potential fuel for an interesting conversation, but the queen never let Sarene grab hold of one long enough to do it justice.


Sarene took a calming breath, telling herself to be patient. She couldn’t blame the queen for being the way she was; Domi taught that all people’s personalities were gifts to be enjoyed. The queen was charming, in her own meandering way. Unfortunately, after meeting both king and queen, Sarene was beginning to suspect that she would have trouble finding political allies in Arelon.


Something else bothered Sarene—something odd about the way Eshen acted. No one could possibly talk as much as the queen did; she never let a silent moment pass. It was almost like the woman was uncomfortable around Sarene. Then, in a moment of realization, Sarene understood what it was. Eshen spoke on every imaginable topic except for the one most important: the departed prince. Sarene narrowed her eyes with suspicion. She couldn’t be certain—Eshen was, after all, a very flighty person—but it seemed that the queen was acting far too cheerful for a woman who had just lost her son.


“Here is your room, dear. We unpacked your things, and added some as well. You have clothing in every color, even yellow, though I can’t imagine why you would want to wear it. Horrid color. Not that your hair is horrid, of course. Blonde isn’t the same as yellow, no. No more than a horse is a vegetable. We don’t have a horse for you yet, but you are welcome to use any in the king’s stables. We have lots of fine animals, you see, Duladel is beautiful this time of year.”


“Of course,” Sarene said, looking over the room. It was small, but suited her tastes. Too much space could be as daunting as too little could be cramped.


“Now, you’ll be needing these, dear,” Eshen said, pointing a small hand at a pile of clothing that wasn’t hanging like the rest—as if it had been delivered more recently. All of the dresses in the pile shared a single attribute.


“Black?” Sarene asked.


“Of course. You’re … you’re in…” Eshen fumbled with the words.


“I’m in mourning,” Sarene realized. She tapped her foot with dissatisfaction—black was not one of her favorite colors.


Eshen nodded. “You can wear one of those to the funeral this evening. It should be a nice service—I did the arrangements.” She began talking about her favorite flowers again, and the monologue soon degenerated into a discourse on how much she hated Fjordell cooking. Gently but firmly, Sarene led the woman to the door, nodding pleasantly. As soon as they reached the hallway, Sarene pled fatigue from her travels, and plugged the queen’s verbal torrent by closing the door.


“That’s going to get old very quickly,” Sarene said to herself.


“The queen does have a robust gift for conversation, my lady,” a deep voice agreed.


“What did you find out?” Sarene asked, walking over to pick through the pile of dark clothing as Ashe floated in through the open window.


“I didn’t find as many seons as I had expected. I seem to recall that this city was once overflowing with us.”


“I noticed that too,” Sarene said, holding up a dress in front of the mirror, then discarding it with a shake of her head. “I guess things are different now.”


“They are indeed. As per your instructions, I asked the other seons what they knew of the prince’s untimely death. Unfortunately, my lady, they were hesitant to discuss the event—they consider it extremely ill omened for the prince to die so soon before he was to be married.”


“Especially for him,” Sarene mumbled, pulling off her clothing to try on the dress. “Ashe, something strange is going on. I think maybe someone killed the prince.”


“Killed, my lady?” Ashe’s voice was disapproving, and he pulsed slightly at the comment. “Who would do such a thing?”


“I don’t know, but … something feels odd. This doesn’t seem like a court that is in mourning. Take the queen, for instance. She didn’t appear distraught when she spoke to me—you’d think she would be at least a little bothered by the fact that her son died yesterday.”


“There is a simple explanation for that, my lady. Perhaps you are forgetting that Queen Eshen is not Prince Raoden’s mother. Raoden was born of Iadon’s first wife, who died over twelve years ago.”


“When did he remarry?”


“Right after the Reod,” Ashe said. “Just a few months after he took the throne.”


Sarene frowned. “I’m still suspicious,” she said, reaching around awkwardly to button the back of her dress. Then she regarded herself in the mirror, looking at the dress critically. “Well, at least it fits—even if it does make me look pale. I was half afraid it would cut off at my knees. These Arelene women are all so unnaturally short.”


“If you say so, my lady,” Ashe replied. He knew as well as she did that Arelene women weren’t that short; even in Teod, Sarene had been a head taller than most of the other women. Her father had called her Leky Stick as a child—borrowing the name of the tall thin post that marked the goal line in his favorite sport. Even after filling out during adolescence, Sarene was still undeniably lanky.


“My lady,” Ashe said, interrupting her thoughts.


“Yes, Ashe?”


“Your father is desperate to talk to you. I think you have some news he deserves to hear.”


Sarene nodded, holding in a sigh, and Ashe began to pulse brightly. A moment later the ball of light that formed his essence melted into a glowing head. King Eventeo of Teod.


“’Ene?” her father asked, the glowing head’s lips moving. He was a robust man, with a large oval face and a thick chin.


“Yes, Father. I’m here.” Her father would be standing beside a similar seon—probably Dio—who would have changed to resemble a glowing approximation of Sarene’s head.


“Are you nervous for the wedding?” Eventeo asked anxiously.


“Well, about that wedding…” she said slowly. “You’ll probably want to cancel your plans to come next week. There won’t be much for you to see.”


“What?”


Ashe had been right—her father didn’t laugh when he heard that Raoden was dead. Instead his voice turned to one of sharp concern, the glowing face worried. His worry increased when Sarene explained how the pre-wedding death clause was being enforced.


“Oh, ’Ene, I’m sorry,” her father said. “I know how much you were expecting from this marriage.”


“Nonsense, Father.” Eventeo knew her far too well. “I hadn’t even met the man—how could I have had any expectations?”


“You hadn’t met him, but you had spoken with him through seon, and you had written all those letters. I know you, ’Ene—you’re a romantic. You would never have decided to go through with this if you hadn’t thoroughly convinced yourself that you could love Raoden.”


The words rang true, and suddenly Sarene’s loneliness returned. She had spent the trip across the Sea of Fjorden in a state of disbelieving nervousness, both excited and apprehensive at the prospect of meeting the man who was to become her husband. More excited, however, than apprehensive.


She had been away from Teod on numerous occasions, but she had always gone with others from her homeland. This time she had come by herself, traveling ahead of the rest of the wedding party to surprise Raoden. She had read and reread the prince’s letters so many times that she had begun to feel that she knew him, and the person she’d constructed from those sheets of paper was a complex, compassionate man whom she had been very anxious to meet.


And now she never would. She felt more than alone; she felt rejected—again. Unwanted. She had waited all these years, suffered by a patient father who didn’t know how the men of her homeland avoided her, how they were frightened by her forward, even arrogant personality. At last she had found a man who was willing to have her, and Domi had snatched him away at the last moment.


Sarene finally began to let herself feel some of the emotions she had been keeping in a tight knot since stepping off the ship. She was glad the seon transferred only her features, for she would have been mortified if her father had seen the tear rolling down her cheek.


“That’s silly, Father,” she said. “This was a simple political marriage, and we all knew it. Now our countries have more in common than just language—our royal lines are related.”


“Oh, honey…” her father whispered. “My little Sarene. I had so hoped this would work out—you don’t know how your mother and I prayed that you would find happiness there. Idos Domi! We shouldn’t have gone through with this.”


“I would have made you, Father,” Sarene said. “We need the treaty with Arelon far too badly. Our armada won’t keep Fjorden off our shores for much longer—the entire Svordish navy is under Wyrn’s command.”


“Little Sarene, all grown up now,” her father said through the seon link.


“All grown up and fully capable of marrying herself off to a corpse.” Sarene laughed weakly. “It’s probably for the best. I don’t think Prince Raoden would have turned out as I had imagined—you should meet his father.”


“I’ve heard stories. I hoped they weren’t true.”


“Oh, they are,” Sarene said, letting her dissatisfaction with the Arelene monarch burn away her sorrow. “King Iadon has to be just about the most disagreeable man I have ever met. He barely even acknowledged me before sending me off to occupy myself with, as he put it, ‘embroidery or whatever else it is that entertains you women.’ If Raoden was anything like his father, then I’m better off this way.”


There was a momentary pause before her father responded. “Sarene, do you want to come home? I can void the contract if I want, no matter what the laws say.”


The offer was tempting—more tempting than she would ever admit. She hesitated. “No, Father,” she finally said, shaking her head. “I have to stay. This was my idea, and Raoden’s death doesn’t change the fact that we need this alliance. Besides, returning home would break tradition—we both know that Iadon is my father now. It would be unseemly for you to take me back into your household.”


“I will always be your father, ’Ene. Domi curse the customs—Teod will always be open for you.”


“Thank you, Father,” Sarene said quietly. “I needed to hear that. But I still think I should stay. For now, at least. Besides, it could be interesting. I have an entirely new court full of people to play with.”


“’Ene…” her father said apprehensively. “I know that tone. What are you planning?”


“Nothing,” she said. “There’s just a few things I want to poke my nose into before I give up completely on this marriage.”


There was a pause, and then her father chuckled. “Domi protect them—they don’t know what we’ve shipped over there. Go easy on them, Leky Stick. I don’t want to get a note from Minister Naolen in a month telling me that King Iadon has run off to join a Korathi monastery and the Arelenes have named you monarch instead.”


“All right,” Sarene said with a wan smile. “I’ll wait at least two months then.”


Her father burst into another round of his characteristic laughter—a sound that did her more good than any of his consolations or counsels. “Wait for a minute, ’Ene,” he said after his laughter subsided. “Let me get your mother—she’ll want to speak with you.” Then after a moment he chuckled, continuing, “She’s going to faint dead away when I tell her you’ve already killed off poor Raoden.”


“Father!” Sarene said—but he was already gone.
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CHAPTER 3


NONE of Arelon’s people greeted their savior when he arrived. It was an affront, but not an unexpected one. The people of Arelon—especially those living near the infamous city of Elantris—were known for their heretical, even godless ways. Hrathen had come to change that. He had three months to convert the entire kingdom of Arelon; otherwise Holy Jaddeth—lord of all creation—would destroy it. The time had finally come for Arelon to accept the truth of the Derethi religion.


Hrathen strode down the gangplank. Beyond the docks, with their continuous bustle of loading and unloading, stretched the city of Kae. A short distance beyond Kae, Hrathen could see a towering stone wall—the old city of Elantris. On the other side of Kae, to Hrathen’s left, the land sloped steeply, rising to a tall hill—a foothill of what would become the Dathreki Mountains. Behind him was the ocean.


Overall, Hrathen was not impressed. In decades past, four small cities had surrounded Elantris, but only Kae—the new capital of Arelon—was still inhabited. Kae was too unorganized, too spread out, to be defensible, and its only fortification appeared to be a small, five-foot-high wall of stones—more a border than anything else.


Retreat into Elantris would be difficult, and only marginally effective. Kae’s buildings would provide wonderful cover for an invading force, and a few of Kae’s more peripheral structures looked like they were built almost against Elantris’s wall. This was not a nation accustomed to war. Yet of all the kingdoms on the Syclan continent—the land named Opelon by the Arelenes—only Arelon itself had avoided coming under the dominion of the Fjordell Empire. Of course, that too was something Hrathen would soon change.


Hrathen marched away from the ship, his presence causing quite a stir among the people. Workers halted their labors as he passed, staring at him with impressed amazement. Conversations died when eyes fell upon him. Hrathen didn’t slow for anyone, but that didn’t matter, for people moved quickly from his path. It could have been his eyes, but more likely it was his armor. Bloodred and glittering in the sunlight, the plate armor of a Derethi imperial high priest was an imposing sight even when one was accustomed to it.


He was beginning to think he would have to find his own way to the city’s Derethi chapel when he made out a spot of red weaving its way through the crowd. The speck soon resolved into a stumpy, balding figure clad in red Derethi robes. “My lord Hrathen!” the man called.


Hrathen stopped, allowing Fjon—Kae’s Derethi head arteth—to approach. Fjon puffed and wiped his brow with a silken handkerchief. “I’m terribly sorry, Your Grace. The register had you scheduled to come in on a different ship. I didn’t find out you weren’t on board until they were halfway done unloading. I’m afraid I had to leave the carriage behind; I couldn’t get it through the crowd.”


Hrathen narrowed his eyes with displeasure, but he said nothing. Fjon continued to blather for a moment before finally deciding to lead Hrathen to the Derethi chapel, apologizing again for the lack of transportation. Hrathen followed his pudgy guide with a measured stride, dissatisfied. Fjon trotted along with a smile on his lips, occasionally waving to passers on the streets, calling out pleasantries. The people responded in kind—at least until they saw Hrathen, his bloodred cloak billowing behind him and his exaggerated armor cut with sharp angles and harsh lines. Then they fell silent, greetings withering, their eyes following Hrathen until he passed. Such was as it should be.


The chapel was a tall stone structure, complete with bright red tapestries and towering spires. Here at least Hrathen found some of the majesty he was accustomed to. Within, however, he was confronted by a disturbing sight—a crowd of people involved in some kind of social activity. People milled around, ignoring the holy structure in which they stood, laughing and joking. It was too much. Hrathen had heard, and believed, the reports. Now he had confirmation.


“Arteth Fjon, assemble your priests,” Hrathen said—the first words he had spoken since his arrival on Arelene soil.


The arteth jumped, as if surprised to finally hear sounds coming from his distinguished guest. “Yes, my lord,” he said, motioning for the gathering to end.


It took a frustratingly long time, but Hrathen endured the process with a flat expression. When the people had left, he approached the priests, his armored feet clicking against the chapel’s stone floor. When he finally spoke, his words were directed at Fjon.


“Arteth,” he said, using the man’s Derethi title, “the ship that brought me here will leave for Fjorden in one hour. You are to be on board.”


Fjon’s jaw dropped in alarm. “Wha—”


“Speak Fjordell, man!” Hrathen snapped. “Surely ten years among the Arelene heathens hasn’t corrupted you to the point that you have forgotten your native tongue?”


“No, no, Your Grace,” Fjon replied, switching from Aonic to Fjordell. “But I—”


“Enough,” Hrathen interrupted again. “I have orders from Wyrn himself. You have spent far too long in Arelene culture—you have forgotten your holy calling, and are unable to see to the progress of Jaddeth’s empire. These people don’t need a friend; they need a priest. A Derethi priest. One would think you were Korathi, watching you fraternize. We’re not here to love the people; we are here to help them. You will go.”


Fjon slumped back against one of the room’s pillars, his eyes widening and his limbs losing their strength. “But who will be head arteth of the chapel in my absence, my lord? The other arteths are so inexperienced.”


“These are pivotal times, Arteth,” Hrathen said. “I’ll be remaining in Arelon to personally direct the work here. May Jaddeth grant me success.”


*   *   *


HE HAD HOPED for an office with a better view, but the chapel, majestic as it was, held no second floor. Fortunately the grounds were well kept, and his office—Fjon’s old room—overlooked nicely trimmed hedges and carefully arranged flower beds.


Now that he had cleared the walls of paintings—agrarian nature scenes, for the most part—and thrown out Fjon’s numerous personal effects, the chamber was approaching a level of dignified orderliness appropriate for a Derethi gyorn. All it needed was a few tapestries and maybe a shield or two.


Nodding to himself, Hrathen turned his attention back to the scroll on his desk. His orders. He barely dared hold them in his profane hands. He read the words over and over again in his mind, imprinting both their physical form and their theological meaning on his soul.


“My lord … Your Grace?” a quiet voice asked in Fjordell.


Hrathen looked up. Fjon entered the room, then crouched in a subservient huddle on the floor, his forehead rubbing the ground. Hrathen allowed himself to smile, knowing that the penitent arteth couldn’t see his face. Perhaps there was hope for Fjon yet.


“Speak,” Hrathen said.


“I have done wrong, my lord. I have acted contrary to the plans of our lord Jaddeth.”


“Your sin was complacency, Arteth. Contentment has destroyed more nations than any army, and it has claimed the souls of more men than even Elantris’s heresies.”


“Yes, my lord.”


“You still must leave, Arteth,” Hrathen said.


The man’s shoulders slumped. “Is there no hope for me then, my lord?”


“That is Arelene foolishness speaking, Arteth, not Fjordell pride.” Hrathen reached down, grasping the man’s shoulder. “Rise, my brother!” he commanded.


Fjon looked up, hope returning to his eyes.


“Your mind may have become tainted with Arelene thoughts, but your soul is still Fjordell. You are of Jaddeth’s chosen people—all of the Fjordells have a place of service in His empire. Return to our homeland, join a monastery to reacquaint yourself with those things you have forgotten, and you will be given another way to serve the empire.”


“Yes, my lord.”


Hrathen’s grip grew hard. “Understand this before you leave, Arteth. My arrival is more of a blessing than you can possibly understand. All of Jaddeth’s workings are not open to you; do not think to second-guess our God.” He paused, debating his next move. After a moment he decided: This man still had worth. Hrathen had a unique chance to reverse much of Arelon’s perversion of Fjon’s soul in a single stroke. “Look there on the table, Arteth. Read that scroll.”


Fjon looked toward the desk, eyes finding the scroll resting thereon. Hrathen released the man’s shoulder, allowing him to walk around the desk and read.


“This is the official seal of Wyrn himself!” Fjon said, picking up the scroll.


“Not just the seal, Arteth,” Hrathen said. “That is his signature as well. The document you hold was penned by His Holiness himself. That isn’t just a letter—it is scripture.”


Fjon’s eyes opened wide, and his fingers began to quiver. “Wyrn himself?” Then, realizing in full what he was holding in his unworthy hand, he dropped the parchment to the desk with a quiet yelp. His eyes didn’t turn away from the letter, however. They were transfixed—reading the words as voraciously as a starving man devoured a joint of beef. Few people had the opportunity to read words written by the hand of Jaddeth’s prophet and Holy Emperor.


Hrathen gave the priest time to read the scroll, then reread it, and then read it again. When Fjon finally looked up, there was understanding—and gratitude—in his face. The man was intelligent enough. He knew what the orders would have required of him, had he remained in charge of Kae.


“Thank you,” Fjon mumbled.


Hrathen nodded graciously. “Could you have done it? Could you have followed Wyrn’s commands?”


Fjon shook his head, eyes darting back to the parchment. “No, Your Grace. I could not have … I couldn’t have functioned—couldn’t have even thought—with that on my conscience. I do not envy your place, my lord. Not anymore.”


“Return to Fjorden with my blessing, brother,” Hrathen said, taking a small envelope from a bag on the table. “Give this to the priests there. It is a letter from me telling them you accepted your reassignment with the grace befitting a servant of Jaddeth. They will see that you are admitted to a monastery. Perhaps someday you will be allowed to lead a chapel again—one well within Fjorden’s borders.”


“Yes, my lord. Thank you, my lord.”


Fjon withdrew, closing the door behind him. Hrathen walked to his desk and slid another envelope—outwardly identical to the one he had given Fjon—from his letter bag. He held it for a few moments, then turned it to one of the desk’s candles. The words it held—condemning Arteth Fjon as a traitor and an apostate—would never be read, and the poor, pleasant arteth would never know just how much danger he had been in.


*   *   *


“WITH YOUR LEAVE, my lord gyorn,” said the bowing priest, a minor dorven who had served under Fjon for over a decade. Hrathen waved his hand, bidding the man to leave. The door shut silently as the priest backed from the room.


Fjon had done some serious damage to his underlings. Even a small weakness would build enormous flaws over two decades’ time, and Fjon’s problems were anything but small. The man had been lenient to the point of flagrancy. He had run a chapel without order, bowing before Arelene culture rather than bringing the people strength and discipline. Half of the priests serving in Kae were hopelessly corrupted—including men as new to the city as six months. Within the next few weeks, Hrathen would be sending a veritable fleet of priests back to Fjorden. He’d have to pick a new head arteth from those who remained, few though they would be.


A knock came at the door. “Come,” Hrathen said. He had been seeing the priests one at a time, feeling out the extent of their contamination. So far, he had not often been impressed.


“Arteth Dilaf,” the priest said, introducing himself as he entered.


Hrathen looked up. The name and words were Fjordell, but the accent was slightly off. It sounded almost … “You’re Arelene?” Hrathen said with surprise.


The priest bowed with the proper amount of subservience; his eyes, however, were defiant.


“How did you become a priest of Derethi?” Hrathen asked.


“I wanted to serve the empire,” the man replied, his voice quietly intense. “Jaddeth provided a way.”


No, Hrathen realized. It isn’t defiance in this man’s eyes—it’s religious fervor. One did not often find zealots in the Derethi religion; such people were more often drawn to the frenzied lawlessness of the Jeskeri Mysteries than to the militaristic organization of Shu-Dereth. This man’s face, however, burned with fanatical passion. It was not a bad thing; while Hrathen himself spurned such lack of control, he had often found zealots to be useful tools.


“Jaddeth always provides a way, Arteth,” Hrathen said carefully. “Be more specific.”


“I met a Derethi arteth in Duladel twelve years ago. He preached to me, and I believed. He gave me copies of the Do-Kando and the Do-Dereth, and I read them both in one night. The holy arteth sent me back to Arelon to help convert those in my home country, and I set up in Naen. I taught there for seven years, until the day I heard that a Derethi chapel had been built in Kae itself. I overcame my loathing for the Elantrians, knowing that Holy Jaddeth had struck them down with an eternal punishment, and came to join with my Fjordell brethren.


“I brought my converts with me—fully half of the believers in Kae came with me from Naen. Fjon was impressed with my diligence. He granted me the title of arteth and allowed me to continue teaching.”


Hrathen rubbed his chin thoughtfully, regarding the Arelene priest. “You know what Arteth Fjon did was wrong.”


“Yes, my lord. An arteth cannot appoint another to his own position. When I speak to the people, I never refer to myself as a priest of Shu-Dereth, only a teacher.”


A very good teacher, Dilaf’s tone implied. “What did you think of Arteth Fjon?” Hrathen asked.


“He was an undisciplined fool, my lord. His laxness kept Jaddeth’s kingdom from growing in Arelon, and has made a mockery of our religion.”


Hrathen smiled: Dilaf, though not of the chosen race, was obviously a man who understood the doctrine and culture of his religion. However, his ardor could be dangerous. The wild intensity in Dilaf’s eyes was barely under control. Either he would have to be watched very closely, or he would have to be disposed of.


“It appears that Arteth Fjon did one thing right, even if he didn’t have the proper authority,” Hrathen said. Dilaf’s eyes burned even more brightly at the declaration. “I make you a full arteth, Dilaf.”


Dilaf bowed, touching his head to the ground. His mannerisms were perfectly Fjordell, and Hrathen had never heard a foreigner speak the Holy Tongue so well. This man could prove useful indeed; after all, one common complaint against Shu-Dereth was that it favored the Fjordells. An Arelene priest could help prove that all were welcome within Jaddeth’s empire—even if the Fjordells were the most welcome.


Hrathen congratulated himself on creating such a useful tool, completely satisfied until the moment Dilaf looked up from his bow. The passion was still there in Dilaf’s eyes—but there was something else as well. Ambition. Hrathen frowned, wondering whether or not he had just been manipulated.


There was only one thing to do. “Arteth, are you sworn as any man’s odiv?”


Surprise. Dilaf’s eyes opened wide as he stared up at Hrathen, uncertainty flashing therein. “No, my lord.”


“Good. Then I will make you mine.”


“My lord … I am, of course, your humble servant.”


“You will be more than that, Arteth,” Hrathen said, “if you would be my odiv, I your hroden. You will be mine, heart and soul. If you follow Jaddeth, you follow Him through me. If you serve the empire, you do it under me. Whatever you think, act, or say will be by my direction. Am I understood?”


Fire burned in Dilaf’s eyes. “Yes,” he hissed. The man’s fervor wouldn’t let him reject such an offer. Though his lowly rank of arteth would remain unchanged, being odiv to a gyorn would enormously increase Dilaf’s power and respectability. He would be Hrathen’s slave, if that slavery would carry him higher. It was a very Fjordell thing to do—ambition was the one emotion Jaddeth would accept as readily as devotion.


“Good,” Hrathen said. “Then your first order is to follow the priest Fjon. He should be getting on the ship to Fjorden right at this moment—I want you to make sure he does so. If Fjon gets off for any reason, kill him.”


“Yes, my gyorn.” Dilaf rushed from the room. He finally had an outlet for his enthusiasm. All Hrathen had to do now was keep that enthusiasm focused in the right direction.


Hrathen stood for a moment after the Arelene had gone, then shook his head and turned back to his desk. The scroll still lay where it had fallen from Fjon’s unworthy fingers; Hrathen picked it up with a smile, his touch reverent. He was not a man who delighted in possessions; he set his sights on much grander accomplishments than the simple accumulation of useless baubles. However, occasionally an object came along that was so unique, Hrathen reveled in simply knowing it belonged to him. One did not own such a thing for its usefulness, or for its ability to impress others, but because it was a privilege to possess. The scroll was such an object.


It had been scribed in front of Hrathen by Wyrn’s own hand. It was revelation directly from Jaddeth; scripture intended for only one man. Few people ever got to meet Jaddeth’s anointed, and even among the gyorns, private audiences were rare. To receive orders directly from Wyrn’s hand … such was the most exquisite of experiences.


Hrathen ran his eyes over the sacred words again, even though he had long since memorized their every detail.


Behold the words of Jaddeth, through His servant Wyrn Wulfden the Fourth, Emperor and King.


High Priest and Son, your request has been granted. Go to the heathen peoples of the West and declare to them my final warning, for while my Empire is eternal, my patience will soon end. Not much longer will I slumber within a tomb of rock. The Day of Empire is at hand, and my glory will soon shine forth, a second sun blazing forth from Fjorden.


The pagan nations of Arelon and Teod have been blackened scars upon my land for long enough. Three hundred years have my priests served amongst those tainted by Elantris, and few have harkened to their call. Know this, High Priest: My faithful warriors are prepared and they wait only the word of my Wyrn. You have three months to prophesy to the people of Arelon. At the end of that time, the holy soldiers of Fjorden will descend on the nation like hunting predators, rending and tearing the unworthy life from those who heed not my words. Only three months will pass before the destruction of all who oppose my Empire.


The time for my ascension nears, my son. Be stalwart, and be diligent.


Words of Jaddeth, Lord of all Creation, through his servant Wyrn Wulfden the Fourth, Emperor of Fjorden, Prophet of Shu-Dereth, Ruler of Jaddeth’s Holy Kingdom, and Regent of all Creation.


The time had finally come. Only two nations resisted. Fjorden had regained its former glory, glory lost hundreds of years ago when the First Empire collapsed. Once again, Arelon and Teod were the only two kingdoms in the known world who resisted Fjordell rule. This time, with the might of Jaddeth’s holy calling behind it, Fjorden would prevail. Then, with all mankind united under Wyrn’s rule, Jaddeth could rise from His throne beneath the earth and reign in glorious majesty.


And Hrathen would be the one responsible for it. The conversion of Arelon and Teod was his urgent duty. He had three months to change the religious temperament of an entire culture; it was a monumental task, but it was vital that he succeed. If he did not, Fjorden’s armies would destroy every living being in Arelon, and Teod would soon follow; the two nations, though separated by water, were the same in race, religion, and obstinance.


The people might not yet know it, but Hrathen was the only thing standing between them and utter annihilation. They had resisted Jaddeth and His people in arrogant defiance for far too long. Hrathen was their last chance.


Someday they would call him their savior.




 


[image: image]


CHAPTER 4


THE woman screamed until she grew too tired, calling for help, for mercy, for Domi. She clawed at the broad gate, her fingernails leaving marks in the film of slime. Eventually she slumped to the ground in a quiet heap, shaking from occasional sobs. Seeing her agony reminded Raoden of his own pain—the sharp twinge of his toe, the loss of his life outside.


“They won’t wait much longer,” Galladon whispered, his hand firmly on Raoden’s arm, holding the prince back.


The woman finally stumbled to her feet, looking dazed, as if she had forgotten where she was. She took a single, uncertain step to her left, her palm resting on the wall, as if it were a comfort—a connection to the outside world, rather than the barrier separating her from it.


“It’s done,” Galladon said.


“Just like that?” Raoden asked.


Galladon nodded. “She picked well—or, as well as one could. Watch.”


Shadows stirred in an alleyway directly across the courtyard; Raoden and Galladon watched from inside a ramshackle stone building, one of many that lined Elantris’s entry plaza. The shadows resolved into a group of men, and they approached the woman with determined, controlled steps, surrounding her. One reached out and took her basket of offerings. The woman didn’t have the strength left to resist; she simply collapsed again. Raoden felt Galladon’s fingers dig into his shoulder as he involuntarily pulled forward, wanting to dash out to confront the thieves.


“Not a good idea. Kolo?” Galladon whispered. “Save your courage for yourself. If stubbing your toe nearly knocked you out, think how it would feel to have one of those cudgels cracking across your brave little head.”


Raoden nodded, relaxing. The woman had been robbed, but it didn’t look like she was in further danger. It hurt, however, to watch her. She wasn’t a young maiden; she bore the stout figure of a woman accustomed to childbirth and the running of a household. A mother, not a damsel. The strong lines of the woman’s face bespoke hard-won wisdom and courage, and somehow that made watching her more difficult. If such a woman could be defeated by Elantris, what hope was there for Raoden?


“I told you she chose well,” Galladon continued. “She might be a few pounds of food lighter, but she doesn’t have any wounds. Now, if she had turned right—like you did, sule—she would have been at the dubious mercy of Shaor’s men. If she had gone forward, then Aanden would have had claim on her offerings. The left turn is definitely best—Karata’s men take your food, but they rarely hurt you. Better to be hungry than spend the next few years with a broken arm.”


“Next few years?” Raoden asked, turning away from the courtyard to regard his tall, dark-skinned companion. “I thought you said our wounds would last us an eternity.”


“We only assume they will, sule. Show me an Elantrian who has managed to keep his wits until eternity ends, and maybe he’ll be able to prove the theory.”


“How long do people usually last in here?”


“A year, maybe two,” Galladon said.


“What?”


“Thought we were immortal, did you? Just because we don’t age, we’ll last forever?”


“I don’t know,” Raoden said. “I thought you said we couldn’t die.”


“We can’t,” Galladon said. “But the cuts, the bruises, the stubbed toes … they pile up. One can only take so much.”


“They kill themselves?” Raoden asked quietly.


“That’s not an option. No, most of them lie around mumbling or screaming. Poor rulos.”


“How long have you been here, then?”


“A few months.”


The realization was another shock to pile on the already teetering stack. Raoden had assumed that Galladon had been an Elantrian for at least a few years. The Dula spoke of life in Elantris as if it had been his home for decades, and he was impressively adept at navigating the enormous city.


Raoden looked back at the courtyard, but the woman had already gone. She could have been a maid in his father’s palace, a wealthy merchant’s lady, or a simple housewife. The Shaod respected no classes; it took from all equally. She was gone now, having entered the gaping pit that was Elantris. He should have been able to help her.


“All that for a single loaf of bread and a few flaccid vegetables,” Raoden muttered.


“It may not seem like much now, but just wait a few days. The only food that enters this place comes clutched in the arms of its new arrivals. You wait, sule. You will feel the desire as well. It takes a strong man to resist when the hunger calls.”


“You do it,” Raoden said.


“Not very well—and I’ve only been here a few months. There’s no telling what the hunger will drive me to do a year from now.”


Raoden snorted. “Just wait until my thirty days are done before you become a primordial beast, if you please. I’d hate to feel that I hadn’t got my beef’s worth out of you.”


Galladon paused for a moment, then laughed. “Does nothing frighten you, sule?”


“Actually, pretty much everything here does—I’m just good at ignoring the fact that I’m terrified. If I ever realize how scared I am, you’ll probably find me trying to hide under those paving stones over there. Now, tell me more about these gangs.”


Galladon shrugged, walking away from the broken door and pulling a chair out from the wall. He turned a critical eye on its legs, then carefully settled down. He moved just quickly enough to stand again as the legs cracked. He tossed the chair aside with disgust, and settled on the floor.


“There are three sections of Elantris, sule, and three gangs. The market section is ruled by Shaor; you met a few members of his court yesterday, though they were too busy licking the slime off your offerings to introduce themselves. In the palace section you’ll find Karata—she’s the one who so very politely relieved that woman of her food today. Last is Aanden. He spends most of his time in the university section.”


“A learned man?”


“No, an opportunist. He was the first one who realized that many of the library’s older texts were written on vellum. Yesterday’s classics have become tomorrow’s lunch. Kolo?”


“Idos Domi!” Raoden swore. “That’s atrocious! The old scrolls of Elantris are supposed to hold countless original works. They’re priceless!”


Galladon turned him a suffering eye. “Sule, do I need to repeat my speech about hunger? What good is literature when your stomach hurts so much your eyes water?”


“That’s a terrible argument. Two-century-old lambskin scrolls can’t possibly taste very good.”


Galladon shrugged. “Better than slime. Anyway, Aanden supposedly ran out of scrolls a few months back. They tried boiling books, but that didn’t work very well.”


“I’m surprised they haven’t tried boiling one another.”


“Oh, it’s been tried,” Galladon said. “Fortunately, something happens to us during the Shaod—apparently the flesh of a dead man doesn’t taste too good. Kolo? In fact, it’s so violently bitter that no one can keep it down.”


“It’s nice to see that cannibalism has been so logically ruled out as an option,” Raoden said dryly.


“I told you, sule. The hunger makes men do strange things.”


“And that makes it all right?”


Wisely, Galladon didn’t answer.


Raoden continued. “You talk about hunger and pain as if they are forces that can’t be resisted. Anything is acceptable, as long as the hunger made you do it—remove our comforts, and we become animals.”


Galladon shook his head. “I’m sorry, sule, but that’s just the way things work.”


“It doesn’t have to be.”


*   *   *


TEN YEARS WASN’T long enough. Even in Arelon’s thick humidity, it should have taken longer for the city to deteriorate so much. Elantris looked as if it had been abandoned for centuries. Its wood was decaying, its plaster and bricks were disintegrating—even stone buildings were beginning to crumble. And coating everything was the omnipresent film of brown sludge.


Raoden was finally getting used to walking on the slippery, uneven paving stones. He tried to keep himself clean of the slime, but the task proved impossible. Every wall he brushed and every ledge he grasped left its mark on him.


The two men walked slowly down a broad street; the thoroughfare was far larger than any of its kind back in Kae. Elantris had been built on a massive scale, and while the size had seemed daunting from without, Raoden was only now beginning to grasp just how enormous the city was. He and Galladon had been walking for quite a while, and Galladon said they were still a moderate distance from their destination.


The two did not rush, however. That was one of the first things Galladon had taught: In Elantris, one took one’s time. Everything the Dula did was performed with an air of utter precision, his movements relaxed and careful. The slightest scratch, no matter how negligible, added to an Elantrian’s pain. The more careful one was, the longer one would stay sane. So Raoden followed, trying to mimic Galladon’s attentive gait. Every time Raoden began to feel that the caution was excessive, all he had to do was look at one of the numerous forms that lay huddled in gutters and on street corners, and his determination would return.


The Hoed, Galladon called them: those Elantrians who had succumbed to the pain. Their minds lost, their lives were filled with continual, unrelenting torture. They rarely moved, though some had enough feral instinct to remain crouched in the shadows. Most of them were quiet, but few were completely silent. As he passed, Raoden could hear their mumbles, sobs, and whines. Most seemed to be repeating words and phrases to themselves, a mantra to accompany their suffering.


“Domi, Domi, Domi…”


“So beautiful, once so very beautiful…”


“Stop, stop, stop. Make it stop.…”


Raoden forced himself to close his ears to the words. His chest was beginning to constrict, as if he were suffering with the poor, faceless wretches. If he paid too much attention, he would go mad long before the pain took him.


However, if he let his mind wander, it invariably turned to his outside life. Would his friends continue their clandestine meetings? Would Kiin and Roial be able to hold the group together? And what of his best friend, Lukel? Raoden had barely gotten to know Lukel’s new wife; now he would never get to see their first child.


Even worse were the thoughts of his own marriage. He had never met the woman he was to have married, though he had spoken to her via seon on many occasions. Was she really as witty and interesting as she had seemed? He would never know. Iadon had probably covered up Raoden’s transformation, pretending that his son was dead. Sarene would never come to Arelon now; once she heard the news, she would stay in Teod and seek another husband.


If only I had been able to meet her, if just once. But such thoughts were useless. He was an Elantrian now.


Instead he focused on the city itself. It was difficult to believe that Elantris had once been the most beautiful city in Opelon, probably in the world. The slime was what he saw—the rot and the erosion. However, beneath the filth were the remnants of Elantris’s former greatness. A spire, the remains of a delicately carved wall relief, grand chapels and vast mansions, pillars and arches. Ten years ago this city had shone with its own mystical brightness, a city of pure white and gold.


No one knew what had caused the Reod. There were those who theorized—most of them Derethi priests—that the fall of Elantris had been caused by God. Living as gods themselves, the pre-Reod Elantrians had allowed other religions in Arelon, but suffered them the same way a master lets his dog lick fallen food off the floor. The beauty of Elantris, the powers its inhabitants wielded, had kept the general population from converting to Shu-Keseg. Why seek an unseen deity when you had gods living before you?


It had come with a tempest—that much even Raoden remembered. The earth itself had shattered, an enormous chasm appearing in the south, all of Arelon quaking. With the destruction, Elantris had lost its glory. The Elantrians had changed from brilliant white-haired beings to creatures with splotchy skin and bald scalps—like sufferers of some horrible disease in the advanced stages of decay. Elantris had stopped glowing, instead growing dark.


And it had happened only ten years ago. Ten years was not enough. Stone should not crumble after just a decade of neglect. The filth should not have piled up so quickly—not with so few inhabitants, most of whom were incapacitated. It was as if Elantris were intent on dying, a city committing suicide.


*   *   *


“THE MARKET SECTION of Elantris,” Galladon said. “This place used to be one of the most magnificent marketplaces in the world—merchants came from across Opelon to sell their exotic goods to the Elantrians. A man could also come here to buy the more luxurious Elantrian magics. They didn’t give everything away for free. Kolo?”


They stood atop a flat-roofed building; apparently some Elantrians had preferred flat roofs to peaks or domes, for the flat sections allowed for rooftop gardens. Before them lay a section of city that looked essentially the same as the rest of Elantris—dark and falling apart. Raoden could imagine that its streets had once been decorated with the colorful canvas awnings of street vendors, but the only remains of such was the occasional filth-covered rag.


“Can we get any closer?” Raoden asked, leaning over the ledge to look down on the market section.


“You can if you want, sule,” Galladon said speculatively. “But I’m staying here. Shaor’s men are fond of chasing people; it’s probably one of the few pleasures they have left.”


“Tell me about Shaor himself, then.”


Galladon shrugged. “In a place like this, many look for leaders—someone to ward off a bit of the chaos. Like any society, those who are strongest often end up in command. Shaor is one who finds pleasure in controlling others, and for some reason the most wild and morally corrupt Elantrians find their way to him.”


“And he gets to take the offerings of one-third of the newcomers?” Raoden asked.


“Well, Shaor himself rarely bothers with such things—but yes, his followers get first call on one-third of the offerings.”


“Why the compromise?” Raoden asked. “If Shaor’s men are as uncontrollable as you imply, then what convinced them to hold to such an arbitrary agreement?”


“The other gangs are just as big as Shaor’s, sule,” Galladon said. “On the outside, people tend to be convinced of their own immortality. We are more realistic. One rarely wins a battle without at least a few wounds, and here even a couple of slight cuts can be more devastating, and more agonizing, than a swift decapitation. Shaor’s men are wild, but they are not complete idiots. They won’t fight unless they have incredible odds or a promising reward. You think it was your physique that kept that man from attacking you yesterday?”


“I wasn’t sure,” Raoden admitted.


“Even the slightest hint that you might fight back is enough to scare these men off, sule,” Galladon said. “The pleasure of torturing you just isn’t worth the gamble that you might get in a lucky blow.”


Raoden shivered at the thought. “Show me where the other gangs live.”


*   *   *


THE UNIVERSITY AND the palace bordered one another. According to Galladon, Karata and Aanden had a very uneasy truce, and guards were usually posted on both sides to keep watch. Once again, Raoden’s companion led him to a flat-roofed building, an untrustworthy set of stairs leading to the top.


However, after climbing the stairs—and nearly falling when one of the steps cracked beneath him—Raoden had to admit that the view was worth the effort. Elantris’s palace was large enough to be magnificent despite the inevitable decay. Five domes topped five wings, each with a majestic spire. Only one of the spires—the one in the middle—was still intact, but it rose high into the air, by far the tallest structure Raoden had ever seen.


“That’s said to be the exact center of Elantris,” Galladon said, nodding to the spire. “Once you could climb the steps winding around it and look out over the entire city. Nowadays, I wouldn’t trust it. Kolo?


“Karata is at the same time the harshest and most lenient of the gang leaders,” Galladon said, gazing at the palace. There was something odd in his eyes, as if he were seeing things Raoden couldn’t. His description continued in its characteristic rambling tone, as if his mouth wasn’t aware that his mind was focused elsewhere.


“She doesn’t often let new members into her gang, and she is extremely territorial. Shaor’s men might chase you for a while if you wander onto his turf, but only if they feel like it. Karata suffers no intruders. However, if you leave Karata alone, she leaves you alone, and she rarely harms newcomers when she takes their food. You saw her earlier today—she always takes the food personally. Maybe she doesn’t trust her underlings enough to handle it.”


“Perhaps,” Raoden said. “What else do you know about her?”


“Not much—leaders of violent thieving gangs don’t tend to be the type to spend their afternoons chatting.”


“Now who’s taking things lightly?” Raoden said with a smile.


“You’re a bad influence, sule. Dead people aren’t supposed to be cheerful. Anyway, the only thing I can tell you about Karata is that she doesn’t like being in Elantris very much.”


Raoden frowned. “Who does?”


“We all hate it, sule, but few of us have the courage to try and escape. Karata has been caught in Kae three times now—always in the vicinity of the king’s palace. One more time and the priests will have her burned.”


“What does she want at the palace?”


“She hasn’t been kind enough to explain it to me,” Galladon replied. “Most people think she intends to assassinate King Iadon.”


“Why?” Raoden said. “What would that accomplish?”


“Revenge, discord, bloodlust. All very good reasons when you’re already damned. Kolo?”


Raoden frowned. Perhaps living with his father—who was absolutely paranoid about the prospect of getting killed by an assassin—had desensitized him, but murdering the king just didn’t seem like a likely goal to him. “What about the other gang leader?”


“Aanden?” Galladon asked, looking down at the university. It was large, but less magnificent than the palace. It consisted of five or six long, flat buildings and a lot of open space—ground that had probably once held grass or gardens, both things that would have been eaten to their roots long ago by Elantris’s starving inhabitants. “He claims he was some kind of noble before he was thrown in here—a baron, I think. He’s tried to establish himself as monarch of Elantris, and he is incredibly annoyed that Karata has control of the palace. He holds court, claims he will feed those who join him—though all they’ve gotten so far are a few boiled books—and makes plans for attacking Kae.”


“What?” Raoden asked with surprise. “Attacking?”


“He isn’t serious,” Galladon said. “But he is good at propaganda. He claims to have a strategy to free Elantris, and it’s gained him a large following. However, he’s also brutal. Karata only harms people who try to sneak into the palace—Aanden is notorious for dispensing judgments at a whim. Personally, sule, I don’t think he’s completely sane.”


Raoden frowned. If this Aanden really had been a baron, then Raoden would have known him. However, he didn’t recognize the name. Either Aanden had lied about his background, or he had chosen a new name after entering Elantris.


Raoden studied the area between the university and the palace. Something there had caught his attention—something so mundane he wouldn’t have given it a second look, had it not been the first of its kind he had seen in all of Elantris.


“Is that … a well?” he asked uncertainly.


Galladon nodded. “The only one in the city.”


“How is that possible?”


“Indoor plumbing, sule, courtesy of AonDor magic. Wells weren’t necessary.”


“Then why build that one?”


“I think it was used in religious ceremonies. Several Elantrian worship services required water that had been freshly gathered from a moving river.”


“Then the Aredel River does run under the city,” Raoden said.


“Of course. Where else would it go. Kolo?”


Raoden narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, but he didn’t volunteer any information. As he stood, watching the city, he noticed a small ball of light floating through one of the streets below. The seon meandered with an aimless air, occasionally floating in circles. It was far too distant for him to make out the Aon at its center.


Galladon noticed Raoden’s scrutiny. “A seon,” the Dula noted. “Not uncommon in the city.”


“It’s true, then?” Raoden asked.


Galladon nodded. “When a seon’s master gets taken by the Shaod, the seon itself is driven mad. There’s a number of them floating through the city. They don’t talk, they just hover about, mindless.”


Raoden glanced away. Since being thrown into Elantris, he’d avoided thinking about the fate of his own seon, Ien.


Galladon glanced up at the sky. “It will rain soon.”


Raoden raised an eyebrow at the cloudless sky. “If you say so.”


“Trust me. We should get inside, unless you want to spend the next few days in damp clothing. Fires are hard to make in Elantris; the wood is all too wet or too rotten to burn.”


“Where should we go?”


Galladon shrugged. “Pick a house, sule. Chances are it won’t be inhabited.”


They had spent the previous night sleeping in an abandoned house—but now, something occurred to Raoden. “Where do you live, Galladon?”


“In Duladel,” Galladon immediately answered.


“I mean nowadays.”


Galladon thought for a moment, eyeing Raoden uncertainly. Then, with a shrug, he waved Raoden to follow him down the unstable stairs. “Come.”


*   *   *


“BOOKS!” RAODEN SAID with excitement.


“Should never have brought you here,” Galladon muttered. “Now I’ll never get rid of you.”


Galladon had led Raoden into what had seemed to be a deserted wine cellar, but had turned out to be something quite different indeed. The air was drier here—even though it was below ground—and much cooler as well. As if to revoke his earlier cautions about fire, Galladon had pulled a lantern from a hidden alcove and lit it with a bit of flint and steel. What the light had revealed was surprising indeed.


It looked like a learned man’s study. There were Aons—the mystical ancient characters behind the Aonic language—painted all over the walls, and there were several shelves of books.


“How did you ever find this place?” Raoden asked eagerly.


“I stumbled upon it.” Galladon shrugged.


“All these books,” Raoden said, picking one up off its shelf. It was a bit moldy, but still legible. “Maybe these could teach us the secret behind the Aons, Galladon! Did you ever think of that?”


“The Aons?”


“The magic of Elantris,” Raoden said. “They say that before the Reod, Elantrians could create powerful magics just by drawing Aons.”


“Oh, you mean like this?” the large dark-skinned man asked, raising his hand. He traced a symbol in the air, Aon Deo, and his finger left a glowing white line behind it.


Raoden’s eyes opened wide, and the book tumbled from his grasp. The Aons. Historically, only the Elantrians had been able to call upon the power locked within them. That power was supposed to be gone; it was said to have failed when Elantris fell.


Galladon smiled at him through the glowing symbol that hovered in the air between them.
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CHAPTER 5


“MERCIFUL Domi,” Sarene breathed, “where did he come from?”


The gyorn strode into the king’s throne room with the arrogance characteristic of his kind. He wore the shining bloodred armor of a Derethi high priest, an extravagant crimson cloak billowing out behind him, though he bore no weapon. It was a costume meant to impress—and despite what Sarene thought of the gyorns themselves, she had to admit that their clothing was effective. Of course, it was mostly for show; even in Fjorden’s martial society, few people could walk as easily as this gyorn while wearing full plate armor. The metal was probably so thin and light that it would be useless in battle.


The gyorn marched past her without a second glance, his eyes focused directly on the king. He was young for a gyorn, probably in his forties, and his short, well-styled black hair had only a trace of grey in it.


“You knew there was a Derethi presence in Elantris, my lady,” Ashe said, floating beside her as usual, one of only two seons in the room. “Why should you be surprised to see a Fjordell priest?”


“That is a full gyorn, Ashe. There are only twenty of them in the entire Fjordell Empire. There may be some Derethi believers in Kae, but not enough to warrant a visit from a high priest. Gyorns are extremely miserly with their time.”


Sarene watched the Fjordell man stride across the room, cutting through groups of people like a bird tearing through a cloud of gnats. “Come on,” she whispered to Ashe, making her way past the peripheral crowd toward the front of the chamber. She didn’t want to miss what the gyorn said.


She needn’t have worried. When the man spoke, his firm voice boomed throughout the throne room. “King Iadon,” he said, with only the slightest nod of his head in place of a bow. “I, Gyorn Hrathen, bring you a message from Wyrn Wulfden the Fourth. He declares that it is time our two nations shared more than a common border.” He spoke with the thick, melodic accent of a native Fjordell.


Iadon looked up from his ledgers with a barely masked scowl. “What more does Wyrn want? We already have a trade treaty with Fjorden.”


“His Holiness fears for the souls of your people, Your Majesty,” Hrathen said.


“Well then, let him convert them. I have always allowed your priests complete freedom to preach in Arelon.”


“The people respond too slowly, Your Majesty. They require a push—a sign, if you will. Wyrn has decided it is time you yourself converted to Shu-Dereth.”


This time Iadon didn’t even bother masking the annoyance in his tone. “I already believe in Shu-Korath, priest. We serve the same God.”


“Shu-Dereth is the only true form of Shu-Keseg,” Hrathen said darkly.


Iadon waved a dismissive hand. “I care nothing for the squabbles between the two sects, priest. Go convert someone who doesn’t believe—there are still plenty of Arelenes who hold to the old religion.”


“You should not dismiss the offering of Wyrn so casually,” the gyorn warned.


“Honestly, priest, do we need to go through this? Your threats carry no weight—Fjorden hasn’t held any real influence for three centuries. Do you seriously think to intimidate me with how powerful you used to be?”


Hrathen’s eyes grew dangerous. “Fjorden is more powerful now than it ever was before.”


“Really?” Iadon asked. “Where is your vast empire? Where are your armies? How many countries have you conquered in the last century? Maybe someday you people will realize that your empire collapsed three hundred years ago.”


Hrathen paused for a moment; then he repeated his slight nod and spun around, his cloak billowing dramatically as he stalked toward the door. Sarene’s prayers were not answered, however—he didn’t step on it and trip himself. Just before Hrathen left, he turned to cast one final, disappointed look at the throne room. His gaze found Sarene instead of the king. Their eyes locked for a moment, and she could see a hint of confusion as he studied her unusual height and blonde Teo hair. Then he was gone, and the room burst into a hundred prattling conversations.


King Iadon snorted and turned back to his ledgers.


“He doesn’t see,” Sarene whispered. “He doesn’t understand.”


“Understand what, my lady?” Ashe asked.


“How dangerous that gyorn is.”


“His Majesty is a merchant, my lady, not a true politician. He doesn’t view things the same way you do.”


“Even so,” Sarene said, speaking quietly enough that only Ashe could hear. “King Iadon should be experienced enough to recognize that what Hrathen said—at least about Fjorden—is completely true. The Wyrns are more powerful now than they were centuries ago, even at the height of the Old Empire’s power.”


“It is hard to look past military might, especially when one is a relatively new monarch,” Ashe said. “King Iadon cannot fathom how Fjorden’s army of priests could be more influential than its warriors ever were.”


Sarene tapped her cheek in thought for a moment. “Well, Ashe, at least now you don’t have to worry about my causing too much unrest among Kae’s nobility.”


“I seriously doubt that, my lady. How else would you spend your time?”


“Oh, Ashe,” she said sweetly. “Why would I bother with a bunch of incompetent would-be nobles when I can match wits with a gyorn?” Then, more seriously, she continued. “Wyrn picks his high priests well. If Iadon doesn’t watch that man—and it doesn’t seem like he will—then Hrathen will convert this city out from under him. What good will my sacrificial marriage do for Teod if Arelon gives itself to our enemies?”


“You may be overreacting, my lady,” Ashe said with a pulse. The words were familiar—it seemed that Ashe often felt a need to say them to her.


Sarene shook her head. “Not this time. Today was a test, Ashe. Now Hrathen will feel justified in taking action against the king—he has convinced himself that Arelon is indeed ruled by a blasphemer. He’ll try to find a way to overthrow Iadon’s throne, and Arelon’s government will collapse for the second time in ten years. This time it won’t be the merchant class that fills the void of leadership—it will be the Derethi priesthood.”


“So you are going to help Iadon?” Ashe said, sounding amused.


“He is my sovereign king.”


“Despite your opinion that he is insufferable?”


“Anything is better than Fjordell rule. Besides, maybe I was wrong about Iadon.” Things hadn’t gone too poorly between the two of them since that first embarrassing meeting. Iadon had practically ignored her at Raoden’s funeral, which had suited Sarene just fine; she’d been too busy watching for discrepancies in the ceremony. Unfortunately the event had occurred with a disappointing level of orthodoxy, and no prominent noblemen had given themselves away by failing to show up or by looking too guilty during the proceedings.


“Yes…” she said. “Perhaps Iadon and I can get along by just ignoring each other.”


“What in the name of Burning Domi are you doing back in my court, girl!” the king swore from behind her.


Sarene raised her eyes to the sky in resignation, and Ashe pulsed a quiet laugh as she turned to face King Iadon.


“What?” she asked, trying her best to sound innocent.


“You!” Iadon barked, pointing at her. He was understandably in a bad mood—of course from what she heard, Iadon was rarely in a good mood. “Don’t you understand that women aren’t to come to my court unless they’re invited?”


Sarene blinked her eyes in confusion. “No one told me that, Your Majesty,” she said, intentionally trying to sound as if she didn’t have a wit in her skull.


Iadon grumbled something about foolish women, shaking his head at her obvious lack of intelligence.


“I just wanted to see the paintings,” Sarene said, putting a quaver in her voice, as if she were on the brink of crying.


Iadon held his hand palm-forward in the air to forestall any more of her drivel, turning back to his ledgers. Sarene barely kept herself from smiling as she wiped her eyes and pretended to study the painting behind her.


“That was unexpected,” Ashe said quietly.


“I’ll deal with Iadon later,” Sarene mumbled. “I have someone more important to worry about now.”


“I just never thought I’d see the day when you, of all women, gave in to a feminine stereotype—even if it was just an act.”


“What?” Sarene asked, fluttering her eyes. “Me, act?”


Ashe snorted.


“You know, I’ve never been able to figure out how you seons manage sounds like that,” Sarene said. “You don’t have noses—how can you snort?”


“Years of practice, my lady,” Ashe replied. “Am I truly going to have to suffer your whimpering every time you speak with the king?”


Sarene shrugged. “He expects women to be foolish, so I’ll be foolish. It’s much easier to manipulate people when they assume you can’t gather enough wits to remember your own name.”


“’Ene?” a sudden voice bellowed. “Is that you?” The deep, scratchy voice was oddly familiar. It was as if the speaker had a sore throat, though she had never heard someone with a sore throat yell so loudly.


Sarene turned. An enormous man—taller, broader, pudgier, and more muscled than seemed possible—shoved his way through the crowd in her direction. He was dressed in a broad blue silken doublet—she shuddered to think of how many worms had toiled to make it—and wore the ruffle-cuffed trousers of an Arelene courtier.


“It is you!” the man exclaimed. “We thought you weren’t coming for another week!”


“Ashe,” Sarene mumbled, “who is this lunatic and what does he want with me?”


“He looks familiar, my lady. I’m sorry, my memory isn’t what it used to be.”


“Ha!” the enormous man said, scooping her up into a bear hug. It was an odd feeling—her bottom half squished into his oversized gut while her face was crushed by his hard, well-muscled chest. She resisted the urge to whimper, waiting and hoping the man would drop her before she passed out. Ashe would probably go for help if her face started to change colors.


Fortunately, the man let go long before she asphyxiated, instead holding her by her shoulders at arm’s length. “You’ve changed. When I last saw you, you were only knee high.” Then he looked over her tall figure. “Well … I doubt you were ever knee high, but you were certainly no taller than a waist. Your mother always said you’d be a lanky one!”


Sarene shook her head. The voice was slightly familiar, but she couldn’t place his features. She usually had such a good memory for faces. Unless … 


“Hunkey Kay?” she asked hesitantly. “Gracious Domi! What happened to your beard?”


“Arelene nobles don’t wear beards, little one. I haven’t had one in years.”


It was him. The voice was different, the beardless face unfamiliar, but the eyes were the same. She remembered looking up at those wide brown eyes, always full of laughter. “Hunkey Kay,” she mumbled distractedly. “Where’s my present?”


Her uncle Kiin laughed, his odd scratchy voice making it sound more like a wheeze than a chortle. Those had always been the first words out of her mouth when he came to visit; her uncle brought the most exotic gifts, delights that were extravagant enough to be unique even to the daughter of a king.


“I’m afraid I forgot the present this time, little one.”


Sarene blushed. However, before she could squeak out an apology, her uncle wrapped a large arm around her shoulder and began towing her out of the throne room.


“Come, you have to meet my wife.”


“Wife?” Sarene said, shocked. It had been over a decade since she had seen Kiin, but she remembered one fact quite clearly. Her uncle had been a sworn bachelor and a confirmed rascal. “Hunkey Kay is married?”


“You aren’t the only one who has grown over the last ten years,” Kiin rasped. “Oh, and as cute as it is to hear you call me ‘Hunkey Kay’ like you did as a child, you’ll probably want to call me Uncle Kiin now.”


Sarene blushed again.


“So, how’s your father doing?” the large man asked. “Acting properly regal, I assume.”


“He’s doing fine, Uncle,” she replied. “Though I’m sure he would be surprised to find you living in the court of Arelon.”


“He knows.”


“No, he thinks you left on one of your voyages and settled on one of the far islands.”


“Sarene, if you’re as quick-witted a woman as you were a girl, then you should have learned by now to separate the truth from the stories.”


The statement came like a bucketful of icy water. She vaguely remembered watching her uncle’s ship sail away one day and asking her father when Hunkey Kay was going to return. Eventeo’s face had been morose when he replied that this time Hunkey Kay would be taking a long, long voyage.


“But why?” she asked. “All this time you were living just a few days’ trip from home, and you never came to visit?”


“Stories for another day, little one.” Kiin shook his head. “Right now, you need to meet the monster of a woman who finally managed to capture your uncle.”


*   *   *


KIIN’S WIFE WAS hardly a monster. In fact, she was one of the most beautiful mature women Sarene had ever seen. Daora had a strong face with sharp, statuesque features and a well-styled head of auburn hair. She was not what Sarene would ever have placed with her uncle—of course, her most recent memories of Kiin were over a decade old.


Kiin’s large fortress of a mansion was not a surprise. She remembered that her uncle had been a merchant of some sort, and her memories were highlighted by expensive gifts and Kiin’s exotic clothing. He had not only been the younger son of a king, but he had also been an extremely successful businessman. Something he still was, apparently. He’d been out of the city on business until that morning, which was why she hadn’t seen him at the funeral.


The greatest shock was the children. Despite the fact that Sarene knew he was married, she just couldn’t reconcile her recollections of the unruly Hunkey Kay with the concept of fatherhood. Her preconceptions were neatly shattered the moment Kiin and Daora opened the door to the mansion’s dining hall.


“Father’s home!” called the voice of a young girl.


“Yes, Father’s home,” Kiin said with a suffering voice. “And no, I didn’t bring you anything. I’ve only been gone a few minutes.”


“I don’t care what you did or didn’t bring me. I just want to eat.” The speaker, a young girl about ten years old, had a very serious, adult-sounding voice. She wore a pink dress tied with white ribbon, and had a bob of stark blonde hair.


“When do you not want to eat, Kaise?” a little boy, who looked almost identical to the girl, asked with a sour look.


“Children, don’t squabble,” Daora said firmly. “We have a guest.”


“Sarene,” Kiin said, “meet your cousins. Kaise and Daorn. The two biggest headaches in your poor uncle’s life.”
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