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PART ONE


TYEN




CHAPTER 1


The sound was more felt than heard, a deep concussion that shivered up through the feet and vibrated in the chest. As one, all of the wheelmakers looked up; then, as the sensation faded, they turned to Tyen.


He glanced from one to the other, a growing, formless dread reflected in their anxious expressions. All were still, so the small movement near the main door to the workshop immediately caught his attention. A human-shaped shadow was taking form, rapidly sharpening and darkening. A woman, her mouth set in a grim line.


“Claymar Fursa,” he said, and as the others turned to face the sorcerer their expressions changed to respect and they touched two fingers to their heart to acknowledge their leader. Tyen followed suit.


“Tyen Wheelmaker,” the woman said as she emerged into the world. “The Grand Market has been attacked. We need help.” She looked around. “From all of you.”


Tyen nodded. “The attackers?”


“Gone.” She drew a deep breath and let it out, her eyes dark and haunted. “Half of the roof has collapsed. Many are buried.”


The wheelmakers exchanged horrified glances. Tyen picked up a rag and wiped at the grease on his hands. “We will go immediately.”


She nodded, then faded from sight.


“I’ll take you,” Tyen offered. The other wheelmakers moved away from the machines they’d been working on and joined him in the only clear space in the room, the area in front of the main door. Each took hold of another worker; men and women linked by touch.


“Ready?”


A murmur of assent followed, then all sucked in a deep breath. Tyen drew magic from far above them, saving what imbued the city for weaker sorcerers with a shorter reach. While Doum was a world rich in magic, and the gap he left would soon be replaced when what was around it flowed in to fill the void, he would hate to be the reason other sorcerers were unable to help at the disaster site.


As he pushed away from the world, the workshop seemed to be bleached of colour and all sound ceased. He could feel a fresh indentation in the substance of the place between worlds coming from the direction of the Council House, no doubt where Claymar Fursa had pushed through it to reach them. Conscious that he and his employees could only last in between worlds for as long as they could survive without air, he sent them quickly upwards, passing through the ceiling and first floor into a muted blue sky. Looking over Alba, the largest and most famous city of clayworkers in Doum, he sought the familiar arched profile of the Grand Market building.


When he found it, he paused in shock. Fursa had been understating the damage, or more had occurred since. Only a quarter of the remarkable undulating roof, constructed by cementing together layers of flat bricks, remained.


He propelled them towards it.


The Grand Market had been a beautiful building. Inside were stalls selling the best of the city’s wares, attended day and night. Why would anybody try to destroy it? he wondered. Had the attack come from a rival city, or from somewhere outside the world? An attack on the Grand Market was an attack on Alba’s main source of income. It was also an attack on the place he’d invested five cycles in making a new home – a place he loved more than his own home world. Anger stirred within him.


No doubt the Claymars, elected by the workshop masters of Doum’s cities, knew more. He could seek information by reading their minds, but they, like many peoples of the worlds, outlawed mind reading without permission. He’d made a habit of obeying that law, at the least because it would only take one slip for him to reveal that he had broken it, and the acceptance he had sought would be lost. He might have their respect as a powerful sorcerer and the inventor of the world’s first potting wheels powered by magic, but as an outsider he was still regarded with suspicion.


The city below flashed by in a blur. The broken edifice enlarged, gaining detail along with proximity. As they neared the ragged, broken walls, a great pile of rubble appeared within the shadows between them. The debris glittered with fragments of shattered glass. A few remnants of the stalls within poked out of the mess, but the wares and occupants were well buried. People were lifting and carrying fragments away. Others lay on the floor among the surviving stalls, clothes stained with blood, some moving, some not.


The sight brought unwelcome memories of a collapsing tower and a wave of guilt. Tyen pushed both away. It had been ten cycles since the tragedy of Spirecastle’s collapse – cycles being a substitute “year” measurement sorcerers and inter-world traders used, since no worlds had years that exactly matched – but he still recalled it clearly. The determination to assist hardened in him. This time I can do something to help, he told himself. If they’ll let me.


He took his workers downwards, seeking a safe place to arrive. He decided against bringing them back into the world inside the building, in case the remaining section of roof fell. Fursa did say we were the nearest sorcerers, so there may not be many others there yet. I had better shield everyone in case the walls collapse outward. The plaza outside the building was crowded with onlookers. Helpers were rushing out of the building, tossing debris onto steadily growing piles, then hurrying back in. With no clear space to arrive in close by, he chose an area twenty paces away and waited for the people standing there to notice and move out of the way.


It did not take long. Seeing the partly transparent group, the onlookers hastily shuffled aside. When the space was clear, Tyen brought his workers back into the world. All sucked in the dry, dusty air and began to cough. Some pressed hands to their faces as the physical manifestation of emotions, absent between worlds, suddenly returned. But as they drew deep breaths to recover from the journey, their shoulders straightened, and the hands that had gripped a neighbour in order to be carried along with Tyen now patted and squeezed in reassurance and support.


“Let’s see what we can do,” Tyen said, and started towards the building.


As they entered, he looked up at the remaining ceiling. Only one of the five tall central columns remained. He drew magic and stilled the air above his workers to form a shield – perhaps a little too strongly, as a chill immediately set the air misting.


“No need for that, Tyen Wheelmaker,” a man said from somewhere to the right. “We’re holding the roof up.”


Tyen sought out the speaker. A familiar old man appeared, weaving through the workers.


“Master Glazer Rayf.” Tyen released the air. “What can we do?”


“Do any of you have healing skills?” Rayf asked.


The workers exchanged glances, most shaking their heads.


“I know a little,” one of the younger men said. “No healing magic – just bandages and stitches.”


“I spent a little time in Faurio in training,” Tyen said. Until a former rebel recognised me, he added silently, and it was either kill him or leave. “I picked up a few basics.”


Rayf’s gaze moved to Tyen and an eyebrow rose. “You can heal with magic?”


Tyen shook his head. “Only the ageless can do that.”


The old man’s gaze sharpened at that piece of information about Tyen. No doubt he’d wondered if the powerful otherworlder would age – or rather, what it would mean for Doum if he didn’t. His gaze flickered past Tyen’s shoulder and he frowned. Stepping a little closer to Tyen, he spoke in a low voice. “Look into my mind,” he invited.


Tyen did, and read alarm and an image of the stalls behind him. Behind a line of rubble-removers, between pots stacked up in a surviving stall, was a deeper shadow. Within that gleamed a pair of eyes, fixed on the great pile of rubble.


Then Rayf’s gaze returned to Tyen’s face.


“I can’t read his mind. Who is he?” he hissed.


Stretching his senses behind, Tyen sought the owner. He scowled as he found the man’s mind.


This is going to take hours, the stranger thought. The longer I stay, the greater the chance someone will find me. Why should I risk being taken prisoner when it wasn’t me who commissioned the attack on this place? If a Claymar has died, the Emperor won’t negotiate for my return. He’ll abandon me.


“His name is Axavar,” Tyen murmured. “He’s from Murai. A sorcerer of the School of Sorcery.”


“Was he one of those who did this?”


Tyen nodded. “Set to watch and make sure he and the other attackers haven’t killed any Claymars. The Emperor will only take action against those who commissioned the attack if one of our leaders has died.”


Rayf’s eyes narrowed. “Who did?”


“He suspects the Muraian merchants.”


A hiss escaped the old man. “Punishing us for setting a minimum price, no doubt. Which merchants?”


“He’s not thinking about anyone in particular. He’s an underling. Too young to have gained any authority.”


And not at all bothered by what he and his people had done here. Tyen shook his head. It was unbelievably callous to kill people for refusing to sell their goods at too low a price to survive on. If Axavar’s thoughts were correct, the merchants of Murai had reasoned that their own survival depended on being able to on sell the goods of Doum at a reasonable profit – though Tyen suspected “survival” did not mean they faced starvation, but a reduction in their great wealth.


“What do you want me to do?” Tyen asked.


Rayf hesitated, his face tight with indecision; then as someone called his name, he brightened a little. They both turned to see several red-robed men and women striding into the building, one heading for Rayf while the rest spread out towards the injured.


“Ah, good. The Payr healers are here.” The old man turned back to Tyen. “Follow him when he leaves. Find out who else is responsible, and if the Emperor is behind it.”


Tyen nodded. He drew a deep breath, then shoved himself out of the world, stopping when he could barely make out his position in relation to the room. He would have appeared to vanish, unless someone looked closely. Moving in a wide curve, he approached the Muraian from behind.


At the last moment, the man turned and saw Tyen. And fled, flashing into the place between and streaking away.


Tyen gave chase.


The ruined Grand Market faded from sight. The substance of the place between roiled on either side of Axavar’s fresh path. As Tyen began to gain on him, the man increased his speed. Tyen could have caught up, but he held back and let the man widen the gap between them. Better to let Axavar think he’d lost Tyen so he’d go straight to his destination.


Which was most likely the rest of the sorcerers who had attacked the market. Tyen would have to approach carefully, keeping out of sight. It was unlikely a single Muraian sorcerer was strong enough to be a threat to Tyen, but he could not guess how powerful they might be together. He also needed to avoid giving them the impression he was the beginning of a counter-attack from Doum, or some might return to Alba and attack it again.


Once past the midpoint between worlds, where nothing was visible, shadows slowly emerged from the whiteness. A city spread below them, growing rapidly more distinct. It lay at the bottom of a cliff face over which a great waterfall tumbled, covering the city in a ceaseless mist of spray. The river at its base divided the city, but the two halves were stitched together by a succession of graceful bridges.


This was Glaemar, the capital of the most powerful country in Murai and home of the Emperor, who ruled all but a few distant lands too poor to tempt a conquest. Tyen had visited it around the time he’d settled in Doum, curious to see the wealthy and powerful neighbour and main customer of the potters’ wares. While Glaemar’s climate was cooler than Alba’s, the culture was more refined – and less friendly. Wealth and power resided in hereditary lines and the poor were kept in perpetual bondage. Sorcerous ability offered only limited freedom from rigid class expectations.


It reminded him too much of where he had come from, of the great Leratian empire that had conquered and colonised most of his world – though the city of Beltonia, with its advanced sewage system, was considerably less smelly than Glaemar’s sluggish covered ditches.


Axavar plunged towards his home world, only slowing at the last moment to alter his position within it. Tyen continued to follow at a distance, knowing the other’s lesser magical ability meant he’d have more trouble seeing others in the place between. Finally Axavar dove towards a large building with a square inner courtyard.


Tyen remained high enough above the city that he would be only a speck to people below. Even so, he created a globe of stilled air around him as he emerged into the world, both to hold him in place and to shield him. He waited, and soon Axavar’s mind became readable as he arrived in the world.


He’d arrived in the School of Sorcery. Footsteps sounded from all directions as other sorcerers responded to his call. Faces appeared in his mind as men and women peered down from balconies. More strode out from archways below them. All stared as Axavar babbled an explanation and warning.


A sorcerer had seen him, he told them. Might have followed him. Might arrive here at any moment.


Axavar sensed radiating lines of darkness flare around the sorcerers as they drew in magic in readiness to deal with a possible intruder. But Tyen had no intention of confronting them. Instead, he searched their minds. He learned that Master Rayf had been right. When the Claymars of Doum had set minimum prices, the Muraian merchants had decided to punish them, hiring five graduates from the Glaemar School of Sorcery to travel to Alba and destroy the Grand Market.


They knew the Emperor would punish them if any of Doum’s leaders died. Muraians did not consider the deaths of the men, women and children working in the stalls important because in their culture shopkeepers were of low status. Only people of authority mattered. But in Doum, trade was controlled by the families of the potmakers, brickmakers, tilemakers and other producers – including relatives of the Claymars. Family members who didn’t have artistic talent but had skill with numbers and negotiation were as valuable as creators, since they freed the artisans to concentrate on their work.


Axavar’s colleagues were looking at the head of the School of Sorcery, a woman named Oerith. She doubted a single Doumian sorcerer would dare attack the school. However, they would seek information, and once they knew why the Grand Market had been attacked they might return to take revenge on the merchants, or even attack the Emperor. The school would be blamed for Axavar revealing himself. Unless she acted quickly to warn everyone. The names of the particular merchants behind the attack had never been revealed to the school, having been communicated through an intermediary, but the Emperor probably knew them, or would soon when the news reached him. She gave orders for the school to post a guard and be ready to defend itself, then pushed out of the world, her mind going silent.


What should I do? Tyen wondered. He expected, for a moment, to hear Vella’s voice in reply, but he’d left her securely hidden in his house.


Rayf wanted the merchants’ names. Tyen could search for their minds in the city below, but it would take too much time. Oerith believed the Emperor would know.


Tyen turned his attention to a great sprawling building at the base of the cliff. It lay beside the waterfall, where its occupants would have access to the cleanest water. He sought minds within. It did not take long to find Oerith. With so many people employed in pleasing the Emperor, it was easy to find him. Oerith was already in the audience chamber. As she finished warning of the sorcerer who had followed Axavar, she turned to look at five men kneeling nearby.


The merchants, she guessed. Tyen moved to their minds, and confirmed it. He had their names. He could go.


But then, through their ears, Tyen heard the Emperor break into laughter.


Shifting to the ruler’s mind, Tyen went cold. The man was amused. He had no intention of disciplining the merchants. Instead, he was considering how hard it would be to invade Doum properly.


Heat chased away the chill as Tyen’s earlier anger resurfaced, but he held himself still.


If I interfere, I could make things worse.


But if he did nothing, the place he’d worked so hard to make a home in, and that he had come to love more than his own world, could be destroyed.


Yet he did not know how powerful the sorcerers the Emperor kept close by for his protection were. They were sure to be a substantial force.


Looking into the minds of the men and women closest to the leader, Tyen counted how many were sorcerers. He’d faced this many before and survived. What of their strength? Many were considering Murai’s chances against Doum if this led to a conflict, but while they thought themselves a superior force, none had experience of inter-world battle and more than a few appeared to have inflated ideas of their worth.


To confront the Emperor would be a risk, but one Tyen was willing to make for his new homeland. Taking a deep breath, he pushed into the place between worlds and skimmed downwards.


He did not plunge through the roof of the audience chamber, however. That would be too threatening. He wanted to make the Emperor think twice about making Doum an enemy, not jump to the conclusion the neighbouring world was retaliating. So he arrived a distance from the room, then approached a guard.


The man – a captain – jumped, having not noticed Tyen arrive.


“I wish to speak to the Emperor on behalf of the people of Doum.”


The captain narrowed his eyes at Tyen, doubtful that anyone important would send such a filthy emissary. “And you are?”


“Tyen the Wheelmaker, of Alba.” Tyen snorted. “And I would have taken time to dress for the occasion if it had not been more pressing to prevent a war between our worlds.” He pushed out of the world, skimmed past the man, then emerged and stared haughtily over his shoulder. “Would you prefer I find the Emperor myself?”


The captain straightened. “No. I will take you to him.” He indicated that Tyen should follow, then set off through the palace.


During Tyen’s previous visit to Glaemar, he’d observed the palace exterior, but having no official reason to enter, he’d had no opportunity to see the inside. It was not what he expected. Instead of the usual glut of precious objects and rich decoration crowded together in a show of wealth and grandeur, the interior was open and uncluttered. No solid walls divided the building into rooms, just rows of columns. Archways opened onto atriums which allowed sunlight and moisture in, sustaining artfully arranged plants in enormous pots. Pergolas stood within the larger of these. The effect was a blurring between interior and exterior. It also meant that the mist from the waterfall, carried everywhere on gentle breezes, kept the air moist and cool.


Yet the palace was not empty of artwork. Here and there a graceful sculpture stood among the columns, the plant pots were from one of the best of Domra’s potteries and the floors were covered in mosaics equally as impressive as those Tyen recalled lined the approach to the formal palace entrance. If the mosaics covered the entirety of the complex he’d seen from above, they must spread over a space as great as a large village, maybe even a small city.


No doubt many of the wealthier houses in Glaemar, and other Muraian cities, also decorated their homes this way. Anything considered good enough for the rulers of a country or a world was desirable for those with ambition and the need to appear prosperous and powerful. Looking closer, he realised that the tiles were all glazed. Pottery, not stone.


Little wonder the merchants got a bit touchy about the Claymars controlling prices. There must be a thriving market in this single product, on top of the pottery and pipes they buy from Doum.


He passed diplomats and courtiers, bureaucrats and servants. The latter were all young and attractive, he noted, though they wore plain but simple clothing cut of the same cloth. I guess in a place so open, the servants can’t be hidden, so the Emperor makes sure they aren’t offensive to the eye.


A couple of people in a different but more decorative uniform paused in their conversation to stare at him. Some began to follow; others hurried away. Sorcerers, he read from their minds, placed here to inspect all visitors to the Emperor. They did not like what they could see of him – which was an otherworlder in Doumian garb whose mind they could not read.


Yet none intercepted him, and he knew from the minds he read that he was indeed heading towards the audience chamber. At last, they reached internal walls. A pair of enormous doors stood between him and the Emperor. One of six guards standing outside hauled one open. The captain checked his stride, surprised, then shrugged and led Tyen into the room. He stepped aside and indicated that Tyen should advance ahead of him.


Walking past, Tyen was immediately struck by how dark the room was. It was completely enclosed, unlike so much of the palace, and the only illumination came from the flames of lamp bowls set in alcoves.


A middle-aged man stood at the centre of the room. He wore a plain robe of gold fabric over which a vest of glazed beads had been draped. The latter’s humble appearance surprised Tyen at first, until he reminded himself that the world of Murai had few clay deposits. What you don’t have you covet, he mused, which has been an advantage for Doum … until now.


Two of the sorcerers who had followed stood to either side of Tyen, and from them Tyen learned that the line of men and women along the back wall were also sorcerers. The Emperor had been informed of their inability to read Tyen’s mind. He had, against their advice, decided to stay and meet the messenger from Doum.


A movement drew Tyen’s attention to five men squatting nearby, their gazes fixed on the floor. They were well-dressed and ranged from an age a little younger than, to twice the age of the king. The merchants. The head of the School of Sorcery stood behind them.


As Tyen turned back to the Emperor, the man’s eyebrows and chin rose in affront at the messenger’s lack of respect. Reminding himself that he did not want this encounter to result in more violence, Tyen dropped into the same pose the merchants had assumed.


“Who is this?” the Emperor demanded in Muraian, the words echoing in the room.


“Tyen the Wheelmaker,” the captain replied from somewhere behind Tyen.


The Emperor’s voice filled the room with scepticism. “The Claymars sent a servant to negotiate on their behalf?”


“No, Emperor Izetala-Moraza,” Tyen replied. Then, since he’d read from the man’s mind that the ruler knew the Traveller tongue, he continued in that language. “The Claymars sent me to discover who attacked the Grand Market in Alba a short while ago, and why. I followed one of the sorcerers, a man they left behind to check whether a Claymar was among the dead—”


“And was one?” the Emperor asked, also changing to the language of the Travellers.


“I do not know, Emperor.”


“Well, you have found the culprits. You may ask them their purpose.”


“I have already gained that information, Emperor.”


“Then why are you here?”


Tyen met the man’s gaze. “These merchants have attacked Doum, Emperor,” he said, letting an edge of hardness enter his voice. “That could be interpreted as an act of war.” Tyen paused, then rose to his feet. “What I want to know now is: what are you, Emperor Izetala-Moraza, going to do? Do you object to their actions?”


The ruler’s chin rose again, but he did not speak, pausing to consider his reply. As Tyen read the man’s mind, his stomach sank.


“I do not approve,” the Emperor said. “They took a great risk, and should have sought my permission.” The ruler gave the merchants a hard look, and the men cringed and began to wonder if they had misjudged him. “But they have the right to act upon the Claymars’ refusal to negotiate.”


“So you will not punish them?”


The Emperor’s gaze snapped back to Tyen. “Only if Claymars were harmed.” I suppose I’ll have to make a show of it, the man grumbled. Those Claymars are a pathetic excuse for rulers. They’re just artisan-servants, given temporary leadership of the unruly, arrogant mob they called their “citizens”.


“Remind them that they brought this on themselves,” the Emperor continued. “Refusing to honour agreements. Selling Muraian commissions to other worlds. It will not be tolerated.”


Tyen scowled. “If you will not pay a price worthy of their time and expertise, why should they not seek customers who will?”


“They have always supplied us,” the Emperor said. “It is an ancient arrangement, supported by the Raen—”


“The Raen is dead.”


The Emperor’s expression became stony, his lips pressed together with displeasure. An uncomfortable, angry silence followed. Tyen had broken a taboo by speaking the truth. A pretty recent taboo, in the scale of history.


Who is this upstart? the Emperor was thinking. Someone powerful. Someone strong enough to not fear me or my sorcerers. Yet his accent is unfamiliar, and though he looks similar to the people of Alba there is a strangeness about him. Could he be an otherworlder? Yes, I think he may be.


“Why do you care?” he asked. “You are not of their world.”


Tyen crossed his arms. “Doum is my home and its people my family. I will do what I must to defend it.”


“Then defend it. Convince the Claymar to abandon this foolishness over pricing.”


“I would never be so arrogant as to tell them how to live their lives and run their businesses,” Tyen replied. “But I can see it will not be easy to convince you to do so as well. Except, perhaps, by removing all magic from this world so that you remain isolated for a few hundred cycles. That would be bad for trade, I imagine.”


The Emperor stared at Tyen. Oerith took a small step towards the ruler. The Emperor gestured for her to stay where she was.


“Only the Raen was that powerful,” he said.


“Not only.”


“He would have killed you, had he found you.”


Tyen shrugged. “As it turned out, he didn’t. I’m sure you know this is a small world. I know of at least two people with enough reach to strip all the magic from it, and I would not be surprised if there were more. Even if it was beyond my ability to take all the magic in one go, I could still make sure Glaemar sits within a void so large it will take cycles to fade. Since you may doubt I speak the truth …” Tyen stretched out with his mind, expanding his senses until he estimated he’d encompassed the whole city, then drew in half of the magic, taking it in radiating bands. What remained would quickly spread to fill the emptiness, ensuring no sorcerer engaged in something important, such as lifting something heavy, was robbed of all power.


Gasps filled the room as the sorcerers within it sensed what he had done. Then, before any could panic and attack Tyen, he let the magic go again. It flowed out, temporarily making the palace intensely rich in magic. Shock turned to wonder. Fear to relief.


“I will leave you to reconsider your position, and whether these men –” Tyen glanced at the merchants. “– deserve punishment for killing the families of Doum’s artisans and Claymars.” Tyen was gratified to see that the Emperor was reluctantly doing exactly that, despite his anger at being threatened. “Thank you for hearing me, Emperor. I wish you good health and fortune.”


Not waiting for a reply or a dismissal, Tyen took some of the excess of magic in the palace and pushed out of the world.


Once deep into the place between worlds, the glow of satisfaction faded and he began to worry. How would the Claymars react to him approaching and threatening the Muraian Emperor on their behalf, without consulting them first?


Will they be angry or grateful? Have I made things better or worse?


He wished he could discuss it with Vella. Thinking of her hidden in his house, he realised that by threatening the Emperor of Murai, he might have made himself a target. While he was reasonably confident he could defend himself, the Emperor might seek a petty revenge that the Claymars would not react strongly to by wrecking Tyen’s home. After today, he would start carrying her again.


He found his and Axavar’s path from Doum to Murai and followed it in reverse. The stall within the remains of the Great Market began to emerge around him.


And then he sensed a shadow. Someone was following him.


Alarmed, he skimmed across the world, drawing them away from the ruins. To his relief, they stayed on his trail. He lured them out of the city, seeking an unpopulated place where he could confront them without risking harm to others. In a dry lake he emerged in the world, gasping as his body, starved of air, suffered the price of travelling for so long where it could not breathe.


A faint human shape began to form a few steps away. A feminine outline, clothed in a long shift dress. Oerith? One of the Emperor’s sorcerers come to challenge him? Or had he sent her to relay a message? Perhaps a counter-threat?


Her face was not very Muraian, however. She had darker skin and straight black hair. And then, with a shock like lightning spiking through his body, he recognised her. As she arrived, she took a breath to speak, but didn’t gasp for air, a sure sign of an ageless sorcerer.


“Tyen, wasn’t it?” said the woman who had refused to resurrect the Raen. “Do you remember me? Or perhaps I never told you my name. I am Rielle.”




CHAPTER 2


“I picked up that something was amiss from the palace servants,” Rielle explained, “and it didn’t take long before I saw you though other eyes.”


She looked different, he noted. Older, though that was to be expected. Taller than he recalled, but perhaps only because his first impressions had been of a desperate and vulnerable young woman. She was as beautiful as he remembered, and as she smiled he looked down to stop himself staring at her.


“And you followed me,” he pointed out, part observation, part question.


“I thought you might like to know that the Emperor started planning to have you assassinated once you left.”


“Ah,” Tyen sighed. “Of course he did.”


“His sorcerers were trying to talk him out of it. More out of self-preservation than disagreement.”


He looked up. “Do you think they will succeed?”


She pursed her lips. “Even odds, in my opinion. The Emperor does not like being threatened, but he could not help noticing how powerful you are. He may attempt to punish you in other ways instead. You should make sure you and anyone you care for is well protected or hidden.”


He nodded, his mind immediately going to his workers. While he considered them as much friends as employees and would hate to see any harmed, he would feel bad if any citizens of Doum suffered because of him. And then there was Vella. But the Emperor could not possibly know about Vella.


Except Rielle, now. Her mind was hidden to him, which meant she was more powerful and could read his mind if she wanted to. It was disconcerting. The only other person he’d encountered with stronger powers than his had been the Raen, and he’d assumed the Raen was much more powerful. While Tyen did not look into the minds of most people in Doum, he always did with anyone else, and it was a very long time since he’d not been able to.


He could not help wondering what Rielle was doing in the Muraian palace. It was just his luck that the one time he’d used his strength to impress someone they happened to have a stronger sorcerer at hand. Though surely, if she worked for the Emperor, she would not be here warning him of the ruler’s intention to assassinate him.


People don’t warn you of a threat to your life if they wish you harm. The last time we met, I helped her. As far as I know, she has no reason to hate me.


Unlike most people in the worlds. Or they would, if they knew the truth about him.


He turned his mind from that subject before he could reveal too much, and looked at Rielle closely. She smiled, which surely she would not do if she had glimpsed his secret, unless she was adept at pretending. He wished he could be sure.


“I don’t think I thanked you for helping me escape Dahli,” she said.


“No need.” He shrugged. “I only helped you do the right thing. Did the boy recover?”


“Yes and no.” She frowned. “He regained his sanity, but has almost no memories of his time before then.”


“Is he …? I hope he is well hidden.” Perhaps it would be better if Tyen did not know the location of the boy that the Raen had intended to inhabit after his resurrection. The silence of Rielle’s mind made the possibility of running into another sorcerer more powerful than him seem greater.


The look she gave him was full of amusement and gratitude. “Yes. He’s in a safe place with good people, living far away from me.” She sighed. “I feared that if I kept him with me, I’d draw him into more strife, but I’ve managed to keep out of trouble for five cycles so perhaps I didn’t need to worry.”


“And in all that time we’ve been living in worlds right next to each other.”


Rielle lifted a hand in a graceful, negative gesture. “Oh, I’ve only been in Murai for a few months.” She looked towards the outskirts of Alba. “I work for a team of mosaic-makers. The Emperor commissioned work from them. They like the climate in Glaemar, so they accepted his invitation to take up residence in the palace while they complete the job.”


“So you work for the Emperor.” Tyen raised an eyebrow. Did that make them enemies?


She turned back to look at him. “I work for people who work for him. While the mosaic-makers are decent people, I am not truly one of them. I am an outsider with a useful skill.”


Tyen nodded. “I know how that feels. Though I’ve worked hard to make a home for myself in Doum, sometimes they still treat me as an otherworlder.”


“Even after five cycles?”


“Even after five cycles.”


She looked sad. “I have wondered how long it would take. I can never go home. I don’t want to always be the outsider.”


“I am also unable to return to my world.” He frowned. “Did you learn why I was visiting the palace?”


“The merchants attacked a marketplace here. They are upset about the prices the Claymars have set on their goods.” She paused. “And no doubt you read what they are contemplating doing, if they do not get their way.”


“I won’t let them invade Doum,” he warned. Then he grimaced. “If the Claymars let me prevent them. They are so touchy about me getting involved in anything other than making pottery wheels that I have to wonder if they’d rather Murai conquered them than I did anything on their behalf.”


She chewed her lip again. “Being an otherworlder might have advantages, though. I suspect the Emperor would be more likely to compromise if he didn’t have to do it to their faces. Would you negotiate on their behalf, if the Claymars let you?”


Tyen considered. “Yes. Yes, I would – though if the Emperor doesn’t like being threatened, haven’t I just ensured he won’t listen to me?”


“No, more the opposite. He may hate you for defying him, but he will respect you for having the strength and boldness to do it.”


He grimaced. “I’m not sure I like the idea of negotiating with him directly. Perhaps Murai needs a representative too. Not that I know any Muraians I’d prefer.” His heart skipped as he realised who he would most like to work with. “Could you convince the Emperor to let you negotiate on his behalf?”


Her brow furrowed. “I don’t know.” Her tone was heavy with reluctance. “It’s not that I don’t want to help you, but I have no experience or training in this kind of work.”


“Neither do I,” Tyen told her. “But if we do nothing …”


“… these two worlds may declare war with each other,” she finished. “Very well. I’ll consider suggesting it.”


He smiled. “Thank you. I have to get back to Alba to tell them of what I know and help in the Grand Market.”


“I should return to the mosaic-makers. I left them in the middle of a design meeting. Shall I look for you in Alba?”


“Yes. Ask for Tyen Wheelmaker. Most people will be able to direct you to my workshop.”


She inclined her head. “Until then, Tyen Wheelmaker, I wish you well.”


He waited as she faded out of sight, not wanting to push out of the world on her heels, even if he then travelled in a different direction. When she had vanished completely, he moved into the place between and began to skim towards the city. As he emerged in the Grand Market, his heart began beating quickly, but not from fear or apprehension.


Rielle! Of all people to find living in the next world!


Then he sobered. If Dahli knew where she was, he would be even more pleased. But the Raen’s former most loyal servant would, at worst, want to punish her for refusing to resurrect Valhan. At best, he’d try to force her to tell him where to find the boy, so he could complete the Raen’s resurrection.


Baluka, the leader of the rebels – the Restorers, as they were known now – would like to know his former fiancée was alive and well. He might not want to know her location, however, because he was not a powerful sorcerer and if others read that information from his mind it could eventually reach Dahli.


Her secret was safe with Tyen, and it was one he was happy to keep. He’d always been curious about her. He knew she had lived in the Raen’s palace before his death, and that Dahli had taught her how to use magic, and to become ageless. The first time Tyen had seen her, she had been about to resurrect the Raen, but when she’d discovered it involved sacrificing the mind of an innocent boy, she’d rescued him – at no small risk to her own life. He’d followed her, helping her escape Dahli.


Tyen had admired her for that choice. It surely indicated she had strong morals and the courage to stick to them, even if in the process she became a traitor. Perhaps she would understand the choices he’d made in his life. He’d sometimes daydreamed that they met again, and became allies, friends and – when he was being particularly fanciful – possibly more.


The first part just happened.


He began to smile, but as he stepped out of the Grand Market stall, his good cheer evaporated. Little progress had been made since he’d left, but then he had not been gone all that long. Sorcerers were now removing rubble from the huge pile, carefully lifting it piece by piece by magic lest they disturb and harm anyone trapped below. From them he learned that no minds had been detected beneath the rubble, but all hoped that some of the buried market workers might be alive but unconscious. The injured and dead recovered so far had been removed. He sought Master Rayf, finding the old man standing by the door talking to Claymar Fursa.


Rayf saw Tyen approaching first, and as his lips moved, Fursa turned to frown at Tyen.


“Tyen Wheelmaker,” Rayf said. “Were you able to follow the Muraian?”


“Yes.” Tyen related all that had happened. Claymar Fursa’s frown deepened to a scowl on hearing of Tyen’s threat to strip the world of magic. “That is a dangerous bluff.”


“It was no bluff,” Tyen replied, meeting and holding her gaze. Her eyes narrowed, and he did not have to read her mind to see she didn’t believe him.


“Only the Raen could do such a thing,” she scoffed.


“That is what he wanted the worlds to believe,” Tyen replied.


“I heard that he killed anyone he encountered whose strength approached his while they were too inexperienced and skilled to challenge him,” Rayf said. His attention returned to Tyen, suddenly appraising.


“Unless he recruited and trained them to be his servants,” Fursa added, her eyes narrowing.


“Plenty of powerful sorcerers were born during the twenty cycles the Raen was missing,” Tyen told her. “I’m not the only one he didn’t get the chance to eliminate.” Then he shrugged. “Besides, Murai is smaller than the average world. A sorcerer doesn’t have to be able to take all magic to have a great impact on a world’s strength. I could make life very difficult for the Emperor, if I wanted to.”


Fursa’s gaze slid away, her lips pressing tight. “Even so,” she said, her eyes still averted, “you should not have threatened him without our agreement.”


Tyen nodded. “I only did so because he was considering doing worse than this.” He gestured around them. “But I assure you, I will not act without consulting you again.” He told the pair of Rielle’s visit, advice and offer, referring to her only as an otherworld sorcerer he had met before, who was working as a mosaic designer. “She is a moral person.”


“She has seen to the heart of the matter.” Rayf nodded. “It is unlikely the Emperor will compromise if he speaks to us directly, as it will be seen in Murai as a sign of weakness. But if an intermediary negotiates on his and our behalf, he can distance himself from the decision.” He smiled at Fursa. “As can the Council.”


Fursa crossed her arms. “Yes, but the Council must decide who will represent us. There may be better candidates for the role.”


Suppressing a sigh, Tyen glanced back at the sorcerers digging in the rubble. “I can do no more right now than offer my assistance. When you have decided, let me know one way or the other. You know where to find me.” He looked at Rayf. “I’m sure there’s something more useful I can be doing here.”


The old man glanced around the building. “No, we have it well in hand.”


It was not the answer Tyen was expecting, but as he looked closer at the activity in the building, he realised that another large group of sorcerers had arrived while they were talking, and the entire surface of the huge pile of rubble was stirring as bricks were carefully removed. Healers hovered nearby, waiting in case a living victim was uncovered, but with the grim certainty that their services would not be needed.


Tyen nodded. “Indeed you have. I had best get out of your way, then.”


He faced Fursa and pressed two fingers to his heart, nodded in respect to Rayf, then pushed out of the world and skimmed upwards, through what remained of the Grand Market’s roof. Locating the familiar shape of his home’s rooftop from above, he headed towards it. He plunged through the ceiling but stopped on the upper floor, at the top of the stairs, instead of returning to the workshop with its unfinished wheels. Once air surrounded him again, he scanned the minds around him. The workshop was empty, his employees still helping at the Grand Market. His neighbours were fixed on their work, domestic tasks, trade or exchanging reports about the attack. No spies watched him. Nobody was paying him the slightest attention at all.


The only person who could be watching without me detecting it is Rielle.


He dismissed the idea, then hesitated and made himself reconsider the possibility. It would not be hard for her to find this place. He was famous enough for his magic-powered pottery wheels that he could be found easily by simply asking a few questions of people on the streets.


Why watch him, though?


Could she have warned him of the Muraian Emperor’s intention to have him assassinated in order to gain his trust? When she advised him to consider the safety of the people he cared for, had it been in order to read from his mind who those people were? His stomach sank as he remembered who he’d thought of when she had.


Vella.


He hadn’t thought about Vella’s hiding place, however. Still, he hurried to the toilet and pushed inside. The commode was made up of a wooden box with a hole in the top, in which a large funnel was suspended. The funnel emptied into one of the ceramic pipes that, until recently, Muraian merchants had bought and sold on to other worlds. Carefully lifting the box and funnel off the pipe, he reached under the base. The odour of urine and faeces that always lingered despite regular cleaning grew a little stronger, and he took care to avoid the bottom of the funnel. No toilets in the worlds were as well plumbed and ventilated as those of his home world and city.


He groped around inside the wooden base. As his fingers met a familiar bundle, he let out a sigh of relief. Unhooking it, he tucked it under his arm and replaced the seat. He then sat upon the commode. A pouch was uncovered as he removed the wrapping, a firm but slightly flexible object inside. Through holes in the fabric he could see the familiar leather of Vella’s cover.


When he’d first settled in Doum, he had spoken to Vella at least once a day, torn between keeping her safely hidden and the need to talk to someone familiar. He also did not want to abandon her to the unconsciousness state she remained in when not touched by a human.


But when he’d adopted the local garb to help fit in with the locals, carrying Vella had become a problem. Since the climate was warm, Doumian fabrics were thin and showed the outline of objects lying beneath them. When people began asking what lay beneath his shirt he’d had to find another hiding place for her.


The busier his enterprise had grown, the less time he’d had to talk to her. His daily chat changed to one every second day, then every three or four days, and the intervals had slowly grown larger. Yet if he waited too long, he began lying awake at night worrying if she was still there. So their chats had become irregular, middle-of-the-night affairs.


As always, she was slightly warm as he slipped her from the pouch. Affection and a little guilt rose within him. While he considered his employees friends, none were as close to him as Vella. He wished he had spared more time to talk to her. He considered his promise to find a way to restore her to human – an idea he’d not had much success pursuing since most sources of knowledge were now in the hands of people who considered Tyen a spy and traitor.


Since she would have read his mind at the first touch of his skin, he did not have to explain all that had happened since he’d last talked to her. He opened her covers and looked down at the familiar unmarked pages. Words began to appear.


Hello, Tyen. I see it has been a day of ill news.


Yes, though it was not all bad.


No. Yet you question whether to trust Rielle too.


Nothing in particular gives me cause for suspicion, but I can’t help feeling I shouldn’t assume anything. I’ve only met her once before. All I know about her comes from Dahli and Baluka – what they told me and the occasions they thought about her. Also, if I am to negotiate on behalf of Doum and the Emperor sends her to represent him, I must treat her as I would anyone else in that position.


That is wise.


She refused to destroy a young man so that the Raen could be resurrected, so her morals are strong, but she chose to join the Raen before then. I can’t see how anyone could do the latter without making some moral compromises.


Dahli could not have read her mind. Perhaps she was only pretending to be a willing subject.


The Raen would have read that from her mind if she was.


Would he have? You read from Dahli that Valhan said he was not always able to read her mind.


Tyen drew in a sharp breath at the reminder. No surprise, then, that she could read his mind. Yet that means the Raen could read it some of the time. It is hard to believe she could have concealed disloyalty, considering how difficult it is to keep from your thoughts the things you don’t want others to see.


Perhaps she was loyal then changed her mind about him later.


Or he didn’t care as long as she did what he wanted. He chewed the inside of his cheek. I wonder, would she tell me if I asked. He frowned. Though it would be impolite to pry. I don’t want to anger her, whether we end up negotiating on behalf of our worlds or not.


If you wish to know more, Baluka may be able to give more insight into her character.


That would mean telling him I’ve met her recently, which she might not like.


You do not need to tell Baluka you’ve met her. You only need to prompt him to talk of her.


He nodded. That won’t be hard. He does like to reminisce. He drummed his fingers on her cover. A visit to Baluka, then. He looked up, focusing beyond the toilet door as a plan formed. To arrange a meeting with Baluka, he must leave a message at one of several pre-arranged locations in other worlds. He would need to change into clothing that wasn’t so obviously from Doum in case anyone recognised it and guessed he was living here. He looked down at the page again. And he’d better take Vella with him, in case the Muraian Emperor or merchants sent someone to loot, damage or destroy his house.


He closed Vella, slipped her back into the pouch, then draped the strap around his neck. Emerging from the toilet, he entered his bedroom and opened the clothing chest. Under the shirts and trousers he wore regularly lay clothing he wore whenever travelling through the worlds. It was deliberately unremarkable, designed to allow him to fade into a crowd. Of commoners, of course – it was impossible to predict what garb might be fashionable among the rich and powerful.


From the selection he chose a long-sleeved shirt, rugged trousers, warm socks and leather boots and a long woolly jacket. Once dressed, he checked the hidden pockets of the jacket. In one he found some precious stones, still the most reliable currency across worlds – even more so since the alliances and peace the Raen had maintained had crumbled.


He turned towards the door, then hesitated and looked back at his desk.


“Beetle.”


A muffled hum came from the topmost drawer. It appeared to open of its own accord, allowing a pair of antennae to escape. The mechanical insectoid crawled partway out.


“Come out. Close the drawer. Come here.”


It scurried up onto the desktop, leaned down and nudged the drawer closed. Wing protectors sprang open and the fine wings within blurred and carried the little machine to Tyen’s outstretched hand. He picked it up and slipped it into an inner pocket of his coat. Through the layers of fabric, he felt a faint vibration.


“Be quiet,” he told it. The sensation stopped.


Beetle’s primary role nowadays was to guard Tyen’s savings. He hadn’t set it to watch over Vella, since too many people knew he’d used it to protect valuables before and would reason that if it was guarding the book, the book must be precious to him. Now that he was resigned to the possibility that someone might invade or destroy his home, he would rather ensure Beetle’s safety by taking it with him than sacrifice the insectoid over some jewels and coin.


Heading downstairs, he left a message in case one or all of his employees returned, telling them to take the rest of the day off. He glanced around the workroom once and, seeing nothing that needed immediate attention, pushed out of the world.


Rather than creating a path in the place between that led directly from his workshop, he skimmed across the city a few times before heading across the country to another city. After returning to the world in a busy marketplace to take a few deep breaths, he withdrew again and propelled himself downwards.


A slightly greyed darkness surrounded him. Few sorcerers would willingly skim into the ground. Few sorcerers who were not ageless, that is, he corrected. To do so, he must be able to travel fast enough to emerge on the other side of the world before suffocating.


It was not a danger for an ageless sorcerer. The same knowledge they applied to stop ageing could be used to heal, so they could mend the damage from a lack of air when they arrived in a world. But even for the ageless, instincts rebelled against venturing deep underground. It just felt perilous.


Tyen propelled himself faster and faster. By the time he reached the other side of the world, he had gained so much speed that he shot up out of the ground and into the night sky before he could react and stop. Reversing his path, he descended most of the way to the ground.


He was above an ocean, and had to create a platform of stilled air under his feet to stand on when he emerged back into the world to breathe. When his head stopped spinning and the need to gasp for air faded, he drew in a few more deep breaths to last him for the next leg of his journey and, gathering his bearings from the stars, returned to the place between.


Land was not far away – a peninsula edged by fishing villages. In a temple on top of a promontory, he found what he was looking for: an official arrival place for world travellers. Most worlds had them as a means to locate safe paths through the place between. All but a few priests were asleep within the temple. He skimmed to the departure point, a simple stone circle, then pushed away from the world, following a familiar, well-established path. The night-shaded scene bleached to pure white, then gained form and shadow as he passed the midway point between worlds and neared the next.


He arrived in another temple, this one ruined and surrounded by snow-coated mountains. Cold air filled his lungs. He pushed onwards to another world and a small grotto with an altar and several worshippers, then skimmed across the surface of that world to a huge, empty cave where a defaced statue emerged from a wall. Marks on the floor indicated routes to four neighbouring worlds. He stepped onto one and launched himself away, travelling on to a world of mist.


From there he hopped from world to world, arrival place to arrival place. Occasionally he passed travellers in the place between. All avoided him. Sorcerers were still skittish about meeting others in the whiteness, despite it being more than five cycles since the Raen had imposed his restrictions on travel between worlds. For some, it was impossible to break a lifetime of dreading a shadow in the whiteness, and possible death as punishment for breaking the ruler of worlds’ law. For others, it was the newer fear of encountering people they had wronged, now that they could no longer rely on the Raen for protection, or the threat of sorcerer thieves and gangs who robbed travellers, or worse.


As Baluka had often said, the end of the Raen’s laws had freed the unscrupulous as well as the oppressed. In many parts of the worlds, the Raen’s allies had been replaced by new tyrants. They kept the Restorers busy administering justice and imposing new laws. Revolution hadn’t brought prosperity or freedom to all, and even those who simply hadn’t benefited from the Raen’s death to the degree they’d hoped for had grown angry or disillusioned. They demanded more of the Restorers than could ever be delivered, and Tyen did not envy Baluka the task of trying to keep everyone calm, if not satisfied.


He paused to catch his breath in a night-veiled garden. Baluka would be so happy to learn that Rielle was alive and well. It feels unfair to not tell him. I could ask her if she minds whether I do, but perhaps it is better he doesn’t know I am in contact with her. Baluka was a sorcerer of average strength – powerful enough to travel between worlds, but not enough to become ageless. That meant plenty of sorcerers could read his mind.


Tyen knew his hesitation came out of a habit of never revealing more than he had to. It was a habit borne out of spying. Though sometimes he wasn’t sure if he truly earned the title “the Spy”, given to him when the Raen’s allies had spread rumours about him to weaken the rebels. He did not actively seek information for anyone; Dahli and Baluka simply expected him to tell them whatever information he gained that they ought to know. He’d done so, for both of them, over the last five cycles. About each of them to the other too, in order to keep them both believing he was on their side.


Whose side am I on? He wasn’t sure any more. Perhaps neither. Perhaps his own. No, if I’m so selfish, why do I care about the people of Doum? Or whether there is violence and injustice in the worlds? Or that Vella had been trapped inside a book against her will?


If anyone had asked, he’d have told them that he was keeping in contact with Dahli in order to keep track of what the man was up to, and staying in touch with Baluka in order to have a reason to stay in contact with Dahli. But it went deeper than that.


If Dahli found a way to resurrect Valhan, all sorcerers would have to choose between an alliance with him or fleeing and hiding – if there was anywhere the Raen’s influence did not reach. Tyen would be one of the first to know. He could warn others.


Whatever method Dahli found to resurrect Valhan might work to give Vella a body. Though Tyen would not destroy another person in order to do so, Dahli might find a way that did not. Dahli knew Tyen wanted to restore Vella, but Tyen had made it clear he would have no part in killing someone in order to achieve it. So in order to have another reason to meet up with Dahli, he had admitted that he was keeping in contact with Baluka, and was willing to pass on information.


Baluka believed that Tyen was spying on Dahli for the Restorers. While Tyen had no qualms about spying on Dahli, working against Baluka made him uncomfortable. Baluka was the closest thing he had to a friend, after Vella. He looked forward to their meetings and reminiscing about the past. He took great care to ensure that the information he passed on could not harm his friend.


When Rielle reads all this from my mind, she’ll understand, he told himself.


Tyen passed three more worlds before stopping in a darkened room. Using a little magic, he vibrated a speck of air until it glowed. A familiar basement surrounded him. The rotting wooden shelving leaned even more precariously than it had the last time he’d visited. He ducked under and past, climbed a creaking set of stairs and opened the door at the top. Noise battered him as he joined the traffic of a narrow, crowded street. The pungent smells of a bustling city filled his nose. It was impossible to tell what time of day it was, but some instinct told him it was early morning. Not that it mattered. He’d been in this place at many times of day and never seen a change in the number of people out and about.


He let the flow of them take him far from his arrival place, then as he neared his destination, he pushed and dodged his way into side streets, across a small marketplace and into an alley so narrow all had to walk sideways to pass the people coming from the opposite direction. The flow was so persistent that it was easier to walk to the end of the alley, then join the line walking back the other way so he could simply step into his destination, a drinking establishment, when he reached it, rather than push through the oncoming people.


Within, it was quiet, only a few customers standing at the tables. He scanned their minds as he moved to the counter … and froze with his hand hovering above the bell.


It’s him! one was thinking, his heart jolting with fear and triumph. It’s the Spy. Our source was right!


As the man turned to signal to his friend, who was watching from across the other side of the room, Tyen pushed out of the world.


Immediately three shadows darkened the place between. Tyen skimmed to the nearest well-used path leading out of the world, his pursuers close behind. Once on the path, he threw the full force of his strength into travelling, propelling himself to the next world and the next, and onwards.


The shadows were gone by the second world. Still, he kept up the pace. Though he kept to established paths, they might be able to track him by guessing which direction he’d taken, and searching the minds of people near to arrival places to see if he’d been observed. Ten worlds away, he stopped and stepped off a stone-paved arrival place into thick forest. He fought his way through the vegetation for a hundred paces or so. His time avoiding allies had taught him that the best way to throw off trackers was to use non-magical means to travel. But he wasn’t going to get very far here. He needed to use a different ploy.


He pushed a little way out of the world, then stopped and spread his awareness out around him. Drawing in some of the substance of the place between, he smoothed it over the furrow his passage had created. Moving further into the place between, he covered his trail again. The result was texture like recently raked sand, but it would soon even out. Only a sorcerer who knew this was possible would look closer and notice the signs of a hidden path.


The only sorcerer he’d known who could do this had been the Raen. Vella had no knowledge of the trick. It had taken him a cycle of experimenting before he was able to master it, and he did a poor job compared to the dead ruler.


He’d had a lot more time to practise, Tyen reminded himself. I’d be pretty good at it after a thousand cycles.


After stopping to hide his path two more times, he continued on to the next world, arriving gasping for breath. As he recovered, he considered the reaction of the sorcerer who’d recognised him. The man had been surprised, but only that Tyen had actually appeared as they’d been told to expect. Then he’d felt a mix of fear, hate and opportunism. The latter intrigued Tyen. Their reason for waiting for him had less to do with revenge for Tyen spying on the rebels than with some idea they could profit from him. Perhaps by taking him captive. Perhaps only as a trophy corpse. Perhaps they’d heard that he possessed a book containing the secret of agelessness, and hoped to take it from him.


Perhaps, together, the ambushers would have been strong enough to succeed.


Tyen doubted it though. He’d not have lost them so easily if they’d been that powerful. He should worry more that someone had told them where he might turn up. That person could only have learned the location from Baluka. Either they’d read the rebel leader’s mind or Baluka had told them.


If they knew of one location Tyen left messages at, they might know of the others. He could check these places to see if anyone was lying in wait, but even approaching the sites might be dangerous. Finding out more about Rielle would have been useful, but not vital to his efforts to help Doum. It wasn’t worth the risk.


But he would have to get to the bottom of it eventually. In future, he might have something important to tell Baluka. He would have to find another way to contact his friend. Frustrated and worried, Tyen pushed away from the world and began a long and convoluted journey back to Doum.




CHAPTER 3


The clay was cool and sticky. It smelled oddly clean for something that had been dug out of the ground, but then, it had been expertly refined before arriving at Tyen’s workshop. Stones and organic matter had been removed, as well as air bubbles. All that remained to be done before it could be worked was a light kneading. He carried it over to the sturdy table he used for the purpose, and began rolling and pressing it under the heels of his hand.


As he kneaded, his mind worried over recent events and future possibilities. It was three days since the attack on the Grand Market and he’d not heard anything from the Council. Three days. Were they taking the threat from Murai seriously? In his imagination the Muraian merchants’ thoughts still steamed with avarice and a desire to teach the makers of Doum a lesson, and the Emperor’s burned with the prospect of conquest.


If the Council was taking the threat seriously, had Tyen not heard anything because they did not trust him, as an outsider, to negotiate on their behalf? If they chose a Doumian representative, would the Emperor refuse to cooperate, as Rielle had warned?


He looked down. The clay was supple and consistent now. He peeled it up off the table and began to press and roll it between his palms.


Why hasn’t Rielle come to see me?


Perhaps the Emperor was as reluctant for an outsider to speak on his behalf as the Council was for one to act on theirs. Rielle had hesitated at the prospect, and may have decided against suggesting it to the Emperor. Either way, he had hoped she would tell him in person, whatever the news was. He wanted to see her again, though he had to admit, the prospect filled him with as much anxiety as eagerness.


She is, as far as I know, the most powerful sorcerer in the worlds. More powerful than me. That makes her potentially dangerous, not least because I can’t read her mind and she can read mine. I should avoid her. I have too many secrets. She is sure to learn, eventually, that the rumours about me are true. Mostly.


And yet, if she did find out by reading his mind, she would also know why he had done what he’d done. She would understand that he had acted without alternative choices, or with good intentions.


She was the one person he knew of in the worlds who was like him too. Not just because they were both strong sorcerers, able to read the minds of nearly everyone they met. He knew that, like him, she had come from a world so weak that too little magic existed in it to transport a sorcerer out of the world. The Raen had taken the last of it from hers, and he suspected that, between himself and Kilraker, the only strong source of magic in his world had been drained when he’d left and Spirecastle fell.


Like him, she was a fugitive. They were both considered traitors outside their home worlds. They were both young and lacking in experience when compared to most ageless sorcerers of the worlds.


If the leaders of Murai and Doum knew all this, they would never choose us to be their negotiators.


He sighed. What would they do instead? Would the Emperor heed Tyen’s warning or ignore it? Would the Council forbid Tyen to carry out his threat of draining Murai of magic if the Emperor invaded, preferring war to accepting the help of an otherworlder?


The clay was now a smooth, perfectly round ball. He considered the weight of it in his hand, then judged the distance to the wheel. Slamming it down onto the turntable was satisfying. Even more so when his aim proved good, as it was now, lodging the clay right in the centre. Drawing some magic, he applied it to the boiler he’d installed under the floor. Pistons and cogs began to turn, the motion transferring through an arm to the wheel. The clay started to revolve.


Wetting his hands and a rag, he squeezed a generous amount of water over the mound of clay, then again, and once again to be sure. He braced his elbows on his knees, leaned down and pressed the spinning clay between his palms.


What right do I have to interfere? he asked himself. Does five cycles of working towards making a life here justify harming another world to ensure this one stays the way I like it?


He couldn’t go home, so he had no choice but to try and make a new one somewhere, but wherever he went, wherever humans could survive or thrive, people had made a prior claim to the land. That left only two choices: live by their rules or disrespect them. He’d settled for living in a place with rules he could live by, hoping that he would eventually earn the locals’ trust and acceptance.


Five cycles was nothing compared to the countless generations the local artisans here had spent developing their skills and styles. Surely those men and women would rather a friendly sorcerer protect them than face an invasion of Muraians who considered them nothing more than unimportant servants.


They may want to try standing up for themselves first. Doumians don’t like owing anything, money or favours, to anyone as well. I admire them for that, even if it is a source of annoyance.


Perhaps it would help if he reassured them that all he asked for in return was to live a quiet life in their world. A letter perhaps. Or would it be better said in person?


Continuing to douse the clay with water, he gently and firmly persuaded it into a smooth dome. Once satisfied that it was perfectly centred, he began to squeeze and elongate it, then squash it down into a mound again, over and over. Like the kneading, this worked the clay to a more even consistency, but also introduced more water. Slowly the clay grew supple and pliant.


What if the Council do decide to accept me as their negotiator?


His hands twitched, and he had to re-centre the clay.


What was it that Rielle had said? “I have no experience or training in this kind of thing.” Neither did he. Though he had led the rebels for a while, there had been little need for negotiation among people who had one goal, with no room for compromise. Rielle, on the other hand, had lived for a time among the Travellers, who were skilled barterers. Did that mean she was more likely to be better than he at negotiations? Perhaps she had been bluffing when she’d claimed to be ignorant of such things. Though her ability to read his mind was her greatest advantage – by far.


What could she learn that she could turn against him? That he had a magical book of immense knowledge? Baluka and Dahli knew of it. Since a sorcerer stronger than Baluka could read his mind and learn about Vella, Tyen hadn’t expected her existence to remain a secret. Instead he’d relied on remaining hidden, and his greater strength, to keep her from being taken from him. Rielle was strong enough to steal Vella. He could only hope she wouldn’t.


Rielle could tell the Emperor that Tyen had spied for the Raen, but since the ruler had benefited from agreements with Valhan, that would only raise Tyen in his eyes. She could tell Baluka, but Tyen could counter that by revealing to his friend why he’d done it. He was sure Baluka would understand. He hoped so, anyway. He doubted Rielle would risk approaching Baluka, when Dahli might have spies watching the Restorers.


What advantages might Tyen have over her? He could tell Dahli where she was. He could tell the Emperor that she had prevented the resurrection of the Raen.


I can’t tell him either. She would never speak to me again. I can’t even threaten to tell him that. He would not take advantage of her in any way.


But what if doing so was the only way to protect Doum? While she might prefer to steer the two worlds towards peace, the Emperor would expect her to produce an agreement that was as profitable to him as possible. Tyen remaining on good terms with her as well as protecting Doum would not be easy.


He would find a way. He was determined to achieve both. If the Claymars gave him the opportunity.


The clay was ready now. Smooth and malleable. He placed his fingertips on the top of the mound and pressed downwards until he had created a hole that reached almost to the turntable surface. Sprinkling in enough water to keep the newly exposed clay wet, but not so much that it formed a puddle, he began to pull outwards. His hand on the outside guided the shaping of the cavity, telling him how even the walls were. As his fingertips reached the top, he ran them over the edge to round it. Then he wet his hands and returned to the centre of the bowl, checking and adjusting the shape as he worked up to the rim again.


After a third working he stopped. A simple bowl now sat upon the wheel, its base still affixed to the turntable. He reached down to a hook on the side of the wheel and lifted off it a length of wire with two sticks attached to either end. Holding the sticks, he stretched the wire between his hands and pressed it close to the turntable surface with his thumbs, then pulled the wire through the bottom of the bowl, slicing through the clay. As it came through the near side, the vessel caught and slid with it to the turntable edge, but Tyen stopped before it could topple off.


He scooped the bowl up and carried it to drying shelves nearby; then he stepped back to consider his work.


It was an unremarkable bowl by an unremarkable potter. At least, it would be if it survived the firing and glazing process. It might rise above its humble beginnings, if the glazing turned out well, but he knew that it was barely any better than the pieces his teacher sent to her tub of rejected work, destined to be dissolved into a slip for casting moulded pottery.


But I’m not running a famous pottery business, so it will do for me. He sighed, shrugged and began cleaning up.


After he’d left Baluka and the rebels five cycles ago, he’d sought a place to live quietly, away from the chaos created by the death of the Raen. A vague idea about doing good to balance the bad had led him to Faurio, the world of healers, but when he was recognised by a former rebel he’d had to leave.


He’d had no aptitude for healing either. When struggling to focus on studying, he had daydreamed about Doum, where he’d met Baluka and the Raen a few times. A world with an abundance of clay and potters. He needed a way to earn a living other than sorcery and mechanical magic. Pottery appealed. It was a literal connection to land. Down to earth. Humble. So he found a country in Doum where the people had similar stature and colouring to his, and he paid someone to teach him.


Things had not gone quite as he’d hoped.


Even when he’d gained a reasonable skill with and understanding of clay, it was clear he had no talent for it. In a place where the existing potters’ skills had been developed to a level unsurpassed in most worlds, nobody wanted to buy the pots of an average, unremarkable potter – and less so when they learned they were made by an outsider. A pot made in Doum by an otherworlder was not a true Doumian pot.


While Tyen had learned and practised, his attention had strayed to the tools the potters used, especially the wheels, and his mind became distracted by ideas for improving them. He questioned every feature, or lack of them. Eventually Porla, his teacher, had grown tired of his complaints and given him an old wheel to modify as he pleased. Thinking he would only try a few ideas, he started to work. Within days, he’d created a potter’s wheel that used magic, not water, animals or people, to power it.


He’d hidden it for nearly a whole cycle, afraid that if otherworld merchants saw it they’d talk about it in their worlds, and eventually someone would recognise the work of the “inventor” of mechanical magic and come to Doum to deal with “the Spy”. But during his journeys out into the worlds to visit Baluka and Dahli, he’d seen more and more instances where mechanical magic had been applied to ordinary tasks, and soon realised his wheels would be just another example among many. So he demonstrated his prototype to his teacher.


Porla had been impressed but cautious. She had him make one for her, and a boiler, and teach one of the sorcerers who ran her kilns how to heat the water. Soon they’d worked out how to utilise the heat of the kilns to run the wheels. Within a few months, Tyen had his own workshop and was training employees to make the wheels and boilers, and install his system across the world. By the end of his fifth cycle in Doum, he had a comfortable income and a small amount of local fame.


He’d come to Doum expecting to be covered in clay most of the time. Instead it was grease he washed off every night. To avoid losing his hard-won pottery skills, he tested every wheel the workshop produced, even though it meant he had to thoroughly clean it before presenting it to the customer.


With the last traces of clay wiped away, he dumped the cleaning cloths in the sink, dried his hands, hung up his apron and started up the stairs. Usually he spent his evening eating with friends at one of the many inns. If no social gathering was planned, he’d tinker with machine parts, making small, harmless insectoids to give to the children of employees or friends. In the three days since the market attack, most Albans had stayed home, afraid to be in public places, so he’d been eating out alone.


As he reached the top stair, a sudden rapping made him jump. He turned and descended. As the sound came again, he located it and headed to the main door of the workshop. Seeking the mind beyond, he was relieved and intrigued to find a messenger waiting. He opened the door.


The sack hanging over the man’s shoulder was slack, so this was probably one of his last deliveries of the day.


“A message for Tyen Wheelmaker.” He held out a small parcel in both hands.


“Thank you,” Tyen replied, taking it and giving the man a coin.


He closed the door and turned the parcel over in his hands. It was an all too familiar weight and size. He tore open the wax-soaked fabric. A small glazed tile fell out into his palm. On it a small insect had been painted.


Well, he thought, this is badly timed.


Venturing out into the worlds was the last thing he wanted to do when news from the Council and Rielle could come at any moment. But then, it was unlikely that the Council would contact him at night. Or Rielle, when he considered it. She could easily find out what time it was in Alba. Since trade was common between the two worlds, calendars showing how the days, seasons and years of both aligned were available in both worlds. The merchants of Murai prided themselves on memorising such details of the worlds they traded.


So really, there was nothing stopping him from answering Dahli’s request for a meeting.


The tile was green, which meant the matter wasn’t urgent. Yet Dahli rarely sought Tyen out. As long as Tyen met up with him every quarter cycle or so, and promptly reported anything important, he was satisfied. The few times Dahli had initiated a meeting, it had been to warn Tyen of a threat, and now, after the ambush, Tyen could not afford to risk that Dahli’s reasons for summoning him weren’t related.


Ascending to his bedroom, he changed and moved Vella from an inner pocket he’d sewn into his work trousers to the satchel made to stow her in. As he slipped her under his shirt, the reassuring warmth of her cover touched his skin through the holes in the satchel fabric. Through this contact, she could see through his eyes, and they could converse when between worlds. Checking other pockets, he found Beetle still inside the coat from his earlier trip.


He gathered magic and pushed away from the world. The room faded like old cloth left in the sun. As before, he took a fast and convoluted route around the city and dove through to the other side of the world before leaving Doum. Hopping from world to world, he backtracked, looped in circles and stopped to hide his path – precautions he hadn’t made a habit of for a long time, but which the failed ambush made seem necessary again.


Though Baluka had always denied the rumour that Tyen had been a spy for the Raen, it hadn’t stopped some rebels from believing it. The fact that Tyen had not submitted himself to tests to prove his innocence damned him in their eyes. For the first few cycles after the Raen’s death, a trip through the worlds was as likely to include evading pursuit as not. Gradually these chases had grown less common, then rare, and he’d not had to shake off pursuit for a long time now. Either those previous pursuers had learned that he was always going to be faster than them and had given up trying to find him, or more important matters than revenge had distracted them. Or perhaps they finally believed Baluka.


If only he was right. Tyen felt a familiar guilt, not dulled by time, followed by a dogged certainty that agreeing to spy for the Raen had been the only sensible course of action at the time. If he hadn’t agreed to, the man would have killed him. Tyen had used his influence with the rebels to prevent a confrontation between them and the Raen and, when he could no longer hold them back, he’d worked to minimise the deaths.


Yet despite the guilt, he continued spying. All the reasons and excuses circled through his mind. Keeping an eye on Dahli. Staying friends with and protecting Baluka. He had to admit to a little pride. He was good at gaining people’s confidence and convincing them to trust him. Aside from making insectoids, it might be the only natural skill he had. He may as well use it for a good purpose.


Does that purpose also include preventing Valhan’s return? he asked himself.


He knew from his time scouting for the rebels that as many people in the worlds would welcome the Raen’s return as wouldn’t. The man had been both loved and hated, monster and saviour, master and servant. The worlds had benefited and suffered from his death, and would again if he returned.


If he considered only how it would affect him, Tyen had to acknowledge that the Raen had been, and would be again, both a potential threat and benefactor. Valhan had not killed Tyen when they’d met, when he was known to kill new powerful sorcerers. He’d struck a bargain: Tyen would spy for him in exchange for Valhan seeking a way to restore Vella. The Raen might have died before he had a chance to fulfil his side of that deal, but Tyen knew from Dahli that the ruler had made progress and intended to finish the task after he was resurrected.


Dahli, too, was proof that the Raen did sometimes spare powerful sorcerers who were useful and loyal.


If Valhan returned, Vella had a better chance of regaining her body. But was the cost too high? Did the Raen’s bad deeds outweigh his good? Surely it was better to do less harm than good – and Tyen could not say that Valhan had achieved, or even aimed for, that. The worlds might be in upheaval now the Raen no longer controlled them, but they might be better off without him in the long run.


Or they might continue to descend into chaos and more would die as a result, and Tyen, by refusing to help Dahli resurrect Valhan, would be to blame.


What do you think, Vella? Am I doing the right thing?


“I think you are doing your best to not take a side,” she replied, her words sounding clear in his mind since they were between worlds. “Positioning yourself so that you can minimise the harm done if Dahli succeeds while maximising the chance to benefit from it.”


You make it sound so calculated.


“Think of it as ‘carefully considered’.”


He was nearly at his first destination – a crowded temple where people left requests to their gods painted on tablets and hanging on the branches of ancient trees. Arriving in a secluded corner, he paused to catch his breath before joining the crowds. On a younger and therefore less popular tree, he found coded instructions from Dahli on where to go next. Another journey through the worlds took him to a ruined ancient city emerging from the sands of a great dune, where a tiny change to a depiction of a feast carved into a wall told him his next step. Several more of these instructions followed. Unlike Tyen, Dahli had powerful sorcerer friends able to set up these complicated paths for him, and guards to watch for and warn against anyone seeking him out.


Each time Tyen returned to the place between, he stopped to hide his path. It slowed his journey considerably, but then some of Dahli’s instructions required Tyen to travel by non-magical means, which was also time-consuming. The number of worlds he must visit to find Dahli always varied. Sometimes he travelled through a handful of worlds, sometimes several dozen.


Directions given by a butcher in a small rural town had him walk to the next village to a small cottage. He’d have taken it for abandoned if smoke had not been filtering out of the reed-covered roof. So when Dahli answered the door, Tyen paused in surprise. He’d expected to have to travel much further than this.


Though Dahli had altered his appearance, grown a beard and turned his hair white, Tyen knew him even before he looked into the man’s mind. Dahli’s way of standing and moving always remained unchanged, as did the way his gaze never wavered where most people would look away out of politeness or respect.


“Yes, it’s me,” Dahli said, then stepped aside and held the door open.


Tyen moved inside. The cottage interior was a single room with a dirt floor strewn with bundles of the same reeds that formed the roof. A bed hung from a sturdy beam at one end, a table and two stools occupied the other. In the centre, a fire burned within a simple ring of stones, the smoke lingering beneath the rafters before it found its way outside.


It was not Dahli’s home, of course. He was only borrowing it from the owner for a few hours. The man waved to one of the stools, then sat on the other. For a long moment after Tyen had settled, Dahli sat rubbing his hands together lightly, his expression thoughtful as he considered how to begin. All of which made Tyen tense and impatient, despite being able to watch the man’s deliberations.


“Do you have anything to tell me?” Dahli eventually asked, raising his eyebrows.


Tyen shook his head, then stilled as he remembered that he did. “Actually, yes. A few days ago I tried to leave a message for Baluka at one of my usual places and found three sorcerers lying in wait for me.”


Dahli’s frown was the only outward sign of his surprise. “Do you know how they discovered the location?”


“No. I didn’t stay long enough for them to think about it.”


“Would Baluka betray you?”


“Perhaps, if he had been given proof of my true role among the rebels.”


Dahli nodded, and Tyen was relieved to see the man had not, as far as he recalled, arranged for that to happen – though it was possible he had, then blocked his memory of it, as he had done to his memories of where the records of the Raen’s experiments with resurrection had been hidden.


“So why have you arranged this meeting?” Tyen prompted.


Dahli’s jaw tightened. “It has been five cycles.”


Tyen nodded. He could see Dahli’s frustration. Valhan said … no, he hinted, that if Rielle would not bring him back to life, Tyen might, Dahli was reminding himself. Tyen is the only sorcerer I’ve encountered as strong as her.


“The boy is now an adult, physically,” Dahli continued. “I have come to agree with you that we must find Valhan another vessel.”


Tyen had never felt comfortable speaking the Raen’s name aloud. It seemed too informal. Yet it sounded right coming from Dahli, who had been closest to the ruler of worlds – known as the Raen’s “most loyal”. Though not as close as he wished to be. Dahli’s genuine love for the Raen, though unrequited – perhaps only because it was unrequited – somehow made it much easier for Tyen to sympathise with him. That, and the tearing grief he could see the man still suffered. Is that partly why I don’t find it too arduous spying for him? It would be easier to refuse him if he was a man with no conscience or emotion. I see his regrets for what he has done for the Raen. I think he would be a good person, if it weren’t for Valhan, and yet I respect his dedication to the man.


“I never said that exactly,” Tyen corrected gently but firmly. “I said we must find another way. I will not destroy someone in order to give the Raen a new body.”


“Yet you would for Vella.”


Tyen shook his head. “No. The Raen and I discussed other options for her. I suspect he chose the boy because he was short of time. If faking his death hadn’t been part of his plan, he would have explored alternatives.”


Dahli did not agree, but he did not voice his doubts.


“He would have,” Tyen insisted. “It was a part of our deal.”


If Tyen was honest, he could not remember the exact terms of the deal now. Perhaps he hadn’t been that specific. Yet he did recall the Raen warning Tyen that there might be no way to restore Vella without harming anyone, and then it would be up to Tyen to decide whether to proceed.


Dahli let out a long, heavy sigh. “Well, he is not here to attempt it. If you wish to continue his experiments and apply them to Vella, then you may have your chance to. I will restore my memory and give you all the information he recorded in exchange for your help in resurrecting the Raen. But you must work on her restoration only after he is alive and intact.”


The flush of hope that had surged through Tyen immediately ebbed away. “I won’t kill someone in order to learn how to not kill someone.”


Dahli spread his hands. “You need only do it the once.”


“No.” Tyen held back a growing anger. He kept his voice firm and steady. “I will help you resurrect the Raen when I have a method that will not destroy a person. I know I am asking you to trust me more than you are asking me to trust you, but that is how it must be. I will not murder anyone to bring him back.”


“Many more will die the longer we wait to restore him,” Dahli warned. “The worlds grow ever more dangerous and destructive. Wars are already raging. How long before they combine to bring strife to all worlds? And I do not …” He paused, then shook his head and continued on though he worried that it was unwise to share the next piece of information. “I do not know how long Valhan’s hand will survive. It appears to have shrunk a little. To have withered more.”


Tyen regarded Dahli with doubt and sympathy. He read from the man’s mind that he had woken the memory of the hand’s location recently so that he could check that it was safe, but it had taken a few days for the recollection to form. Dahli also feared that he might permanently block his memories of its hiding place, as well as all the other information needed to resurrect the Raen. Suppressing memories was an inexact, dangerous process.


Dahli hoped that the danger of losing the knowledge to restore Vella would persuade Tyen to accept his terms, but he acknowledged that if the only method to resurrect someone was one Tyen couldn’t use, that knowledge was of no value.


Sighing, Dahli leaned back in his chair. “I don’t have to read your mind to see you won’t accept my offer. And I don’t need to tell you I am determined to find a way to persuade you.”


Tyen shrugged.


“This ambush you avoided … will you be unable to remain in contact with Baluka?”


“I have other places I leave messages, though I will, of course, approach them with caution.”


“I will ask my contacts if they’ve heard of any renewed efforts to find you, or if a reward has been offered.” The ageless sorcerer was thinking that Tyen must surely have considered that Dahli might have arranged the ambush. Though he must have also realised that if I did want him dead, I’d have brought an army of sorcerers with me strong enough to do the job. So it took no small measure of courage for him to meet me today. Or trust. The possibility that Tyen trusted him was small, he mused, so courage was more likely.


Tyen kept his face immobile. It had occurred to him that Dahli might have arranged the ambush, but it seemed unlikely when the man needed so much of him.


“Do you still wish me to keep an eye on Baluka?” Tyen asked.


“Only if it is safe to do so. He is a potential link to Rielle and the vessel. Did you have a particular reason to contact him?”


“Yes, but nothing urgent.” When he didn’t elaborate, Dahli nodded, accepting that Tyen would not tell him everything as long as he passed on important information.


An awkward silence followed. That was the difference between Tyen’s meetings with Dahli and those he had with Baluka. Dahli was never chatty. He did not discuss personal matters. Baluka always did. Tyen considered his doubts that he could get Dahli to talk about Rielle. But then … perhaps he could.
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