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To my husband, Michael, 
the foundation my world rests upon.










PRÉCIS



After Kihrin D’Mon was tricked into giving up the sword Godslayer and waking the demon king Vol Karoth, the Eight Immortals tasked him and his companions with informing the king of the Manol vané that it was his turn to conduct the Ritual of Night. The ritual had been created by the voras to imprison Vol Karoth, and two times since to re-imprison him. It could only be performed by an immortal race, who would be mortal after—the vané were the only race left who could do it.


Not all the vané wanted to cooperate. Kihrin, Janel, Teraeth, and Thurvishar found themselves drugged and dumped into the Korthaen Blight to die. With Vol Karoth awake, the Blight had become a land of unpredictable and wild magic. As a result Thurvishar was unable to cast spells which would allow them to escape. Scrounging what supplies they could find, the four stumbled upon the dragon Rol’amar in a fight with a band of morgage. Realizing these people might be willing to help, Janel ran into the fight and the group was (eventually) able to successfully retreat and hide from the dragon.


But not, unfortunately, from Vol Karoth, whom Kihrin had been sensing ever since waking in the Blight. A projection of the fallen god appeared in the middle of their new camp and began killing everyone, all the while calling for Kihrin to join him. The four fled while the morgage covered their escape, and what resulted was a painful and exhausting trip back to the court of the vané king.


Meanwhile, Kihrin’s mother, Khaeriel, who had kidnapped his father, had taken Therin to the Manol, where she enchanted him to fall in love with her in preparation for retaking her throne. Relos Var visited her while she was at her safe house, but was distinctly disapproving of her actions even as he handed over an object she apparently needed—the harp Valathea. He informed her that her son was still alive. After Var left, Talon appeared and pledged loyalty to the vané queen-in-exile. Together, all three traveled to a vané holy site called the Well of Spirals, where vané can, among other things, make new bodies for themselves. Khaeriel revealed that the harp Valathea was in fact the tsali stone of the real, actual Queen Valathea, the cursed wife of the overthrown Kirpis vané king, Terindel. However, while readying Valathea’s resurrection, Talon helped Therin break Khaeriel’s control. He escaped into the woods, discovering to his surprise that they were in the Kirpis forest—back in Quur.


Meanwhile, Kihrin’s group made their way to the same location (the Well of Spirals) just a short while later, just missing Khaeriel, but instead succeeding at meeting with her brother, King Kelanis. Unfortunately, they discovered too late that the vané who didn’t want them completing the ritual was the king himself. Kelanis had them thrown into a prison known as the Quarry, which kept their prisoners well behaved by keeping them heavily drugged.


A number of forces conspired to break the group out again, from their own efforts to Talon and the now resurrected Valathea. Eventually they escaped, and were reunited with not only Valathea, but her husband (and Teraeth’s father) Terindel, Kihrin’s father Therin—and his mother Khaeriel. But the family reunion only grew more awkward when Kihrin revealed that he didn’t think Kelanis was wrong to refuse the ritual—it was the wrong solution to the problem. Kihrin’s relationship with Janel evolved and he also, finally, admitted his feelings toward Teraeth, but that admission was interrupted by Rol’amar the dragon, who had tracked Kihrin down. In the fight, Kihrin’s father Therin was slain, and Kihrin—channeling Vol Karoth’s powers—destroyed Rol’amar.


Afterward, Khaeriel made a deal with her grandmother, the goddess Thaena: if Thaena would agree to Return Therin, Khaeriel would agree to perform the Ritual of Night. The group split up at this point. Kihrin and Thurvishar left for Kishna-Farriga to try to track down the wizard Grizzst, who theoretically knew the most about imprisoning Vol Karoth. Janel and Teraeth returned with the vané to the Manol capital, intent on taking back the vané throne.


Thurvishar and Kihrin began their search, but ran into Senera, Xivan, and Talea, who were tracking down the witch-queen Suless. Kihrin learned that it hadn’t been Relos Var who’d sent a Daughter of Laaka to destroy his ship so many years earlier, but Thaena herself, framing Relos Var in order to gain Kihrin’s trust. After they continued to run into each other, Thurvishar and Kihrin joined forces with Senera, Xivan, and Talea, who agreed to help with Kihrin’s quest if the two men would help with theirs. They were able to track Suless to the lair of the dragon Baelosh, but not in time to save Xivan’s husband or son, whom Suless murdered. Suless herself was killed during a fight between the dragons Sharanakal and Baelosh, but it was a ruse: Suless had possessed the one person out there readied for such a transfer—Janel.


Meanwhile, back in the Capital, Teraeth, Janel, Khaeriel, Terindel, and Valathea went into hiding while waiting for Parliament to hear their case. They were taken by surprise when Senera, Xivan, and Talea ambushed them to rescue Janel, but Suless escaped in the confusion before they could explain their good intentions, taking Janel’s body with her. Suless promptly took shelter with King Kelanis.


Kihrin and Thurvishar tracked down Grizzst to a brothel, discovering that Grizzst was the leader of the Gryphon Men that Thurvishar’s father, Emperor Sandus, and Kihrin’s adoptive father, Surdyeh, had both belonged to, and was ultimately responsible for Kihrin growing up at the Shattered Veil Club. They also learned that Grizzst had been helping Relos Var this entire time, but after Grizzst realized how closely linked Vol Karoth and Kihrin seemed to be, he switched sides. Kihrin and Thurvishar determined that Relos Var had trapped the last warding crystal—if anyone finished the Ritual of Night, it would free Vol Karoth rather than imprisoning him. Kihrin secretly messaged Terindel, warning him to do whatever it took to delay or sabotage the Ritual of Night.


When the time came for the trial, Janel escaped Suless’s control, but at a high price: Janel was forced to take the final steps toward becoming a demon, and Suless learned the trick from her. Valathea and Terindel doublecrossed Khaeriel, taking the crown for themselves. But Teraeth suspected this was something more than ambition when Terindel gave his cornerstone, Chainbreaker, to his wife before she fled. Terindel then called on Thaena and agreed to honor the bargain made with Khaeriel—with Terindel performing the ritual himself. Therin was Returned and Terindel performed the ritual, but it failed. Confronted by Thaena, Terindel finally admitted the truth—the ritual couldn’t succeed because the vané weren’t an immortal race. They were just an offshoot branch of the voras, who became mortal the first time Vol Karoth was imprisoned. They’d been using their magic to artificially prolong their lives using the Well of Spirals, but they weren’t truly “immortal”—so there was nothing to sacrifice. Every race had already given up their immortality. Thaena killed Terindel, forced the vané to crown their son Teraeth, and kidnapped him in order to prepare a new ritual that would sacrifice not the vané’s immortality, but the vané themselves.


Kihrin destroyed the last crystal, forcing Relos Var to help him or let the vané die senselessly. The Immortals fractured, with Taja, Khored, and Tya offering to help Kihrin and Ompher, Galava, and Argas siding with Thaena. A giant battle occurred at the Well of Spirals, and in the aftermath, Taja, Argas, Galava, and Thaena were all dead—with Thaena slain by her own son, Teraeth.


Afterward, Kihrin embarked on a dangerous plan to bring Vol Karoth under control. He broke Talon out of prison and took her to Kharas Gulgoth, where he instructed Talon to kill him so she could eat his brain and perfectly impersonate him afterward. Kihrin’s soul entered Vol Karoth’s prison, secure in the knowledge that he’d be able to overcome a weakened, damaged deity.
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Dear Lord Var,


Let me tell you of the moment when I first knew I would betray you.


Your grandson, I think, has known for ages this would be the inevitable result. He saw it long before I did. I didn’t want to see it.


Such is love.


For I did love you. How could I not? You saved me. You gave me meaning and purpose. You were my polestar. No crime proved too unspeakable to commit in your name, no atrocity out of bounds in pursuit of your goals. And it’s only now that I understand how much you manipulated me, how much you used me, how much I was never meant to rise to your level. I won’t say you were the father I never had, because I remember my father. I don’t miss him. He was a violent, broken man—but he never used me the way you have.


But anyway: that moment.


I stood in the center of Kharas Gulgoth and gazed upon all you had wrought. Your sin, your vanity, your astonishing hubris.


It would have been different if your plans, or Thaena’s plans, had succeeded. Funny how you committed such similar crimes in pursuit of contradictory goals. If Thaena’s chosen pawn had conducted the ritual that you and Grizzst had twisted, you would have freed Vol Karoth. And if Thaena had succeeded in her plans, she would have sent him back to sleep, at least for a few more centuries, but only at the cost of the entire Manol vané nation.


But Thaena failed. And so did you, although I’m sure you don’t consider it such, given the Immortals who lost their lives that day. Argas, Galava, Taja. Thaena herself.


I knew your goals were not yet won as I stood just a few feet from Vol Karoth’s silhouette, not dying.


Not dying, not because Vol Karoth was neither asleep nor freed but because Vol Karoth was distracted as he grappled with his younger, better self.


That was the precise moment I knew you were wrong.


No matter how smart you are, no matter how old, no matter how wise, you are incapable of comprehending a solution that hinges on your own sacrifice. He had done a thing you would never do. All your explanations of necessity and pragmatism, lesser evils and greater goods, taste of ash and smoke.


I suppose I should note that if you ever read these words, it means you will have won. Entirely plausible; I am too cynical to think righteousness is any guarantee of victory. If I have one consolation, however, it is this: the knowledge that you will never be able to pry the Name of All Things from my cold, dead fingers and use it to discover the truth. It will never be able to answer your questions again. You can guess. You will never know.


You will have the story I narrate, the explanation I give, or you will have none at all.


So allow me to explain.


Allow me to explain where you made your mistakes. Allow me to explain why I can no longer blindly trust your judgment nor follow your commands. Allow me to show you why—even if you win—you will always be wrong.


Allow me to explain why I switched sides.


Your formerly obedient servant,


Senera


Thurvishar—


S wrote this just before the end. Then she threw it out before you could see it. I saved it from the fire before it was too damaged to read. Now, I’m slipping it into your copy, because I know she wouldn’t want me to.


That’s just the kind of petty bitch I am. You’re welcome.


—Talon


My dearest Thurvishar,


If you’re reading this, then you’re the last one.


I wasn’t sure which of us it would be.


One might, if one were so inclined, speculate on what you’re feeling in this moment. That you might imagine yourself teetering on the razor-sharp divide between victory and destruction. The stomach-clenching anxiety of knowing you have rolled the dice and made your bets and there is nothing left to do but watch the bones dance and land and decide the fate of the whole world.


My apologies for the comparison, but Relos Var might have some insight on what this feels like.


This is a battle ended in an eyeblink, in the beginning of an inhalation, in that space between surprise and the wineglass shattering against the cold stone floor. A battle that had and has and will take place entirely within the mind and entirely within this inviolate and sacred space, the Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor. And whether we do our jobs well or poorly, it is a battle no one else will ever know happened. Not unless we tell them. If we even can.


Did Gadrith ever tell you the Lighthouse’s history? Often the things right in front of us are the sights we overlook, the objects we fail to see. There seem to be a thousand stories about its origins, all of them outlandish and nonsensical. The Name of All Things is no help here—the Cornerstone cannot divine the history of entities older than itself. My favorite, though, is that a D’Lorus wizard whose lover had been sentenced to death the next morning was responsible. He won permission from his high lord for a single night, and so brought his lover with him to the Lighthouse. They spent a lifetime together before dying of old age in each other’s arms—all before the sun rose the next morning.


It’s a ridiculous story, but I cannot help but feel you would like it.


I am quite sure the Lighthouse tower itself is voras and unspeakably ancient. What its purpose might have been I don’t know. I suppose it’s even possible that it was a lighthouse. It is an elegant structure, thick and stonelike but without a single crack, mortar, or seam. I have never heard of the tower needing repair. The attached manor is more modern, more fugitive, and more livable. I like to imagine you walking through the manor room by room, starting in the cellar and working your way up, making sure everything is put away, everything is clean. It may be centuries, after all, before the Lighthouse is used again. Any perishable item not locked away under preservation spells will crumble to dust.


You’ll probably wish you had cleaned the kitchen and repaired the damaged spot on the wall, put away the soup supplies, the rice, the spices. But there is, quite ironically, no time for such domesticity. Instead, you will check on the bodies.


Knowing you, you’ll pretend it matters whether or not we are comfortable. Perhaps you’ll even tuck us in.


Yes, I suspect you will.


You will also, I think, give some thought to this second blade’s edge: there is no way to know which of those bodies will wake and which will not. Even to you, even in this place, we must all seem dead: without pulse and without breath. I do not envy you the feeling of knowing it is all out of your hands.


When you come to my side, I like to imagine you’ll make the effort to smooth a blanket over me, fold back the top so it won’t bunch under my chin. You’ll slide a pillow under my neck before you take the brush out of my hair so it won’t prick needlelike against my scalp. Perhaps you’ll craft a flower to replace it. (I’m fond of Osmanthus blossoms.) You’ll try very hard not to think of how it looks like I’m lying in repose.


You will wait.


Until there is no more waiting possible. And then you will choose whether we live or die.


But know this—even though I have lived a life as full of thin, small regrets as a cherry tree is full of petals in spring, this will be my largest: that I could not be there with you, right then, to share the space between never and always while waiting for the sun to rise.










PART I
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WHERE ALL PATHS LEAD
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1: A KIND OF RESCUE



Talea’s story


Twenty-four days after the Battle of the Well of Spirals


The Main Island of Devors, Quur


The emergency bells rang out all over the island, fast and loud, magically amplified. Talea regarded the Devorans running from the dining hall, noting how unprepared the priests all seemed to be. These people had been so certain of their fortress library’s inviolate, impenetrable defenses. They’d grown sloppy.*
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* In their defense, they hadn’t been attacked in over a century. But one would think the people screaming that the end of the world is nigh would be the ones most prepared for their world ending, yes?


Now the priests would pay for it. Everyone would pay for it.


Talea found little satisfaction in I told you so. She’d have gladly traded gloating opportunities for a little more serious preparation. For example, the panicking priests, monks, and assorted scholars running around like shocked rabbits weren’t paying attention to Talea’s group. Personally convenient, yes, but it demonstrated a fundamental flaw in training. When being attacked, the first thing one should always do was secure any unknown variables.


Talea being the definition of unknown variable.


She rushed to the ramparts along with everyone else. Tempest rains left the stonework slick, visibility shuttered to vague shapes crawling in the distance. The rains hadn’t muffled the sound of fighting, the retort of the scorpion war machines, the screams.


The Lash’s attack on Devors had begun.


“She got here faster than we thought,” Galen said, exhaling.


“Didn’t they say this was impossible? What of the wards?” Sheloran D’Mon whipped around as she scanned the defenses. Her expression suggested she wanted to conjure the abbess through pure indignation to begin scolding her.


“Someone must have disabled them,” Talea said, “but I don’t know where they keep the controls.”


“I do,” Janel Theranon said. She stood behind the assembled group, arms crossed over her chest, an unamused scowl twisting her mouth. “I know where they are.”


“Really? How?” Sheloran squinted at her, eyes narrowed with suspicion. Which made sense. If you’d never seen a Joratese person in your life before, let alone a Joratese person dressed like a vané knight, then Janel would be strange indeed.*
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* I have to assume she’d been taking advantage of the fact that Teraeth is technically still king of the Manol and presumably has access to all the best armorers. And his predecessor’s wardrobe, which was considerable.


“Because I used to be married to the man who created them,” Janel answered. “Assuming they haven’t changed the location in a few centuries, it’s this way. Come with me.” She headed into the complex without checking to see if anyone followed.


Talea raised an eyebrow at Teraeth. He stared at her with a face wiped clean of emotion. “Wasn’t me.”*
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* The “husband” referenced must have been Terindel, to whom Janel was married in a previous life. He rarely used magic. That is not the same as not knowing any magic. Honestly, though, I never would have guessed the Devoran Library wards had been placed by none other than Terindel the Black. I have . . . questions.


She wanted to stop and talk to the man. Talea wasn’t stupid enough to ask why Teraeth’s manner suggested a thread pulled taut enough to snap; she knew what had happened to him at the Well of Spirals. Years wouldn’t be enough time to recover from being forced to kill your own mother. He’d had weeks at best.


But there was no time to talk, not even if Teraeth had been willing.* Not with the bells ringing and Janel running. They followed her, joined by Thurvishar. The rest trailed behind like dangerous little ducks who’d imprinted on the wrong mother.
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* He wouldn’t have been.


Janel ran to a large room off the main courtyard, where the warding array had been hidden under mosaic tile flooring. Kalindra Milligreest stood in the center, staring down at the broken tiles. Clearly, she too had known where the controls were kept. The woman was still dressed in Quuros mourning clothing appropriate for the High General’s daughter-in-law, now laughably unsuited for a siege. What Kalindra wore wouldn’t have stopped a gentle winter shower, let alone typhoon rains and sword blows.


Kalindra startled as everyone filed in. “I came here as soon as I heard the bells,” she said. “Someone sabotaged it—” She pointed to the discarded pickax left behind.


The whole group stared. The shattered stonework revealed elaborate glyphs, ruined. Entire sigil sections were missing, making it impossible to know the original pattern’s form.


“Is there any way to repair this?” Janel asked Thurvishar.


“Possibly,” the D’Lorus wizard said, “but the damage is already done if the goal is to keep out attackers—I have my doubts it was ever going to be capable of keeping out a kraken.”


“I’m going down to the docks.” Galen unsheathed his sword. “You’re welcome to join me.”


“Just try and stop me.” Galen’s wife, Sheloran, smiled as she spread her metal fan—her personal equivalent of drawing a blade.


Janel nodded but made no move to follow. “Teraeth and I will stay here. We’re going to guard Thurvishar until he’s repaired these wards. Then we find out whether or not Thurvishar is wrong about the kraken.”


Teraeth’s scowl turned murderous. “Do I get a say in that?”


“If you’d rather stay near the fighting—” Janel glanced at him, expression uncertain.


Teraeth snorted. “If I want to stay near the fighting, I’m sticking near you. Don’t pretend you’re not chasing after that kraken the moment he’s finished.”


Talea couldn’t tell if the man was angry or proud.


“Never killed a kraken before,” Janel admitted, trying to smile. “Today’s a good day for it.”


That seemed to satisfy Teraeth’s expectations.


“I’m with the kids.” Talea pointed toward the door the others had taken. Qown had already sneaked through; Talea was willing to bet metal Janel hadn’t even noticed he’d been there. She’d barely looked away from Teraeth the whole morning.


Talea left without waiting for Janel’s acknowledgment. As she stepped outside, a cask hit one of the towers with explosive force. The Lash’s pirate ship, the Cruel Mistress, had turned its own war machines on the monastery.* Talea didn’t understand why the harbor defenses weren’t responding in kind. Clearly, something had gone wrong there too.
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* It really is one of the most infamous pirate ships ever documented. Accounts of ships being attacked by the Cruel Mistress, helmed by the Lash, go back centuries, but I had assumed—like everyone else—that it was simply a title and ship’s name being handed down from one pirate to the next.


It had to have been an inside job, but they’d need to survive it before they could ferret out their saboteur.


The real problem became obvious as soon as they reached the docks: the initial dead pirates, sailors, and assorted sea life had all climbed ashore with murderous intent. Everyone they killed promptly animated and joined their side.


Galen and Sheloran began fighting from the start. All three—Galen, Sheloran, and Talea—had an unspoken agreement to keep any stray blades, claws, or teeth from reaching Qown. Talea reminded herself, again, that she needed to teach the healer to fight, but this wasn’t the place to learn. Battling the roaming dead required beheading and amputation; her sword suited that need perfectly.* Galen’s did not. Talea found herself rescuing the D’Mon prince as often as she guarded his healer.
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* Talea and Xivan both use a Khorveshan curved sword known as an imchii. They are slicing weapons made from folded metal, and exceedingly sharp.


The rain made footing on the docks slippery, although that worked to the disadvantage of the dead husks too. Everyone was soaking wet, miserable, and fighting for their lives. To make matters worse, a huge shadow had fallen over the docks, visible through the downpour, which could only be the kraken herself. Any moment, Talea expected a tentacle to smash through the wooden planks and stone pier foundations.


Then it would really be a party.


A space formed around them, a gap between waves of undead. Talea knew right away that this wasn’t a lucky break. Just the opposite.


Xivan walked into view.


Talea’s ex-lover looked angry. Xivan had changed clothes for the occasion too. She wore silk, gold-embroidered lace, jewels; some irreverent prankster must have convinced the Lash all good pirates dressed to make a Quuros high lord blush. Talea’s traitorous heart warmed to see her.


Xivan spotted them, sighed, and strolled in their direction. She wasn’t in any hurry.


“Take Sheloran out of here,” Talea said to Galen.


“Oh, I think not,” Sheloran responded.


“Please—” Talea started to say.


“No, Talea, dear. I mean the way is blocked.” Sheloran gestured backward with her fan. Several lines of husks—Devoran priests and Quuros soldiers this time—lay between their position and the stairs.


“Hand over Sheloran D’Talus,” Xivan said. “The rest of you may leave.”


“Sheloran D’Mon,” the princess muttered. Galen flashed his wife a smile.


Talea stepped forward and unbuckled the spare sword. It was now or never. “Is this you or the Lash talking? Or Suless?”


Xivan’s eyes widened. “How do you know about—” Her gaze slipped past Talea. She let one short, mocking laugh escape. “Oh, I see. Hello, Qown. I didn’t recognize you back there. Having hair’s a new look for you.”


“We know it’s not your fault,” Qown said, “but what happened isn’t Sheloran’s fault either.”


“Oh, I know that now,” Xivan replied. “If only I had a choice.” She frowned as Talea tossed a sheathed sword down to the wooden dock. It skidded to a halt at Xivan’s feet.


“You dropped this,” Talea chirped.


“What’s this?” Xivan scowled.


“I’m returning your sword,” Talea clarified. “I asked Sheloran to fix it. I know I’m sentimental, but I thought, hey, if the woman I love is going to kill me, she should at least do it with her own sword. It’s . . . you know . . . tradition.”


“I don’t want to kill you,” Xivan said. “Please get out of my way. Please.”


Talea smiled. “We both know that’s not going to happen. Pick up your sword.”


Xivan looked heartbroken. “I told you—I don’t have a choice. This isn’t like a gaesh, Talea. She can make me do anything she wants. I can’t even kill myself resisting the order.”


Talea set herself into a proper dueling stance. “Pick up your sword,” she repeated.


Xivan kept her eyes on Talea. She stepped on the scabbard’s edge and levered it into the air so quickly, it looked like she’d kicked the sword into her hands. She glanced down at it. “Nice scabbard.”


“Do you like it? I had it made just for you.” Which was even true.


It was, in fact, the whole point.


Xivan looked like she might cry. She tossed her old sword aside and pulled out the new one, which came free from its sheath with a satisfying ring.*
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* You know, if Talea had simply glued that sword into its damn scabbard, this all might have ended right there, but no one had asked my opinion. And I had no idea this was happening.


Talea hadn’t told the others that the odds of Xivan keeping the scabbard had only been 26 percent. Most people would keep the sword and toss the sheath, especially if they already wore one. Xivan’s preferred fighting style needed both hands free.


“Please,” Xivan pleaded, “just hand her over.”


“You have to fight the Lash’s control. I know you can. You’re stronger than this.”


Xivan tucked the scabbard—scrimshaw carved with red roses, impossibly beautiful, because damn if Sheloran didn’t have standards—under her belt; Talea exhaled.


Talea wasn’t sure if this was a situation like being gaeshed, where the broken control would be obvious, or if Xivan would only gradually realize the Lash no longer held her strings.


But Talea was out of time: Xivan attacked.


Talea easily avoided the first slash, deflecting the blade as she stepped to the side, but she wasn’t naïve enough to think it would be an easy fight. She was fighting the woman who’d taught her everything she’d ever known about swordplay. Talea didn’t hold back. Easier to do when Talea knew Xivan would shrug off most attacks short of decapitation.* But it wasn’t a worry—Talea wasn’t anywhere close to getting through Xivan’s defenses.
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* I’m not sure about decapitation. I suspect that would mostly be inconvenient.


Maybe Xivan wondered why the others weren’t interfering with their duel. Maybe she put it out of her mind as a distraction.


Then something terrible happened: it stopped raining.


Since it was the rainy season, Talea hadn’t considered that this rain might not be natural. In hindsight, it made sense; cutting off long-distance sight worked far more to the Lash’s advantage than to the Quuros soldiers defending Devors. Rain made aiming the Quuros scorpion war machines impossible.


The rain had also blocked Talea’s view of the Lash.


Talea had underestimated the kraken’s size. She was simply enormous, so huge that the sea monster’s body pushed her pirate ship to the side. It slammed against a dock, shattering both.


Talea could only stop and stare.


A sharp, cold pain blossomed as Xivan’s sword slammed into Talea’s stomach. Xivan pulled the sword back in shock, but it was too late. The pain was incandescent, terrible. Talea fought not to drop her sword and curl in on herself.


Talea took a wobbly step backward.


“What have you done?” a voice thundered above them, deep and vast.


Talea smiled through the pain. The Lash wouldn’t complain about Talea being stabbed. So all odds pointed to the same result: the Lash must have tried to control Xivan using the Cornerstone Grimward. And she had failed.


“It worked!” Talea said, triumphant. She held a hand over her wound, feeling the warm blood wash over her fingers. She hoped she didn’t spill her intestines all over the dock. It would be so inconvenient. She was so happy the injury almost didn’t hurt. Almost.


Actually no, it really hurt. A lot.


“Help her!” someone yelled.


Xivan shook her head. “You little fool. Why did you—?”


“Xivan, why can’t I see through your eyes anymore?”


Xivan turned around. “What?”


One of the kraken’s arms smashed a ship. Just smashed it to tiny pieces as though it were a toy.


“Oh, that is—” Teraeth’s voice came from somewhere in the back. “That is quite a bit bigger than the last kraken I encountered.”


“Talea!” Janel’s voice.


“You can’t see through my eyes—what a tragedy. I guess I’ll fix that right away.” Xivan gave the sea monster a rude gesture, sheathed her sword, and pivoted back to Talea’s group. “We need to leave.”


“Are you still trying to kidnap me?” Sheloran asked.


“No,” Xivan said. “No, absolutely not. But Suless is here somewhere. She wants to kidnap you, if not worse, and I can’t stop her.”


“Talea told me Suless is a demon now,” Sheloran pointed out. “Aren’t demons just souls? Couldn’t you simply eat her?”


Xivan stared at her, mouth agape.*
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* Perhaps she could, yes, but I am reminded of the Zheriasian proverb about the hungry beggar and the beached whale.


Qown ran over to Talea’s side. “I’ve got you. Let me see your wound.”


“Not here,” Xivan said. “We need to—”


Magical energy formed a wall over their heads just as one of the Lash’s tentacles slammed against their location.


“I can’t maintain this for long!” Thurvishar shouted as he trembled from the strain. “Might I suggest a retreat?”*
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* Considering how immune most kraken are to magic, that you could maintain it at all is nothing short of extraordinary.


“I’ll delay her.” Janel started walking toward the end of the dock.


Which was the moment the whole world went dark. The Lash roared with a combination of confusion, anger, and, strangely, joy. Massive wings flapped over everyone’s heads.


Drehemia the dragon, lady of secrets and shadows, had arrived.


“I take it back,” Talea muttered. “It can get worse.”


“You never said that,” Xivan told her.


“I thought it, though,” Talea admitted. “My bad. Can you see?”


“Not a bit.”


“I can,” Galen said. “Talea, here. This is Xivan’s hand. I’ll grab hers—”


“This is a terrible idea,” Xivan muttered.


“If you have a better one,” Galen said as he started to pull them in a direction Talea assumed led to the stairs, “you’re welcome to try it.”


Apparently, Xivan didn’t have a better idea.


As they formed a chain, a bright light appeared overhead, cutting through the darkness. Thurvishar’s voice rang out: “Turn that off! Don’t draw the dragon’s attention!”


But it was too late.


Talea looked up. The dragon had landed on the top of the cliff, claws clutching at the crumbling monastery walls. She was beautiful in the light—dark purples, indigos, and deep sea greens rippling over her scales. Her eyes were the night sky, black and full of stars. Somehow, even as a dragon, Drehemia managed to convey a sense of complete insanity.


She opened her mouth and screamed. Talea didn’t know what the shadow dragon would breathe at them, but she knew she wouldn’t like it.


“Drehemia!” the Lash’s voice cried out.


The dragon’s head whipped around; she growled at the kraken.


“Stop this,” the Lash ordered. “Please, darling. Talk to me. Remember me?”


Drehemia spread her wings and flew down to meet her lover, claws extended. It didn’t at all look like Drehemia intended on giving the kraken a loving embrace.


“Oh,” Talea said absently. “This seems familiar.”


Xivan’s hand tightened in hers.


“Run,” Janel said. “Everyone run, right now.”


Talea felt light-headed. She didn’t want to run. She wanted to lie down on the floor, maybe take a nap. She could feel—oh, but it hurt. Qown hadn’t had a chance to do anything to help. He’d probably been the one to make the light. Despite Thurvishar’s warning, Talea was glad he hadn’t dropped the spell. She shuddered to think how difficult escaping would have been otherwise.


As they fought their way through the dock area, a new enemy arrived. These were Quuros, just as the animated dead had been, but living. They were also bestial, lost in rage. They attacked anything around them, including each other. And those they killed were promptly animated by the Lash.


Drehemia. The dragon had to be responsible for this.


“Where to?” Kalindra yelled out.


“Somewhere underground,” Galen said. “Away from the darkness and the Lash!”


They smashed their way through the lines of dead and mindless. Talea noticed quite a few of their enemies spontaneously lit on fire, which she assumed was Janel’s work. Halfway up the stairs, Talea stumbled. Xivan picked her up and carried her after that.


They ran up several flights and then through a service tunnel. They exited into a larger room, a storage space for supplies.


“Where’s Nikali?” Galen asked Kalindra.


“With his grandfather,” Kalindra said. “I don’t know where they went! I need to go find him right now!”


“Who’s Nikali?” Teraeth asked.*
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* Given that Teraeth’s father Terindel had used the name Nikali as an alias for decades, it was a reasonable question.


“My son,” Kalindra answered. At which point, she kept running, serious about the find him right now part.


Janel said, “Let’s go,” and ran after her.


Everyone else followed Janel, until the entire group exited into a large open courtyard filled with statues and perfectly groomed hedges.


And looming over all of it, Drehemia herself.


“Shit.”


It might have been Qown who said that, but Talea wasn’t positive.


The dragon perched on the wall surrounding the courtyard, her attention focused on the Lash below. She faced the other way. Or at least, she’d faced the other way when they’d all run panting into the area and found themselves a dozen yards from her twitching tail. She must have heard them. Drehemia’s head whipped around to stare.


At that exact moment, a gate opened in the courtyard.


“Damn it,” Talea murmured. “I already admitted it could get worse.”


Senera and a Yoran woman Talea didn’t recognize stepped through the portal. The other woman saw the dragon first and yelped. Senera glanced up above, did a double take. The wizard uttered a single emphatic curse and then shook her head as if the dragon were someone else’s problem.


Talea was more than reasonably sure Drehemia was everyone’s problem.*
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* As you will see, I wasn’t planning on staying that long. Still, my heart did skip more than a few beats.


Then, Senera gestured, forming an ornate yellow series of glyphs and sigils in the air. The arcane symbols expanded in an eyeblink to fill the whole courtyard, then sank down to ground level, still glowing.


Talea had seen that before. So had Janel.


“No, stop!” Janel shouted.


Relos Var had used that trick before. It created a gate entrance. Under everyone’s feet.


The entire group fell through, and the portal shut over their heads.
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2: THE LIES WE TELL



Kihrin’s story


Inside Vol Karoth’s prison, just after Kihrin’s death


The ruins of the city where I died stretched out around me . . .


Perhaps calling it a ruin was unfair. It was not, in fact, ruined at all.


Nor was it where I’d died, in this lifetime or the last.


It was a memory of such places, however. The city’s buildings stood proud and tall, but no trees lined the streets, no grass decorated the verge. The buildings—inanimate, mineral, lifeless—lay pristine as they wrapped around dusty streets. I felt a strange disconnection—as if the city only existed when I directly gazed at it, dissolving and re-forming as I moved my field of view. I couldn’t help feeling, staring at the buildings stretched out before me, that I inspected a corpse. Nothing living moved around me. No scent—good or bad—perfumed the air. Even the colors were washed out, faded.


The daytime sky loomed a dull leaden gray less like cloud cover than a physical cap over the heaven’s zenith. I couldn’t see the sun. I’m not sure a sun existed.


Only then did I examine myself. I wore funeral white, just a misha and kef with sandals, but the sword at my belt surprised me. It wasn’t Urthaenriel. It was, in fact, the thriss-crafted blade I’d worn for years while training on Ynisthana. Nameless and serviceable, with not a drop of magic owed to its existence. No realer than the clothes, the city, the . . . everything.


Including me.


My illusionary reality manifested in a hundred subtle ways, from the lack of scent to the way I didn’t feel hunger, weariness, or discomfort. Possibly a failure of imagination on my part. Or perhaps neither hunger nor exhaustion were necessary to communicate this particular metaphor.


A wasteland. Bereft of life, hope, or joy.*
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* But not, it would appear, of melodrama.


But I wasn’t alone here. Somewhere out there lurked a god. A haunted, tortured god. The whole reason I’d come.


If only I had a clue where to find Vol Karoth.


So I searched. I walked through deserted streets for endless spans. I had no way to track time. No way to tell the passing of hours or minutes when no sun moved across the sky, the seasons never changed, my body had no needs, and counting to myself had long since grown tiresome. Oh, I had time. Time to contemplate how arrogant it had been to assume I could just step inside Vol Karoth’s prison and right all wrongs with a finger snap. That I could fix all the mistakes when I barely understood what was wrong.


Then, after some interminable time, I felt him.


Vol Karoth was a hollow place just under my sternum, like the gut twist of loss that scrapes one’s insides clean and leaves only stupefaction in its wake. He lurked in the back of my throat, in the unbidden sting of tears with no cause, in the creeping sour taste of malice under my tongue. Vol Karoth was empty and dark and endless. A bottomless cup that could never be filled.


Before I found him, he found me.


There was no warning before the ambush. One moment, I was walking along, and the next . . . a surge of anger, of hatred, of darkness barreled toward me. I parried the blow; even then, the force of his swing pushed me back along the street. Stones splintered underfoot. A sound wave blasted outward. Had this been the real world I would have been dead.


Vol Karoth slammed into me, darkness and shadow given form. I couldn’t see his face—he existed as nothing more than an outline—but I knew his expression would have been the most hateful and malicious scowl.


How dare you.


His voice was a raspy whisper, a hollow echo bouncing down long, empty streets.


Now you return? Now you think to conquer me? You fool.


“Wait,” I stammered out. “You wanted me back—”


It was hard to explain oneself while fighting for one’s life. His sword strike bounced past my defenses and sliced a line of brilliant pain along my arm.


Explain how you think I’m a mistake. Explain how you think you can control me. Dominate me. How you can destroy me, take my place. Do you think I cannot recognize betrayal? Was I not born in the fires of betrayal?


So I had a problem.


This wasn’t a child. This wasn’t someone injured and hurting, whose will wasn’t strong enough to fight off a more spiritually mature opponent (myself, I had naïvely assumed). Vol Karoth was a full-grown adult. A full-grown god. A full-grown god who saw through all my plans, knew what I’d intended to do, and laughed at my intentions.


Is it fun, I wonder? To think yourself so much better than me? Than our brother? But the two of you are not so different.


He never stopped attacking.


I wanted to ignore his words, but it was difficult when he began comparing me to Rev’arric. “Don’t—it’s not like that.”


Is it not? Don’t try to hide how you feel. You can’t. Not from me.


The next strike fell along my hip. I screamed as I stumbled backward.


I expected you to be better. His voice was grim, amused, hateful.


I didn’t know what to do. I was keeping him back, but only barely. I didn’t think I’d be able to do so forever. He seemed in no danger of becoming fatigued; I had the terrible suspicion it wasn’t possible for him to become fatigued. He’d stay here in this prison, with all this power, never tiring, never waning, all his hatred focused on me. Forever.


So I did the only thing I could: I ran.


His howls rang behind me as I tripped, stumbled, fell—


And then I found myself somewhere else in the city.


What had just happened? I wasn’t sure. I stood up. I was still in Karolaen. In the distance, Vol Karoth bellowed. Somehow I had managed to escape him.


My heart seized up at the idea of him locating me. He wouldn’t stop searching. He would track me down; he would kill me; he would recover everything he’d lost and more. He’d use me as clay to rejoin the battered shards of his soul. Then he’d be free to unleash himself upon the universe.


I had . . . I had done the stupidest thing imaginable, hadn’t I? I’d thought I was saving the world, but I’d done just the opposite.


I’d doomed everyone.


I stifled hysterical laughter.


I ran out into the wasteland, away from the city. Maybe I could lose myself out there so Vol Karoth couldn’t find me, but I didn’t hold out much hope.


I didn’t hold out much hope at all.


Senera’s story


The Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor


Twenty-four days after the Battle of the Well of Spirals


Senera timed it perfectly. She’d spent a week chaining spells together. The moment the gate dumped out everyone at the Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor, she completed the final swirl on the last sigil. She doubted anyone noticed. It would have just been another flash as the circuit completed and the swirling energies overhead closed the gate.


That had been the easy part. Magic was always the easy part.


The hard part was always people.


“Before you try to kill me,” Senera said as everyone stumbled or pulled themselves to their feet again, “you need to know I’ve brought you all here to help Kihrin.”


The witch spoke the words in a rush, hoping to let them hang on the air before Teraeth or Janel left her too busy fighting for her life to engage in banter. They weren’t the only ones she worried might react poorly to what she’d done, but they were the most volatile.


She took quick stock of her kidnap victims. There hadn’t been time to sort through the people she wanted versus those she didn’t, no time to do anything but bring the whole and entire group, damn the consequences. Teraeth, Janel, Thurvishar—she’d had to bring them, obviously. Galen was also essential. But the others? Kalindra, maybe, since she and Kihrin had been lovers. Talea, though? Xivan? Senera didn’t even know why Talea was there. Perhaps Xivan had brought her, although she had no idea what Xivan had been doing on Devors either.


Or why she was dressed like the main character in Pirate Queen of the Desolation.*
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* It’s a House D’Jorax theatrical production. Quite elaborate. They use an aquarium.


Galen’s wife, Sheloran, was also present, whom Kihrin had met exactly once.* Lastly, two people with highly suspect loyalties: Qown, who still worked for Relos Var; and Talon, who only worked for chaos and mischief.†
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* Twice. I forget he’d technically run into Sheloran a second time when Kihrin returned to the Capital and was captured by Gadrith.


† Talon was the Yoran woman. Yes, I brought her, but in my defense, would you have let her out of your sight?


Senera knew it was an odd tableau; a situation where analogies of kindling and matches might yet prove apt (even if her “guests” were soaking wet). The Lighthouse’s arrival room was circular, large, and devoid of windows. Ascending and descending staircases led to other floors, while a small passage joined the Lighthouse to the manor beyond. Painted black glyphs lined the stone interior. Most of the people she’d kidnapped wouldn’t consider them strange only because most of the people she’d kidnapped had never been to Shadrag Gor before.* If they had, they’d have recognized those glyphs as new.
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* Here I am forced to acknowledge that a shocking number of them had, in fact, been to Shadrag Gor before.


But none of them, not even Thurvishar, understood their purpose.


There was considerable irony to her scrambling, desperate fight for time, here, in this place, where time seemed in infinite supply. Yet she rushed for each precious second, for a chance to explain.


“You can’t expect us to believe—”


Janel had already gone for her sword. “Just hear me out!” Senera cried. If she could just explain . . .


But she had even less time than she’d believed. The Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor wasn’t a safe place anymore. Senera had no one to blame but herself; she’d made it that way.


In that moment, Vol Karoth struck.


The world changed.


Inside Vol Karoth’s prison. The arrival.


I’m not sure how many times Vol Karoth and I fought or for how long. It seemed like forever.


We fell into a routine. He always found me. No matter how far I ran or how well I hid, he eventually arrived with a sword in his hand and hate in his heart. Time had no meaning, so I couldn’t be certain how long it took him each time. It was forever, and it was instant.


Then we would fight until I became so exhausted I stumbled or he slipped a blow past my defenses. Then I would find myself somewhere else. At which point, the whole game would start up again, a cycle I hadn’t figured out how to break, let alone defeat.


Vol Karoth had just finished a swing powered with so much energy it had shattered one of the buildings behind me, when we felt the others arrive.


I couldn’t tell you how I knew.


It’s not like people appeared out of thin air. But I felt them. Twelve souls, several of which meant so much—everything—to me.*
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* You have no doubt noticed by this point that the math doesn’t work. That’s because we didn’t know about our stowaway.


“No,” I whispered. What? How? We were inside Vol Karoth’s prison, weren’t we? Nothing should have been able to get to us here. The one thing I had been able to count on was that no matter what happened to me, at least the others would be safe.


You brought friends.


“No.” I ducked away from the slash before charging him. I flipped, dodged the blow I knew he’d aimed at my legs, tagged him along the arm instead. It was a meaningless act of defiance, but I wanted him focused on me. “Leave them alone. It’s just you and me. And we don’t have to be enemies.”


Oh? You’re ready to surrender, then?


“Have it your way. I guess we do have to be enemies.” I jumped up as he slammed his sword down on the ground, fracturing the stone paving underneath.


You don’t want me hurting your friends. But they aren’t your friends. You don’t have friends. Friends are a lie.


“They’re not. You used to have them too, you know.”


Vol Karoth laughed at me.


No, I never did. That was a lie too. But what you call friendship . . . ah, what a joke. After how you hurt them. Shall I show you?


I felt a sweep of panic. “No, you don’t have to—”


Let’s look at the lies we tell ourselves.


The world changed.
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3: SECRET PLANS



Teraeth’s memory


Grizzst’s Tower at Rainbow Lake


Twenty-two days after the Battle of the Well of Spirals


Before breakfast


Janel set a plate of jam-smeared sag bread on the table next to Teraeth’s bed. “I would’ve made porridge,” she said, “but you’re the only one who has any clue how to cook.”


Teraeth stared down at the plate, frowning. When had he last eaten? He wasn’t hungry. He mostly slept. It seemed preferable to the alternative: thinking.


Thinking led to remembering. And if he remembered, he relived what had happened over and over. His father’s death. His mother, forcing him to be crowned king against his will. Kidnapping him. Trying to sacrifice him as an act of genocide.*
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* Had Thaena successfully forced Teraeth to finish the ritual, it would have resulted in not only his death, but the death of every citizen of the Manol nation. I am only somewhat comforted in the knowledge that the tenyé cost of such an act is usually far too high for any individual or group to provide. War is easier.


His mother’s death at his own hand. In the end, it hadn’t been Relos Var who’d killed Thaena. He had.


Teraeth had known two things when he’d seen his mother, Khaemezra, toss Urthaenriel down to the floor: she’d unwittingly broken her magical control of him, and if he hesitated even for a moment, she’d take Kihrin’s life.


Teraeth made his choice. It wasn’t even a hard choice.


At least, it hadn’t been a hard choice at the time.


It turned out choices could linger like a wound, reminding a person every waking second of their consequences. Choices were ghosts; they haunted.


“Teraeth.”


Teraeth tried to collect himself. What had he been doing? What was—? He stared at the food, then at Janel. She’d started braiding her laevos flat against her skull. Or wait, no. She always did that before she slept, didn’t she?


She wasn’t preparing for sleep now. Janel wore red-and-gold mail, with a motif of flame and scales. She dressed for war, not lounging around a wizard’s tower. She clearly intended on going somewhere. Leaving.


Teraeth knew he should get up. He knew he should eat, bathe, dress—but he couldn’t make himself move. It all seemed so unimportant. No, insignificant. What did it even matter?


What did anything matter?


“I want you out of bed, Teraeth,” Janel said again. “It’s been almost three weeks. That’s enough.”


He closed his eyes.


Janel yanked the sheets off the bed. “Time’s up. You’ve had your chance to wallow in guilt, and now you have to work. You have people who need you, a crown to abdicate, and a very short list of enemies to kill.”


Teraeth rolled over. “Leave me alone.”


“No. Personally, I’d let you be Kihrin’s problem, but I can’t: Kihrin’s missing.” Her voice crackled with anger.


He felt plunged in cold water.


When had he last seen Kihrin? He wasn’t sure. He remembered Kihrin being around a lot in the days after . . . what had happened. Dim memories of falling into deep, possibly drugged slumbers wedged between Kihrin and Janel, as if both were afraid to leave him unsupervised for fear of what he might do to himself. Kihrin had seldom been around during the day, and then he had simply . . . not been around.


Teraeth hadn’t noticed. No, that wasn’t true. He’d noticed. He’d just thought it was . . . appropriate. Exactly what Teraeth deserved. Between Kihrin and Janel, at least one of them had been smart enough to back away before they ended up hurt.


Teraeth turned to her. “What?”


“He left to do . . . something.” Janel stared off to the side as if she could see through the walls to wherever Kihrin had hidden himself. “Thurvishar keeps saying nothing’s wrong, but Thurvishar’s a damn liar. Kihrin’s been gone for five days without a note, without saying a word to anyone. He wouldn’t do that.”


An even colder splash of water that time. The shock of fear and worry. He sat up and swung his feet over the side of the bed. “What the fuck?”


“Yes!” Janel said, gesturing toward him. “What the fuck, indeed. That’s exactly how I feel. Where are you? Where’s your mind? I need you focused. I need the Teraeth who doesn’t accept failure. I need the Teraeth who hates injustice. I need the Teraeth who’s afraid of nothing!”


Teraeth stood. “I hated the injustice of Quur because I was a hypocrite too blinded by my mother’s bullshit to see that she was the one keeping Quur in shackles the whole time. I was afraid of nothing because I was a fool whose mother was the literal Goddess of Death! Failure had no consequences. I couldn’t die! And you’re the fool if you think failure is something you can reject. Some failures are final. There are some failures from which you can never return!”


“Not yet!” Janel screamed. “I need your help! I need you to be here with me now, do you understand me?”


“You want a Teraeth that doesn’t exist anymore. He’s gone. I lost him!”


She loomed so much larger than her true size. Janel shouted at him with tears running down her cheeks. “Then go find him! Listen to me. Listen!” She paused, panting, then lowered her voice. “I. Need. Your. Help. Do you understand? I am asking for you to help me. Do I need to beg?”


Pure ice. Facedown against a glacier. He blinked away the sting. Teraeth hadn’t thought . . . Janel was admitting she needed help, that she needed his help. Janel, for whom going to someone for help meant submission, meant admitting vulnerability. She would rather chew off her own arm.*
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* Joratese people—especially Joratese men such as Janel—often have a difficult time asking for help because of the cultural belief that protection bestows fealty and thus accepting assistance is an act of capitulation to a greater authority. An act of weakness, in other words. I cannot roll my eyes hard enough.


“Five days,” he said.


“Yes. So it’s well past time for you to wake up.” Janel’s face twisted. “Thurvishar knows something.” She threw a pile of glittering cloth at him. “Get dressed. We have work to do.”


Teraeth was embarrassed by how long it took to track down Thurvishar. He blamed it on assuming the wizard would be trying to avoid them. Instead, the D’Lorus high lord sat in the main room of Grizzst’s tower, reading a book. Teraeth hadn’t been paying much attention, so he almost didn’t recognize the place; Thurvishar had made significant progress organizing and cleaning the wizard’s library in the several weeks since they’d arrived.


He’d never questioned why they ended up at the tower. It had just happened. Neither Kihrin nor Thurvishar had wanted to go back to the Capital, Teraeth hadn’t wanted to go back to the Manol, and Janel wasn’t sure she even had a place to go back to in Jorat.* They had defaulted on staying at the now unoccupied tower, mostly because Thurvishar had wanted to look through Grizzst’s notes.
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* Ironically, she probably had the most stable “ask no awkward questions” safe haven of all of them, but she hadn’t kept up with current events in her absence.


He was still doing that when Teraeth and Janel found him.


“Where’s Kihrin?” Janel asked, wasting no time on such frivolous questions as “How are you?” or “Figured out how to defeat Relos Var yet?”


Thurvishar raised his head. The man had always been good at keeping an expression off his face, but it didn’t stop Teraeth from recognizing the dread lurking in his eyes.


Thurvishar closed the book and set it aside. “I don’t know. He’s overdue. We set aside a location and time for a meeting. He missed it, but that doesn’t mean there’s cause for panic.”


“And how long ago,” Teraeth asked softly, “was this meeting supposed to take place?”


Thurvishar gave him a wary look. “Three days ago.”


“Three days ago,” Teraeth repeated. “And were you planning to say anything? Go looking for him? How was this supposed to work?” He stepped forward suddenly and took note of the moment when Thurvishar flinched.


“It’s . . . complicated.”


“Simplify it,” Janel pressed. “It’s not that we don’t trust you, Thurvishar—”


“Speak for yourself,” Teraeth said. He wasn’t feeling in a friendly or forgiving mood.


Janel crossed over to Thurvishar’s table. She clearly wasn’t feeling in a friendly or forgiving mood either. “Where did he go, Thurvishar? What was he doing?”


“Ah, well,” Thurvishar said.


Teraeth waited.


“Don’t make me feel the need to be rude,” Teraeth said, “because you know I’ll hurt more than your feelings.”


The wizard pressed his lips together. “Kihrin thought you’d try to talk him out of it.”


The air vanished from the room—or at least from Teraeth’s lungs. He knew Kihrin, after all. He knew how much of a well-intentioned fool the man could be, all in the name of some greater good. How reckless he could be. How self-sacrificing. “What did he think we’d talk him out of doing?”


“He returned to the Blight.”


Everything stilled, a moment of silent shock that so often heralds a blur of outrage, shouting, violence. Maybe under different circumstances. Now Teraeth just felt dizzy. Hollow. Unbalanced. No, no, no.


“He what?” Janel’s voice was deceptively calm.


Thurvishar exhaled. “I couldn’t have stopped him. The single location he can teleport to without any assistance is Kharas Gulgoth.”


Teraeth grabbed the desk’s edge, his lungs burning.


“You let him—” The timbre of Janel’s voice betrayed her loss of temper, and Janel was even more capable of murderous rages than he was. Teraeth nursed his grudges along with careful sips until the final poisoning came due. She’d let it out all at once, explosively.


“Janel, please try to stay calm,” Thurvishar said, a basic error in judgment as far as Teraeth was concerned. Telling Janel to stay calm rarely had that result. It was ridiculously satisfying to watch her direct her temper at someone other than himself.


“Calm?” Janel’s eyes could set the whole room on fire. Which happened to be literally as well as figuratively true. “You’re telling me that with Kihrin out there in the Blight, when we know Vol Karoth would love nothing more than to devour him whole, I should stay calm?”


“That might have been the wrong choice of words,” Thurvishar allowed. He pushed his chair back from the table. “But I’m not going to apologize for Kihrin’s decision.”


“You should have—” Janel started to say.


“What? Tattled on him? Treated him as though he were a child who shouldn’t be allowed to make up his own mind?” Thurvishar stared at them both, no longer nervous. Now he just looked annoyed. “Why don’t you stop for a good, long minute and think about why Kihrin might not have wanted to tell you the truth concerning his plans. Why he didn’t think he could trust you to work with him.”


Teraeth flushed. “How dare you—”


“Oh no,” Thurvishar interrupted. “How dare you. With the whole world at stake and thousands dying, how dare you say he’s not allowed to risk his own life. I understand that you both care for him. The idea that he’s in danger is painful. But you don’t have the right to lock him away in a cage.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I should have left a letter.”


“Thurvishar.” Janel managed to pack an amazing amount of venom into one proper noun.


“He was right,” Thurvishar said. “Kihrin was right to not tell you. You’re both proving it this very moment.”


Janel narrowed her eyes. “No, you don’t get to put this on us! I refuse to accept—”


“I don’t care,” Teraeth said.


Both Thurvishar and Janel stopped to look at him.


“I don’t care who’s to blame,” he said. “I care about where Kihrin is. I care about what happens next.” Teraeth was lying. He cared a great deal about who was responsible, but acting on that emotion wouldn’t get him what he wanted. So he pushed it all down—his anger, his rage, his despair. He’d done it before. He was good at it. “You wouldn’t have done this without a plan for what’s next. What was that supposed to be?”


Thurvishar sighed.


“Just answer the question—” Janel looked ready to set the entire room ablaze.


“I can’t,” Thurvishar snarled. He corrected himself. “No, I won’t. You both know this”—he gestured around the room—“isn’t safe from eavesdropping by our enemies. So no, I don’t believe I will tell you just yet. We’ve already said far too much.”


“So where to, then?” Janel said. “Shadrag Gor? Where do we go so you’ll be comfortable telling us the truth?”


“Yes, fine. Shadrag Gor.” Thurvishar’s face twisted in frustration; he swept all the papers off the table, sending them flying. “I can’t find what I need here, anyway. I’ve spent days reading through these damn papers, and for what?”


Teraeth leaned against a wall and said nothing. He couldn’t believe it. Except no, of course he could. It was a perfect cap to the perfect ruin of everything he held dear. Kihrin had gone back to the Blight. He must have found something. Thought he could do something to deal with Vol Karoth. Something dangerous and stupid, of course, which was the reason he’d gone alone.


And hadn’t come back.


“These are C’indrol’s notes.”* There was a funny catch in Janel’s voice. She’d picked up one of the scattered pieces of paper and stood there reading it.
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* While I understand you’re perfectly aware of who C’indrol was, I am operating under the assumption that, at some point, these accounts will reach a wider audience. So: C’indrol was a voras researcher and later politician who secretly continued both their research and an affair with S’arric prior to his corruption into Vol Karoth. C’indrol died during the destruction of Karolaen, and was reincarnated as Elana Milligreest and, later, Janel.


Thurvishar lifted his head from his chest. “Yes, well. Kihrin assumed you’d be able to remember what you did to separate his souls from Vol Karoth’s, but I realized after you sat down for our talks that you don’t.” A rueful, unhappy smile touched his lips. “I had hoped something in Grizzst’s copies of C’indrol’s research notes on ousology* might have held a clue. No such luck.”
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* The study of souls and magic dealing with souls. Grizzst based much of his work attempting to resurrect the Eight on C’indrol’s research.


Janel’s hand started to shake. She let the page fall from her fingers as she stared at Thurvishar with wide eyes.


Teraeth felt his own pulse quicken with dread. “What did you just realize—?” He held up a hand before she could answer. “No, don’t tell me. Don’t say it aloud. Thurvishar’s right about that much.”


Thurvishar scoffed.*
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* Please. You were right about all of it.


Janel balled her hands into fists. “You’re never going to find the answers you need in this room. Grizzst didn’t have all of C’indrol’s notes, and he had no idea more existed. I doubt Grizzst knew Elana Milligreest created a library to store information. Every scrap of information. If she ever wrote down what you need, it’s there.”


Thurvishar blinked several times. “She—what? How have I never heard of this?”


Teraeth was glad Thurvishar had asked the question so he wouldn’t have to.


Janel’s smile was vindictive. “You have. You’ve heard about it all your life. It’s become so famous for gathering up every shred of anything even tangentially related to Xaltorath’s stupid prophecies that most of the damn things are named after the place.”


“The Devoran Prophecies?” Thurvishar asked. “The Devors Islands?”


“The monastery there, yes,” Janel answered.


“Fine.” Teraeth walked over to the other two. “So let’s go. You can find the information you need and then explain to us—somewhere secure—what is going on. And, Thurvishar?”


The wizard gazed at Teraeth like he knew exactly what he was about to say. It didn’t matter. Teraeth would spell it out, anyway, just to make sure there were no misunderstandings. “Kihrin had better not be dead, or you’ll be joining him.”*
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* I can see how that ended up being quite awkward.


Teraeth’s reaction


The Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor


Twenty-four days after the Battle of the Well of Spirals


Just after arrival


“What was that?” Janel asked. “What just happened?”


Teraeth opened his eyes after the vision faded. Or rather, Teraeth’s vision returned, as he’d never closed his eyes in the first place. No sooner had they arrived in the Lighthouse then he’d been overwhelmed by that memory, as sharp and painful as if he’d just experienced it again. Now he was in a room he recognized even though he’d only been there a few times before.


The last time, however, when his mother had brought him, had been recent and memorable. Teraeth had stayed there for three weeks before Thaena had been ready to sacrifice him.


This was the Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor. He nearly laughed. They were in the right place, but he didn’t like how they’d gotten there.*
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* You’re welcome.


The main tower was a huge, tapering, multi-floored structure of perfectly fitted stone, thick wooden planks underfoot, creaking circular stairs leading farther up or down. Dim mage-light provided the only illumination. The whole place smelled of fresh paint and the musty scent of confined spaces.* Someone desperately needed to open a window, which was a shame, because there weren’t any.
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* I’d have thought the smell of paint would have faded, but even with the Lighthouse’s time dilation, I hadn’t been gone for more than a few days.


Someone had painted the place since the last time he’d visited. Not in the sense of redecorating but in the manner of some sort of occult ritual.


All the people surrounding him had been there at the end on Devors, and thus snatched up when Senera arrived. A few were unfamiliar, but the majority he already knew, including one he wouldn’t have expected—his old sect-sister and former lover, Kalindra. Two he didn’t recognize: an elegant, slender young man with long hair and a Yoran woman who was probably one of Xivan’s Spurned mercenaries.*
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* The man would be Qown, whom Teraeth had never previously met, and the woman would be our favorite bad coin, Talon.


And all of them except for Senera and the Spurned woman were sopping, wet cloth plastered to wet skin. It was unreasonably cold inside the Lighthouse too—or at least it felt that way to someone soaking wet—which just gave Teraeth one more thing to be angry about.


“Janel,” Senera said, hands raised, grimacing, “I don’t know what just happened. I’m not responsible for that.”


“Then who is, Senera?” Janel’s grip tightened on her sword. She still wore the same red-and-gold armor she’d worn when she woke Teraeth up that morning. Teraeth belatedly realized it must have come from the Manol, the same as his own clothing, which meant she must have traveled back there at some point during the last several weeks. He’d missed it.*
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* It’s a minor detail, but I’m curious about this. Did you transport her? If not, how did she manage this? I must make a note to ask.


“Did we all see that? Did we all see the same thing?” Galen D’Mon asked. He was dressed oddly too, wearing his agolé as a sash instead of the more traditional Quuros manner. That was an affectation Teraeth had only seen on Zherias, which implied some odd things about the Quuros prince’s recent travel history. “I wasn’t sure if it was just me hallucinating, except I can’t imagine why my mind would have picked that.” He glanced at Teraeth, and then quickly looked away.


“I should be surprised if we didn’t all see it. But as to what caused it—” The woman standing next to Galen made a distasteful face, as if someone had forgotten to wash the silverware. She looked like someone had dunked her into a bathtub fully clothed, but also like that bathtub had been made from solid gold and filled with milk and rose petals. He remembered Galen’s wife from Gadrith’s attack on the Blue Palace, but he’d forgotten her name.* Her gaze fell on Teraeth. “That was you.”
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* Sheloran D’Mon, formerly of House D’Talus.


“Yes,” Teraeth said. “That was me.”


She stared at him as she moved her wet hair away from her face. “Thaena’s truly dead?”


“Yes. That was also me.”


“Talea,” Galen muttered. “Wait. Talea was hurt—”


Talea groaned as if to punctuate his point. Xivan laid Talea down on the floor, her expression frantic. Thurvishar summoned up brighter mage-light to reveal blood had washed Talea’s stomach and hips red.


Galen pulled Xivan away from the other woman. “I think you’ve done enough.”


Xivan didn’t fight him.


“Qown!” Sheloran gestured frantically. “What are you doing hiding over there? Talea’s injured!” The royal princess looked close to tears, despite her otherwise excellent posture. She whipped back around to glare at Talea. “And you! You said you’d be a fool to fight Xivan by yourself.”


“I’m fine, Sheloran,” Talea—who was clearly not fine—protested. “But hadn’t you noticed I’m a bit of a fool?”


Teraeth hadn’t missed the magic word Sheloran had yelled, however, and neither had Janel. Her eyes widened as the long-haired man hurried over to Talea’s side. Teraeth couldn’t help but notice the way the man avoided Janel’s eyes.


“That’s Qown?” Teraeth mouthed to Janel. She nodded.


Teraeth was surprised. Janel had always described Qown as if he were an impoverished monk, the kind who had taken every vow of self-denial—pleasure, material possessions—in favor of living a life with all his concerns wrapped around others and nothing left for himself. This man didn’t look like that. He was doing a fair impression of a Zheriasian rake, his agolé worn as a sash in the same manner as Galen.


“Whatever you did,” Kalindra growled, pushing herself toward Senera, “reverse it! Reverse it right now! That monster is still attacking, and my son is back there!” Her hair spattered water in an uneven circle around her as she held a dagger with shaking hands. Her eyes were wild.


“This is Shadrag Gor,” Thurvishar explained.


Teraeth sighed. Like Kalindra knew what the hell Shadrag Gor was. She’d never needed to know. And she was a newly widowed mother with a child in jeopardy. She had no patience whatsoever. Who could blame her? The woman crossed the room, fast the way only a Black Brotherhood assassin could be. Teraeth didn’t think she meant to kill Senera. More likely threaten, put that dagger to her throat, make her point a little . . . clearer.


But Kalindra’s blade slammed against a warp of iridescent magics and rebounded.


Teraeth sighed as Kalindra started to swing again. “Kalindra, stop.”


Complicated emotions played over the woman’s face as he addressed her. Anger. Worry. And, interestingly, shame.


“Teraeth?” Kalindra looked around as if hoping their location had shifted back to Devors between eyeblinks. “What are you doing here, anyway?” she asked. “What happened?”


“Later,” Teraeth said, his voice thick.


Kalindra shuddered. “Teraeth, I need to go back.”


“We will,” Teraeth growled. “After I have my answers. Time moves differently here. Only seconds will have passed when we return. There’s no need to hurry. There’s no point.” He stared at Thurvishar. “Someone said he was going to explain matters.”


“What was that about Kihrin?” Janel asked Senera. “And why did you show us Teraeth’s memories?” Steam rose from her clothing as she spoke. Teraeth wasn’t sure if she was purposefully drying the water from her clothing or if her body temperature was just running that hot.


“I didn’t do that.” Senera lifted her chin, but she still seemed nervous. Her gaze lingered on the tall, black-clad, and only living member of House D’Lorus.* “I’m fixing your mistake,” she told Thurvishar.
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* I realize that’s a gray area, depending on Tyentso’s legal status as emperor.


He rolled his eyes to the heavens as if praying to every kind of divine being out there. “You checked.”


“Of course I checked!” Senera growled. “Don’t tell me you didn’t think I would!”


“Thurvishar, are you talking about Kihrin?” Janel’s voice was a warning wrapped in velvet.


Thurvishar ignored Janel, his focus entirely on Senera. “What have you done?” he asked. His gaze flickered to the strangely painted walls. “Senera, what is this?”


“Kihrin and Vol Karoth are fighting for dominance,” Senera explained. “What did you think was going to happen?”


“But why are we in Shadrag Gor?” Thurvishar asked, still frowning.


“Never mind that,” Teraeth cut in, raising his voice. He was out of patience himself. “Where is Kihrin?”


Before Senera could reply, the world changed.










[image: Chapter ornament image] 
4: BALANCED ON THE EDGE



Kihrin’s story


Inside Vol Karoth’s prison


Just after Teraeth’s vision


I came back from Teraeth’s memories to find myself still the same distance from Vol Karoth, both of us still armed and circling around each other. The city looked much the same—bleak and dry and washed with gray. Vol Karoth was the same black shape cut out of reality.


Disbelief and rage cycled through me, but I stamped down on those emotions as unproductive.


“What was that?” I asked him. “You think showing me Teraeth’s memories is some sort of gotcha?”


Oh, but it wasn’t just his memories, Vol Karoth said. It was his reaction to what you did. Because you betrayed him. You betrayed both of them with your lack of trust. With your lack of faith. With your secrets. Did you enjoy hurting them?


I shuddered and tried to retreat, but I knew too well that I’d hear his voice for some time when we were in this kind of proximity to each other, even if I couldn’t see him.


“Fuck you,” I told him. “I was protecting them.”


And now they’re here. Well done.


“Leave them alone,” I said.


I didn’t bring them here. Thank Senera for that. And let’s look at your “friends,” shall we? Murderers and terrorists. Traitors. More than one assassin. What a fine group of upstanding people.


“Better than you,” I spat. Not exactly my finest retort. He was hitting pretty close to the mark when “Yeah, but what are you?” was my big comeback.


You’re a hypocrite. Vol Karoth seemed bizarrely angry about the whole thing. He sounded insulted.


“I never claimed not to be.” I stepped away from him, trying to put some distance between us.


The thing was, I could feel the people in the Lighthouse. I mean, I knew everyone who was there: Janel and Teraeth; Galen of all people; his wife, Sheloran; Jarith’s widowed wife, Kalindra (my Kalindra,* which I guess just proved Vol Karoth had a point about me and assassins); Thurvishar; Senera; Qown; Talea; and Xivan. Oh, and one more, just to make it extra hilarious: Talon. Enough for quite a party.†
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* Although Kihrin’s affair with Kalindra lasted for less than six months while he was on Ynisthana, I suppose it held an exaggerated importance because of his age, and because of how they parted—forcibly, at Thaena’s command.


† He missed one, and I don’t think that was coincidence. Vol Karoth was blocking his perceptions.


I felt their presence in a manner far beyond simple recognition. It’s like each of them was a book, something I could pull down from a shelf, flip through at my leisure. I wondered if this was how Thurvishar felt about being a telepath, because it was terribly intrusive. I didn’t want to go stealing through people’s memories, but I couldn’t help it. I just knew things.


Teraeth and Kalindra were both a mess. Janel was furious. Thurvishar was both furious and worried. Emotions were running pretty hot, as it happened. Hell, Xivan had been the person who’d stabbed Talea, which would have had me a little more bothered if I couldn’t tell just how guilty Xivan was feeling about that.


And Galen . . . wow. Galen.


But Senera was the one who had my attention the most at that moment, both because I was annoyed at her for bringing everyone here and putting them at risk but also . . . also, I was proud of her. Really proud.


I considered Vol Karoth. It felt like a lull just before he was going to charge again, and the dark god didn’t disappoint. I managed to block him for long enough to dodge to the side and roll, bringing me a few feet farther away when I stood.


“You want to see the people I call friends?” I smirked. “Okay, let’s do this.”


I opened the book of Senera’s mind, found the particular memories I wanted, and shoved them at Vol Karoth the same way he’d done to me.


The world changed.


Senera’s memory


Twenty days after the Battle of the Well of Spirals


The Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor


Senera closed the cover of Thurvishar’s book and leaned back. There were a few details that she hadn’t known and a few more that were uncomfortable and best forgotten. Thurvishar had delivered the account into her hands almost shyly, his expression sheepish, as if it were a damn bouquet of flowers. Most of his allies would kill him if they found out Thurvishar was handing his notes over to the enemy like this.


And Senera absolutely was the enemy. She knew this. They both knew this.


This was fact. She had the body count to prove it.


So she’d retired to the Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor to read the book. She had to see . . .


She had to see what would need editing before showing the manuscript to Relos Var. It’s not that she had anything to hide, because she didn’t, but she’d been certain Thurvishar had included little sabotages, subtle suggestions that Senera might not be completely loyal. Thurvishar knew the value of turning Relos Var against her, to force Senera to turn against Relos Var. She’d been right to be that paranoid, because more than a few such traps existed in the chronicle.


Senera didn’t know what was worse: that Thurvishar dared to guess at so many of her inner thoughts and feelings, or that he’d so often guessed correctly.* She’d needed to excise large portions before the final account would be safe to pass along.
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* I had always believed my own mental defenses were better than that.


She wanted to be furious at Thurvishar for daring to tell parts of the story from her perspective, as if he had any way of knowing . . . but he did. Ah, he did.


She knew the nature of his witchgift.


Spitefully, she pulled out the Name of All Things. Senera asked the Cornerstone what Thurvishar had purposefully edited out of the manuscript.*
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* I caught myself just in time to tack that isn’t sexual to the end of that question or I’ve little doubt I’d have been transcribing pornographic scenes for days.


When Senera finished, she stared at the pages in shock, in dull, stupefied horror. If Thurvishar had been there, she’d have slapped him. How could he be that . . . that . . . stupid? That purely and unarguably stupid. In all the history of the Twin Worlds, had anyone else ever been that completely stupid? How could either of those fools possibly think that such an absurd, ludicrous, obstinate, demented plan would work?


Except it might work. She knew it might work. Maybe. There was the tiniest chance . . .


Then she asked one last question: Where is Talon now?


Senera left Shadrag Gor once she had the answer.


It didn’t occur to her until much later, until much too late in fact, that what she should have done—what Thurvishar’s enemy would’ve done—was first tell Relos Var.


A few hours later, she stood on the outskirts of Stonegate Pass in eastern Khorvesh, scanning the skies. She took care to stay away from any imperial sky watchers who might prove an inconvenience. The air was hot and dry. It might almost have been considered a lovely day, under different circumstances. Senera took no notice of the weather, except to be thankful it was clear enough to see.


She waited the entire day and still saw no sign of the mimic. Senera despaired that she’d miscalculated projecting Talon’s likely path. The sun set to the east, and the blanket of night reached out to cover the land, and still there was no sign of her.


Until there was.


Senera might have missed it in daytime, but she’d learned some tricks from Qown he’d never meant to teach. She’d been searching by heat as well as by sight, and Talon ran hotter than a bird should. So either Talon, or a magical adept trying the same trick, flying out of the Blight.


So: Talon.


Senera waited until Talon had flown past the line of sight of anyone at Stonegate and then made her move. As attacks went, hers was simple: she wove an invisible net in the air, a spiderweb hanging without supports, while she waited with ready glyph-inscribed sheets of paper. Talon hit the net and tumbled; Senera used the distraction to transform the glyphs into skeins of light and shoved the bundles of tenyé created toward the mimic’s flailing shape. The glyphs hit and triggered. That quickly, the fight was over.


A bird fell from the sky and landed in a glowing tangle of chain and spellwork. Talon fell just next to a clearing, surrounded by chaparral and scrub brush, the sort of place where Senera had been told they grew the most amazing olibanum. The air smelled of balsam resin and old, dried wood.


By the time Senera reached the crash site, Talon had attempted multiple escapes and had each time failed. She no longer looked like a bird. The shape she’d taken made Senera’s stomach knot.


Talon looked like Kihrin. Exactly like. The monster had copied every detail perfectly.


“What the fuck, Senera?” Talon scolded her in Kihrin’s voice. “If you wanted to talk to me so badly, you could have just asked.”


Senera bent down next to the mimic and grabbed her by the hair. “Did you do it?”


Talon—and it was absolutely Talon because Kihrin had never learned a spell to change into a bird—stared at her blankly. “Could you be more specific?”


“Did you kill Kihrin?” Senera sneered.


“Senera . . .” Talon looked at her like she’d gone insane. The act was so good that for a second Senera wondered herself. “I’m right here.”


“Talon, I asked the Name of All Things where to find you,” Senera told the mimic. She saw the precise moment when Talon stopped pretending, when she realized the game was done.


Talon’s eyes widened. “That . . . Why were you even looking for me?”


Senera let go of Talon’s hair. “Thurvishar gave your plot away.”


Talon started cursing.


Senera felt a profound degree of annoyance with herself, at how troubled she was by the idea of Kihrin’s death. They weren’t friends. They’d never been friends. She didn’t even like him.* “Did you kill Kihrin?” she asked one more time.
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* Yes, fine. In the interest of veracity, I will admit to some degree of exaggeration here.


“You didn’t ask your stone?”


“I did. But I want to hear you admit it.” She grabbed Talon’s arm and dragged the mimic to her feet. “Let’s take a trip.”


Talon eyed the woman. “Where?”


“Kharas Gulgoth,” Senera said as she started to cast the spell to open a gate. “Don’t worry. I know the way.”


Talon began struggling again, for what good it did. “Are you out of your mind? You know what’s awake in the center of Kharas Gulgoth? You can’t go there. That’s insane!”


“Well, you are the expert on insanity.” Senera pinned one of the binding glyphs in midair so she could use both hands to cast the spell. When she finished, she picked up the glyph again. “Let’s go visit Vol Karoth, shall we?”


Senera ignored the mimic’s struggling and dragged her. She had to cast another spell to manage it; she wasn’t strong enough normally. That one, she’d learned from Janel.


The thing was, Senera knew perfectly well how foolish this was. Relos Var had told her all about the expected outcomes of what would happen after Vol Karoth woke. But for that same reason, she knew she had a small but definite window before she faced her own annihilation.


Enough time to slip in and see for herself. Enough time to know for sure what Thurvishar and Kihrin had done. And as a consequence, decide what she would do in return.


If people were going to bandy words like insane around, it wouldn’t be because she was suicidal.


The gate opened. Senera pulled Talon through.


It wasn’t perfectly dark in the center of the Blight, but only because of magic. The buildings glowed. Only they had long ceased to be buildings. What Senera saw instead was the web of magical supports that had once outlined structures now crumbled beneath them, atrophied by Vol Karoth or age or both. The rainbow hues of Tya’s Veil washed the night sky. The air smelled of nothing.


But neither Senera nor Talon were disintegrating. Nothing was disintegrating. Not buildings, not paving stones, not flesh.


Senera looked up to the top of the main building. Seven rays of light streaked to the center from distant horizons. They would continue to do so even though four of the Immortals who powered those wards were clinically dead. The prison still held, even if it no longer trapped its occupant in a state of slumber.


But something was wrong. Vol Karoth wasn’t fighting to break free anymore. He wasn’t pulling on tenyé so hard it literally broke apart all physical matter in proximity.


Something—someone—was distracting him.


She stared at the prison, not quite able to force herself to take the next step. Then Talon started laughing. When the wizard glared at her, Talon said, “Oh, but you’ve come all this way. Don’t you want to go see for yourself?”


She pushed down her temptation to hit the mimic. Also, Talon was right. Senera did want to see for herself, because apparently, the Arric family weren’t the only ones capable of acts of extraordinary hubris.* She walked inside the great hall and studied the fallen god of the sun.
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* Yes, I realize from a legal standpoint I might be considered to qualify, but we both know my marriage to Relos Var was never more than a necessary tactical fiction.


The room must have been grand, elegant, once. Someone even tried to repair parts of it, which must have been damaged when nine proto-dragons had fled into the firestorms accompanying their births. Now it was a corpse, which didn’t smell of . . . anything. Not sulfur or fungus, not dirt or desert or decay. The wards provided light, but they just emphasized how utterly dark the figure they trapped truly was. Senera studied the god of annihilation and felt something lodge in her throat.


This was without a doubt the bravest act that she had ever seen, the most literally selfless. Kihrin had to have known he couldn’t come back from this. Even if it worked—even if everything went right, which it couldn’t—he’d stop being Kihrin. He’d return to being S’arric or Vol Karoth. He’d sacrificed his souls answering the question the Eight Immortals and Relos Var never dared.


It killed her to know it was a sacrifice utterly made in vain.


“I assume Kihrin’s in there somewhere,” Talon said. “I wonder what they’re talking about.”


Senera narrowed her eyes and didn’t dignify the mimic with a glare. “Was that the plan? Kihrin and Vol Karoth would just . . . talk?”


“Of course not!” Talon protested. “Kihrin’s a complete whole soul, and Vol Karoth’s a tattered remnant of one. Kihrin’s going to—” Talon stopped and stared at Senera, apparently realizing she had been about to spell out the entire scheme.


“I’ll find out no matter what,” Senera reminded her.


“Will you?” Talon no longer acted like a struggling, defiant teenager. “That sounds like something Thurvishar would say.” There was something in Talon’s gaze—Kihrin’s gaze, because she still looked like him—that reminded Senera so much of Kihrin when he had one of those annoying little moments of inspiration, of insight. Senera felt a chill. She had to keep reminding herself this wasn’t Kihrin.


But Talon had all of Kihrin’s memories, and if she really had slain Kihrin, she even had his mental map. Talon was as close to being “Kihrin” as it was possible to be without actually possessing the man’s souls.


“I’m nothing like Thurvishar.” Senera clenched her teeth. The problem was that, even without using the Name of All Things, she had a reasonably good idea exactly what Thurvishar and Kihrin had tried to do. “You thought Vol Karoth was a child,” Senera said. “You thought Kihrin would be able to just take over.”


Talon didn’t answer. She watched Senera like a fox waiting for the startled mouse to move. It felt that way even though Talon was still bound.


Senera’s gimlet eyes glared. “You idiots,” she sneered. “Vol Karoth’s not a child. He’s all the darkness and hate and malice that ever existed inside the leader of the Eight Immortals, inside the man so talented it drove Relos Var sick with jealousy. And anyway, Kihrin and Thurvishar forgot about time, didn’t they?”


Only then did Talon seem uncertain. “Time? What do you mean?”


“I mean there’s literally no time!” She waved her hand toward the trapped silhouette in the center of the room, which seemed to be floating. But only if one didn’t understand he had literally destroyed everything within twenty-five feet of himself, carving a perfect sphere out of the nearby physical matter, and hadn’t yet had time to start falling. “Time’s slowed to a crawl for Vol Karoth. That means it has for Kihrin too. He’ll have no chance to do anything before Relos Var is ready with his plans, before Relos Var frees Vol Karoth. And that means Vol Karoth will very much still be in charge when he’s unleashed on the world. Those idiots didn’t think this through!”*
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* It is possible I didn’t give you enough credit here, but a full analysis of the temporal anomalies of Vol Karoth’s prison will have to wait.


Senera realized she was shouting.


Talon stared at her again. And then, slowly, the mimic smiled.


“What do you have to be happy about?” Senera said. “Do you think I’m going to let you live?”


Talon’s smile didn’t falter. “I think if you meant to turn me in to Relos Var, he’d be here right now, and we wouldn’t be having this ‘conversation.’”


Senera felt her heart stop. She felt the whole world, or maybe just her whole world, come to a stuttering, horrified, paralyzed stop.


She . . . she hadn’t told Relos Var.


Senera hadn’t even thought to tell Relos Var. She’d only ever thought about ensuring he didn’t find out.


Talon’s smile grew wider. “Because here’s the thing, ducky. You just looked at the big shadow man hanging up here, knowing that Kihrin sacrificed his life for the chance he could screw up all of Relos Var’s and Xaltorath’s plans, and you didn’t think he was an idiot. Naïve, maybe. A bit too quick to rush to action, sure. But not an idiot.”


“I did—”


“Don’t pretend. You’re not hard to read when you’re shouting. What you thought was: Relos Var would never be selfless enough to do this.”


Senera exhaled.


“You did, didn’t you? You don’t have to admit it. It can just be our little secret.” Talon lifted her chin. “Var’s perfectly content to sacrifice others for his cause, to have someone else pay the price, but to step up to the altar himself?”


“Shut up.”


“Oh no. Not himself. He’s too important. Too essential. A universe without Relos Var is a universe that might as well be lost, isn’t it?”


“Shut up,” Senera repeated.


“He’d have never done this, not even if he knew for an absolute fact that It. Would. Work.”


“Shut up!”


“And so the question I have for you, Senera—”


“Please stop talking,” Senera said, her voice hitching on the last word. Her legs felt like they might crumple beneath her any second.


“—is, what are you going to do about it?”


Senera wiped both eyes with a thumb. “That fucking bastard.”


Talon raised an eyebrow. “Relos Var?”


“No, Thurvishar!” Senera spat out. “That . . . that fucking brat! Do you really think he didn’t know I’d check? Of course he did. He knows I’m not that gullible. He did this deliberately, knowing that either I have to betray Relos Var—the man who saved me and to whom I owe everything—or I will have let this all have been for nothing. Thurvishar’s just given me his life, and made it my choice whether or not to save it. Because Relos Var will kill Thurvishar for this, kinship be damned. Relos Var will free Vol Karoth too early, and he’ll find a way to deal with what Kihrin’s done. Relos Var will win! He’ll . . . he’ll . . . win . . .” Senera trailed off as she realized what she was saying. What it meant.


Senera fell to her knees. She grabbed the edges of the tiles with her fingers and dug into the marble, as if the sharp edges on the cut stone might remind her of who she was. Tears dropped down to splash against the floor, which should have been covered with dust but, of course, wasn’t.


“Aww. Did somebody just realize they don’t want him to?”


“Yes!” Senera admitted, her heart breaking. “No! I want the world Relos Var promised me! I want a world where nobody is better or worse just because of who their parents were. All I ever wanted was a world where children don’t grow up in chains. I’m willing to do anything to make that world real!”


A dark emotion flickered across Talon’s face.


“But instead of freeing the oppressed, it turns out his solution is just to chain everyone.” Senera laughed darkly. “I suppose it’s a kind of equality.”


Talon walked over and crouched down beside Senera. The idea of restraints had always been absurd, anyway. “So now it comes to this. Which side are you on? Because this time, you get to choose. Actually, this time, you have to choose. Sorry about that.”


“Don’t lie. You’re not even a tiny bit sorry.”


“No,” Talon admitted. “But hey, it’s not like I’m going to judge you. I’m the last person in the whole world who would. It’s kind of my thing. You want to switch sides? I say go for it.”


Senera turned her head and stared hatefully at Vol Karoth. “Kihrin and Thurvishar want to do this? Fine. We’ll let them try. And I will show you, Talon, exactly what I’m going to do about this.”


Senera opened her satchel and pulled out her paints. She freed the brush from her hair and began to work.


The world changed.
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5: LESSONS IN BETRAYAL



Senera’s reaction


The Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor


Senera knocked her head back against the Lighthouse tower wall. “I. Am. Not. Doing. This.”


“So is someone reading our minds?” Thurvishar asked. “How is someone defeating—”


When Thurvishar stopped talking, Senera looked up to see what was wrong.


Teraeth held a knife to the wizard’s throat.


“What did I tell you would happen if Kihrin died?” the assassin said in a low voice.


Behind them, the room erupted into noise, shouts.


“Shut up!” Xivan screamed. She had a voice that carried when she felt like it, perfectly pitched to cut through any amount of clamor.


The room fell silent.


“Thank you,” Thurvishar said, careful not to move.


“You’re welcome,” Xivan replied. “Teraeth, what the fuck are you doing? You look like hell, by the way.”


“Right back at you.” Teraeth didn’t turn his head.


Senera scoffed. Xivan looked healthier than she had in ages. If Senera hadn’t known better, she’d never have guessed the woman wasn’t alive.*
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* I just assumed she’d been dining really well. On sailors and pirates, presumably.


“Teraeth,” Senera said carefully, “I can’t let you kill him.”


“Teraeth, stop,” Janel said. “Please.”


Thurvishar hadn’t said a word other than the thank-you. He held his chin up, baring his neck. But Senera didn’t think they were getting through to Teraeth. He was about to do something horrible.


Faintly, strains of music floated through the air. Everyone paused.


The music might have been playing earlier, but if it had, everyone had been talking too loudly to hear it. In the awkward, tense silence, it was perfectly audible.


It sounded like someone in another room was playing a harp. Which would have been fine—although no, it would not have been fine—except Senera knew she’d only been gone from the Lighthouse for a few seconds of exterior time.


The Lighthouse had been empty when she’d left. The odds of anyone else being here now . . .


Teraeth jerked the knife away from Thurvishar’s throat. He turned and threw it, so it embedded in the opposite wall, quivering. As he stepped toward the doorway hall leading to the manor, the music faded as if someone had walked outside or shut the door.


“That’s Kihrin,” he said. “How is Kihrin playing the harp when Kihrin’s dead?”


“I don’t . . .” Janel’s voice trailed off. She sounded lost.


“I’ll be right back,” Teraeth said. He darted down the hallway without waiting for a reaction or permission. Under the circumstances, Senera didn’t feel like trying to stop him. Janel looked like she was debating whether or not to follow, but questioning Senera won out on the priorities list.


“Senera—” Janel started to say.


“What is going on?” Xivan interrupted.


“I don’t know!” Senera said. I don’t know was a phrase she hated. “This has gone off in a direction I hadn’t expected.”


“And just what did you expect?” Janel asked.


Senera bit the edge of a thumbnail. “Not this.” Senera narrowed her eyes at Thurvishar, who had a faint scarlet line across his throat. Teraeth shouldn’t have been able to get anywhere near the wizard. So what was that? A test? A demonstration of trust? Guilt?*
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* I would still like to know what you were thinking here.


“Who else is here?” Sheloran asked.


“No one,” Senera said. She was lying, but there shouldn’t have been anyone else there capable of playing music. That didn’t mean there wasn’t technically anyone else there.


Not all the current guests of the Lighthouse were visible.


No one moved. There was no place to sit. By long-standing tradition, the landing—long ago designated for the opening of gates into the Lighthouse—was kept clear of furniture. No one encouraged lingering in this room, even though the odds of two different entries into the location crossing paths were so low as to define impossible.


They were all waiting for an explanation.


Thurvishar turned to Senera. “What did you do?”


“I think we all saw what she did,” Sheloran said.


“No,” Thurvishar said. “I mean after the vision ended. You had a plan, Senera. You were going to do something. So what was it?” Instead of waiting for her answer, he rotated in place and tried to trace the twisting maze of painted sigils and glyphs.


“This is a trap,” Janel responded.


Senera supposed she’d earned that.


“Maybe,” Xivan answered, “but I’m curious as to its exact nature.”


Senera rubbed a temple. “Oh, fuck all of this,” she chuntered. “Do you seriously imagine I would conjure up an illusion like that just to make you trust me?”


“Yes,” answered half a dozen people, including, to Senera’s infinite chagrin, Talon.


Senera exhaled. “Do you all think I’m stupid enough to expect it to work?”


That time, her question was met with silence.


Talea struggled to sit up. “Qown, stop. It’s fine. I’m fine.”


“You’re not!” Qown protested. “That sword blow sliced you open and . . .” He frowned at her, blinking.


“I’m fine,” Talea repeated. “You’re good at this, remember?” She patted his hand.


“Right,” Qown said. “I . . . am.” He looked confused.


Talea pulled herself to her feet and tutted over the blood staining her wet clothing. She’d left a red stain on the floor behind her. She then grinned at Senera. “Senera! How have you been? How’s Rebel doing?”


“Maybe this isn’t the right time, Talea,” Senera answered. With everything that was going on, all the chaos surrounding them, it naturally followed that Talea would be mostly concerned about Senera’s dog. “And she’s fine.”*
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* I left her with a sitter.


“Oh, I’m so glad to hear that,” she said. “But funny you should mention time. Because that’s what you did with the glyphs, right? Something with time. If the problem is that time is too slow where Kihrin is trapped in Kharas Gulgoth, maybe doing something with the place where time moves too fast is the solution?”


Senera stared. When . . . It was damnably annoying how the woman occasionally proved herself to be far more insightful than anyone gave her credit for. She was just so sweet and cheerful and simple. Normally.


Thurvishar transferred his attention from the walls to Senera. “Wait, how would that even be . . . Talea’s right, isn’t she?”


Talea didn’t wait on the official answer. She pulled a gold coin from her pocket and started lacing it over and under fingers as she leaned against a wall.* Senera turned back to Thurvishar.
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* The coin Talea received from the Goddess of Luck, Taja, was silver, for the record.


“Yes,” Senera said, “she’s right. As I said, the reason your plan wasn’t going to work was because you didn’t have enough time.”


Thurvishar studied the glyphs on the walls again, finger on his chin. “You sympathetically linked Shadrag Gor and Kharas Gulgoth.”


“No,” Senera replied. “I sympathetically linked Shadrag Gor and Vol Karoth’s prison.”


“But that—” Thurvishar stopped, then swallowed down a laugh. His gaze was openly worshipful. “That’s brilliant.”


Senera turned away, hating herself for the way his praise brought the blood to her cheeks. His utter sincerity was the worst part about it. “It’s not brilliant. I missed something. These visions—” She waved a hand in irritation. “Nothing in the glyphs should be causing this. I don’t know what is. I missed something.”


“Maybe it’s not a what,” Thurvishar said, “but rather a who?”


Before she could respond, Teraeth returned, his face a scowl. “The Lighthouse is empty. There’s no one else here.”


“I could have told you that,” Senera said. “Oh wait. I did.”


“Then where was that music coming from?” Janel asked.


“Maybe it was one of us playing a prank?” Qown suggested. “Did someone craft an illusion, you know, as a joke? We won’t be angry if you did.”


No one spoke.


Teraeth broke the silence. “Speak for yourself. I’ll be plenty angry; it was in poor fucking taste.”


Galen’s wife, Sheloran, turned to Senera. “When you say you linked this tower and Vol Karoth’s prison, what do you mean?”


“She did what?” Teraeth hadn’t been there for that part of the conversation.


Senera sighed, but before she could respond, Qown interrupted, his attention focused on Sheloran. “You know who Vol Karoth is?”


Sheloran raised her chin as she fanned herself. “Some of us received a classical education, Qown.”


Galen blinked. “Mind sharing with the rest of the class, Red? Because I have no idea who Vol Karoth is.”


“Is that a hand?” Xivan asked.


“Vol Karoth,” Senera said, “is the demon god of destruction who’s been imprisoned for longer than Quur has existed and if freed will wipe out all life on the planet and then eat the sun as dessert.”


“Finish eating the sun,” Janel corrected. “He’s already taken a few bites.”


“Talea—” Xivan’s voice held a desperate, terrified note. “Talea, this is important. Don’t move.”


Senera didn’t see the problem. Not at first. Then she realized her angle was off. Five irregularly spaced black dots marked the stone wall next to Talea, just a few inches to the right of her head. If Senera shifted a few feet to the side, they resolved into five slender cylinders of absolute black. And Xivan was right; it looked like the fingers of a hand, just beginning to emerge from the solid stone wall.


Senera felt her gut twist. The ground threatened to drop away. What a fool she’d been.


“Go that way,” Xivan said, pointing to her right, Talea’s left. “Just take a step, Talea. Then another.”


Talea tucked away the coin and did as Xivan asked. When she had traveled a half dozen steps away, she turned. “I see. Oh. That’s not good, is it?”


“Oh, sweet fields,” Janel said. Her eyes were wide, her mouth dropped open. She whirled to face Senera. “Don’t claim you don’t know what that is!”


A shudder raced through Senera’s body from scalp to heel. “No. I wouldn’t do that.” She felt her hands start to shake. “I am so sorry. I’ve made a mistake.”


Janel stared at her as if they’d never met before. For a moment, she looked terrified.


Kalindra Milligreest scowled. “Would someone mind explaining to me, then? Because I don’t have any idea—” It was almost comical to watch all the color flee the woman’s face, leaving her skin the color of ash. She must have figured it out even as she complained. “Thaena help me,” she muttered and then flinched at her accidental naming of her dead patron goddess.


“That’s Vol Karoth, isn’t it?” Sheloran’s voice was very quiet. “Right here. In front of us. That’s his hand.”


“Yes.” Teraeth might as well have been answering if he wanted a drink. She almost envied his lack of emotion.


Senera bit down on a finger, a nervous habit she couldn’t stop. Nobody needed to spell out what that meant. Vol Karoth . . . Vol Karoth, the Dark Sun, Vol Karoth, the Ender of Everything . . . was stepping through the Lighthouse wall. She’d only meant to combine mental spaces, to allow the people Kihrin loved most to lend him their strength and support. Vol Karoth himself had been meant to remain trapped inside his prison.


Someone should have explained that to Vol Karoth.


Senera came close to laughter—bitter, horrible laughter—as she watched all her plans crumble. No. As she watched her plans transform into acid, eating away everything they touched.


Vol Karoth’s freedom was now inevitable.


The corrupted Immortal would simply walk into the Lighthouse, which the wards of the Eight were never designed to protect.


Oh, they’d hold for a while. They might even hold for years. But what did that even mean when weeks in the Lighthouse passed by in minutes, centuries in months?


It would not be long before Vol Karoth simply . . . walked out.


And Relos Var would get exactly what he wanted, the way he always did.


The room had remained silent as they all stared in horror at those five dark, unholy fingers.


“What happens when he finishes walking through the wall?” Galen asked.


“Oh, that’s easy,” Senera said. “He kills everyone, and he starts with—”


The world changed.


Kihrin’s story


Vol Karoth’s prison


Just after Senera’s memory


Vol Karoth stood with his head tilted to the side when the vision ended, his body posture suggesting contemplation.


Then he started to laugh.


Did you just try to defend your friendships by showing me someone betraying her mentor and turning against her life’s work? I didn’t expect you to argue my side for me, traitor.


I swallowed as the floor seemed to shift underneath me. I might have miscalculated.


“No,” I said, “I showed you that people can change! Senera is capable of becoming a good person.”


Senera is a terrorist who has murdered thousands. But suddenly that’s acceptable because she’s switched sides? How convenient for Senera. How convenient for you.


I backed up. “So redemption is impossible? Once a sin is committed, it can never be forgiven?


Are you somehow empowered to give that forgiveness? Last I checked, she didn’t murder you. Do you think the men, women, and children she killed in Jorat care if she’s asked a Quuros royal prince for forgiveness? That she wants to be redeemed? This isn’t redemption. All she’s done is add betrayal to her list of sins.


“It’s not like that,” I protested.


True. You’re right. It’s not like that. Because she hasn’t even asked for forgiveness, has she? She won’t. Did you not listen to her? She doesn’t care about any of you. She cares about creating her perfect impossible world where everyone is equal. She’s never cared who she has to kill to get there. That’s not absolution. That’s another Rev’arric in the making.


I felt a shudder. That . . . that actually made sense.


I was certain I shouldn’t be agreeing with Vol Karoth.


I see it’s time for another lesson, Vol Karoth said. Fortunately, your so-called friends have an almost infinite supply of examples.


The world changed.
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6: THE HAND IN THE WALL



Xivan’s memory


Six days after the Battle of the Well of Spirals


The mountains of the Dominion of Yor, Quur


The trip back to Yor from the Kirpis forest was instantaneous.


Xivan had assumed it would take days, if not weeks—time to reach a city, time to convince some idiot to open a gate so they could return home. Senera had left without them, after all. But Tya—yes, that Tya, Goddess of Magic—had asked them where they wanted to go. When Xivan had answered, “Back to the Spurned,” Tya had just waved a hand and . . .


And they were back in Yor. As if they’d never left. As if Tya had brought her back to a time before Xivan had been quite so acquainted with failure. The Spurned camp hadn’t even moved, still trapped in the same stone-and-ice canyon where they had been wintering the worst of the Yoran storms. The bitterly cold air frosted the tips of Xivan’s eyelashes with tiny crystals. It made Talea’s breath freeze as soon as it left her body. Even for Yorans, this weather was a bit much.


They had only stayed to make sure Xivan and Talea could find their way back. The women greeted her with cheers and warmth that provided no succor at all. She couldn’t so much as look at them without thinking of other white-skinned witches, of Suless’s hyena eyes, of the bodies of her child and husband, left hanging to bleed out.


These women had once worshipped Suless, and if she had been willing to overlook it once, that had all changed. Still, she tried to do the right thing. She tried to pretend it didn’t matter.


But it did. It mattered a great deal.


Her husband was dead. Her son was dead. She’d given Urthaenriel away, and Suless was—Suless was out of her reach. Janel had said the Queen of Witches had become a demon, who could travel anywhere she wanted, at will.


Suless was no longer confined to base matter, no longer trapped in the Living World. Xivan had no ability to chase after her. No recourse if she caught up to her. Suless could toy with Xivan forever. And would. Just for the sheer, ugly, petty joy of doing so. Xivan didn’t know if Suless had hidden her husband’s and son’s souls or if she’d eaten them in the manner of all demons.


She suspected the latter.


Xivan didn’t sleep really, not in her current state caught between the Living World and the Afterlife, but she did dream.* And for every night since their return, she roused herself from a sleeplike stupor to the sound of her own screaming, dreaming of blood and death and betrayal. When Talea tried to shake her out of it on the sixth night, Xivan pulled her sword from next to their sleeping blankets and swung at her lover. It was only by blind luck that Talea managed to duck out of the way.
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* If you’ve ever wondered if beings such as Xivan and Gadrith dream, consider that curiosity now satisfied.


“What’s wrong? What can I do?” Talea asked her, kneeling. Pretending Xivan hadn’t just tried to kill her.


It was still night, the darkness of the Yoran mountains so absolute the world seemed to end outside the limits of the dying Spurned campfires. It was, as always, freezing, but Xivan realized the cold was from more than the climate.


She’d gone too long without eating.


“Find Senera,” Xivan croaked, rubbing her eyes.


“I’m not sure—” Talea wrung her hands, fumbling with some excuse.


“Find Senera!” Xivan screamed. “And get away from me!”


Talea fled while Xivan put her head in her hands. Just for a moment. Then she threw off her blankets and put on her boots.


This couldn’t end like this. She refused to let it end like this.


Suless wasn’t going to win.


Xivan stalked out of the camp and waited near a frozen stream, crouched down, watching the darkness. Leaving Janel alive, she decided, had been a moment of weakness. If Xivan had killed Janel while Suless had still possessed her body, Xivan would have ended Suless’s threat for good. Instead, she’d given Suless time to fucking ascend.


Talea didn’t come back for several hours. When she did, Senera was with her, looking put out. “Xivan, are you stupid? Maybe you don’t want to be contacting me right now. Let’s not remind Relos Var of what you did.”


Xivan lifted the corner of her lip. “What I did was help kill Thaena. Was that not what your master wanted?”


Senera gave Talea a look, as if somehow implying she should have talked more sense into Xivan. Then Senera turned back to the duchess. “Pretty sure he wanted that and also for you to keep the gods-damned sword. And in any event, don’t assume I’m at your beck and call. I only have one master, and you look nothing like him.”


Xivan didn’t grace that last bit with the courtesy of a response. “I want to know where the Stone of Shackles is.”


Senera blinked. “You what?”


“The Stone of Shackles. I want to know where it is. I’ll pay any price you name.”


Senera looked more than a little confused. “Xivan . . . why do you want to know? It can’t possibly—” Her eyes widened. “You want to go after Suless.”


Xivan slammed her hand down against a slab of rock, creating a loud report. “Yes! The Stone of Shackles won’t care that she’s a demon. The Stone of Shackles works perfectly well on demons. Just tell me who has it.”


Senera stared at her, considering. Finally, she said, “Let’s return to camp, have some tea, and I’ll see what I can do.”


Without saying another word, Xivan turned around and headed back.


Xivan paced while Senera did everything but consult the Name of All Things. Talea stood by the side, watching Xivan nervously. The women who hadn’t been woken by Xivan’s screaming were almost certainly awake now, as Talea added more logs to the fire and went about the business of faking good hospitality.


One of the Spurned served Senera buttered tea, which she drank with the appreciation of someone who had spent years among the Yoran mountain peoples. But finally, Xivan lost her patience.


“Well? Are you going to use the Name of All Things or not?” she snapped.


Senera raised an eyebrow at her. “I had hoped you were going to—”


“What?” Xivan said. “Let this go? Just forget about the lives that bitch has taken? About losing the only people I care about?”


Talea shot her a strange look.


Senera sighed. “Relos Var won’t let you keep it,” she explained. “Not after you gave up Urthaenriel. He has plans for the Cornerstones. Even if he allowed you to chase after it, he would want it turned over.”


“What’s he going to do, steal it from me?” Xivan asked.


Senera looked at her sideways. “Do you have any idea how easy it is to take the Stone of Shackles from someone like you if one knows how it works? Yes, he’d take it from you. And you wouldn’t like how.”


Xivan scowled. “Fine. I only want it for a little bit. He can have it back when I’m done.” She waved a hand toward Senera. “Now do your thing.”


Senera drank her tea.


Xivan stopped pacing. “Well?”


Senera shrugged. “I don’t need to ask a question when I already know the answer. If it were easy to recover, Relos Var would have already done so.”


“I don’t care. Just tell me who has it, and I’ll take care of the rest.” Xivan clenched her hands into fists. “Just tell me.” She knew better than to pull out her sword and threaten the woman with it, but it was a difficult urge to resist.


Senera narrowed her eyes, and Xivan sneered at the judgment she could see there. When Senera didn’t answer, Xivan said, “Don’t play hypocrite with me. I know you’ve already had your revenge against all the people who ever wronged you as a child.”


“Yes,” Senera said dryly. “Now ask me what good it did. Ask me what it changed. Ask me how it made a damn thing better.”*
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* It’s not a period of my life I like to talk about.


“Fuck you. Tell me where it is.”


Senera raised both eyebrows. She set the teacup aside, stood, and started to walk away.


“Senera!” Xivan shouted. “Name your price. Want me to go after Kihrin and reclaim the sword? Fine. Want me to vow my services to Relos Var? I’ll do that. Just tell me where it is.”


Senera whirled back. “What I want is for you to let this go, but you aren’t going to, are you?” She gestured toward the camp. “You have people who need you now. Talea needs you.”


“Fuck these people!” Xivan shouted, too angry to care that every single one of them could hear her. “Do you think I give a damn about my husband’s cast-off whores? They were nothing more than an amusing way to pass the time. Tell me who has the necklace, Senera!”


Senera’s mouth settled into a thin, unhappy line. Still judging. Xivan so badly wanted to smack her face into some other expression. “High Lady Lessoral of House D’Talus now owns the Stone of Shackles,” she finally said. “And you will never get it away from her.”


“You said it was easy—”


“I said it would be easy for Relos Var to take it from you,” Senera corrected. “High Lady D’Talus is in a different class.”* She unfolded a piece of paper from her belt, held it up where it almost seemed to float for a moment, and then twisted a hand just so before punching forward. The markings glowed yellow and lifted off the paper, which crumbled to ash. A moment later, the glyphs expanded, circled in midair, and turned into the distinctive spiral quicksilver of a gate opening. Beyond was the silhouette of the Capital City.
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* For one thing, she’s not alive purely because of a ritual Relos Var himself performed, and that does make a difference.


Xivan narrowed her eyes. Relos Var had always been able to open gates instantly, but Relos Var was in the same league as literal gods. Senera had found a way to shortcut the process. When had that happened?*
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* I had a week to kill and spent a healthy chunk of it in Shadrag Gor.


Senera left—but the gate didn’t shut behind her.


The camp was cold and still and silent. No one said a word.


Until Bikeinoh* said, “Hon, we can’t stay camped out here. The last storm was costly, and we’d do a lot better if we found a—”
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* The oldest of Azhen Kaen’s wives, after Xivan, and leader of the Spurned, when Xivan and Talea are away. Or just leader of the Spurned, now.


Xivan rolled her eyes as she turned. “Weren’t you listening? Do whatever you like. I don’t care.”


More silence. Then a lot of women started talking at once.


“Be quiet!” Xivan screamed. “Get it through your thick skulls. I’m not one of you. I don’t like snow, I don’t like your land, and the only reason I was ever here was because of the man who ordered you all killed. Why would you ever think I was one of you?”


Talea shook her head. “Xivan, you don’t really mean—”


“I do,” Xivan said. “I really do mean that. I don’t give a fuck about a bunch of women who were more than happy to be passed around like chained dogs. You want to stay with these bitches? Help them take over Yor? Help them destroy Yor? I don’t really care. That’s your choice. But I’m going to the Capital.”


Talea’s expression was one of shock, surprise, and hurt—Xivan felt a flash of guilt, which she quickly shoved back down again. The Spurned had always been nothing more than a diversion, a way of reminding her husband how much she’d disapproved of his ridiculous, foolish harem. They’d meant nothing in and of themselves. Had they really thought she was going to gallivant around the countryside, quelling the local Yorans or starting a revolution against the empire?


Then they were naïve fools.


She’d almost reached the gate when Xivan turned back to Talea. “Are you coming or not?”


The look in Talea’s eyes was unreadable. She tucked the silver coin she’d been fiddling with away. “You know I’ll go wherever you do.”


“Then do so.” Xivan entered the gate.


The world changed.


Xivan’s reaction


The Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor


Xivan shuddered and made a point of not looking at anyone else. Especially not looking at Talea. Or Janel. Or Senera.


Damn it all to Hell. She didn’t need to ask to know everyone had seen the same vision, the same memory. From her point of view.


“Fuck!” Teraeth screamed at the almost-blank wall. “Stop doing that!”


Xivan shuddered again. She didn’t know if the escaping god of annihilation was actually responsible for these visions, but it didn’t seem a huge jump to imagine it must all be connected.


“Well, I think that speaks for all of us.” Kalindra looked exhausted and terrified, although covering both with black humor.


“Everyone!” Janel said. “We can discuss the visions later. Teraeth, where does that hall lead?” She pointed at the passageway he’d taken earlier when searching for the music.


“Living spaces,” Teraeth answered, never taking his eyes from the fingers emerging from the stone. “It’s safe.”


“Then everyone go,” Janel said. “Out of this room, right now!”


To be fair, no one needed to be told. As soon as Teraeth answered the question, people started to move, all of them eager to be as far away from the hand emerging from the wall as possible, on principle if for no other reason.


Besides, other rooms might have things like fireplaces, blankets, and warm drinks. Xivan might have been incapable of catching a cold, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed being sopping wet.


The main Lighthouse tower had been thick, even stone with no visible seams. How it had been constructed could be lumped under the heading “magic” and then ignored. The rest of the Lighthouse was both structurally and materially different. Someone had built this addition to the Lighthouse more recently, using rough-hewn stone blocks fitted with mortar. The main Lighthouse tower seemed immune to age, but this area was looking its years.


Thurvishar took the lead; they raced through the rooms. First, a main hallway, likely the nexus of the entire manor house, numerous doors branching off to unknown locations. Then Thurvishar led them to a set of adjoining rooms: a kitchen and keeping room, probably meant as a servant gathering area while meals were sent out to wherever the dining room was located. Couches and chairs filled the area before the fireplace, enough to seat all of them.


Everyone stopped.


Thurvishar began using magic to dry everyone off. Of course he knew a spell for that.* Xivan wasn’t going to complain. Who knew velvet could hold so much damn water? Once she was dry enough to not make sloshing noises with every step, she picked a spot against the wall and put her back to it. She looked down at her sword and grimaced. She’d sheathed it still covered in blood. Still covered in Talea’s blood.
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* Learned from Kihrin, if I’m remembering correctly, who learned it from Tyentso.


And if the woman hadn’t so much as glanced at Xivan, she could hardly blame her.


But that wasn’t Xivan’s biggest problem, which was stunning in its simplicity: What next? Not just for her but for everyone. It’s not like they had any way to fight Vol Karoth. They’d run to another room in Shadrag Gor, but that only removed Vol Karoth from their sight. It did nothing to alleviate the danger.


Galen turned to everyone else. “Not a trick question or anything, but how do we stop this from being the room we die in?”


Kalindra snorted as though Galen must be an idiot for not knowing the obvious answer. “We leave. This is the part where we leave.” She gestured angrily at Senera, who seemed the obvious method for making that happen. She’d brought them all there, after all.


“We can’t,” Senera said woodenly. She sank down into one of the chairs.


“Of course we can,” Kalindra said. “Open another gate. It should be easy for you.”


Senera didn’t respond.


“Why can’t we leave?” Thurvishar asked Senera. “What happens if I try to open a gate right now?”


“It won’t work,” Senera said.


“I don’t believe you,” Kalindra snapped.


“I don’t care,” Senera responded. She still hadn’t looked at her. She hadn’t looked at anyone since they entered the room.


Qown made a low, panicked sound in the back of his throat. He was staring at Senera with wide eyes. Xivan didn’t know if this was general “Oh god, oh god, that was Vol Karoth in the other room” panic or some more specific sort of panic she didn’t yet understand.


“Qown, go make Senera some tea,” Xivan suggested. If nothing else, he needed the distraction.


Qown didn’t respond either.


“Qown!” Xivan repeated, louder.


The healer visibly jumped. “What? I . . .”


Talea tugged on the man’s sleeve. “Oh, would you? It would be so kind of you. I’d do it myself, but you always make it so much better than I do.”


Qown blinked. His gaze flickered from Xivan to Talea. “Uh . . . right. Yes. Of course. I’d . . . I’d be happy to.” He retreated to the kitchen, still visible from the keeping room, but now opening cabinets and looking through the supplies.


Janel crouched down next to Senera. “Come on, Senera. Tell us what you’ve done.” Her voice sounded suspiciously kind. From the way Senera’s eyes narrowed, she wasn’t falling for it any more than Xivan had.


“I told you what I’ve done,” Senera’s voice dripped acid, “or Talea did, anyway. So even if we could leave, and I will stress one more time that we can’t, anyone who somehow found a way isn’t going to be able to return in time to make any difference. The time dilation won’t allow it.”


Xivan felt her gut twist. Because she’d understood what Senera meant. She’d rarely if ever been to Shadrag Gor herself, but she knew why the Lighthouse was so famous. She knew that time ran faster inside its walls than it did outside. Much faster. Weeks might pass by here and only be minutes to the rest of the world. Gadrith D’Lorus has used that trick to prepare rituals before anyone had a chance to respond. Thaena had done the same when she’d attempted to sacrifice her son and, by proxy, the entire Manol nation. But this once, it wouldn’t work to the advantage of the tower’s guests.


“There’s no one to help us,” Senera continued. “We can’t leave and bring back help to deal with Vol Karoth. No one will reach us in time. It’s just us. If we don’t fix this, Vol Karoth escapes. We leave and we don’t prevent our deaths, we guarantee them. Because unless it takes Vol Karoth centuries to finish passing through that wall, this will all be over and done with before anyone else—including gods—can arrive.” The Doltari wizard looked as close to tears as Xivan had ever seen.


Janel swallowed visibly and closed her eyes.


Kalindra began cursing. Galen had a hand to his mouth as if he might be sick. And across the room, Teraeth didn’t move at all.


“And one more thing,” Senera snapped, “last I checked, I grabbed the lot of you in Devors while you were in the middle of being attacked by Drehemia the gods-damned shadow dragon. The last thing you should want to do is start the clock back up on that unholy mess before you’re ready to deal with it.”


“Oh, it’s quite worse than that,” Sheloran said, “but I suppose you weren’t there for long enough to notice the giant undead kraken and her army of mind-controlled soulless puppets.”


Senera stared. “No,” she finally said. “I missed that part.”


Footsteps echoed loudly from somewhere upstairs.


Everyone’s eyes drifted up toward the ceiling. The noise was unmistakably the sound of someone walking.


“You checked upstairs . . .?” Janel said to Teraeth.


“I’m telling you, no one’s here,” Teraeth said as he drew his knives.


“I’ll go look,” Xivan volunteered. “The rest of you stay here.” Talea started to say something, and Xivan knew that it was going to be some nonsense about not going alone. “What are they going to do,” she said to Talea, “kill me? I’ll shout if I get into trouble.” She drew her sword, which came free from its scabbard with a loud, satisfying, and wholly unrealistic ring. Xivan looked down at Talea’s gift scabbard in surprise. They’d lined the damn thing with ceramic, so her sword made a sound like it was being sharpened against a stone every time she drew it. Ridiculous.


She loved it.


Xivan appreciated the excuse to leave the suffocating room. At least everyone had been too scared of the damn shadow god to round on Xivan herself and demand explanations. That would come soon enough. Just as soon as everyone calmed down and stopped losing their damn minds.


The footsteps bothered her, though. For one, because Teraeth was thorough by habit. While no one was immune to being fooled by the occasional illusion, she didn’t expect that it happened to Teraeth often. But the other reason was because of that whole “time dilation” issue. The sheer odds of hitting Shadrag Gor at the same time it was already occupied verged into ludicrous.* It sounded like Senera had come straight from the Lighthouse to grab them. That gave a would-be trespasser a window of seconds.
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* Note that it has happened. In particular, Qown and Thurvishar ran into Gadrith D’Lorus. But in that case, it tilts the odds quite a bit when one of the party involved is immortal and willing to spend centuries locked in a tower performing magical research.


So Xivan took it seriously. She paused to wipe the blood off her sword using one of her outlandish lace sleeves and then started making her way upstairs. The halls were well lit thanks to centuries of wizards adding their own enchantments to the ever-present mage-lights, but she’d have preferred something with a real flame. The air was bitterly cold.


Xivan paused. She’d just “eaten” before arriving here. The ice of Hell itself shouldn’t have felt cold to her.


And yet . . . she was freezing.


She exhaled and watched as a puff of air made soft clouds in front of her. So the cold wasn’t just her imagination either.


Xivan kept going.


She searched every room. Many were plain, although she passed a number of bedrooms containing the most luxuriously ornate stonework she’d ever seen.*
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* I assume that is your doing, Thurvishar.


All of them were empty.


Still, she felt . . . something. Xivan didn’t hear or see anything, but she had the same itch at the back of her neck she always felt when she was being watched. She didn’t feel alone.


She felt . . . in danger.


Xivan stopped in the upstairs hallway, her back to a wall, both hands on the hilt of her sword. Nothing moved. Nothing appeared. The hall was quiet.


Nothing.


Feeling foolish and jumpier than she’d felt in years, she returned to the others.


Her steps slowed as she approached the open doorway. Voices were raised, and it wasn’t difficult to hear what was being said.


Oh. Of course. They’d waited until Xivan was gone to talk about her.


“—how are you okay with what happened?” Galen’s voice, sounding so much like Kihrin for a moment that it made Xivan flinch. “Red, she stabbed Talea!”


“She was being magically controlled,” Talea explained. “A control that has now been broken. It worked!”


“And that bit about the Spurned?” Janel’s voice was so soft, Xivan almost didn’t hear it. “How letting me live was a mistake? Was that also because she was being magically controlled?”


Xivan squared her shoulders and walked into the room. “No. It wasn’t. I was just being a bitch.”


“You were in a bad place,” Talea said.


Xivan glared. “Don’t apologize for me, Talea. I’m a grown woman, and I’ll own my own mistakes, thank you. There’s no excuse for what I’ve done.” She sheathed her sword. “But you should know, I didn’t find anyone upstairs.” She gave Teraeth an acknowledging nod.


Teraeth paused from scowling at nothing. “How is that even possible?”


“I’ll say it again, sound illusions aren’t difficult,” Qown called out from where he was setting the tea to steep. “Maybe someone left them here to be triggered? As a bad joke?” He looked hopeful for such a mundane, if tasteless, explanation.


“Then why didn’t it trigger when I was here earlier?” Senera said.


“Maybe because you’re the one who’s doing this?” Kalindra snapped.


Janel said, “No. Not Senera’s style.”*
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* It’s a sad commentary when you’ve been enemies with someone for so long that they know your little quirks like this.


Kalindra looked willing to argue the point.


Xivan turned to Talea. “How did you break the Lash’s hold, anyway? I was being controlled by a Cornerstone. That’s not something you just casually block with a spell.”


“Oh, we, uh . . .” Talea gave her a sheepish, embarrassed smile.


“We used the Grail of Thaena,” Sheloran offered as though that was nothing of particular note. Didn’t everyone have one of those in the pantry?


Teraeth made a strangled noise. “That’s not a thing.”


“Yes, it is,” Kalindra said.


Teraeth raised an eyebrow at her. “Kalindra. No, it isn’t. The cup I used to use for the Maevanos ritual was just a cup. It had no special powers.”


“Sure, that cup didn’t, but the Grail exists.” Kalindra pointed at Xivan. “Either that or we just blocked the Lash’s control using the power of wishful thinking. But since I was the one who led these people to it, let’s just assume the Grail is real.” She smiled wryly. “What do you know? Turns out your mother didn’t tell you everything, Teraeth.”


“Wait, what? What exactly are you talking about?” Senera looked like she’d just eaten something sour.


“The Grail of Thaena?” Thurvishar had been quiet during the entire conversation, but at this, he raised his head and started to look interested. “How have I never heard of this before?”


“What does it do?” Senera asked. “How was it created?”


“Oh, now you’ve done it,” Janel whispered. “The wizards didn’t know something.”


Sheloran and Galen both looked helplessly at Kalindra. And Kalindra looked at . . . Talea.


What. Since when was Talea the expert on magical artifacts?


That embarrassed smile was back. “Ah . . . it was a secret?” Talea said. “And Tya made it. But really, that’s kind of not important right now.”


“Not important?” Senera stood up, vibrating with righteous anger. “We’re trapped here with an evil god, and you’re casually telling me we have a magical artifact with us that I didn’t even know existed! Why didn’t you say something? Does one of you have Urthaenriel while we’re confessing hidden weapons?”


“Calm down, Senera. Not where you need to be focusing your energy right now.” That comment came from the woman who looked like a Yoran Spurned, but who could not possibly be one. Xivan would have recognized her. She’d done a commendable job until that point of staying in the background, staying quiet. But Xivan hadn’t forgotten she’d arrived with Senera.


And if that vision of Senera’s was accurate, then the last person Senera had traveled with hadn’t been a person at all. Xivan would have been positive it was Talon except her advice to Senera had actually been helpful. In fact, it had sounded like—


It had sounded like something Kihrin might have said.


“Fine,” Senera grumbled.


Talea shrugged a shoulder. “I decided not to bring Urthaenriel. You know I don’t like carrying that thing.”


Thurvishar gave her a hard look.


“It’s fine,” Janel said, probably to reassure herself as much as anyone else. “We’ll assess what we’re working with and figure out a plan—”


The world changed.
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