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For Kendall.


I wish I could


bring you back.









Precis


Our story starts a little over four months previously. Also, four years previously. And four hundred years previously . . . and four thousand years . . . and fourteen thousand years.


Let’s work our way forward.


Fourteen thousand years ago, human settlers invaded this dimension from another, fleeing the death of their universe. They were ill-prepared to deal with a world where magic existed and where they could neither easily die nor reproduce. They survived and made a home here, but it’s most important that you know this: two of the settlers were brothers named S’arric and Rev’arric. S’arric was popular. Rev’arric was smart. Eventually, Rev’arric came to loathe that difference.


Four thousand years ago, a second invasion occurred, this time by a race of telepathic, incorporeal monsters who thrived on pain and fear. This invasion damaged the barrier between this world and its twin, a shadowy Afterlife from which all souls came and eventually returned. Afterward, humans could be killed and could have children, but this seemed an ill reward for being slowly destroyed by demons they couldn’t fight.


Rev’arric, smart man that he was, figured out a way. He devised a ritual to empower Eight Guardians, giving them godlike powers and the ability to follow demons even into the Afterlife. But he assumed he’d be one of the people picked to receive these powers, and when his brother was chosen instead, Rev’arric was overwhelmed with jealousy and hate.


So, when he discovered that the dimensional breach the demons had created would eventually annihilate the universe, he didn’t hesitate at a solution that required his brother’s destruction. He tricked his brother into participating in a second ritual, meant to elevate Rev’arric and turn his brother into a thrall under his control. Instead, it turned Rev’arric and the eight other participants into insane dragons and turned S’arric into a horrifying monster under no one’s control. This obliterated their country, formed the Blight, killed millions, and created both the Cornerstones and the sword Urthaenriel. Their people, the voras, eventually imprisoned S’arric (now called Vol Karoth) at the cost of their immortality, but not before he killed the rest of the original Eight Guardians. One of the Cornerstones, the Stone of Shackles, was used to bind the demons, effectively ending the war. But it was too late: the voras had been plunged into a dark age from which they never recovered. A cycle in which Vol Karoth’s prison would weaken and could only be repaired by the sacrifice of an entire people’s immortality would repeat several times.


Over four hundred years ago, Vol Karoth’s prison weakened once more, but this time he woke. The Eight Guardians (now called the Eight Immortals) had been resurrected, but none of them were prepared to fight their former leader. Worse, upon waking Vol Karoth broke the sun, turning it from yellow to orange-red. After repairing Vol Karoth’s prison, the Quuros emperor, Kandor, invaded the Manol and was slain. Kandor’s wife, Elana, snuck into the Blight to bargain with the morgage. While there, she remembered that she’d once been S’arric’s lover, C’indrol, and so tried to separate S’arric from “Vol Karoth.” She succeeded, after a fashion, sending fragments of S’arric’s souls into the Afterlife, where he slowly healed. S’arric, Kandor, and Elana would all later volunteer to be reincarnated to stop Vol Karoth, joined by the first emperor of Quur, Simillion.


Four years ago, a street thief named Kihrin stumbled upon a demonic summoning, gaining the attention of a particularly evil necromancer named Gadrith, a particularly evil demon named Xaltorath, and a particularly evil Quuros prince named Darzin. The latter snatched the boy up, claiming to be Kihrin’s father. In reality, Darzin’s master, that necromancer, Gadrith, wanted an artifact that Kihrin unknowingly wore: the Stone of Shackles. Kihrin ran away, and while he technically escaped Darzin, he didn’t escape being sold into slavery and auctioned off in a far-away land. There, he was almost purchased by Rev’arric (now cured of his insanity, passing himself off as human, and going by the name Relos Var). Instead, Kihrin was purchased by a cult working for the Goddess of Death, Thaena (one of the Eight Immortals). Kihrin spent the next four years on a tropical island, training. Also falling in love, having his heart broken, running afoul of a different dragon, discovering he was the reincarnation of S’arric, and trying to convince himself that his feelings for Thaena’s son, Teraeth (the reincarnation of Kandor), weren’t romantic.


Four months ago, Kihrin returned to the Capital City with Teraeth and a weather witch named Tyentso, in order to stop Gadrith’s plans and free Gadrith’s son Thurvishar (who was the reincarnation of Simillion). Instead, Gadrith captured Kihrin, gained the Stone of Shackles, sacrificed Kihrin to Xaltorath, sparked a Hellmarch, and swapped bodies with the Emperor of Quur. But Kihrin didn’t stay dead, and he uncovered what Gadrith had been seeking: the god-slaying sword, Urthaenriel, which Kihrin promptly used to kill Darzin and Gadrith, and destroy the Stone of Shackles. This broke all the gaeshe that kept demons under control, unleashing chaos. Also, Tyentso ended up becoming the Empress of Quur.


Kihrin fled the Capital, hoping to find an ally against Relos Var in the form of a mysterious figure called the Black Knight. This turned out to be Janel, the reincarnation of Elana and the last of the four volunteers. She’d fought her own battles against Xaltorath and Relos Var, but now wanted Kihrin’s help killing the dragon Morios, whom she believed would soon destroy the Jorat capital, Atrine. Although this threat was real, it was also a trap set by Relos Var, meant to separate Kihrin from Urthaenriel. It worked. It also woke Vol Karoth and damaged his prison.


Four fortnights ago, the Eight Immortals dispatched Kihrin, Teraeth, Janel, and Thurvishar to the Manol in order to make sure the last immortal race did their part to repair Vol Karoth’s prison. The vané king said no—by drugging the four and leaving them in the Blight to die. In the aftermath, they realized the situation was more complicated than they’d realized, and that the Eight Immortals weren’t pure of intentions. When Thaena proved willing to murder her own son and destroy an entire nation to repair Vol Karoth’s prison, Kihrin was forced to ally with Relos Var to stop her. By the time the dust settled, four immortals, including Thaena, were dead. Kihrin decided on a rash course of action: to merge back with Vol Karoth in the hope of ruining Relos Var’s plans to replace the Eight Immortals with himself.


Four days ago, Relos Var’s apprentice Senera switched sides. She kidnapped a dozen people during a dual kraken/dragon attack on the island of Devors and took them to a magical lighthouse outside the normal flow of time. She’d hoped that Kihrin’s loved ones would help him fight off Vol Karoth, but the group realized it was the wrong approach: Kihrin and Vol Karoth were no longer separate entities. The only way to “win” was to help Kihrin—and themselves—overcome his trauma.


And in a few minutes, Kihrin—once called Vol Karoth, and before that, S’arric—will break free from his prison. Janel and Teraeth will return to the Manol to reclaim a throne. Thurvishar and Senera will try to recover Urthaenriel. Empress Tyentso will struggle to save an empire that’s always hated her. Relos Var will begin his final plans to control the dragons, enslave Vol Karoth, heal the dimensional breach, and make himself a god. Lastly, Xaltorath will attempt to steal enough energy to unravel the universe.


And here we go.
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SETTING UP THE PIECES











[image: Chapter ornament image]



1. Step One: Gather Information


Kihrin’s story 
(in which Kihrin’s plan is revealed to be exactly the opposite)


Wandering in the Blight


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, just after dawn


I’d started contemplating next steps before I’d freed myself from that ever-so-lovely prison in Kharas Gulgoth. Or what had been my prison. The Korthaen Blight looked much the same as it always had, as it had since everything had gone wrong.


In some ways, remembering its previous existence was far more painful. This had been a garden full of life and beauty, growing wild and lush under a yellow sun. The city of Karolaen had been a wonder—even if it had ultimately been a refugee camp for the voras as we ran from Nythrawl and the demon invasion.


Now, it was a corrupted, ruined landscape. The devastation was so total that it had fractured the earth itself, creating a hot spot that fed toxic thermal springs and sulfur-laced fumes. The damage poisoned the ground so utterly it was a shock that anything had ever been able to grow there at all.


Korthaen meant “the Land of Death.” Perhaps not the most original of names, but certainly accurate. It still amazed me that the morgage had found a way to survive here, but they’d been extremely, extremely dedicated to keeping people away from Vol Karoth’s prison.


That had been before Vol Karoth had woken. Afterward, even the morgage had been forced to flee.


It wouldn’t have been safe for them to return. Much as I wanted to think that everything would be fine now that I was “whole” again, that just wasn’t true. I couldn’t hold so much as a stone picked up off the ground without it disintegrating in my grip. I kept trying. It was a problem I’d need to solve.


Before I’d escaped (back when we were all still in that strange liminal space that was both Kharas Gulgoth and the Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor),* I’d given the others tasks to accomplish: we’d discussed strategies, how to keep Relos Var from discovering our plans, and how to avoid the people who might cause problems. I’d gone out of my way to make sure everyone knew that I had objectives, a definite scheme, even if I was being cagey about the details. S’arric the general, leader of the Guardians, could naturally be counted on to formulate a battle plan for fighting the enemy, right?


I hadn’t been lying exactly . . . 


Okay, fine. I’d been lying. There was no plan. Nothing even resembling a plan.


Rather, I had a plan for making a plan. A real and proper strategy would be impossible while there were so many unknown variables beyond my control. I was going to need information and a lot of it before any such plan could be formed.


Senera had used the Name of All Things for every question we imagined before she’d then used the Cornerstone to cure Drehemia’s insanity, destroying it as a result.* But even such an artifact had limits. It couldn’t answer every question. It especially couldn’t answer questions about events that hadn’t yet occurred, that had occurred before its creation, or that might have occurred in an alternate timeline.


As far as the strategy itself, well . . . 


I had no intention of behaving the way S’arric would have. Relos Var knew his brother far too well. No. I planned to take my cues from a more recent mentor: my adoptive mother, Ola. Who had been by her own admission a crook, a schemer, a rogue, and a swindler down to her core. Relos Var thought of his brother as being first and foremost a soldier: I had no intention of behaving like one.


Ola Nathera always used to say that the key to a good con lay in three factors: organization, execution, and finding an utter bastard.*


Whether said bastard was the con artist or the mark? Ah, now that was flexible and, depending on the answer, required a different approach. Once you figured out which was which, the rest was a matter of logistics.


Either one made for a successful con, but most of the time, it was safe to assume the “bastard” in question would be the con artist themselves. That’s because most of the time, the mark wasn’t a bad person.


This whole idea that you couldn’t con an honest man? Nonsense. Most cons didn’t exploit greed or lust. Most cons exploited benevolence. They appealed to the sincere desire that most people genuinely had to help someone in need, then lured them in with the revelation that such assistance also rewarded the mark for their altruism. What could possibly be more appealing than a charitable deed and profit wrapped up in a single act?* These people wanted to help, and knowing that there was literally no downside made it an easy decision. It made the entire situation fair to everyone involved so that ultimately everyone won.


At least, that was the sell. I would argue that it wasn’t greed but this desire for equity that took most marks by the hand and led them those final, fatal steps into the trap.


And then there was the other kind of bastard.


That was when the mark was someone who didn’t give a shit who needed their help. Helping others wasn’t a persuasive motivation, not even if they’d be rewarded for it. They were, in fact, suspicious of such rewards, more likely to leave such a situation alone unless they could verify and double-verify. No, what they needed was a situation where someone else was vulnerable. Where they, the mark, believed they were in a position to exploit that vulnerability. These were the bastards who could be convinced to betray confidences, take advantage of the weak, leave their partners out to dry. They didn’t fall prey to the con because they were good people but because they thought they were smarter than the con artist. Smarter, wickeder, and more cunning. They assumed that because they were hunters, they would never be prey.*


If there was any lesson that I’d learned at Ola’s knee, it was that sooner or later, everyone was prey.


I always preferred the second kind of mark, because I’m not a complete bastard,* and I always felt bad about exploiting the first kind of mark. Even in a city as notoriously corrupt as the Capital, however, that second variety was harder to find. A con man might approach a regular person out of the cold, beg them for aid. A bastard, on the other hand, needed to think they weren’t helping; that they had in fact gotten the drop on you, that you needed them far more than they needed you. They had to think that they had all the power. A bastard was too suspicious of the darker aspects of humanity to accept that anyone was free from ulterior motives. A good con made them think that they were the ones taking advantage of the con artist, rather than the reverse.


All of this was a long-winded way of explaining that Relos Var had always been a strange mixture of both. While it would be easy to say that Var was a bastard and leave it at that, I was fully aware that by Relos Var’s standards, he firmly and genuinely believed that he was saving the world (with the side effect of becoming its kindly if tyrannical god) in what might be described as the ultimate expression of “rewarded benevolence.”


Plus, a further complication: Relos Var was already involved in his own scheme. Conning certain types of people—other con artists, spies, smugglers, almost any royal—was made more difficult because they were people with agendas, people on missions. The only way to distract one of those groups was to present them with something better than what they already thought they were getting. Otherwise, there was simply no motivation to trade their old schemes for new ones.


Considering Relos Var was attempting to destroy the other Immortals and rule the world (after he fixed it), I was finding myself hard-pressed to describe what “better than he was already getting” might look like. Especially when I had only the faintest idea how Relos Var planned to accomplish it.


Normally, a con artist either picked a scam and found a mark that fit, or picked a mark and tailored the scam accordingly. In this case, there was really only one option. I couldn’t sub in my own game pieces until I understood Relos Var’s better. Fortunately, there was someone I could ask.


Although perhaps ask was the wrong word.


Still, I had to find it just a little hilarious—downright ironic—that in order to mess with Relos Var, I’d first have to mess with Xaltorath.


Honestly, I was even looking forward to it.


So with that in mind, I escaped my prison and set out in search of an old friend.
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2. Dreams of Sins Past


Tyentso’s story


The Soaring Halls, the Upper Circle of the Capital City of Quur


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, just after dawn


The sunlight was a flare of hot red, glinting off the rolling waves with mirror brightness. Tyentso already had a headache from the reflection, and she wasn’t even manning a position on deck. The splash of waves created a steady background roar against the ship’s hull, counterpoint to the blinding glare. Counterpoint as well to the sound of groaning slaves down in the hold of the ship.


Wait.


She glanced around, blinking as she tried to make some measure of sense out of her view. This was the Misery. She hadn’t been back on board the Misery in years. The Misery didn’t even exist anymore, long since destroyed in a tug-of-war between a kraken and a dragon. But that had never stopped the nightmares. This was all too familiar.


Except in the important ways that it was not.


Kihrin sat on one of the water barrels, watching men work who either couldn’t see him or chose to ignore him. The Stone of Shackles shone a deep blue against his bronze skin. He looked older than the sixteen years he would have been in her memories, with less baby fat in his cheeks and infinitely older eyes.


Normally . . . Normally in her dreams, he’d be tied to the mainmast by this point, back washed crimson from the cat-o’-nine-tails the first mate, Delon, had used on him. That particular nightmare always started off in those moments when Captain Juval had been forced to choose between killing Kihrin and something arguably worse. When he’d demanded Tyentso summon up a demon to section off a piece of Kihrin’s soul and gaesh the boy as a compromise.


Captain Juval always picked a death sentence in her nightmares. Always ordered her to be the one to carry it out. Every time, Tyentso would know with absolute certainty that if she didn’t carry out the command, she would take Kihrin’s place. And every time, Tyentso killed the boy. No matter how much she screamed inside, she always made the same choice.


She’d always done whatever it took to survive.


“Do you always dream about this?” Kihrin turned his head to stare at her. Instantly, she knew this wasn’t a normal dream. That this wasn’t a dream at all in any typical sense of the word.


“Sometimes I dream about the Academy executing my mother for witchcraft,” Tyentso admitted. “Or my father Gadrith murdering me. Or . . . Well. My life is a fertile spring for spawning nightmares. Plenty of fuel for any number of horrific scenarios, replayed nightly for my amusement.” She paused, an ugly twisting in her gut. “I dreamed you died, you know. A few weeks back. I dreamed that mimic, Talon, put her hand through your chest.”


A part of her whispered that she shouldn’t be talking about this. That someone might have found a way to intrude on her dreams and use it to ferret out secrets. But she quieted that voice. She knew this was Kihrin. She could feel it.


Kihrin coughed out an awkward laugh. “You know, I really should’ve expected that you’d sense that.”


Tyentso’s heart lurched in her chest, knocked against her ribs. “What? Scamp.” Tyentso loved the damn kid in her own way, but this was nothing to joke about—


He shrugged. “What can I say? Talon put her hand through my chest. I kind of died.”


Tyentso stared harder. “Was this before or after Thaena’s death?”


“After. It’s part of why I’m here.”


“Tell me you didn’t use Grimward. Tell me you’re not a damn vampire now, Scamp.”


Kihrin’s mouth twisted into something a little too sarcastic to be a proper smile. “No, I didn’t use Grimward.” He gestured toward the hold, toward the source of that faint, painful noise. “How many slaves do you think you helped Juval deliver to the auction block? You did this for something like twenty years, right? So it can’t be hundreds. We’re talking thousands, aren’t we?”


Tyentso felt her stomach flip, the knots tangle. “Scamp, I’ve already done my absolution for that.”


“Yeah, but said absolution was with Thaena. And for some reason, I don’t trust the judgment of a woman who was willing to wipe out the entire Manol vané population just to keep”—he paused—“Vol Karoth imprisoned for a few more decades. I wouldn’t trust her to even understand what the word redemption means.”


“So what are you saying, Kihrin? I’m not done atoning?” Tyentso wasn’t sure if she was angry or frustrated. She wasn’t proud of what she’d done, but damn it, she’d been trying to survive . . . 


“You already know the answer to that, Ty. Or you wouldn’t be still having the nightmares.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Believe me, I know something about committing sins that you’ll never make right. It gets easier—it really does—but you’ll never be able to proclaim yourself innocent.” He glanced at her, for just a moment, but it was enough for her to be certain that he must have heard about what she’d done in the Capital. What she’d done to the high lords.


No. She was definitely not free from sin.


Tyentso felt herself frowning. “When did you stop being younger than me, Scamp? You used to be a child. I could see it in your eyes, in the way you gazed out at the world. But now—” She stood. “You’re not Kihrin, are you?”


He chuckled and patted the barrel next to him, inviting her to take a seat. “Relax, Tyentso. I really am Kihrin.”


“But why—?”


“I’m also S’arric,” he said. “And, uh, much as it pains me to use the damn title, I suppose from a technical point of view I’m also Vol Karoth.* Which is why we’re meeting in a dream instead of in person. It’s kind of difficult for me to be around people at the moment. At least, it’s difficult for me to be around anyone I care to keep safe.” He made a sweeping motion with his arm. “We’re also having this chat in a dream because Relos Var has a couple of ways to eavesdrop on people, but as far as I know, not a single one to spy on a dream.”


Tyentso didn’t sit on the barrel. Instead, she stood there and contemplated Kihrin with dread itching through her veins as all the color washed out of the world.


Vol Karoth? What the fuck had happened to Kihrin while she was busy playing emperor?


Her fingers began moving of their own volition, the desire to do something so intense that she couldn’t resist it. 


Kihrin smiled at her. “It’s still me, Ty. Same soul. Same memories. Just more of both.” The corner of his mouth twisted. “The body’s new. Or should I say really old? The original, as it were. Can’t say I don’t miss the newer version, though, because boy, do I ever miss the newer version.”


Tyentso took a deep breath. He sounded like Kihrin. Sounded like Kihrin in a way she had a difficult time imagining Vol Karoth ever would. The ship seemed to tilt, and she realized it was just that she’d sat down on the barrel, after all.


“Fucking hell, Scamp,” she muttered. “Does Teraeth know about this?”


“He does,” Kihrin admitted, after a beat of hesitation that spoke volumes about how well that conversation must have gone. “Has anyone gotten around to telling you he’s King of the Manol these days?”


Tyentso blinked, then shook her head and looked away. “I guess I’ve missed a few things.”


“But not Thaena’s death.”


She scoffed. “No, not Thaena’s death. I felt that one.” She’d nursed an ugly, hollowed-out feeling ever since, all the purpose and clarity that had been there for her for the past few years evaporated like seawater on board the Misery’s deck. Nothing left behind but stains and salt. “I don’t even know what happened to her. It wasn’t you, I hope.”


“The short version is that Thaena insisted on the vané conducting the Ritual of Night, only it turned out that the vané were never a separate race. They were just humans with a much better educational system. So it didn’t work. Apparently, Doc had known and kept it from her, and she was so angry that she murdered him—”


“Fuck,” Tyentso muttered.


“—then she used an enchantment to force Teraeth to carry out a ritual that would have killed every citizen of the Manol to gain the power she needed. She intended to use that power to recharge the faulty control crystal keeping Vol Karoth’s prison intact. Of course, a bunch of folks went to stop her, and it was big and it was nasty.” He sighed. “Taja died. Argas and Galava too. And at one point, Thaena picked up Urthaenriel. A huge mistake: it broke the enchantment she had on Teraeth. So when she tossed the sword to the side in order to better concentrate on killing me, he picked it up and used it on her.”


The whole world seemed to just go dark, the breath freezing inside her lungs. She ground her teeth and covered her mouth with a hand. She couldn’t imagine it—and yet she also absolutely could. There was never any anger worse, any betrayal worse, than the ones committed by the people who were supposed to love you.


“Oh,” she said.


“So a few things. First is that it’s apparently possible to be a demon without being evil, although currently there are only two examples of the not-evil kind, and they’re both children of Qoran Milligreest, so I’m not sure what that says about the Milligreest bloodline.”*


Tyentso blinked at him. “What?”


“Janel and Jarith are both demons. In Janel’s case, you probably wouldn’t even notice because she’s possessing her original body, but Jarith’s a different story. And I’m explaining this to you because it’s rather important that you not kill him.”


She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The idea that Janel had been infected was bad enough—she’d liked that girl—but Jarith? How was she supposed to believe—her brain latched on to a more immediate issue. “That implies I’ll have the opportunity.”


“Contacting me is tricky at the moment. Jarith can manage it. And it’s difficult to stop him from going wherever he feels like, which makes Jarith my official go-between. If you need a message to reach me, all you have to do is tell him.”


“You’ve got to be fucking joking.”


A flicker of irritation crossed his face. “Trust me, he’s not terribly happy to be a demon either, Ty. But it is what it is. And there’s an excellent chance you will need to be able to send messages to me. In the meantime, I’ve asked him to watch your back.”


“I don’t—” She closed her eyes. Tyentso didn’t even know Jarith Milligreest. He’d been born after she’d been exiled from Quur.


Poor Qoran, though. He’d be devastated once he figured out what had happened to his son.


Kihrin took her silence as an opportunity to move on to the next topic. “The second thing is that soon you’ll be receiving the news that Vol Karoth has escaped his prison—broken free entirely. I’m sure Relos Var felt it as it happened, and if Xaltorath doesn’t already know, they will soon. At which point, both will start their endgame scenarios. In the case of Xaltorath—” He shrugged. “I suspect Xaltorath’s just looking for power. Tenyé and as much of it as they can manage. Which obviously we have to deny them.”


“Obviously,” Tyentso agreed, numb.


Kihrin grinned at her. “But the bigger problem is Relos Var. I know what he wants, but I’m less sure about exactly how he intends to get there.”


“Okay, I’ll play. What does Relos Var want?”


“He wants to puppet-walk my ass into the Nythrawl Wound and use me to seal it from the other side. For the moment, he thinks he needs Urthaenriel to do it, because when last he checked, Urthaenriel could be used to control Vol Karoth.”


Tyentso narrowed her eyes. “And that’s no longer true?”


Kihrin grinned, wide and bright and achingly mischievous. “That’s no longer true. But don’t tell him. I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”


Tyentso snorted. “And I assume this is why you’re coming to me. You know you made me promise I wouldn’t return that stupid sword to you just because you asked, right?”


“And that hasn’t changed,” Kihrin said, “but it does mean that Relos Var is going to be coming for you.”


She scoffed. “Why? He shouldn’t have any idea that I have it. I haven’t told anyone.”


“I don’t think that matters,” Kihrin said. “Look, I know that we’ve all been raised on stories of Godslayer, or Urthaenriel, or whatever you want to call the damn sword. We all know that you can’t use magic to find it, but”—he gave her a sharp look—“that’s not entirely true. I could sense that sword even when I was mortal. I don’t think it’s just me. I’m willing to bet metal that nine dragons out there, including my dear brother, all share that same connection. The first time Relos Var dropped by the Upper Circle to have a drink at the Culling Fields, he knew exactly where Urthaenriel was hidden.”


“No,” Tyentso protested. “No, that doesn’t make any sense, because if that were true, Kaen wouldn’t have been hunting the four corners of the globe for the thing. He just would have asked his court wizard, Relos Var.”*


“Why would Relos Var volunteer that information to Kaen before he was ready? More, why would Relos Var remove the sword from a location where it was secure and he could retrieve it anytime he felt like it? That sword was hidden in the perfect place. But now? Now we’ve put Urthaenriel where he can’t reach it anymore. That’s going to be a problem for him. A problem he needs to fix. He will make a move against you. He has to.”


That made a certain ugly sense. And it would certainly put Relos Var in a spot, wouldn’t it? Kill Tyentso and the Crown and Scepter reverted back to their “base” positions in the Arena until the next Contest. That meant weeks, at minimum, before a new emperor was crowned. Until that happened, the Vaults were closed off to everyone but the Immortals themselves—who hated Relos Var.


Depending on what Xaltorath was up to, Relos Var might not have weeks.*


“Wait. Who has the Stone of Shackles?” Tyentso asked. That was how her father, Gadrith, had gotten around the situation before, after all. He’d just switched bodies with the current emperor, neatly giving himself a throne in the process.


Kihrin said, “Not Relos Var.”


“Thank fuck.”


“Oh, my sentiments exactly,” Kihrin said. “I figure that means he either has to bribe you, enchant you, or extort you. That last one probably by threatening someone you care about. You know how he loves moving at people through their families.”


Tyentso let out a bark of laughter. “People I consider family is a fucking short list, Scamp. And something tells me Var can’t threaten you any harder than he already is.”


Kihrin didn’t respond for a moment. He was staring out at nothing—or maybe he was looking at the spot on the mast where they’d whipped him. It was hard to tell. “You mean to tell me you wouldn’t care what happens to Qoran Milligreest?”


Tyentso’s gut clenched. She wanted to say yes. It had been over between the two of them for a very long time, and the relationship hadn’t ended on good terms. Even so. “Shit.”


“Told you.” At least he didn’t sound smug about it. Mostly resigned.


It still made her defensive. “We haven’t become lovers again, you know. I’d have sooner chewed out my own tongue. He broke my fucking heart, Scamp. I have no desire to let him stomp on it a second time.”


“That doesn’t change my question. You would care, right?” He glanced over at her.


“I’d be really sad at Qoran’s funeral, Scamp,” Tyentso snapped. “But I wouldn’t give Relos Var a fucking thing.”


Kihrin smiled, although if he was impressed or just hearing what he’d expected was more difficult to gauge. “Fortunately, it won’t come to that.”


“How do you figure? If you’re right, it’s either this or try to sway me with an enchantment, and knowing that bastard, it’ll probably be both.”


“Because it’s part of the plan. He’s going to come at you for Urthaenriel. And I want you to let him succeed.”
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3. Royal Obligations


Janel’s story


The Mother of Trees, the Manol


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape


The vané soldiers came to attention as the star portal spun into existence, brightened to blinding intensity, and then faded, leaving its passengers behind.


Most of the star portals that linked the different parts of the Manol to each other were inside, kept deep in the center of sky trees or locked away in well-hidden, equally well-guarded rooms where access was strictly controlled. Few outsiders knew of the existence of the portals. Those who did assumed they didn’t link to the outside world. And as it happened, that assumption was incorrect.


There’d been one outsider who’d had a permanent invitation to the heart of the Manol capital.


“Well,” Teraeth said as he stepped forward. “I suppose that answers the question on whether or not Grizzst kept visiting Khaevatz after he resurrected the Eight Immortals.”* The amused look on his face faded as more soldiers rushed into the room, clearly caught unaware by the sudden appearance of newcomers. They all had weapons ready.


Teraeth narrowed his eyes at the soldiers. His soldiers. “Seriously?”


Janel thought the problem was less likely to be an issue with Teraeth than his guests. Just as Teraeth was recognizably and distinctly Manol vané, Xivan, “Kihrin,” and Janel were all distinctly . . . not. She could hardly blame the vané for being inhospitable to obviously Quuros visitors. Most especially unexpected Quuros visitors arriving through a gate no Quuros should even know exists, let alone be able to access.


“Put those away,” Teraeth snapped. “We don’t have time for this.”


“Teraeth.” Kihrin put a hand on Teraeth’s arm; Janel hid her flinch.


Because it wasn’t Kihrin. It was the mimic, Talon, pretending to be Kihrin. Which she was doing because Kihrin had specifically requested it. Much as Janel hated it, Talon was doing her job. All Janel had to do in return was act like she tolerated the fake Kihrin without wanting to rip the mimic into tiny little pieces. Pretend that she was looking at one of the men she loved and not his murderer.*


Anyway, they had different problems that took precedence. “Forytu, would you be so kind as to escort us to His Majesty? I know he’s not expecting us, but we had no way to send word ahead of our arrival.”


The guard’s eyes slid over to Teraeth, lingered for a moment, and then back again to Janel.


Perhaps the Quuros people weren’t the only issue here.


“I know,” she told him. “But surely His Majesty gave instructions for this?”


“Janel? A word?” Teraeth grabbed her arm and nudged her to the side. “His Majesty? What is going on?”


She snaked an arm around his waist. Janel could hardly blame him for being concerned. He likely expected to return to find either Khaeriel, his niece, or Valathea, his stepmother, running things, and neither one of those would ever use the title “His Majesty.” “Do you trust me?”


“Yes, but—”


The soldier, Forytu, interrupted. “My apologies. We were given instructions. Please come with us. His Majesty will want to speak with you.”


The other soldiers fell around them in a technically “polite” circle that Janel was choosing to interpret as an honor guard rather than an armed escort.


“You know what’s going on?” Talon addressed Janel directly.


Janel wished Talon wouldn’t try to talk to her, but appearances had to be maintained.


“I do,” Janel said primly. She motioned for everyone else to follow her. “Let’s go quickly, shall we? The sooner we sort this out, the sooner we can do what we came here for.”


Janel appreciated the irony: she had told Teraeth what was going on, but he’d just been too out of it at the time to process the information in any meaningful or lasting fashion.


The streets of the Mother of Trees, the capital city of the Manol nation, were silent and solemn. Not deserted, but those few who walked its avenues did so with quiet purpose, grimly putting themselves to work repairing the damage to the country. The vané were better off than the Quuros, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t taken significant damage. The loss of the Well of Spirals had hit the vané hard. So too had the loss of four of the Eight Guardians. For while the vané may not have worshipped them as gods, that didn’t mean they were ignorant of their true role. And that wasn’t even counting the psychological toll resulting from the vané discovering the true nature of their own “immortality.”


In some ways, the vané were worse off than the Quuros. The citizens of the latter didn’t really understand how bad the situation was. They had hope that this would just be temporary, that someone—emperor, high lords, gods—would save them. They understood demons, but the vast majority of Quuros had never heard the names Relos Var or Vol Karoth. The vané, on the other hand, were well educated. Many of them were old enough to remember the specific people and events precipitating this catastrophe.


The vané were terrified.


As Janel walked through the vané streets, she felt a keen, piercing homesickness for Jorat. She yearned for wide fields and waving grasses, herds of roaming horses, the crack of thunder from summer storms. She wanted the ground under her feet and Arasgon nudging her shoulder with an impossibly soft velvet nose.* She missed Dorna and the scent of roasting tamarane meats pulling her from the training grounds. She longed for the apple orchards of Tolamer and the smell of snow and pine coming down from the mountains.


She wasn’t going to get any of that and didn’t know when—or worse, if—that would change.


This particular portal locale had been so heavily guarded precisely because it existed just inside the palace walls, well inside the boundaries of checkpoints meant to weed out impostors, assassins, and general ne’er-do-wells. Fortunately, they weren’t trying to slip anything past anyone, although Teraeth certainly could have managed it if he’d wanted. The group was escorted past extraordinary, intricate illusions layered over interiors that were in and of themselves astonishing works of art.


Finally, they found themselves, still under heavy guard, in a waiting room while one of the vané left to announce them in the throne room.


“That could have gone worse,” Teraeth murmured.


Xivan nodded tightly. She looked like she kept expecting Talea to be there and kept being upset when that proved not to be the case.


Janel didn’t say anything. Neither did Talon. There were still too many things that could go wrong, and the palace didn’t feel like a sanctuary for any of them. This was no time to lower one’s guard.


That feeling was only exacerbated when the doors opened. A slew of diplomats, courtiers, and dignitaries were firmly, quickly escorted outside, muttering their protests about the indignity of it all. Someone had just ordered the court emptied.


Emptied of threats—or witnesses.


“You may enter,” a herald called to them.


Janel took Teraeth’s arm and led him into the audience chamber.


It didn’t look exactly the same as the last time she’d been there. Some of the decorations had been changed or removed—more obvious, fantastical illusions were visible than the last time too. That was largely because the illusions supporting the Manol vané craftsmanship accentuated it instead of hiding it. Now carved wooden walls were allowed to show their natural beauty, the illusions creating bas-relief bees that flitted from marquetry flower to flower, swaying in imaginary winds. The sprouting trees were real, but the stars and universes sparkling from the depths of their leaves were not.


And sitting on the throne at the end of the hall was a beautiful, black-skinned Manol vané man.


Teraeth.
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4. The Most Secure Vault


Thurvishar’s story


Arena Park, the Capital City of Quur


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, just after dawn


Senera, Thurvishar, and Talea stood on one of the paths surrounding the Arena. Dawn painted the sky in stripes of violet and pink, casting long shadows through the trees and on paved pathways deserted so early in the day.


“Can we please be quick about this?” Senera said. “If the wrong people see us, I shudder to think how this will go.”


“I have no idea what you mean.” Thurvishar smiled at her. “I’m not wanted for treason.”


Senera glared.


“Oh, it would be awfully unlucky of them to spot us, wouldn’t it?” Talea said brightly.


Thurvishar managed not to laugh even as Senera sighed. But Thurvishar’s teasing was also a not-too-subtle reminder that Senera was labeled as a terrorist by the Quuros Empire—a status that Senera had earned.


Not that Thurvishar was in any position to compare. He could attribute his own free status entirely to the fact that his house had been considered too important to eliminate, one of history’s many examples of money and power pardoning any number of crimes.*


Talea reached out a hand to the iridescent wall of force surrounding the Arena. It shimmered at the contact, then spread out into a door shape familiar to anyone who’d ever entered the Arena or stopped by the Culling Fields to watch a duel. A safe point of entry. Senera walked through, followed by Thurvishar, with Talea closing the door behind herself.


“This shouldn’t take more than a moment.” Talea walked with a determined stride toward the vaults. The freestanding buildings looked much as Thurvishar remembered them—plain, unassuming stone squares with empty, dark doorways and much darker reputations.


His father, Sandus, had died for the contents of those buildings. At least Thurvishar had one consolation: that his murderer, Gadrith, hadn’t lived long enough to claim his spoils.


“I’ll just dash inside and pick up the other talismans,” Talea said.


Talea was the only one of them who could safely enter any of these buildings. They’d been enchanted so that only the Emperor of Quur or one of the Eight Immortals could safely enter.


Talea qualified as one of the latter, which was certainly not true of either wizard.


Talea walked inside. Ten minutes later, she hadn’t come out. Senera crossed her arms over her chest and glanced around.


“We’re surrounded by woods,” Thurvishar said. “Who can see us?”


She pursed her lips. “Fine.” The unease rolled off her in waves, like ripples in the air on a hot day.


“But,” Thurvishar said, prodding the woman to continue.


“But I hate being back in the Upper Circle,” Senera admitted. “Even here. I wouldn’t mind never returning. Or burning this city to the ground. The whole place vibrates with cruelty and anger. It’s even worse than I remember.”


“The demons are trying to help with that second one. I know this is difficult—” Thurvishar paused. Senera wasn’t wrong. There was something in the air. Something unpleasant and furious hanging heavy over the streets.


Thurvishar shuddered. He’d never wanted to leave the Capital so badly before.


The doorway to the vault’s interior space shimmered before disgorging Talea, whose expression was as unhappy as Thurvishar had ever seen. Worse, she wasn’t holding anything in her hands.


“What happened?” Senera asked the question first.


Talea shook her head. “It’s gone. All of it. Urthaenriel too. Whoever took them wasn’t interested in any of the treasure—they only stole Urthaenriel and the Greater Talismans.”


“No reason to panic,” Thurvishar said, although he was well aware that his caution wouldn’t be enough to prevent Senera from doing exactly that. “Maybe one of the other Immortals claimed them. Possibly Tyentso decided it was safest to take Urthaenriel with her or move its location.”


Senera threw him a dirty look. “What in the Veils possessed you to give Urthaenriel to Tyentso?”


Thurvishar raised an eyebrow at her disapproval. He suspected her bias against Quuros imperialism was showing. Senera liked Tyentso. “Because after all the effort Gadrith went through to rob the vaults in the belief that Urthaenriel was here, no one would expect the sword to actually be here. And Tyentso has a close relationship with Kihrin. It was an easy choice.” He paused then. “You don’t think Tyentso can be trusted with it?”


“Can we just ask the empress what happened to the sword?” Talea suggested.


“Thurvishar can,” Senera said. “It would be best if I didn’t, even if I’m a huge fan of her recent work.”


“You mean the way she slaughtered most of the high lords,” Thurvishar said.


“Yes,” Senera said with a fond smile at the very idea. “I do mean that.”*


“I can’t do anything else here.” Talea tugged on Thurvishar’s sleeve. “Mind taking me back down to the Manol? Maybe we can make it in time to help Xivan.”


“What I should do is teach you how to transport yourself,” Thurvishar said, but he knew they didn’t have time for that.


He was more concerned about the way the entire city psychically teetered on the verge of exploding. Everything felt wrong. Unfortunately, they didn’t have time to investigate it.


“By all means,” Thurvishar said. “Let’s return you to Xivan’s side.”









[image: Chapter ornament image]



5. A Simple Favor


Sheloran’s story


The Ivory District, the Upper Circle of the Capital City of Quur


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, morning


“We should have asked Thurvishar to open a gate directly into the Rose Palace,” Qown complained.


Galen chuckled as he squeezed the other man’s arm. “I don’t think he wanted to be attacked by several hundred twitchy House D’Talus guards,” the D’Mon prince responded. “And that’s not even counting Sheloran’s parents.”


Sheloran said nothing. She continued watching the riot.


It was, undeniably, a riot, although she was unclear if it was a riot composed of suspiciously early risers or if they’d simply stayed up all night looting and burning. Sheloran could taste the hatred in the air, although she could be forgiven for confusing that with the lingering stench of burning flesh and buildings. The trio perched on top of the Temple of Bertok, one of the more minor gods,* trying to stay as unobtrusive as possible as the tide of people heaved through the streets below. Most of the rioters were from the Lower Circle. Under normal circumstances, they never should have made it up into the Upper Circle. Somehow they had, and now the riots seemed determined to lay siege to the Court of Gems.


As a result, Sheloran, Galen, and Qown hadn’t made it anywhere near their intended destination.


They were trapped, although at least none of them was dressed like a royal. The Zheriasian clothing they’d worn for the past few weeks while traveling was the only thing keeping them from becoming open targets for rioters.*


But even that wouldn’t mean a thing if anyone ventured close enough to notice the color of their eyes.


“Maybe the center?” Qown suggested.


The princess blinked at him. “What do you mean?”


“Toward the center,” he repeated, pointing for emphasis. “Toward Arena Park, where Thurvishar, Senera, and Talea went? I don’t know how well Taunna will react to seeing us again at the Culling Fields, but I’m sure she must know that what happened wasn’t our fault . . . It has to be safer than here.* Surely there’ll be a way to get a message to your mother?”


Sheloran frowned. She wasn’t comfortable assuming that would be possible or easy. The most obvious method of contacting her mother (besides walking into the Rose Palace) would have been visiting the Temple of Caless in the Ivory Quarter, but it lay on the opposite side of the district from their present location. Given the way the rioting was spilling out of the Court of Gems into the temple district, she thought that would be only nominally safer than braving the crowds to reach the D’Talus palace directly.


Perhaps Qown’s idea held merit. She didn’t relish the idea of fighting her way through rioters to reach the palace. They could; the three of them were hardly defenseless. In point of fact, they’d left the Lighthouse with a number of specialty glyphs and protections custom designed for their needs, including a variation of Relos Var’s “need help” signal.


Of course, they meant to use that against Relos Var, not Quuros rioters. It would be a matter of grave embarrassment to come here with so simple a task as “please go talk to your mother” and almost immediately need to have Senera or Thurvishar rescue them.*


Riots seldom happened without a reason. For the citizens of the Capital to be so incensed that they were willing to fling themselves against the Royal Houses?


Something had gone very wrong.


Sheloran’s eyes met Galen’s. He shrugged. “The army’s guarding everything near the imperial palace. I imagine it’ll be safer if only because fewer people will be allowed in the area.”


The three of them all turned toward the center circle of green, and the few buildings that surrounded it. It did seem peaceful compared to the chaos below. Suspiciously so. One could imagine that the magical bubble that surrounded the Arena had expanded outward until it protected the entirety of the city center.


Part of that calm was undoubtedly attributable to the fact the rioters were focused on the Royal House palaces. Those areas formed the outer ring of the Upper Circle. People hadn’t yet shifted the blame to the empire itself.


Although that would come.*


Sheloran shivered. She felt naked and exposed for more reasons than just returning to the Capital to find it awash in fear and anger. They all had much more personal reasons for thinking themselves at risk.


“Let’s try it,” Galen said. “If trouble finds us, run. We can’t afford to be dragged into a fight.”


“Trust me, fighting is the last thing I want to do,” Qown said. He stared at Galen, and something about what he saw (the intensity of that gaze, the color of Galen’s eyes, oh, it could have been anything) made Qown blush and look away.


Sheloran stamped down on a sigh. Her boys. It didn’t even matter that Qown had admitted he liked Galen too. The former priest was still as skittish as a feral kitten. She put a hand on her fan, tucked into her belt sash, and only at the last minute reminded herself that she was not under any circumstances to use the damn thing. It was too clearly valuable, too obviously the sort of monstrously expensive item only a royal would be able to afford. At that moment, being identified as a royal wasn’t in her best interest.


Galen climbed down off the roof and helped the other two down. Qown was especially flustered when Galen’s hands ended up on his waist.


Honestly. The entire empire was falling apart, and Qown was discovering puberty. Which Galen was gleefully, purposefully encouraging. She knew her husband far too well to believe that all this touching had been “accidental.” It would have been adorable—at any other time.


As it was, if she bit her lip any harder to keep from sighing or rolling her eyes, she was going to leave permanent scars.


Sheloran pointed toward an alley. “That way should lead to Arena Park.”


The Arena was technically the land inside the magical field of energy where the Imperial Contest was held, so it naturally fell that the area surrounding that was called Arena Park. It was larger than most people realized, housing not only a few businesses and the Citadel but several other important government buildings. Including the Soaring Halls—the imperial palace.


So it was not entirely unexpected to find the entrance to Arena Park blocked by a large contingent of Quuros soldiers, accompanied by Academy wizards and even some witch-hunters. Certainly, more than enough to keep out any rioters who might have mistakenly thought this an easier target.


“How are we going to get past them?” Qown whispered.


“Why don’t we tell them the truth?” Galen suggested and darted forward.


“What? Damn it, Galen!” Sheloran missed grabbing the man’s misha. She didn’t dare use magic, for fear of setting off a nervous retaliation from one of the wizards or witch-hunters at the scene.


Qown sighed in exasperation and ran after him.


D’Mons, Sheloran thought.*


She followed, her pace quick but nothing like Galen’s annoyingly long-legged run. By the time she reached her husband’s side, he was already deep in conversation with a guard, gesturing wildly.


It wasn’t going well.


“I don’t care if you’re the empress herself.”* The soldier practically vibrated with anger. “Nobody comes in or out without a pass, which you don’t have.” The guard examined Galen with a sneering regard. “You’re not a royal, are you?”


Galen was about to answer when Sheloran grabbed his hand. “No,” she said quickly. “If we were, we’d be sheltering at one of the palaces, wouldn’t we?”


The guard narrowed his eyes at her. “You have god-cursed eyes.”


“Yes, well, it turns out you don’t lose those just because you’re an unacknowledged bastard,” she answered.*


The guard huffed. “Whatever. You can wait with everyone else.”


Galen sighed. “All I need is for you to deliver a message to my cousin Eledore Milligreest. I know she’s in there.”


Recognition flashed across the other man’s face. For just a second, Sheloran thought Galen might have dropped the right name. Then the guard’s face shuttered away all expression save anger, and he gestured for Galen to step back. “Not my problem. Now walk away. You’re not the only person here waiting for the chance to waste my time.”


Which was sadly true, even so early in the morning. They weren’t the only people attempting to gain entry. Most of the others appeared to be merchants and workers who wanted nothing to do with the chaos and bloodshed but couldn’t shelter behind palace walls. Their numbers included a distressingly large number of children. Sheloran could remember a time when these streets had been spotlessly clean and kept largely deserted by regular guard patrols. Now they were a mess, filled with people, many of whom seemed to be actively living on the streets.


Were any demons to show themselves just then, a great many people would die.


She touched Galen’s arm. “Let’s go.”


Qown’s mouth twisted. “Go where?”


“I have an idea,” was all Sheloran said. Which she certainly had no intention of spelling out in front of this many witnesses. She turned around and began walking across the street, toward a ruined shop that appeared to have once sold flowers. Said flowers lay strewn about the ground, trampled and burned, but there might be some undamaged stems if one searched carefully. The air was an unsettling mixture of orchid, jasmine, and scorched wood that matched the devastated state of the shop itself. It would need to be torn down and rebuilt, assuming its owners were in any condition to do so. More likely, the owners were dead.


Galen and Qown followed her. Galen gave her an especially bemused look. “And why are we picking flowers?”


She paused. “They’re a standard prayer offering, Blue.”


“Oh!” Qown blinked at her. “Your mother—”


She nodded, fighting down the fluttery feeling of dread that idea gave her. There would be no denying that she knew the truth after that. Was she ready to confront her mother about her secret—that Sheloran knew her mother was really the god-queen Caless, Goddess of Love?


Galen began looking for flowers as well. He hadn’t been doing so for more than a minute or so when he crouched behind an overturned cart.


“Why, hello there,” he said. “Aren’t you a cute little thing?”


Sheloran glanced over at him. It would be just like Galen to have found a stray dog or an alley cat. He liked to pretend that she was the soft touch for strays, but he had always been the one who really—


Then Galen said, “Where are your parents?”


Sheloran froze.


Whoever was hiding underneath the cart—most certainly not a puppy—burst into tears.


“Um.” Qown crouched down next to Galen. “Oh dear.”


Sheloran looked around. No one was paying any attention. Certainly not the sort of attention one might be expected to pay to one’s own offspring in distress. It was impossible to say, though—too many people looked too upset, too numb. Any one of them might be missing a child or might not have noticed that theirs had wandered off.


Meanwhile, Galen and Qown were still trying to coax the child out from its hiding place.


“This isn’t—” Sheloran cut herself off before she said something she’d regret. There was absolutely no way that either Galen or Qown was going to leave a child terrified and abandoned on the street, no matter what else they were in the middle of doing. She rubbed her forehead.


“We’re not going to hurt you,” Galen whispered.


Sheloran pulled one of the shanathá filigree pieces off her fan. She studied it, let its tenyé hover heavy and sweet, a veil of invisible energy weaving around her fingers like delicate lace. She willed the tenyé to change, the metal to shift in response, so that the transition was a minor, delicate thing, easily overlooked. The Upper Circle was always awash in magic. As long as she didn’t do any casting right in front of the witch-hunters, she was probably safe enough. She opened her hand and tossed its contents into the air. Food would undoubtedly have been a better lure, but she’d work with what she had.


A metal dragonfly hovered, delicate wings beating fast, then flew under the cart, landing on the broken wheel.


Someone under the cart let out a small gasp.


“Leave them be,” Sheloran said. When both the men turned to her, angry retorts on their lips, she laughed. “Have you never tried to lure out a scared cat? The harder you push, the more they hide.” She gestured to the steps of the burned-out shop. “Help me clear this so we can set up a shrine.”


The two men stepped away from the cart with obvious reluctance. They shoved aside debris while Sheloran knelt. She peeled away another piece of metal filigree from her fan and let this one go molten, pouring it between her fingers until it formed a perfect, mirror-bright circle on the ground. She solidified the metal and then set her gathered flowers on top.


Sheloran ignored the snuffling noise coming from the wagon, the sound of someone rubbing a runny nose.


Sheloran bowed her head. “Caless,” she said out loud, “please accept this poor offering, token though it may be from your daughter.” That part sounded normal enough, even if it was less of a metaphor in her case than for other worshippers of the Goddess of Love. “If you can hear me, please know I’m trying to enter Arena Park through the South Jade Road.”


With that, Sheloran set the flowers on fire.


She heard a small shriek and couldn’t tell if it was fear or laughter. She glanced backward. A small child—impossible to say if they were a boy or a girl—had climbed out from under the wreckage and gazed at the three of them with a stare both wary and fascinated.


The child held up the now-inert metal dragonfly. “Make it work, please.”


Sheloran’s mouth twisted. The child’s accent was baby soft, but surprisingly coherent for their age. Surely not older than three years. It was difficult to say if the child had been raised in an Upper Circle household or not. They were filthy and their clothing was in rags, but again—that didn’t mean anything, given the current state of the empire. They seemed educated, but that was a lot of guesswork to hang off the word please. 


Galen knelt next to the child. “You said please. That’s very good. Now what’s your name?”*


The small child looked at Galen with a blank expression, like they had found themselves faced off against a tiger and didn’t dare move for fear of being eaten. They looked about five seconds from diving right back under the flower cart again.


Sheloran set the dragonfly’s wings beating, letting the movement catch the child’s attention. The ploy worked brilliantly. The child gasped again, staring at it, any concerns about strange people forgotten.


The ploy worked too well, as the small child ran into Sheloran’s arms.


Sheloran rocked back to keep from being pushed off balance and falling. She didn’t quite know what to do. At all. She gave Galen a helpless look and motioned for him to take the toddler away.


Galen shook his head, his lips quirked in an obvious attempt to forestall open laughter. “Oh no,” he said. “He clearly wants you.”


She glared at him, but her husband was too busy enjoying this to feel guilty. She put a hand under the toddler, the other around its waist, and carefully stood. The child was back to crying again, although this seemed more like relief than fear. Apparently, Sheloran was “safe.”*


The princess sighed. She could feel the child wiping snot all over her raisigi.


Galen’s expression slipped, turned bemused. “I thought you liked children,” he whispered.


“Oh, I adore them,” Sheloran agreed. “Most especially when someone else is taking care of them.” She gave one last wistful glance around—if only she knew how to summon up a nanny just with longing! But no such babysitter appeared.


Qown held out his arms. “I’ll take them.”


Never mind. That would do.


“Him,” Galen said. “It’s a boy.”


Qown frowned. “How can you be sure?”


“I can’t. But it’s safer for him if he is, regardless of the truth.”


Qown clearly didn’t understand but didn’t ask for an explanation either. Instead, he unwrapped his agolé from his waist and twisted it around his torso. Then he made gentle soothing sounds—as though he were talking to a particularly skittish horse—while he pried the child away from Sheloran. To her surprise, the child allowed this without protest. 


“Sheloran.”


She turned at the sound of her mother’s voice. And stared, because for a split second, she hadn’t recognized her own mother. Lessoral’s bright scarlet hair was now a dark Marakori red. Her eyes were as brown as any Quuros woman’s rather than furnace hot. Her clothing was clean enough, nice enough—but nice for a merchant’s wife, not nice for a high lord’s. Definitely not nice enough for a god-queen. She had a permanent frown plastered on her face, where Sheloran was used to smiles. If she wore the Stone of Shackles (and Sheloran had to assume she did), she’d hidden it.


The two women stared at each other, while the men looked awkwardly uncomfortable, and the child continued to try to burrow into Qown’s chest.


There could be no hiding. Sheloran knew that her mother was really Caless, the Goddess of Love or Lust or Whores or all of the above depending on whom one asked. And Caless knew that Sheloran knew. She felt her throat close up, her body overwhelmed by so many different emotions she didn’t know if she should be feeling anger or relief or bitter resentment.


Then Sheloran was in her mother’s arms, powerless to stop the tears. She had no idea which of those emotions was responsible. Perhaps all of them.


Caless pushed her daughter away from her. “Where have you been? Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to be wandering the city right now? They’re killing—” She swallowed whatever she’d been about to say and looked around herself with frantic zeal, scanning for anyone who might be too close. “When no one could find you, we thought the worst. How could you?”


“I love you too.” Sheloran scowled and plucked at her mother’s clothing. “What’s this? Are you . . . are you hiding?”


Caless sniffed. “It’s not safe to be a royal at the moment.” She gave the two men an unfriendly stare; Sheloran felt the back of her neck prickle. “We’ll have to do something about your eye color and clothing.”


Galen stepped forward like he was stepping in front of a sword. “When did the rioting start?”


“A few days ago.” Caless sneered as though it were a stupid question to which Galen should have known the answer. “Right around the time the food shipments stopped.”


The three young people all stared at each other, wide-eyed.


“Um . . .” Sheloran had no idea what to say. The food shipments had stopped? The Gatestone system linked every part of the empire. Even in the middle of a Hellmarch, the Capital City still had access to food. Or should have had access to food. If that had changed, then the rioting made a great deal more sense. In point of fact, if that had changed, the rioting became mandatory.


“Follow me, and stick close,” Caless ordered. She began walking back toward the entrance to the imperial grounds.


Sheloran started to move when she realized Qown hadn’t put down the little boy.


She raised both eyebrows at him, but he was defiantly unapologetic. “Where’s his family?” Qown mouthed over the boy’s head.


Sheloran examined the street and sighed. These people looked like refugees who’d decided to go inward to safety rather than outward. They were still singed from fires, bloody from injuries. For all she knew, the child’s family could be right there.


“Bring him,” Galen said. The child’s head swiveled, and the toddler frowned. It was rather cute, like he was deciding whether or not this was a good idea.


A better idea than staying on the streets until something horrific happened. Sheloran and Galen sponsored several orphanages in the Lower Circle, although at the moment, she could only hope that those places remained safe. Assuming they were, however, then at least they had a place where they could put the boy and possibly find his family later. Staying with Sheloran, Galen, and Qown long-term wasn’t viable. Or healthy.


Her mother noted the exchange, but made no comment on it. She simply walked up to the guards, who had so vehemently resisted letting them have access, and spoke a few words. The man waved the other guards aside so they could pass. Many of those same guards scowled at Galen and Sheloran both, as though contemplating whether or not they should be placed under immediate arrest.


Once past the barricade, their journey became smoother, although no less hectic. Here, instead of riots, it was army encampments. The military had bivouacked in the fields surrounding the Arena in preparation of leaving through gates to other locales. Although in order to accomplish what, Sheloran didn’t know. They weren’t needed in Devors anymore. That situation had been handled.*


But no. The food shipments had stopped. That was the emergency now. An empire the size of Quur lived or died through its infrastructure. If that system had failed . . . 


Galen leaned over to Sheloran. “I’d never have thought of praying. That was smart.”


“I have my moments,” Sheloran murmured, but her attention was largely focused on her mother, who seemed remarkably ill-tempered and out of sorts. Probably because she’d been forced to abandon the Rose Palace. “Why are you staying in the Soaring Halls?”


Her mother rolled her eyes. “Why aren’t I under siege back in the Red District, you mean?”


“Am I supposed to think that a mob of rioters would be any threat to you or Father?” Sheloran responded to her mother’s rhetorical question with one of her own.


Caless snorted. “Just because they can’t hurt me doesn’t mean I need to suffer through watching them try. And the servants are easy enough to kill.” She scowled, her expression that of a person tasting something off. “There’s a great deal that’s happened. But let’s go back first. Your father will want to know that you’re still alive. Then we can talk.”
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6. All Hail the King


Janel’s story


The Mother of Trees, the Manol


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, morning


Janel trapped Teraeth’s arm as he reached for his knives. She sympathized with his reaction, but she also knew more than he did about current events.


“Calm, my love,” Janel whispered. “Trust me.”


“Close the door,” King “Teraeth” ordered as he stood from the throne.


“A little warning would have been polite, Janel,” Xivan whispered.


“I wasn’t precisely sure who would be in charge,” Janel responded without looking away from the approaching figure.


The image of the king wavered like a sea-born mirage in the distance, breaking up into hazy strips that rearranged themselves as a very different-looking figure. Not Teraeth at all, but someone far more petite and feminine, a violet flower given life as a woman.


Chainbreaker sparkled green and glittering against Valathea’s bosom as she smiled warmly.* “My apologies, Teraeth. A small but necessary deception. The first days of power are always so uncertain, and I knew you were in no condition to take the reins for this transition.” She floated down from the dais and kissed her stepson on the cheeks. She barely had to lean up to do it, a reminder that for all Valathea’s flowerlike delicacy, she was as tall as most vané.


“I admit, I hadn’t thought—” Teraeth blinked.


“It’s good to see you again, Valathea,” Xivan said.


“When you say uncertain,” “Kihrin” said, “you’re referring to my mother, aren’t you? You were afraid she’d try to take the throne back if no one was here to defend it.”


Talon meant Kihrin’s mother, Khaeriel, not Talon’s own mother (whoever that had been). Janel forced herself to smile at the mimic, to pretend this was one of the men she loved.


Fields. How was she possibly going to maintain this ruse? It was like wearing a coat made of broken glass. She couldn’t even look at the damn mimic without flinching now that she knew the truth.


A mighty bang echoed in the throne room as someone pushed open the double doors at the end of the room and stormed in.


Kihrin’s mother, Khaeriel.


Janel glanced over at Talon. “Nice job on that summoning.”


“Your Majesty,” Khaeriel snapped, “why was I only just now told that you—” She paused as she saw who was in the room, her expression softening in response to Kihrin before focusing on the important presence: Teraeth. He was standing in the wrong place, dressed in the wrong clothing. Khaeriel’s gaze slipped from him to the woman standing before the throne.


It wasn’t difficult to leap to the correct conclusion.


Khaeriel had apparently been enjoying her return to the vané capital, even if she was no doubt disappointed not to be returning as its queen. Still, she dressed to make it clear she should have been. Her gold hair was capped with a fret studded with emeralds, and she wore a dress of green silk and gold mail that sparkled in the reflected mage-light. Her skin was dark enough to make her Manol ancestry clear, but her eyes were gold.


Not a stitch of blue. Janel suspected that Khaeriel would never wear the color blue again.


Khaeriel’s shock transformed into sly pleasure as she took in Valathea’s presence. “I am sure you are aware of just how many laws you have broken, Valathea. Impersonating the sovereign? That will not be easily forgiven.”


“You’ll have to save the treason charges for another day,” Teraeth said dismissively. “She was acting under my orders.”


Which Janel knew for a fact wasn’t true.


Khaeriel’s narrowed eyes suggested she also knew it wasn’t true. But short of dragging Teraeth to the Parliament of Flowers for questioning under a truth spell, calling his bluff was problematic. “Was she? And what possible reason could you have had to be absent from the Manol after the catastrophes we’ve suffered?”*


“The best reason,” Teraeth answered. “Vol Karoth’s escaped.”


The derision dropped entirely from Khaeriel’s face, leaving behind a flash of stunned horror, quickly concealed. Her ability to cover her emotions was to be commended. It had no doubt served her well when she had been House D’Mon’s seneschal.


Janel realized that somewhere along the way, she’d decided she didn’t like Kihrin’s mother. Quite possibly she harbored a bias stemming from the opinions of her friends: Doc and Valathea, for example, or Galen and Sheloran.


“This must have happened recently,” Khaeriel said, “as word had not reached us of such a calamity. And yet Your Majesty has been gone for much longer than that, if my guess is correct.” She was just this side of civil to Teraeth, but her glare toward Valathea was not.


Khaeriel hadn’t made a secret of wanting the throne and, not so long ago, had thought she would get it—or half of it. But Teraeth’s father, Terindel, had betrayed her to grab it all.* No matter how noble his reasons or, for that matter, that it had likely saved Khaeriel’s life, she seemed to have transferred her resentment to Terindel’s wife, Valathea.


“Was there a question in that?” Teraeth stared at Khaeriel with narrowed eyes.


Talon/Kihrin stepped forward before Khaeriel could respond. “Is my father here with you?” he asked Khaeriel.


The vané woman exhaled. “Kihrin . . .” It wasn’t clear exactly what she’d intended to say. Possibly she hadn’t known herself.


“I need to talk to him,” Kihrin said. “It’s important.” His entire posture was tightly coiled, his fists clenched by his sides. He was playing up the Vol Karoth angle for all it was worth. Given that Kihrin’s mother knew he was inextricably linked to the newly escaped dark god, he played to an audience primed to believe him.


There was no overwhelming plan that required Therin’s involvement, no pressing business. They weren’t there for Therin D’Mon.


Honestly, Janel almost admired Talon’s skill. Almost. The mimic had neatly tripped up Khaeriel’s momentum and any trouble she might otherwise have stirred up. Not to say Khaeriel wouldn’t still be a problem, but she’d have to be a problem after she’d dealt with her own family dramas.


Khaeriel deflated. “Yes, well. I suppose I should take you to him. He will be well pleased to see you returned safe.”


Janel didn’t flinch in response to the suggestion that Kihrin was “safe.” She hoped she hadn’t, although the concerned way Valathea stared at her suggested otherwise. Hopefully, that was a general concern and not a more specific “why wouldn’t you think Kihrin’s safe?” concern.


Oh, how Janel loathed the idea that at some point in the future—if they survived all this, if there was anything left worth surviving—someone would have to explain to Khaeriel that her son Kihrin was dead. Had been dead for well over a week.*


And if this all went as planned, also not dead by certain definitions. Because the world was strange like that.


Kihrin moved expectantly toward the door and then turned back to Khaeriel. “Thanks.” He made it very clear that he meant to leave now and not after Khaeriel was finished with her business.


Khaeriel’s departure left a thin, stilted silence in her wake.


After a pause, Teraeth said, “I admit to being surprised.”


Valathea smiled. “Oh?”


“We all know I didn’t ask you to cover for me, and I wouldn’t have thought you’d be so determined to see me stay on the throne. Not knowing what you do.”


Valathea seemed genuinely confused for a moment. “Why wouldn’t I want my stepson to—” Her expression cleared. “Oh, you’re referring to the delightful irony of who you used to be in your past life?” She grinned then, without the slightest trace of malice to her expression. “Making the reincarnation of Atrin Kandor sit on the vané throne strikes me as an appropriate punishment for past sins. Wouldn’t you agree?”


Teraeth didn’t look amused—which proved Valathea’s point.*


The former vané queen examined each member of the group in turn with mild interest. Then she said to Teraeth, “I also assume your purpose in returning here wasn’t to reclaim your throne, so how may I be of assistance?”


“Who can hear us right now?” Teraeth asked.


Valathea stopped, concentrated. “No one,” she said.


Janel’s focus sharpened. “Are you using Chainbreaker to do that?”


A vaguely embarrassed look flickered across Valathea’s face. “Yes, although I admit that using Chainbreaker on all three of you at once stands right at the limits of my skill.”


“You used Chainbreaker on Thaena,” Teraeth reminded her.


Valathea waved a hand. “Using Chainbreaker on a single person is easy, even if that person is a Guardian. Using Chainbreaker on large numbers has proved . . . more challenging.” She lifted her chin. “And don’t tell me how Terindel could sow illusions into the minds of hundreds of people simultaneously. I’m aware. But he had centuries to master this. I’ve had weeks.”


Janel and Teraeth glanced at each other. There was an excellent chance that they would need just that: someone who could use Chainbreaker on hundreds simultaneously. Maybe they’d get lucky and just have to deal with a few people. Maybe they wouldn’t. There was no way to know in advance.


Teraeth turned back to his stepmother. “Not a problem,” he said. “As it happens, we wanted to talk to you about resurrecting Doc.”*


That placid expression, normally so composed, cracked. The longing on her face was almost startling in its intensity, before she carefully put it away, hidden under elegant concern.


“Oh,” Valathea said. “Why didn’t you say—” She paused.


There was a shiver across the universe that was probably Valathea releasing her control using Chainbreaker. With the illusion banished, suddenly an alarm rang out in the room, a bright, sharp warning klaxon.


“The wards have detected a mimic,” Valathea explained, frowning.


Janel, Teraeth, and Xivan all simultaneously shared a panicked look.


Janel fought the temptation to curse. When last they’d checked, the palace wards couldn’t detect Talon. So either another, entirely different mimic was loose in the palace . . . or someone had updated the magical security to include Talon.


In either case, they had a problem.
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7. Step Two: Handle Unexpected Complications


Kihrin’s story


The Korthaen Blight


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape


I’d thought the dragons were going to be my biggest problem.


I’d known for years that Vol Karoth maintained a link with the monsters. Indeed, ever since the Old Man,* I’d been under the impression that Vol Karoth shouldered some of the blame for the general state of “absolutely insane” that swirled around most dragons. Then my relationship with Vol Karoth had become, um, more personal, and I’d confirmed that connection firsthand. I was aware of their voices, whispers at the edge of my hearing, hissing and scratching for attention.


If that had been all there was to the situation, I’d have coped. Hell, I’d probably have wrested control away from the more dangerous dragons and forcibly enlisted their help fighting my enemies. But there was a reason, a good one, why I hadn’t done that.


Relos Var. Who was also a dragon.


I knew I couldn’t control Relos Var. And worse, I couldn’t be certain that Relos Var wouldn’t be able to feel it if I tried to exercise control over the other eight dragons. Or, I suppose I should clarify, if I attempted to exert rational, coherent control. Vol Karoth had been whispering into the minds of the dragons for years, even while imprisoned. Those whispers and nudges had only grown worse when Vol Karoth had woken—Rol’amar attacking the lake house in the Manol, for instance, had happened precisely because Vol Karoth had ordered it. Yes, I could absolutely rant and scream and throw god-level temper tantrums all I wanted without raising any suspicions.


The first time I gave a lucid order, though?


I had a terrible suspicion that Relos Var would recognize the truth. Which meant that as much as I wanted to force all the dragons to play nice, it was best to leave them alone. In fact, I shut them out, erecting a mental barricade to guarantee Relos Var couldn’t sense just how deeply “Vol Karoth” had changed.*


If that had been my biggest problem, it all would have been milk and honey. Unfortunately, it was far from it.


I hadn’t yet even physically left the Blight when the real problem presented itself: I became hungry.


This wasn’t a normal hunger. Ola had always done right by me, but I’d had plenty of opportunities during my journey as a slave to become familiar with the feeling of missed meals. I knew what it felt like to be hungry and not know when or if the next meal would happen. There was always a tipping point where the body numbed the sharp edges, settled physical need into a dull stupor. Even if I imagined the hungriest that I’d ever been in my entire life—the feeling like a blade twisting inside my stomach, an animal weakness sweeping back and forth through me like the motion of my fellow rowers in the slave galley, it was nothing compared to what I felt now. This hunger grew stronger, fouler, more heated and painful, an agony burning me with a desperate and ravenous need for sustenance.


I needed to eat. What I needed to eat was less clear. Food wouldn’t solve my problem. In hindsight, it had been naïve to assume that fixing my mental state would do anything to solve the curse that my brother had twisted around my existence. I was Kihrin, yes.


I was also still Vol Karoth.


The pain redoubled its assault, expanding into an agony so powerful I couldn’t move or think or do anything but float midair and scream.


Into that hunger, voices manifested.


You should have listened to us. We would have helped you. We would have shown you how to deal with this. We’ve had to learn ourselves.


I opened my eyes to gaze across the fetid landscape of the Korthaen Blight. Understanding flashed through me, leaving me in a state of terrifying dread. Nothing existed near me. Nothing at all. I had destroyed anything within thirty feet.


I hadn’t even realized I was doing it.*


What will you do now? the voices asked. You can’t return to what you used to be. You’re our child, you know. We made you. You were born of our hunger, our hate.


Shadows lurked at the edges of my vision. Swirling darkness manifested, something other than the remains of my ravenous destruction. The voices were too coherent to be dragons—dragon voices were nearly incomprehensible swirls of chaotic energies. This was a different kind of monster, although still one I recognized.


Demons.


Not just any demons either. These were the princes who had corrupted Relos Var’s second Guardian ritual, the same ones that had turned S’arric from the well-intentioned sun god to the ravenously angry avatar of annihilation. I had become their greatest triumph and their greatest mistake, and wasted no time devouring their demonic tenyé rather than showing anything like gratitude. I’d devoured their tenyé—but I clearly hadn’t devoured them. Rather, I’d kept these demons imprisoned in a manner not too dissimilar to the mindscape where I’d imprisoned myself. Or . . . where Vol Karoth had imprisoned himself. Something like that. As that prison had shattered, evidently this one had too.


Which meant everyone was free.


“You have no tenyé,” I reminded them. “No power. You’re nothing but ghosts.”


Then why haven’t you destroyed us?


That question sparked a realization so painfully obvious that it slammed into me with all the force of blunt fact: they thought I was one of them. A demon. I suppose that made sense given the whole King of Demons title and the way they’d tried to claim me as their own, but they were mistaken. If I had ended up as a demon, I’d probably be in a better position to heal the damage done to me.


Hunger shuddered through my body again. What I’d absorbed from my surroundings hadn’t been enough to sate my appetite.


It hurts, doesn’t it? But there are ways to feed. Fear has so much more energy than you’d think. Pain is good too. And souls . . . Oh, the energy of souls . . . We can show you how.


“Shut up,” I snapped.


We’re right here. Don’t you want to satisfy your need?


Why hadn’t I destroyed the demon princes? Laughable. The most obvious answer was because I couldn’t. Or at least, S’arric hadn’t been able to. And even if that hadn’t been the case, we’d been in the middle of a war when all of this had happened. Vol Karoth would have kept these demons prisoner so they could be questioned.


I gazed up at the sky. One of the Three Sisters, Jhyr, hadn’t set yet, even though the red-orange sun was in the sky. That moon remained visible, shimmering through the colors of Tya’s Veil. A lovely sight, but I was more interested in practical applications.


Any of the moons would be a long way from anyone I might hurt by accident.


Traveling there was as easy as a thought. I vanished from one landscape and appeared in another even more desolate. Had I needed to breathe, I’d have suffocated, but fortunately, that hadn’t been necessary for my survival for a long time indeed. Above my head, the blue-and-white swirls of the planet on which I—Kihrin, to be specific—had been born glowed vibrantly. The rest of the sky lay black and lush under the shining caress of stars.


This was one of the moons, one of the Three Sisters. It never had and never would support life, which at this moment was exactly what I wanted. Nothing I did here would hurt anyone but myself.


On the other hand, nothing I did here would improve my situation either.


I bent over and picked up a rock, concentrating on it.


Bits of it began to flake away, in spite of all my efforts to keep the rock intact and whole. Fuck.


You’ll hide? Surely all those centuries locked away haven’t made you so weak.


“Oh, that’s quite enough from you lot. Try me and find out just how easy it would be to destroy you.”


If you were going to, you’d have done it by now. Could it be that you need us?


I paused to give the question serious consideration. I didn’t want to believe that was the case, but I wouldn’t dismiss the idea unexamined either. Giant swaths of memory lay buried, still too painful to be resurrected and dragged into daylight. The demons lived in those lands. So it was possible that I might have some lingering attachment, a desire for anyone who might give what I suffered some meaning.


“I still want to know why your people did all this,” I murmured. “Why invade? Why attack us? We were no threat to you. We’d done nothing to you.”


Done nothing? Done everything! How quickly you forget. You abandoned us. You left us to die in a universe grown sepulchral and cold.


My response was swallowed as I gritted my teeth in pain. Despite my best efforts, a circle of disintegrating rock slowly ate away at reality in a rapidly expanding sphere around me. I felt the rush of tenyé as the energy released slammed inward.


But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.


So yeah. No doubt about it.


This was a problem.
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8. The Purpose of an Emperor


Tyentso’s story


The Soaring Halls, the Upper Circle of the Capital City of Quur


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, an hour after dawn


Tyentso woke slowly, blinking open her eyes to gaze up at the enameled ceiling. She wasn’t used to living in the imperial palace, to say nothing of the emperor’s quarters. It was almost funny how much time—how little time—had passed since she took hold of the crown.


At some point in the distant past, someone must have decided the imperial bedchamber needed a ceiling decorated with enough flowers to fill every garden in Eamithon. Stunning in their realism even if these were picked out in an intricate mosaic of ceramic tile. Undeniably beautiful and completely out of character for the tone of the palace, which was otherwise cold, majestic, and dedicated to showcasing the imperial might of Quur.


Tyentso began laughing.


The young man in bed next to her groaned and rubbed the back of his hand against his forehead. “By all the gods, what time is it?”


“It’s morning,” Tyentso said. “Which I realize is normally your bedtime, but get up, anyway.”


“Whatever you say, Your Majesty.”


She frowned at him. For a moment, he’d sounded sincere. Which was extremely out of character for him, too. As was what he said next: “Nightmares?”


Tyentso flicked her gaze to him for a second. He seemed like he gave a damn, which meant that this really was too early for the High Council representative. “I was just thinking that I’ve fucked the man who made this.” She nodded up at the ceiling.


He laughed. “I’m pretty sure the man who made that was Atrin Kandor.”


Tyentso gazed at him coolly. “I said what I said.”*


A hint of doubt entered those pretty brown eyes. But then everything about Fayrin was pretty, from those thickly lashed eyes to the well-muscled body of someone who was . . . Well.


Not quite half her age, although she suspected he held the record for the youngest person to ever serve on the High Council. If she kept this up, she was going to have to admit she’d developed a taste for younger men.


What Fayrin saw in her was easier to guess: power.


“You’re not that old,” Fayrin murmured.


Tyentso tucked her hands behind her head and continued staring at the ceiling mosaic. Almost certainly made by Atrin for his wife, Elana. She doubted that the people Atrin and Elana had reincarnated as—Teraeth and Janel—either remembered or gave a damn.


She mentally slapped herself. She didn’t give a damn either. What she did care about was Kihrin—and that dream.


The bed shifted as Fayrin crawled out of it, probably heading to the washroom for a little early-morning bladder emptying. She heard his feet slap against the warm marble floor.


She was sure the dream had been real—or rather, a real visitation by someone. But by Kihrin? That was the hard part. Because it was hardly lost on Tyentso that ordering her to give Urthaenriel to Relos Var was very much in line with Relos Var’s plans too. And something that Kihrin wanted to prevent by any means necessary.


She’d never heard of Relos Var being able to visit dreams before. Surely he’d have used the power by now if he’d had it.


And gods, Kihrin had gotten so many details right. Not the things on the Misery—if he’d been right, that was her doing. But the details on himself, right down to the gleam of that damn Stone of Shackles around his neck and the particular pattern of bleeding whip wounds on his back.


That was not a certain insurance of authenticity, however.


She levered herself up on an elbow as the scent of freshly ground coffee wafted in her direction. Fayrin was using magic, but she wasn’t going to complain about him taking a shortcut.


“I’d hardly blame you if it was a nightmare.” Fayrin didn’t raise his head from where he was concentrating on turning coffee beans into fine powder. “I can only imagine the vast ocean of inspiration you’ve stockpiled.” He flashed a grin at her. “Of course, my definition of nightmare is being stuck somewhere without a proper selection of Quuros wines.”


Tyentso rolled her eyes. It wasn’t the alcohol selection that gave her nightmares about her years on board the Misery. “Oh, I doubt that. You’re Ogenra, aren’t you?”


His second glance was far warier. “Most everyone on the council is. Was. Even debauched rakes only there to collect easy bribes and seduce everyone’s daughters.”


Tyentso doubted he limited himself to the daughters, but that was neither here nor there. “Qoran once told me you were the most brilliantly wasted mind he’d ever encountered.”


A brief, uncomfortable flicker crossed the man’s face as he turned several cups of fresh water into the copper pot and began to stir. “Really? How disappointing. I thought I’d done a much better job of convincing that man I’d never been good for anything at all. I’ll have to try harder.”


“Oh, never fear. He absolutely believes you’re a waste of his time.” Tyentso threw off the sheets and walked to where the servants had left out clothing the night before. She ignored those, naturally. That set existed to give the assassins something to poison if the mood struck them. “Which family? Given your eye color, there are only four options.”*


His voice was carefully neutral. “I don’t know that it matters.”


A feeling came over Tyentso then, a disquiet that whispered that it did, in fact, matter a great deal. Or maybe she was still trying to distract herself from thinking too much about what Kihrin had said.


“I suppose I’m just wondering if I executed your father.”


His hand jerked. Fayrin nearly spilled his coffeepot. He set it carefully back down on the metal plate he’d heated. “What?” His laughter stood on the precipice of hysterical. “No. Gods no. My father died over a decade ago. Murdered by some little slave girl who was defending herself from the creep.”*


“Your father sounds charming.”


“Yeah, he sure was.” After checking to make sure he’d caused no permanent damage to the warming coffee, Fayrin added, “I mean, you’re right to assume he was a high lord.” A curious expression crossed his face; he frowned before a scoff escaped his lips. Fayrin twirled his fingers as though presenting a card trick, something frivolous and unimportant. “House D’Jorax.”


“A D’Jorax high lord died at the banquet.”


“My half brother,” Fayrin explained in a voice as empty of emotion as a blank piece of paper. “Also perfectly charming. I won’t be filing any petitions with the Church of Thaena, even if that were still an option.” He sniffed and refocused his attention on the coffee. “Haven’t I said thank you enough? I’ll have to try harder for that too.”


She finished wrapping one of her silk agolé around herself. “Is that why you’re fucking me? As a thank-you?”


Fayrin snorted. “No, I’m fucking you because it’s incredibly sexy when you boss everyone around.”


She snorted. Yeah, she didn’t believe that was the reason for one white-hot second. “You always say the nicest things.”


“That’s because my greatest ambition in life is to be a kept man who lounges around all day looking pretty.” He twisted out a strand of his hair. “At least the looking-pretty part is easy.”


Her response was interrupted by a knock at the bedroom door. She glanced at Fayrin and then tilted her head toward it.


Fayrin looked torn between coffee and following her unspoken order. Reluctantly, he set the coffee aside and answered the door while she finished dressing.


She often wondered at the clothing. Tyentso hadn’t ordered any of it made for her. It was just . . . there. Along with an entire staff of servants and officials who had apparently been waiting their entire lives to serve an emperor who bothered to live at the imperial palace. Although for all she knew, they might have been giving her the magically preserved castoffs of the last dozen emperor’s concubines. She didn’t much care. They were beautiful and clean, not to mention delightfully free from curses, poisons, or baleful enchantments.*


When Fayrin came back from the door, he was frowning.


“There isn’t a problem with the march, is there?” Tyentso had ordered the army to be ready to leave immediately. While the Quuros army traveled with a speed that gave its neighbors nightmares, it was still a lot of people that all needed to be coordinated. They wouldn’t leave until the afternoon, if then.


“No,” Fayrin murmured. “Just a messenger who wanted me to let you know that the high general’s returned to the palace along with his son and daughter-in-law.”


Tyentso kept her face expressionless. “And why is that a problem?”


Fayrin straightened. “I never said it was a problem.”


“The expression on your remarkably pretty face suggests otherwise.”


Fayrin looked her right in the eyes, and for once, there was nothing about him that seemed frivolous or lecherous. “It’s just . . . Jarith’s dead.”


Fuck. She should have answered the door herself. “People do come back from the dead. I’ve done it myself when the occasion called for it.”


“Sure, or you wouldn’t be here now. But—”


“But?” She waited for the explanation.


“But you told me Thaena died. And I distinctly remember hearing that Jarith was killed by a demon prince, which means either his soul was eaten or he was turned into a demon himself. In either case, he wouldn’t be showing up with his wife and father. So the question I’m wondering is: Who’s wandering the palace pretending to be Jarith Milligreest?”


“Fuck,” Tyentso muttered under her breath.


The last thing she wanted was Fayrin Jhelora running around the palace blabbing out a theory that was lamentably close to reality. Of course, it all depended on whether or not “Kihrin” had been telling the truth, didn’t it? And the decision she’d wanted to put off for as long as humanly possible was suddenly a decision she had to make now.


“My point exactly,” Fayrin said.


“Finish your coffee,” Tyentso snapped. “I’ll take care of this personally.”


She teleported out of the room.
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9. Return to the Capital


Jarith’s story


The Soaring Halls, the Upper Circle of the Capital City of Quur


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, early morning


It wasn’t exactly a homecoming.


They didn’t return home, for one thing. Not to the Milligreest estate in the Upper Circle, nor to their home in Khorvesh. Qoran Milligreest ordered the mages with him to open up a portal straight to the Soaring Halls. The Milligreest estate wasn’t safe. 


Jarith stared at the marble surfaces as if he’d never seen them before, which was true after a fashion. He’d never seen them like this, not as complex shapes but as interactions of matter and energy, less energetic, less vital than the souls around him with their fleshy coverings. Only important in that he was pretending to have a fleshy covering of his own and so had to limit himself to the sort of interactions made with muscle, skin, and nerves.


He remembered when that was all he knew, when that reality seemed normal. It was such a long time ago.*


Jarith didn’t react when his father placed a hand on his shoulder. His father knew Jarith’s presence, his survival, was an impossibility, but he was too eager to accept the miracle, pushing any questions aside with the desperation of a miner trying to shovel their way out of a cave-in.


Qoran Milligreest radiated a dozen emotions, all pulsing against each other: worry and relief and dread and love floating over an oddly persistent background haze of frustration and anger. Weakness and discomfort too, but that was fading with every step inside the palace walls.


“I’m going to find the empress and let her know the situation’s been handled,” Qoran said. “Do you want to tell your second that you’re back?”


“Please, no,” Kalindra protested. “Can we wait before we try to set my husband to work again? He needs food and rest. We all do.”


Qoran’s expression cracked. Guilt added itself to the heady mix already swarming around Jarith’s father. “You’re right,” he said. “Of course you’re right. There’s a private banquet hall down that corridor, left-hand side, second door from the end. You should all eat something, and then we’ll find you quarters.”


“Is Eledore all right?” Jarith hoped he’d managed to convey the right amount of sincerity and worry. He was certain he loved his sister. She’d been on the List.*


Qoran nodded. “She’s here too.” His mouth twisted. “It’s no safer down in Khorvesh. Stonegate Pass was overrun.”


Jarith nodded. He was aware, and in ways that would have horrified his father.


“I’d like to see her,” Jarith said.


“Of course.” Qoran stared at his son, searching. It probably all seemed too good to be true.


Which it was, but not for the reasons his father thought. Jarith wasn’t a mimic. He wasn’t someone using an illusion. He was the worst of all possible outcomes: a shape-changed demon, just not one pretending to be Qoran’s son. Unfortunately, his father was unlikely to make that distinction. Demons were evil. They always had been. It was a reliable, predictable truth.


“I have to take care of talking to the empress first. We’ll find your sister when I return.” Qoran Milligreest gave his son one more clap on the shoulder before he left.


Leaving Jarith, Kalindra, and their son, Nikali, standing in the middle of a hallway, near a window overlooking a courtyard.


After the high general left, Kalindra took Jarith’s hand. “Are you going to remain like this?” Her voice was full of dread and hope in equal measure. Her question didn’t refer to his physical position. She was asking if he planned to continue looking human.


He wished he could tell her yes, but that would have been a lie. “It’s not—” Jarith paused and made a second attempt. “This body isn’t real. It’s a shell. I can’t maintain it indefinitely. I’m not that strong yet.” Jarith gently squeezed her hand back. He knew how much this hurt. More than if he hadn’t appeared in a simulation of his old form at all. The aura of grief and pain swirled around her in a heady fume.


She closed her eyes and cradled a wide-eyed Nikali closer to her bosom.


“I won’t be gone forever,” Jarith promised. “I know how to do it now. I’ll come back.”


He knew it was even possible to come back in a more permanent form. Janel had said she knew of ways. He didn’t think he could become mortal again—nothing could return him to that—but he’d be able to pretend.


Jarith wanted to pretend, if only for the sake of his family, for the sake of Kalindra and Nikali.


His musing was interrupted by Kalindra, who was now staring about them with bemusement. “What is going on here, anyway? This can’t all be because of the attack on Devors.”


Jarith followed her gaze. He’d been distracted when they first arrived, but now that she’d drawn his attention to the matter, he saw what he’d missed on first arrival. An encampment of Quuros soldiers sat in the middle of the imperial palace, their numbers so large that they’d spilled out into every available courtyard and all the grounds outside. But that . . . that wasn’t everything.


Jarith took a step forward. The emotions.


Even before he’d become a demon, Jarith had been well acquainted with the emotional flavor of a military camp—the boredom, the anticipation, the excitement, and the fear that he associated with preparing for a battle. This was different. He felt rage. Fury. Bitter, resentful anger. A desire for revenge strong enough to verge into a lust for cruelty.


And this wasn’t from one person. This was from every person—a seething, shifting, bubbling well of red-hot aggression and hate. Stranger still, the vast majority of it wasn’t directed at each other. That turbulence was firmly pointed outward, toward forces outside the camp. Toward the enemy.


Whomever the enemy happened to be.


“Something’s happened,” Jarith murmured. “Something bad.” This couldn’t possibly have been natural. The emotions were too uniform, too ubiquitous.


His wife gave him a fond look. “Congratulations. You just summarized the last two months.”


“This is different,” he said. Try as he might, however, he couldn’t discern why it was different, why the soldiers were behaving this way. Not without delving deep through memories, which he couldn’t do without being discovered. Something must have happened. Something more than a Hellmarch and political upheaval.


“Food, Papa? I’m hungry,” Nikali said with all the hopeful longing of a toddler who’d been relegated to eating Devors Monastery boiled vegetables and rice porridge for weeks.


“Yes, food. Let’s find you food,” Jarith said. He was every bit as hungry as Nikali, but his banquet was all around him. He needed to leave before all these raw, red emotions proved too much temptation and forced him to give himself away.


“Yay!”


He led Kalindra down the hall as his father had instructed. The room beyond was a private dining room, elegant and luxurious, large enough to feed several hundred people in royal-appropriate style. It had been converted into an officer’s mess, with nothing about it elegant at all. Currently, it was only populated by a few stragglers—people grabbing a bite on the way out the door. It felt like deployment, like the whole army was about to start marching. The emotions here were no less poisonous than the ones Jarith had left behind, but there were fewer people, which made the situation more tolerable.


No sooner had he stepped through the door than a loud crash echoed as someone dropped their tray—plate, food, and all. Jarith recognized the man responsible, someone he’d worked with before. A good man, as he recalled. Gimor? Something like that.


Evidently, he remembered Jarith too.


“You’re alive!” Gimor exclaimed. “By all the gods, Thaena Returned you? I hadn’t heard.” The soldier ignored the food he’d just splattered all over the ground to focus on Jarith.


Kalindra held out a hand. “We just came back. Food first, then questions.”


The man flushed, flinched backward. “You’re right. My apologies. I should know better. It’s just there’s been so few Returned, and we all assumed—” He didn’t finish the sentence, but an angry, determined expression slid in to replace the uncertainty. “Now that you’re back, we’ll really make those bastards pay.” Anger slashed across the man with razor flashes of crimson.


Fortunately, Jarith’s son wasn’t paying attention. Or at least, he wasn’t paying attention to the Quuros officer. “Food!” Nikali leaned out of Kalindra’s grip and made gimme motions to the plates being carried out to tables.


A feeling bubbled up out of Jarith, nameless and foreign until it finally escaped his lips as laughter. He paused, uncertain and surprised.


Kalindra pulled him over to a table, where the people who worked the kitchens brought them breakfast.


No one mobbed them, but Jarith felt how they wanted to. They wanted to find out how he was, to tell him everything that had happened. So much had happened.


Kalindra didn’t have his ability to sense thoughts and emotions, but he knew that she was listening to conversations swirling around them while she fussed over their son and wiped his face and hands. The officers coming and going spoke in low whispers over their meals, like they would be in trouble if the wrong people overheard. They wondered when they would be sent off to Marakor. They wondered what would happen if they caught up with Havar D’Aramarin. They spent a great deal of time cursing all the Royal Houses in general and House D’Aramarin in particular.


They said it was a shame that Empress Tyentso hadn’t managed to kill them all.


That was honestly the oddest thing out of everything. He had to look twice to confirm his suspicions: these weren’t Khorveshan men. The time since his death had been measured in weeks and lifetimes, but it was too soon for the average Quuros soldier to have abandoned the beliefs they’d grown up nursing. The hatred and venom, the conviction that the only ones worthy to serve by their sides were the ones who looked like they did. He should have heard someone complaining about the insult of taking orders from a woman. Then perhaps one of the Khorveshan men would tell that soldier to shut up. Someone would make a puerile joke about where a woman’s real place was. A fight would start, of varying success depending on who was present.


Nothing. No one said a word against Tyentso. They only spoke her praises.


Jarith leaned close to his wife. “These men are under an enchantment.”


She startled and then stared at him, wide-eyed. She didn’t respond except to give him a single, terse nod.


It was the only explanation he could imagine. They had to be under some kind of spell. Something subtle enough to escape immediate notice. Something powerful enough to be able to affect hundreds of soldiers—no, thousands of soldiers—simultaneously and for great lengths of time. Days? Weeks? He had no way to know how long this had been occurring. Presumably not longer than his existence as a demon.


He liked to think he would have noticed. Maybe that was just him being naïve.


His son, Nikali, didn’t see any of this. He babbled cheerfully all through dinner, making delighted comments about the food, the soldiers, the mage-lights, the carvings on the walls. He only paused after he’d eaten his breakfast, as his eyes began to droop and he started to tire.


Finally, Kalindra bundled him up into her arms. “Let’s see if we can track down those quarters your father promised us.”


Jarith was still studying the waves of emotion circulating the room, but he nodded in response. “Yes,” he said. “And then I’ll need to leave for a while.”


Kalindra gave him a heartbroken look.


“I know.” He kissed her on the temple. “It’s only for a while.”


**You know I’m needed elsewhere. Hopefully, I won’t be gone long.**


Her lips pressed together in a thin line. “I just wish I could help,” she murmured, but Kalindra made no other argument. She didn’t try to talk him out of it. They’d all agreed on this before leaving Shadrag Gor.


He pulled her into his arms, her back resting against his chest, while she in turn held an increasingly sleepy Nikali. He let himself sink back against the chair, looking weary, like someone it would be best not to disturb. Jarith glared at anyone who didn’t get the hint until they went away again.


Finally, his father returned.


Such an odd idea: family. How much time, energy, attention, love, did one really owe people whose major contribution to one’s existence was giving one’s souls a temporary container? How much did family matter when their links were the most tenuous, faltering chains in shackles that no longer bound? Jarith had become a stranger to the body of his birth, and he was no more the “son” of Qoran Milligreest’s incorporeal souls than that of any man, pulled at random from a crowd. His “mother,” Jira, had given birth to a physical body Jarith no longer used. In theory, these people meant nothing to him.


And yet . . . 


And yet, as he watched his father—grumpy, exhausted, awash in irritation, anger, and worry—cross the room, all Jarith could think about was how much he loved his father. How much he loved his whole family. How they were not inconsequential at all.


Maybe that was the problem with most demons. They’d convinced themselves that if the physical shells of existence didn’t matter, the emotions engendered by those shells mattered even less. They’d told themselves that such attachments were irrelevant weaknesses, useful only to be exploited and devoured.


But they were wrong. They were all so wrong. The opposite was true.


Qoran Milligreest reached their table and smiled—a tiny, wan candle-flicker of a smile—as he looked down on his daughter-in-law and grandson.


He whispered, “You should wake her. I’ll take you somewhere you all can rest.”


Jarith kissed his wife’s hair and then touched her shoulder. “Kalindra, it’s time to go.”


She rubbed her eyes as she stood, picking up their son as if she hadn’t been asleep a second earlier. “Right. Let’s go.”


“Don’t . . . don’t worry about anything,” Jarith’s father said. He showed them down a succession of hallways so richly decorated it was a wonder none of the soldiers had tried to go after the embedded filigree and encrusted jewels with a knife. “Just rest for a few days and you can join back up with the army later. Kalindra and Nikali can stay here. It’s the safest place. Everything’s just very . . . tense . . . right now.”


Jarith didn’t think his expression changed, but his father must have noticed something. “What is it?”


Jarith said to his father, “Are you taking us to the empress’s private quarters?”


Qoran Milligreest made a face. “I know it’s a bit much, but I have no other place to put you. Eledore’s already there. It’s safe. Tyentso’s only here for a few more hours before she takes the army south to Khorvesh. You might not even see her.”


Jarith huffed. In theory, this was fine—assuming Kihrin had done what he said he would and, more importantly, that Tyentso had believed him.


If Tyentso hadn’t believed him, though, such a reunion might prove unpleasant.


Kalindra stopped walking. “Sir,” she said to Qoran. “I haven’t seen my husband in months. Surely you can find someplace for us that’s reasonably quiet and that we don’t have to share with your daughter? We’ll only too happily drop Nikali off for Eledore to watch, but—”


“Qoran, move away from him.”


Jarith turned his head. A woman stood in the hallway ahead. She was dressed richly, in dark colors, but her eyes betrayed her identity. Solid black, because she had been a D’Lorus before she grabbed the Crown with both hands. Tyentso wasn’t looking at Qoran.


She was staring at Jarith with an unfriendly expression on her face.


Damn.


To Jarith’s senses, she was in the center of a yowling hurricane of tenyé and more. Not just magic but all the emotions he’d been sensing ever since they’d arrived swirled around her, as though she were not just the Empress of Quur but an avatar of war. She wore the Crown of Quur on her head and in her hand held the Scepter—which she pointed in his direction.


He knew in that moment why Thurvishar had insisted he avoid Tyentso until her loyalties were confirmed. Because the woman knew what he truly was. Because if she hadn’t believed Kihrin, then she was a threat. With just a single glance, Tyentso had identified him as a demon.


And the emperor of Quur’s first job—some would argue their only real job—was to kill demons.


**I’m sorry.**


Jarith vanished in a swirl of darkness and smoke a split second before a beam of lethal energy screamed through the space where he had stood.
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10. The Breaking of the Empire


Sheloran’s story


The Soaring Halls, the Upper Circle of the Capital, Quur


The day of Vol Karoth’s escape, around breakfast


The palace was a maze of chaos and noise as soldiers, clerks, and every kind of servant scuttled about in a state of barely ordered panic. None of them acted like Caless’s presence was unusual or worthy of notice. The same could not be said of Sheloran, Galen, or Qown; hostile eyes followed them the entire way. Caless was known; she was permitted.


They were not.


Finally, Caless turned down a reasonably sedate corridor and opened a doorway into a courtyard filled with soldiers practicing maneuvers. Sheloran’s father stood next to stacks of weapons and armor, switching out equipment for the men.


Caless waved at him. When she caught his attention, she pointed at Sheloran.


Sheloran’s father scowled. He didn’t seem pleased to see them. Sheloran felt a deep sense of dread as he passed a sword off to one of the other Quuros soldiers before heading in their direction.


“Where the hell have you been?” Varik’s stare was unfriendly as he examined his daughter and then moved on to her companions. “And why are you all dressed like foreigners?” If he even noticed the presence of the child, he gave no sign.


Sheloran was taken aback, to say the least. Her father seemed actively angry, which made no sense. The idea that he wouldn’t be thrilled to see her had never even occurred to her. She was his precious golden girl. He’d never directed his anger at her, only his disappointment—and not often.


“What, no hello? How are you? So nice to see you survived?” Galen was spitting mad. Sheloran could hardly blame him.


“Why would I waste time on the obvious? You’re here. You’re alive.” The former high lord scanned their clothing again. “Although maybe not for much longer if you keep dressing like that.”


He didn’t seem to be joking.


There was a moment of silence, and then Galen removed the agolé wrapped around his waist and slung it over his shoulder in the traditional manner. Sheloran followed his example. Qown had already done this when he’d shifted his agolé to carry the boy.


“Is there someplace we might speak in private?” Sheloran asked.


“I have work to do,” Varik said, suggesting the conversation was over and the answer negative.


At this, Caless frowned. “The soldiers will still be here when you’re done.”


“I don’t care—”


Caless narrowed her eyes. “They haven’t been in the City for a while. They need to know what’s happened.”


Varik grabbed a rag and wiped off his hands, still furious. “Fine. Our room, then.” He waved at one of the others. “Keep going. I’ll be back after I’ve dealt with this nonsense.”


Sheloran noted the way the soldiers deferred to her father, the way they instantly followed his orders. Not entirely unexpected: House D’Talus had always maintained a strong relationship with the military because of its monopoly on providing arms and armor. But there was a difference between “favorite weapon supplier” and “included in the chain of command.”


Sheloran stared at her mother with wide eyes after her father passed. “What is going on?” she mouthed.


Caless shook her head and motioned for the group to follow Varik.


Sheloran hadn’t spent much time in the imperial palace beyond the occasional fête, never hosted by an actual emperor. She remembered majestic, flawless halls and superlative construction. For all that the entire building seemed to be on a war footing, the beauty of the palace remained. Everything was impeccably built and decorated, and even the parts of it that seemed old and ancient were magnificent in their monumentality. The rooms they entered were far from the nicest in the palace, but even the poorest rooms in this place were fit for kings.


As soon as they entered one such room, Varik pinched the bridge of his nose before whirling around to face them again. “What on earth were you thinking? We’re at war! It’s not safe to be a royal or a foreigner at the moment, and here the lot of you show up managing to somehow look like both.” At which point, Sheloran’s father paused mid-rant and looked to the side. “Why is there a child here?”


Qown started to open his mouth. Galen dug fingers into the other man’s arm.


“I was just about to ask that same question,” Caless confessed. She pulled out a chair and turned it to face Qown. “Now who is this?” She held out her arms to the little boy.


Sheloran pulled out her fan, waving it against herself while she thought furiously. It felt like her parents had both been replaced by mimics, although at least her mother didn’t seem on the verge of committing manslaughter.


The child gave the goddess an intensely wary look, then changed his mind and all but leaped into Caless’s arms. Qown’s expression turned terrified when it looked like he might accidentally drop the child, but Caless caught the boy. The crisis was averted.


“I haven’t the least idea,” Sheloran said. “Galen found him hiding under an overturned cart.”


Caless set a hand on the child’s brow and studied him carefully, giving him a gentle, sweet smile all the while. The boy, in turn, hid his face behind his hands.


Sheloran wondered for just a moment if that meant that Caless was trying to recognize him, to assign him some kind of identity or tie him to a house—then realized it was probably much simpler than that. Her mother was likely trying to ensure the boy wasn’t some sort of trap or decoy, magical overlays hiding a more sinister intent.


“I’m Tave,” the little boy offered, his lower lip quivering.


“Of course, dear,” Caless said. “I’m Lessoral.”


“Except that’s not true, is it?” Sheloran said before she could stop herself.


“Sheloran,” her father chided, “what are you talking about?”


Caless sighed. “She knows, dear.”


Sheloran crossed her arms over her chest. “When were you going to tell me? Or should I just assume the answer is never?”


“Darling—” Caless’s abnormally dark stare flickered over to Galen and then to Qown.


“They know too,” Sheloran answered before turning to her father. “And who are you, exactly? Don’t say ‘Varik.’” She took a deep breath, pushing down the bitterness and anger that threatened to overwhelm her. It wouldn’t get her what she needed. She was better than this, anyway. Better than tantrums. Better than letting her emotions interfere with what they needed. Too much depended on this.


But the anger was just so easy.


“I don’t have to answer—” Varik started to snap.


“It’s Bezar, isn’t it?” Sheloran said. That would make the most sense, anyway. Bezar was the god of craftsmen and smiths.


Her father scowled at her. “If you already know, why did you ask?”


Sheloran’s stomach twisted. Veils. He was. They were both god-kings. And neither one of them had ever said a word.


The little boy, Tave, watched this exchange with wide eyes. He’d grabbed one edge of Caless’s agolé and was busy attempting to eat it. Caless saw this, tousled the little boy’s hair, and gently lowered him to the ground. Giggling, he promptly ran under the table.


Qown lowered himself off his chair to keep an eye on the boy, but he kept glancing at Sheloran’s father as though he were expecting violence to break out at any moment.


And no wonder, really. Varik had stood again and was pacing back and forth, clenching and unclenching his fists.


Galen cleared his throat as if this were just an awkward family gathering where one was discussing someone’s scandalous behavior at the last party. “I really do hate to ask, but besides all this god-king business, would someone mind telling me who we’re at war with?”


Varik stared at Galen like he’d lost his mind.


“They don’t know,” Caless reminded her husband.


“Very well,” Varik said. “We’re at war with House D’Aramarin, for a start. After Tyentso failed to execute Galen’s grandfather Havar, he shut down the gate network. Although not before transporting himself, his favorites, and the various soldiers the villain had apparently been hiding all over Quur. So he now has an enormous army in Marakor. An army that is doing an excellent job of making sure no food leaves its borders.”
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