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FOREWORD 1


Your Majesty,


Enclosed is my chronicle of recent events, as well as Senera’s accounting of events leading up to Atrine’s destruction.


And I am asking you to not read either of them.


I realize this seems an odd request, but time . . . oh, time . . . is a luxury we don’t have at the moment. What I am asking is that you read the attached summary of Senera’s book and then come immediately, without a second’s delay, to the tower on the island in center of Rainbow Lake. The Crown and Scepter know the way.


We need your help. I need your help. I do not have time for you to read either book. Once you are here, and not before, only then will we find you the time necessary.


We’ll steal it if we have to.


You should know I’ve given a copy of this chronicle to Senera. There is little point in keeping it from her; she has it within her power to divine the contents. I’m hoping my gesture of “friendliness” will convince her that acquiring her own copy is unnecessary. Because her copy is not complete, and it is of vital importance that it remain that way.


The fate of the whole world rests on this.


Always your faithful servant,


Thurvishar


 


What led up to this:


Two days after the Capital City Hellmarch, your own ascension to the Quuros throne, and Kihrin’s recovery of the sword Urthaenriel, Kihrin D’Mon traveled to Jorat to find the Black Knight. As plans go, it needed work; I believe it amounted to “anyone Duke Kaen and Relos Var hate this much must be someone I’ll like.”


He found Janel Theranon, former Joratese Count of Tolamer, who had bribed a House D’Aramarin Gatekeeper to make sure Kihrin crossed her path. Since Kihrin had Urthaenriel, Janel wanted to recruit him to slay the dragon Morios, which she believed would soon attack Atrine, second-largest city in Quur. Why did she believe this? I’ll get to that in a moment.


Janel knew Kihrin because she’d helped Return him to life. He didn’t remember her and, believing this a con, attempted to leave. He failed. The dragon Aeyan’arric, Lady of Storms, had arrived, trapping everyone inside. So Kihrin agreed to at least listen to Janel (and her Vishai priest confidant, Brother Qown) explain how the current crisis came to be and why she needed Kihrin’s help.


It seems several years earlier, Janel had encountered Relos Var, who had been fomenting unrest in the Jorat region. Var’s plan seemed to be multipronged; he was sneaking disguised Yorans into the duchy, destabilizing the power structure with spurious witch hunts, and summoning real demons to be trapped and eliminated. His main provocateur was a Doltari wizard named Senera whom he’d given a Cornerstone called the Name of All Things, which allows Senera to answer any question.


Besides trying to warn her Joratese superiors, Janel became determined to recover a magic spear named Khoreval, which she believed could kill Aeyan’arric. Unfortunately, it was owned by Relos Var’s “boss”: Duke Kaen of Yor.


Janel contrived to get herself kidnapped and taken back to Yor, with an unintended companion as Brother Qown was also taken (and gaeshed as a hostage on Janel’s good behavior). Janel won over both Kaen and his undead wife, Xivan, and spent the next several years trying to find a way to steal Khoreval. In the process, she learned Kaen had the spear because he intended to use it to kill the dragon Morios when it woke from under Lake Jorat. (So then Janel had two dragons to kill.) She also secretly passed messages to both Teraeth (yes, our Teraeth) and her own agents working to undermine Kaen’s plans. (This last under the guise of a Jorat persona known as “the Black Knight”—the same one Kihrin sought.)


During this time, Janel learned several important facts. First, Duke Kaen kept the god-queen Suless as a gaeshed slave. Second, Janel’s father was General Milligreest (a fact that Duke Kaen intended to exploit). And third, Janel was also the daughter of Tya, Goddess of Magic (a fact that Relos Var was exploiting). Janel herself used this last bit of information to help steal Khoreval, and together, mother and daughter slew Aeyan’arric.


While Janel told this story to Kihrin, she had an attack of conscience and admitted the truth to him: Relos Var had later captured both her and the spear again. She had been dragged before an enraged Duke Kaen, who ordered her death for her betrayal. Before the god-queen Suless could enact this, however, something happened: Kihrin destroyed the Stone of Shackles. Suless, freed from her gaesh, destroyed Kaen’s palace and almost everyone in it, but Janel, Qown, and a few others managed to escape. When Relos Var returned, he revealed that Khoreval* alone wouldn’t be able to kill Morios (or Aeyan’arric, who would return). The only way to do so permanently was to simultaneously kill both the dragon and their matching Cornerstone. “Fortunately,” he knew the location of Morios’s Cornerstone. The only piece missing was Urthaenriel.


That’s where Kihrin came in.


I’m sure Kihrin would have told Relos Var to get lost, except Morios did rise from Lake Jorat and did start destroying Atrine. So Kihrin agreed to help, a decision I know he now regrets. While Janel, Senera, and Relos Var dealt with the dragon, Kihrin, Qown, and myself (yes, I was part of this) agreed to travel down under Lake Jorat to the dead god-king Khorsal’s flooded throne room, where the Cornerstone Warmonger waited.


And Kihrin had been right from the beginning; it was all a con. The dragon existed, the threat existed, but Senera had sabotaged the signals we’d created to time our strikes, so Kihrin, thinking Morios had been slain, destroyed what he thought was Warmonger. Instead, it was an ancient warding crystal, one of eight, used to keep Vol Karoth imprisoned and sleeping. Its destruction didn’t free Vol Karoth, but he woke from his slumber. When Kihrin tried to confront Relos Var, Qown betrayed us and ambushed Kihrin.


Relos Var and Qown took Urthaenriel and left, having accomplished everything they wanted. (Teraeth later rescued both Kihrin and myself from drowning under Lake Jorat.) The rest of us, yourself included, were left to clean up the mess.


In terms of Relos Var’s goals, I would say it was a complete success. It certainly opened the path for what’s followed, because Relos Var knew exactly how the Eight Immortals would respond.


He was planning on it.









FOREWORD 2


My dearest, Senera,


I originally thought to address this volume to Empress Tyentso. After all, she does need to be updated on the rather startling events happening outside Quur’s borders.


Those events will come to roost on her throne as well.


However, it occurred to me that I can do nothing to keep you from reading this chronicle. I am well aware of what the Name of All Things can do. You may be required to write down the answers to questions in full, but there is no rule that says you must do so at a moderate and sedate pace. I also know those spells, as well as how to reach Shadrag Gor.


When you have finished reading, ask yourself this for me, as one equal to another: If Relos Var didn’t know this could happen, what else doesn’t he know? And if he did know, just how much of his true motives has he hidden from you? He believes that only he can save the world and has followed that belief to its most narcissistic and grandiose conclusion. Thus, no matter how much he values your support, you will always be expendable to him.


It’s not fun to be a wizard’s toy, is it?


Believe me, I know.


Think on this and ponder the possibility that saving the world doesn’t have to mean sacrificing your soul. Consider the idea that Relos Var might be wrong. What will you do if you discover all these atrocities he has had you commit were never necessary, but rather a failure of imagination?


Your most respectful and admiring enemy,


Thurvishar (that D’Lorus brat)









PART I
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RITUALS OF NIGHT










 


 


 


Kihrin found Thurvishar in the library, or rather, the three thousand years of accumulated detritus that had passed for a library to a bachelor who had never once considered that another person might need to look through all his centuries of research. Books littered every room of the tower, along with notes, diagrams, junk, and objects whose purpose and providence were unfathomable. Kihrin had no idea how most of it hadn’t rotted away, besides the obvious: magic. But then, there was rather a lot of magic here. The walls stank of it, the floors vibrated with tenyé sunk into every pore of granite and quartz. The stone was a battery for wizardly power, although not enough power.


Never enough power for what they needed.


The D’Lorus Lord Heir didn’t look up from his reading. “May I help you?”


A bang made Thurvishar glance up as Kihrin dropped a large, heavy book on the table. Kihrin had to shove a stack of papers out of the way so Thurvishar might actually be able to see him as he spoke. “Are you going to write another one?”


Thurvishar paused, then closed the text he’d been reading. “I’m sorry. What was that?”


“Are you going to write another book? Like the one you wrote about finding Urthaenriel?” Kihrin gazed at him intently.


“Technically speaking, I didn’t write—”


“You did,” Kihrin said. “You may have had those transcripts, but you can’t tell me you didn’t make up large chunks of it. Senera wasn’t wrong about that.” The golden-haired man paused. “I think you need to do it again. You need to write another book.”


Thurvishar straightened. “To send to Empress Tyentso, you mean?”


“Sure, that too.” Kihrin drummed his fingers on the book he’d returned. “I just think if we don’t, they will.” He didn’t clarify who “they” were, but it was obvious: Relos Var and his associate, Senera. And likely his new apprentice, Qown.


Thurvishar studied the book under Kihrin’s fingers and pursed his lips. “So I take it you finished both accounts, then?”


“Yeah,” Kihrin said. “And I think your conclusions are right.”* Then the young man sighed. “But I want . . . I want to cover what’s happened since then. I know you were there for almost all of it, but I keep thinking that there’s something we missed. Something we could have . . . I don’t know. Something we could have done differently.” He shook his head. “I keep telling myself that it didn’t have to end this way.”


“Kihrin, are you—” Thurvishar grimaced. “Are you going to be all right?”


“What do you think?” Kihrin snapped, and then he stopped himself, exhaling. “I’m sorry. But no. No, I don’t think I’m going to be all right at all. Maybe never again.”


Kihrin picked up a page from the stack of papers he’d moved earlier, and glanced at it. When he realized what it said, he raised an eyebrow at Thurvishar.


The wizard cleared his throat. “I may have already started. But I was going to ask you for your input, I promise.”


Kihrin’s mouth quirked. “No time like the present.”
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1: AN INTERRUPTION



(Thurvishar’s story)


When the gods descended on the Atrine ruins, they interrupted an assassination.


Thurvishar hadn’t perceived the danger at first. Yes, soldiers had been pouring through the eight open magical portals set up on a small hill next to Lake Jorat, but he’d expected that. A mountain-size dragon had just finished tearing the second-largest city in the empire into rubble and fine quartz dust, with an incalculable body count. Morios had attacked the army right along with the civilian populations—populations now panicked and displaced. Of course there were soldiers. Soldiers to clean up the mess left in the attack’s wake, soldiers to help with the evacuation, soldiers to maintain a presence in the ruined, rubble-strewn Atrine streets. And the wizards? They needed to render Morios’s body into something so discorporate the dragon couldn’t re-form himself and start the whole messy apocalypse all over again.


To add fuel to the fire, the damaged dam holding back Lake Jorat, Demon Falls, had begun to fail. When the dam blew, Lake Jorat would empty out. Millions would die, if not in the flooding itself, then by starvation when Quur’s breadbasket* found itself twenty feet underwater. The wizards would focus on stopping such a catastrophe.


In hindsight, Thurvishar had been too optimistic; he’d assumed the Quuros High Council would care about saving lives.


Janel’s fury alerted him, furnace hot, a bubbling cauldron usually locked away behind a fiercer will. He felt Kihrin’s anger a moment later, sharp and lashing. Thurvishar paused while discussing spell theory with an Academy wizard and looked up the hill. The same soldiers he’d ignored earlier had set up a defensive formation. They weren’t dressed as normal soldiers. These men wore the distinctive coin-studded breastplates of a particular sort of Quuros enforcer.


Witchhunters. He couldn’t see who they surrounded, but he made assumptions.


Thurvishar debated and discarded opening a portal to their location. That might provoke the very reaction he sought to avoid.


So instead, he ran.


What he found when he arrived qualified as a worst-case scenario. No one tried to stop him from pushing to the front. He was, after all, Lord Heir to House D’Lorus. If anyone had a right to be here, he did. More witchhunters gathered in this one area than he’d ever seen before. They didn’t stand alone either; he recognized Academy wizards in equal number as well as High Lord Havar D’Aramarin and several Quuros High Council members.


All for three people: Kihrin D’Mon, Janel Theranon, and Teraeth. Neither Kihrin nor Janel held obvious weapons, and while one might argue they didn’t need them, with this many people?


The outcome seemed predictable.


“What is going on here?” General Qoran Milligreest pushed aside several witchhunters as he strode into the confrontation’s center.


“It seems our thanks for helping is to be a prison cell.” Janel clenched her fists.


“Vornel, what’s the meaning of this?” Milligreest turned to a Quuros man without acknowledging his daughter.*


Vornel Wenora, High Council member, snorted at the general’s question. “I should think it obvious. We’re dealing with a threat to the empire. Which is what you should have done.”


“Threat to the empire?” Qoran pointed toward the giant metal dragon’s corpse. “That is a threat to the empire. The impending rupture of Demon Falls is a threat to the empire. These are children!”


Thurvishar scanned the crowd. The witchhunter minds stood out as blank spaces, as did some wizards and all the High Council. But where was Empress Tyentso?


Vornel shrugged. “So you say, but all I see are dangerous people who are a grave threat to our great and glorious empire. This is the man who killed the emperor and stole Urthaenriel. Then we have a witch who flaunts her powers in public and a known Manol vané agent. Yet for reasons I cannot begin to fathom, you’ve done nothing to put a stop to them. Why is that, Qoran?”


“Because I understand priorities!” the general replied.


Thurvishar raised an eyebrow at Vornel. While the accusations had merit, they missed the truth by an astonishing margin. Plus, none of the High Council members were giving Thurvishar so much as a glance, when he was the far more appropriate target for their anger. Vornel’s accusations seemed disingenuous, less true outrage than a savvy councilman sensing a perfect opportunity for a power play, and too arrogant, petty, or stupid to temper his ruinous timing.


Councilman Nevesi Oxun, old and thin with silvering cloudcurl hair, stepped forward. “It doesn’t matter, Milligreest. By unanimous vote—”


“Did I vote in my sleep, then?” Milligreest growled.


“Nearly unanimous,”* Oxun corrected. “If you act to prevent us from doing this or interfere with these men in their lawful enforcement, we will be forced to conclude you’ve fallen under the sway of foreign powers and remove you from the High Council.”


“How dare—”


Kihrin started laughing. Thurvishar grimaced and glanced away.


Of course. Tyentso.


“You don’t want us, do you?” Kihrin said. “You couldn’t give two thrones about us. But Tyentso? She’s the one you think is a ‘grave threat to the empire.’” The young royal, still wearing a Quuros soldier’s borrowed clothing, held out his hands. “If you geniuses think Tyentso’s stupid enough to show herself now with all these witchhunters present, I’ve got a gently used bridge by the lake to sell you.”


Thurvishar’s own anger rose. Kihrin had called it. The High Council considered Janel and Teraeth inconsequential. They might have regarded Kihrin more seriously if they studied the Devoran Prophecies. But they cared a great deal that the new Quuros emperor had somehow managed to insult them all by being born a woman.


If they had their way, she’d have the shortest reign of any emperor in recorded history.


“I wouldn’t start forging deeds to bridges just yet, Scamp.” Tyentso appeared on top of a nearby tent, balanced there through literal magic. “I might be that stupid. Or maybe just that cocky.” She waved the Scepter of Quur—currently wand-like—to trace a delicate path in the air. “This is a fun toy. I want to practice.”


“Men, kill her—”


Which was when the gods arrived.


Seven blazing pillars of light slammed into the earth next to the confrontation. The men who had been standing there—witchhunters, wizards, soldiers—vanished. Thurvishar liked to think those men found themselves transported to a safe location, but he couldn’t verify that suspicion.* But he knew the beings who stood there—had been standing there—when the light dimmed enough to see again.


The Eight Immortals had arrived.* Every single person within sight—high lord, soldier, wizard—went to the floor.


No one could doubt their identities. Their aspects seeped into the air around them. Galava dressed in spring green, plump and lush, the ground beneath her feet blooming flowers. Argas, mathematical formulae visible around him like a halo. Tya, her rainbow dress of veils shimmering as her fingers crackled with magic. Taja, dressed in silver, playing with a single coin. Ompher, looking less like a person than an animate statue carved from rock. Khored in red, raven-feathered, holding a glass sword. And last, Thaena, dressed in shroud white, crowned in burial roses.


To a one, they were all furious.


“Are we interrupting something?” Thaena’s voice echoed the sound a mausoleum door might make as it scraped against a tomb floor.


Silence lingered on the hillside for several awkward beats before people realized the Goddess of Death had asked a question to which she expected an answer.


Empress Tyentso rose. “I believe the High Council were trying to murder me, my lady.”


“And us as well, Mother.” Teraeth shrugged at Tyentso. “They wouldn’t have wanted witnesses, Ty.”


“Oh, good point.”


“Now this was all a misunderstanding—” Vornel Wenora stood.


“Silence!” Khored thundered. All sound stopped, everywhere. Even the background noises faded into quiet. “Vol Karoth has woken. An evil you have forgotten, but if he is not re-imprisoned, an evil you will come to know too well.”


“Every time this has happened before,” Argas explained. “Quur’s emperor has been given the job to re-imprison him.”


“In fact, this duty is the sole reason Quur exists.”* Ompher’s voice wasn’t loud and was, strangely, much less rocklike than Thaena’s, but it reverberated through the ground, all around them, all at once. The god looked toward Atrine then, frowning. In the distance, a grinding noise echoed, but no one dared look away from the Immortals to see the source.*


Every eye on the clearing shifted, from the gods to Tyentso.


She swallowed and stood a little straighter.


“If you would prefer someone else to be your champion . . .,” Vornel Wenora began to say, “we’ll make your will done. Happily.”


Thaena said, “We are satisfied with Tyentso, but less so with what we’ve arrived to find. You orchestrated this, and you persuaded the others.” Thaena’s expression could have felled armies. “You are interfering with the fate of the whole world.”


“I was protecting—”


“Look into my eyes,” Thaena ordered.


Vornel met the goddess’s stare. He didn’t hold it for more than a second before he looked away, shuddering.


Thaena made a gesture then, like brushing away a cobweb.


Vornel Wenora fell down—dead.


The Goddess of Death turned to Nevesi Oxun. “Have I made my point?”


The whites of the councilman’s eyes formed a ring around his irises. “Yes, goddess.”


Khored turned to the crowd. “This is not the time for coups or rebellions.”


The Goddess of Luck added, “Nor invasions. We shall not be sending the Quuros army south into the Manol Jungle. This time, our emperor will serve us best by fortifying the empire.”


“Do what you must to end the Royal Houses’ squabbling,” Thaena said. “It tires us.”


Thurvishar exhaled. The Royal Houses might not appreciate several ways their infighting might cease. Tombs were seldom political hot spots, after all. And Tyentso might prefer that solution.


The empress bowed her head. “I will, my lady.”


“And one . . . last . . . thing.” Tya stepped forward, speaking for the first time. She addressed the Academy wizards and the witchhunters. “I have also grown tired of something.”


Janel’s eyes widened at the expression on her mother’s face.


“We have let you rule yourselves as you will,” Tya said, “but humanity’s need has become too great for us to overlook your foolishness anymore. We have no time for this.” Her expression wasn’t kind. “Congratulations, you have succeeded in eliminating the witch threat, because this day forward, they don’t exist. Witches no longer exist. I am changing the definition. No more licenses. No more persecuting wild talents. Anyone who can touch the Veil will be allowed to do so, regardless of sex or lineage.”


The confusion and disbelief in the wizards spiked so strongly, Thurvishar heard their thoughts even through any talismans or protections. No one protested out loud, but a stubborn defiance rose up. Eliminating the license system would destroy the Royal Houses, defenestrate the witchhunters, cause confusion and anxiety for the Academy. The Royal Houses depended on their magical monopolies to survive. What the Goddess of Magic had just declared . . . it might not break them right away, but the time would come. If anyone could use magic, any magic, without fees, restrictions, or fear of the accusation of witchcraft, then the Court of Gems would soon find itself unnecessary.


The Royal Houses wouldn’t accept such a change, even if the Goddess of Magic herself flew down from the heavens and ordered it—which she had.


“Disobey us at your peril,” Thaena warned. “We have no more patience or time. Our next meeting will not be so friendly.”


With that final warning given, the light flashed again. The gods vanished.


As did Thurvishar, Kihrin, Janel, and Teraeth.


They reappeared in a wondrous locale. The cavern loomed so large, Thurvishar didn’t recognize the space at first. In the massive chamber’s center hung a fiery orange ball, while islands floated in a plane around that central pivot. The entire group, eleven in all, had appeared on the second island, large enough to hold ten times their number. Seven chairs had been set on the ground, not in a circle as one might expect but in a random pattern. A translucent sphere of red, violet, and green energy encased this floating island. Still more glowing notations hung in the air between the islands, floating in circles around them, not labels as much as mathematical formula.


Thurvishar looked again. The islands varied in size. A scree of boulders and rocks wrapped crosswise around the floating island like a bracelet. Past that marker, small fiery dots moved beyond, embedded in a rotating cavern wall. It was, he realized, a sort of mechanism, the heavens’ movements modeled in abyssal stone.


As Thurvishar looked around in astonishment, the seven Immortals fanned out over the space. Some sat. They all looked tense and anxious and even frightened. The mortals remained standing, although Kihrin looked like he was contemplating turning invisible and jumping.


It was . . . uncomfortable . . . to be so close to these beings. Like sticking his fingers too close to fire, too close to ice, against a blade’s edge, the sparking arc of lightning—all at the same time. The tenyé snap felt so strong, Thurvishar presumed the Immortals could only gather for any length of time in a place like this, clearly Argas’s sanctified ground just as Ynisthana had once been Thaena’s.


Thaena turned to her son and demanded, “What happened?”


Before he could answer, Janel fell to her knees. “It’s my fault, my lady. I should have seen through Relos Var’s trickery.”


Thurvishar’s mouth twisted. He knew a great many high lords who couldn’t see through Relos Var’s trickery. High lords and—as he gazed around the figures standing on the island—at least eight gods.*


Kihrin scoffed. “Now hold on. Did you smash Vol Karoth’s prison open and then lose Urthaenriel? Because I remember it happening differently.”


Janel’s posture tightened.


Thaena’s eyes flashed as she motioned for Janel to stand. So much as glancing in the goddess’s direction filled Thurvishar with a deep and profound dread. Never had her existence seemed more a promise. Thaena’s body vibrated with an anger barely held in check.


Meanwhile Taja, Goddess of Luck, picked up a chair, walked forward several steps, then flipped the chair around and sat on it backward. Argas scowled as if she’d just handed him a personal insult. “Must you?”*


“I don’t care whose fault it is,” Taja announced, ignoring Argas’s reproach. “What a shocking idea. Relos Var tricking someone into doing the dirty work for him. I’m so surprised.” She put a hand to her cheek.


Galava, flowers blooming as she paced, gave Taja a reproving look. “This is no time for jokes, child.” She stopped as Ompher approached, not walking so much as sliding along the ground, and put his arms around her.


“He’s not free,” Teraeth murmured. “Not yet.”


Kihrin said, “I felt him wake. I felt it.”


“Awake isn’t the same as free.” Khored removed his red helmet, revealing himself as a black-skinned Manol vané underneath. “Vol Karoth is still trapped in the center of the Blight.”


“For how long?” Thaena’s voice boomed through the great and echoing chamber. “How long when we know Relos Var is working to shatter the other seven crystals and let Vol Karoth loose on the world? How long when we know that bastard has Urthaenriel?” She cast a hateful stare at Kihrin. “Well done, by the way. Did you just hand the sword over, or did he have to make an effort?”


Kihrin flinched.


“Stars,” Taja said. “You are such a bitch when you’re frightened.”


Thaena whirled to face her, eyes blazing.


The tension vibrated in the air, clung to the nerves like ice crystals. Thurvishar had never seen gods fight before; he never wanted to. They seemed to be seconds from open violence.


“I’m terrified,” Tya admitted. She wrapped her veils around her, eyes far away. “Vol Karoth killed us so easily, as powerful as we are, and it was nothing to him.” The Goddess of Magic stared at Kihrin. “We didn’t know what had happened, you see. All we knew was that something had gone wrong—a giant, cataclysmic explosion. And then . . . there he was. A hole in the universe. He knew just what to do. He killed Taja first, then Galava and Thaena . . .”


Galava made a small, hurt noise and grabbed Ompher’s hand.


“Enough.” Thaena’s voice sounded tight and strained.


Argas shook his head. “It’s different this time.” The god studied Kihrin. “You being here, now, makes it different. We’re not the ones who can destroy Vol Karoth. You are. We just need to buy you enough time to do it.”


“Me? I can’t imagine—”


“You and I, we used to be friends,” Argas gestured toward the two goddesses who had nearly come to blows, Taja and Thaena. “Did either of them tell you how the two of us were friends?”


“No, I—” Kihrin’s gaze narrowed. “Wait. I do know you. Not from some past life either. How do I know you?”


Argas grinned. “Used to come by the Veil to check in on you when you were a kid.”


It was Taja’s turn to glare. “Damn it, Argas. We had this conversation! You promised you’d stay away from him.”


Argas’s laughter was mocking. “You promised. I just didn’t bother correcting you.”


Kihrin sighed and ground a thumb into his temple. His voice low, he muttered, “I’d make a joke about the parents fighting, but . . .”


Thurvishar contemplated Janel and Teraeth. “But for some of us, it happens to be true.”


“Yeah,” Kihrin agreed.


“So what’s the plan now?” Teraeth said, trying to turn the conversation back to something living on the same continent as productive. “The Ritual of Night?”


Taja and Khored both shared a look.


“That can’t be necessary,” Taja said.


“It’s been necessary for every other race,” Galava said. “And it’s necessary this time too.”


“The ritual’s never been anything but a delaying action—” Khored started to say.


“It’s different now,” Argas said. “Vol Karoth is different. He’s weaker now.” He pointed to Kihrin. “This might be the first time where destroying him is possible, but not if he escapes before we can figure out a way. We have to keep him locked up. Just a little bit longer will do.”


“What,” Janel asked, “is the Ritual of Night?”


“It’s the ritual that turns an immortal race mortal,” Thurvishar answered. “Four immortal races used to exist, and now only the vané remain. That’s because the ritual has been used three times before, each time to repair Vol Karoth’s prison before he could free himself.”


“Oh.”


“We need breathing room,” Thaena said. “And I mean to have it. It’s long past time the vané paid—”


All seven gods stopped whatever they’d been doing, or had been about to say, and looked up and to the side. As if they all stared at the same object, something the mortals in the room couldn’t see.


“How long before the demons breach into the Land of Peace?” Khored asked.


“Ninety-eight percent chance they don’t move in for another five minutes,” Taja said, “and then an 86 percent chance they rush the Chasm.”*


“My people are there,” Thaena said, “but they won’t hold for long.”


“Then we’re out of time,” Argas agreed.


Tya turned to Janel. “We won’t be able to provide support. With Vol Karoth’s awakening, the demons have retreated from their Hellmarches—it made them too easy to find—but they’re laying siege to the Land of Peace, trying to reach the Font of Souls. Don’t expect us to be in any position to come to your aid.”


Janel’s expression darkened. Thurvishar reminded himself to ask for a detailed explanation later.*


“If the Font falls,” Galava said, “our future dies with it.”


Thaena’s mien turned nasty as she addressed her son Teraeth. “Terindel should have done his duty millennia ago. Since he wouldn’t, it’s your job to ensure his nephew Kelanis does.”


Thurvishar looked away. It would be the final tragic act in a play that had taken four thousand years to unfold. The vané would become mortal; the last great race would die. Yes, it would buy them time, but . . . well, it would be time paid for at a horrendous price.


“What if he says no?” Kihrin asked.


“He won’t say no,” Thaena answered. “He won’t dare. I’ve guaranteed that. I removed your mother from the throne so there wouldn’t be a repeat of Terindel’s sin.”


“Right.” Taja’s smile was equal parts bitter and sad. “So at least that part should be easy.”


Kihrin studied the goddess for a moment, expression uncertain, before he turned to the others. “I hate to be the person pointing out the soup’s cold, but are we the best choice for this? For example, I’m pretty sure Teraeth is the only one who speaks vané.”


“Voral,” Tya corrected absently. “The vané and the voras always spoke the same language.”


“See?” Kihrin said. “I don’t know even the right name for the language.”


Argas grinned. “I’ll fix that.”
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2: THE WOUNDED SKY



Kihrin sat back and exhaled.


“You do have to talk, you realize,” Thurvishar said. “Unless you’d rather I just continued. I’m fine either way.”


“Just thinking how funny it is that I never want to start where everyone else does.” Kihrin chewed on his lip, eyes distant.


“Where would you start?” Thurvishar asked.


Kihrin drummed his fingers on a stack of papers, formulas for some arcane bit of mathematics almost no one in the whole world comprehended anymore. Although—no, that wasn’t right. The dreth probably taught classes in it somewhere.


“The Blight,” Kihrin said.


Thurvishar closed his eyes, opened them again. “Because everything starts and ends there?”


“At least it does for me,” Kihrin answered.


(Kihrin’s story)


I opened my eyes. Sulfur-laced clouds overhead, battling across a wounded sky. A sick, dull pain throbbed inside my head, so it took a moment to realize it wasn’t my imagination; I was lying down while the world lurched past me. The air smelled rotten and tasted sharp, acids layered like fine mist making my eyes water and my throat choke. The humidity made my clothing and hair stick to my body. In the distance, an insistent croon beckoned.


As soon as I saw those clouds, my pulse soared and the throb worsened. I knew where we were, and it had been a long time since this had been a place that knew any joy.


I sat up and looked around. I had been tossed into a slowly moving wagon. Next to me lay three people, all still unconscious: Teraeth, Janel, and Thurvishar.* Our kidnappers hadn’t even bothered to change our clothing from the ornate stuff we’d been wearing when we had been ambushed, although they’d taken our weapons.


Two animals pulled the wagon. Nothing I recognized—some ungulate with striped hindquarters.* Since no one held the reins, every few steps, they paused to nip at the grass, which is why we’d been traveling the same speed as a land-bound starfish. Mind you, there was no grass to nip—just thorny bush and slick, gelatinous slime. It all looked inedible. It was all likely toxic.*


“Taja!” I shouted what could only laughably be called a prayer to my favorite goddess before I stopped myself.


She wasn’t going to show herself. Not here. Not this close to where a now wide-awake Vol Karoth cracked his knuckles, preparing for round two. The Manol Jungle had been the closest the Eight had been willing to travel, and even then they’d taken a risk. We were on our own.


I shook the others. “Wake up. Wake up, damn it.”


Janel roused first, to my surprise. I suppose the fact it was daytime helped. Waking her was impossible at night.* She rubbed her eyes before she reached for weapons she didn’t have anymore. “What happened? Where are we?”


Before I could answer, Teraeth woke, followed by Thurvishar.


I took quick stock of our very fancy, very useless wagon: no food or water. Which meant whoever had put us here hadn’t intended on us surviving the experience. “At a guess, I’m going to suggest someone in the vané court wasn’t so keen to let us talk to the king.” I rubbed my forehead. “How did they get us?”


“Poisoned darts.” Teraeth looked offended over the whole matter. He offered Janel a hand; she stared at him oddly as she ignored the offer and clambered from the wagon, followed by Thurvishar.


Teraeth pulled his hand back.


“Do we have any idea who’s responsible?” Janel hesitated. “It wasn’t the king, was it?”


“If Kelanis had been involved, I rather doubt he’d have smuggled us from the palace in secret,” Thurvishar said. “Our kidnappers took care to avoid being seen.”


We paused.


“You were . . . conscious?” Teraeth’s question wasn’t idle considering Thurvishar’s skills at magic.


Thurvishar pretended to find a spot on his silk robe. “No. Kihrin can tell you; I don’t react to drugs in what you might consider a typical fashion. I experienced periods of near lucidity. That doesn’t mean I was coherent.”


“So who dumped us here?” Teraeth gestured around us. His voice sounded rough.


“Vané?” Thurvishar said. “I don’t remember much. One of them was a woman with blue hair.”


“Queen Miyane?” Teraeth looked over at me as if I had any way to confirm the guess.


I felt a sting in my throat that had nothing to do with the air. “Or my mother. She has blue hair too.”*


My answer made everyone pause. Khaeriel’s whereabouts were unknown and she’d been notoriously opposed to ever performing the Ritual of Night when she’d ruled the vané. Now that she’d escaped enslavement, I expected her to try to retake her throne. She probably had allies and contacts in the royal palace. Enough, perhaps, to ambush the messengers sent to see the Ritual of Night completed.


“If your mother did this”—Teraeth gestured to our surroundings—“then you may need to reassess your relationship. Putting us here is tantamount to a death sentence.”


“Literally so,” Thurvishar said. “I believe the vané call this the Traitor’s Walk.”


I exhaled. “I can’t discount the possibility that yes, she did this. A child she never knew versus her own immortality? Maybe that wasn’t even a hard choice.”


“We’ll have time for finger-pointing later,” Janel said. “Right now, we have bigger problems: food, water, surviving for long enough to make it back to civilization. Any civilization. This is the Korthaen Blight, isn’t it?” She looked around, at least as much as she could, given the cracked, craggy terrain.


“Pretty sure.” I gave Janel a curious look. I had expected Teraeth and Thurvishar to recognize our location. But Janel? She’d never been to the Blight before, but only in this lifetime. In her last lifetime, she’d embarked on a rather epic quest into this region.


She was starting to remember.


I knew the Blight because I’d been here once before a few years earlier, when I’d transported myself to the ruined city of Kharas Gulgoth, where Vol Karoth’s prison lay. Once was enough; I’d know those clouds and burning tang in the air anywhere. I’d survived before because three of the Immortals had personally shown up to escort me back out. That wasn’t going to happen this time.


Teraeth picked up a rock and threw it in frustration. “Oh, this is absolutely the Korthaen Blight. Damn it. I’m wondering if the king even knew we’d arrived to see him.” The pack animals still wandered from scrub bush to scrub bush, forcing everyone to walk after the wagon if we didn’t want to lose it.


“Perhaps not,” Thurvishar said, “but he soon will. I’ll open a gate and return us to the Capital. Once there, we can contact the Eight again and decide how to handle this next. Does that sound reasonable?”


There was a beat of silence. Then I realized Thurvishar was waiting for us to give him permission.* “Yeah. Great idea. Do it.”


“Please,” Janel added. She looked down at her red silk outfit with obvious exasperation. “Why couldn’t they have waited for us to be dressed properly before drugging us and dumping us out here?”


The vané had been hospitable. That was the galling thing. No one had ever said, “No, go away.” They had instead welcomed us in; insisted we would see the king as soon as he returned to the Capital; and that in the meantime, we needed appropriate clothing for the court. At which point they’d spent the next week or so throwing sumptuous attire at us, mostly so we could wear something nice at all the parties they’d invited us to attend.


Janel’s outfit resembled traditional western Quuros attire, but only to someone who’d never seen traditional West Quuros attire. So while she wore a raisigi, hers clasped tightly around her breasts and then fell in panels of transparent silk, which deepened from orange to dark crimson. Her kef pants had panels missing at the hips joined by a thin chain of interlocking gold salamanders. The outfit didn’t even faintly resemble outdoor attire, although at least she wore boots.


That was better than Teraeth or I could claim. We wore sandals, in addition to silk vané robes so thin I found myself glad the fashion required layering them.* The only reason Teraeth wore anything that could be described as more than “formal jewelry” was because he’d wanted to make sure he could conceal all his knives.


Teraeth sighed. “At least the silk is worth a fortune.”


“I’d rather be naked and still have my sword,” Janel said.


Thurvishar held out his hands as he began casting the complicated spell that would get us out of this death trap. I wasn’t surprised our would-be killers—whoever they were—had assumed we wouldn’t be able to escape the Blight. There weren’t more than a hundred people in the whole world powerful enough to open freestanding gates—and most of those were god-kings. I can count the number of mortals who can pull off that trick on my hands with fingers left over.*


Fortunately for us, Thurvishar was one of those people. Dumping us into the Blight without food, water, or weapons would have been fatal if we’d been stuck there.


Except nothing was happening.


“Um, Thurvishar?” I cleared my throat to catch his attention.


He stopped moving his fingers. “That . . . didn’t work. Let me try this again—”


“Thurvishar, look up.” Janel’s voice sounded soft and urgent.


I looked up too. The clouds above our heads had turned from sickly yellow brown to silver gray, flickering with rainbow colors: reds, greens, violets.* The clouds seemed to be boiling.


“What the hell is—?” Janel started to say.


“I know that sky.” Teraeth’s eyes widened. “Everyone under the wagon! Under the wagon right now!”


Janel grabbed the nearest person—Thurvishar—and pushed him down. At the same time, Teraeth yanked me down. I didn’t need the incentive, but I was happy to take all the help I could as I scrambled under cover.


Something thumped to the ground nearby. A second sound followed the first, then another, until it echoed like violent rain.


“What—” I turned my head to look.


A sword slammed into the ground, point first, impaling itself. A dagger sank down next to it, vibrating. Then another. Not all the weapons fell point first, but anyone outside without cover could expect to be bludgeoned or stabbed to death in short order. As if to punctuate the point, animal screams rang out, cut mercifully short.* Metallic sounds rang out all around as weapons crashed into metal already on the ground.


“Swords?” I said. “It’s raining swords?” I remembered Morios, the dragon Janel had slain, but he’d breathed clouds of wind-whipped metal, more like razor-tipped metal shards. These were actual, honest-to-gods swords, complete with wire-wrapped pommels, cross guards, and blood grooves.


“This time,” Teraeth agreed. “At least it’s not raining acid.”


“Or poisonous spiders,” Thurvishar added. “I’ve read an account—”*


“Yes, you read my account—”*


“Kihrin!” Janel grabbed my misha and pulled me toward her, just as a sword found its way through a crack in the wagon’s wooden floor and sliced all the way down. It missed me by the finest of margins.


It also meant I was pressed against Janel, which, to be honest, wasn’t unpleasant at all. Janel seemed to realize how provocative the new position was the same time I did and started to smile.


“Are you hurt?” Teraeth asked.


I looked back over my shoulder, past the sword, and met Teraeth’s eyes. He looked scared, which wasn’t an expression I remembered ever seeing on his face before.


Teraeth’s worry shook me out of any temptation to flirt. I let out a small prayer to my goddess, even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good.


Taja was busy. Or hiding.


I’m not sure which idea bothered me more.
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3: WITCH HUNT



Thurvishar paused, looking over the account, then set it aside. “I’m not sure where I want to start next.”


“What about Senera?” Kihrin asked, grinning.


“I’m sorry?” Thurvishar narrowed his eyes and didn’t seem amused.


“Senera. You know . . . white skin, black heart? I don’t see the appeal personally, but  . . .” Kihrin leaned over the table toward Thurvishar. “You like the color black a lot more than I do.”


“I have no idea what you mean,” Thurvishar said stiffly. “Anyway, I don’t have an account from Senera for how her part in this began.”


Kihrin laughed and sang out, “I don’t belieeeve you.”


“It’s true.” Thurvishar waited for a moment under Kihrin’s intense scrutiny, then sighed and reached for a different sheaf of papers. “To have a complete version, we must start with Talea.”


(Talea’s story)


The ground began to shake rhythmically.


Talea pulled a spear from the Forgurogh clan soldier who had been foolish enough to think running at her screaming obscenities would somehow make him impervious to damage. She stepped over his body and locked stares with Bikeinoh, another Spurned. The Yoran woman looked every bit as confused as Talea.


“What is that?” Talea asked.


The older woman shrugged.


The meeting had gone wrong almost from the start, turning into an ambush. Xivan Kaen, Duchess of Yor, had been trying to deal with the Yoran clans declaring independence after her husband’s disappearance and presumed death, but there were problems. Three problems, specifically. One, the clans hated the fact that Xivan Kaen wasn’t a native Yoran. Two, Xivan was a woman, and Yoran men were apparently delicate snow flowers who didn’t know how to handle being given orders by a woman. And lastly, Xivan Kaen was dead.


Under normal circumstances, none of these issues were insurmountable.*


But the Forgurogh clan had been sheltering the god-queen Suless. Xivan had hoped they might parlay and convince the clan to give Suless up. In hindsight, they should have expected the ambush.*


The ground continued to shake. A head peeked out from behind the snow-covered rocks of the icy pass where they had arranged the meeting. That blue-white, bearded head was roughly the size of an entire polar bear. The body attached to that head scaled proportionately. And he wielded a whole pine tree torn up by the roots.


“Ice giant!” Bikeinoh called out. “Gods, I didn’t think there were any still left alive.”


Talea noted the creature’s dried flesh and desiccated eyes, the cheekbones and skull fragments visible under rotted flesh. “I’m pretty sure there still aren’t. Run!”


The giant moved in slow, ponderous strides, but it also made the ground jump with each step. When it swung that tree, it didn’t have to be accurate. Even the Forgurogh ran before the indiscriminate attack. It made zero attempt to sort friend from foe, or more likely, to an animated ice giant corpse, everyone qualified as foe.


Spurned arrows sank into its chest to no effect.


“Save your arrows!” Talea screamed. Something had to be done. But what? Trip it?


That didn’t seem completely ridiculous. Cutting the tendons on its feet might slow it down, depending on how it had been enchanted or possessed by a demon. There was only one way to find out.


Just then, a figure emerged from the southern cliffs flanking the pass: Xivan. The woman made a running leap at the ice giant. She sailed through the air in a perfect arc before landing on the giant’s back, just behind his neck. Xivan held a long black sword in one hand, which she raised to the side and swung in a slashing motion. Although the sword hadn’t started out long enough to decapitate the ice giant in a single pass, by the time Xivan finished, the blade had more than doubled in length. It cut through the giant’s dead flesh and bone as if the creature were made from goose feathers and children’s rhymes.


Xivan rode the giant’s body down to the ground, jumping off just before the fall made the entire pass shake. The black sword—Godslayer, Urthaenriel, whatever one called the cursed thing—returned to an acceptable length as Xivan sheathed it.


The Yoran duchess brushed an imaginary snowflake from her cloak and walked in Talea’s direction.


She always took Talea’s breath away. Of course, most people wouldn’t have agreed. Xivan’s appearance varied widely. Her dark Khorveshan skin either looked as dried as old leather or like that of a young maiden spending just a little too long out in the snow—sweetly red-cheeked—depending on how recently she’d fed. She wore her dark curls matted into locks held back by silver clasps. Her eyes were white. That last bit was the only part of her appearance that looked Yoran, if for all the wrong reasons.


“Report,” Xivan said to Talea as she walked past her lieutenant to the meeting site, now littered with bodies.


“Casualties still to be determined,” Talea said, “but we did capture Chief Mazagra.* We brought him here for you to question.”


“Any sign of the Bitch Queen?”


Xivan meant the god-queen Suless. She almost never called the goddess her real name. To be fair, “Bitch Queen” was one of Suless’s actual titles, but Xivan meant it with a lot less respect than the average Yoran devotee.


Talea shook her head. “No, none, but I’d be surprised if she wasn’t watching.”


They’d been forced to take a keen interest in all the old stories, god-king tales, and fables about Suless. They’d learned to take those stories at face value. Yes, Suless could enchant minds. Yes, Suless could steal souls. Yes, Suless could use wild animals—the crows and the snow hyenas, the white foxes and ice bears—as her spies. They couldn’t afford to underestimate the goddess.


“I would also be surprised,” Xivan admitted, casually making a rude gesture to the tree line for emphasis. She paused before the tent where the meeting would have occurred if the other side had played the situation honorably. Arrows riddled the fur-covered oilcloth canvas, which was also on fire. Xivan walked past that raging inferno until she reached a woman holding down a screaming man dressed in furs and hardened leather armor. Other women raised shields over him to protect him from arrow fire.


The Spurned had assumed Mazagra’s own men would be perfectly willing to kill their leader to keep him from falling into enemy hands.


“Stop struggling,” Xivan ordered, “or I’ll tell Nezessa to break your arms. She wouldn’t have to try hard.”


True enough. Nezessa was their strongest member.


The Forgurogh clan chief looked at Xivan with disgust and spat to the side. “I have nothing to say to you, whore.”


“Oh, that’s not true,” Xivan said. “For example, you will tell me where Suless went.” She crouched next to the chieftain, settling back on her heels. “Let me be clear, Mazagra—I don’t need you to tell me. I’ll find out on my own. All we’re deciding here is whether or not I exterminate your entire clan as an object lesson to the others.”


His eyes widened. “You wouldn’t dare.”


“What stories has Suless told you?” Xivan laughed. “Did she say I was weak? Did she tell you I was soft? That I would go easy on you because my soldiers are women?”


Talea laughed at that one. So did all the Spurned nearby.


“My husband, Azhen, destroyed an entire clan once,” Xivan continued, “and I can’t help but remember how effective that tactic proved. People took him much more seriously afterward. Are you volunteering to be that example? People will be whispering about what happened to the Forgurogh clan for years.”


He flinched. Talea noticed and knew he would break long before Xivan lost her nerve. And she knew Xivan had noticed as well.


“You don’t know what she’ll do!” Mazagra said. “She’s our goddess. You can’t defy a goddess!”


“Watch me.” Xivan stood up again and walked off to the side.


Talea followed. “What do you want to do with the clan?”


Xivan scowled. “Azhen had such plans for these people. He wanted to show them a better way than all this senseless violence, this belief only the strong can rule the weak. He wanted Yorans to become better than the barbarians the rest of Quur thinks they are. And for that, they hated him.”


“Yes, Your Grace.” Talea had her own opinions about the duke, but she kept them to herself. Maybe Azhen Kaen had been different once, before Suless had gotten her claws into him. Xivan remembered some younger, more vibrant Azhen Kaen when she reminisced about her husband, but Talea had never known that duke.


But maybe she wasn’t giving him a fair chance. Talea didn’t always understand the nuances of Yoran culture. On the other hand, she didn’t think the Yorans more barbaric than the Quuros.


Rather, she thought the Yorans were amateurs at the game by comparison.


Xivan noted Talea’s expression. “I’m whining again, aren’t I?”


Talea grinned. “Not at all, Your Grace.” Her expression sobered. “But the clan?”


Xivan sighed. “Oh, I suppose we have to prove the Yorans right. Rule is only for the strong and only through fear.” She waved a hand contemptuously. “Kill all the men. Let the women and children go with a warning we’ll do the same to any clan who shelters the Bitch Queen. Let the word spread.”*


Talea’s stomach clenched. She’d known from the start this would be the answer, but she didn’t like it. “Yes, Your Grace.”


“Oh, don’t give me that look. I know you don’t approve. I don’t approve either. But maybe if we kill a few more now, fewer will have to die later.”


Talea said nothing.


Xivan stared at her. “Out with it.”


“I just wish we were better than this. Better than what the Quuros Empire would do. I hate we’re doing the exact same thing—solving our problems with a sword’s edge.”


Xivan’s flat, unwavering stare made Talea lift her chin defensively. “I didn’t mean to imply you’re not doing a good job, Your Grace.”


“You don’t need to imply it. Go right ahead and say it. It happens to be true. I wish I knew a better way.” Xivan unbuckled her sword belt and passed it, sword included, to Talea. “Hold this for me. The fight made me hungry.”


Wordlessly, Talea buckled Urthaenriel around her waist. She hated the damn thing, but she also appreciated the honor of being entrusted to carry it when Xivan could not. For example, Xivan couldn’t carry Godslayer and feed at the same time. She couldn’t even be near Urthaenriel and feed at the same time. Using magic near the sword was impossible, and Xivan’s vampiric soul-devouring qualified.


Xivan started to turn back toward the clan chief, undoubtedly first on the menu, but then paused. “Oh. And, Talea? Find Relos Var. I need him.”


“Yes, Your Grace. Right away.” Talea hurried off, grateful Xivan had provided an excuse to leave before the slaughter began.
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4: THE KORTHAEN BLIGHT



Kihrin was grinning when Thurvishar took a break.


“Stop,” Thurvishar told him.


“I didn’t say a word!” Kihrin protested. “Anyway, it’s funny about the sword.”


Thurvishar regarded him and waited.


“Urthaenriel’s always been silver when I’ve held it, but for Xivan? Black. Curious, don’t you think?”


Thurvishar looked thoughtful. “I suppose you’re right. That is odd. Perhaps it’s the sword’s way of commenting on Xivan’s status as an undead being.”


“Wouldn’t the sword be white, then?”


Thurvishar pressed his lips together and didn’t answer.


“Anyway, I’ll continue.”


(Kihrin’s story)


When the “rain” stopped and we climbed back out from under the battered wagon, metal weapons littered the ground. Swords, spears, daggers, every kind of knife. The two pack animals—whatever they’d been*—now resembled butchered meat.


I turned to Janel. “Could you complain about not having any food or water next?”


She smacked my arm. “It doesn’t work that way.”


“How will we know unless we try?” I picked up a sword. “Do the weapons just . . . stay?” The weapon seemed surprisingly well made. I wouldn’t have felt stupid buying such a sword at market. Of course, the cursed sky had only dropped blades on our heads, not scabbards. Carrying the damn thing safely was going to be a challenge.


“No,” Janel said, “but they’ll last for a few days. Long enough for us to escape the Blight.”


“How would you know?” Teraeth twisted his mouth. “Was this something you learned from Xaltorath?”


Janel gave the man a sideways stare. “If you must know, I’m starting to remember my last life.”


Teraeth swallowed and looked away. Abandoning the conversation, he removed a thin silk robe he’d been wearing and bent down by the two slaughtered pack beasts. He began scavenging meat, butchering further when necessary.


Honestly, I’m glad he’d thought of it. Who knew how many days would pass before we could make our way out? This might prove to be our only food.


“So no gates,” Thurvishar said. “Noted.”


“That’s not normal,” I said. “That definitely didn’t happen the last time.”


Janel shrugged. “The last time, Vol Karoth was still asleep.”


I exhaled. She had a point.


“What does that mean?” Thurvishar asked. “Vol Karoth is changing the laws of magic?”


“Not exactly,” Teraeth said. “Try looking past the First Veil.” He looked apologetic. “Sorry I didn’t warn you. I haven’t been back here in this lifetime.”


Thurvishar concentrated. A moment later, he made a low noise and shut his eyes, as if he’d caught himself looking into the sun. “Veils,” Thurvishar cursed. “What was that?”


“Vol Karoth’s corruption,” Teraeth answered. “Now, the last time I journeyed here—in my last life—I wielded Urthaenriel, which stopped me from looking past the First Veil myself. But I’d brought other wizards with me, and they never stopped complaining. Vol Karoth distorts the magic for miles around. No one should use magic.” He gave Janel a significant stare.


She scowled. “You mean my strength.”


“I mean your strength.”


Janel paced back and forth, hands clenching and unclenching, as if psyching herself up for a fight. “Well, I’m going to try something—not using my strength—so everyone be prepared to dive back under the wagon.”


“What are you going to do?” Teraeth seemed prepared to give a lecture on weapon safety. “This is not the time to experiment.”


She ignored him as she bent down over the pack animals’ remains. Janel scooped up a gory handful and dipped her braided laevos* hair into the blood.


I raised an eyebrow. “No, really. Mind explaining what you’re doing?”


“Hold still,” she told me as she approached. “I know, it’s disgusting, but trust me.”


“Always,” I said.


Her ruby eyes softened as she smiled at me. Then she reached up and drew something on my forehead with the blood-soaked tip of her hair.


The air stopped scorching my throat.


“This is that sigil, isn’t it? The one we used at the tavern?” I inhaled deeply. I’d personally experienced this sigil once before when Aeyan’arric the ice dragon had sealed off the tavern we’d been inside.* The smoke had down-drafted right back into our living space, and we couldn’t leave since a dragon waited outside . . .


Janel looked up at the clouds, waiting. We all looked up.


Nothing happened.


“Good,” Janel said. “Whatever is causing this doesn’t seem to count the sigils as ‘magic.’”


“Sigil?” Teraeth asked. “What sigil?”


“It’s this glyph thing,” I ever-so-helpfully explained. “It either conjures air or purifies what’s there. I’m not sure which.”


Thurvishar rubbed a knuckle against his chin. “Did Senera teach you that?”*


“Taught?” Janel laughed. “No. More like Qown—” She flinched, as though uttering the name itself hurt.* “We realized what she’d done and copied her. Now let’s paint you two, and you can copy the mark to draw on me. I don’t know how long it will last—likely until the symbol wears off. Given what I’m using for paint, not long.”


“Perhaps we’ll be able to make charcoal later, if we can find something to burn,” Thurvishar agreed as she drew the sigil on his forehead.


“The cart will burn, but I don’t feel like carrying planks with me,” Teraeth said dryly.


“Stand still,” Janel ordered. “You’re too damn tall as it is.” She painted the increasingly familiar glyph on Teraeth’s forehead while resting one hand on his arm for balance.


Ever since I’d woken, I’d been hearing this low droning noise. Almost a croon. And it had been easy enough to ignore while we were all in fear for our lives, but now that we’d had a chance to catch our breaths, the noise became intolerable.


“Don’t you hear that?” I asked.


They all stared at me blankly.


“Hear what?” Teraeth asked.


I pointed in the direction where I thought the noise originated. “That sound. It’s like singing? A humming? Something. It’s coming from over there.”


“Uh, Kihrin . . .?” Janel’s voice sounded worried and far away.


I turned around. The other three all stood fifty feet away. I blinked. “Hey, why did you all walk . . . away . . .?” The wagon sat right next to them, the dead pack animals, the deadly weapons on the ground. My friends hadn’t moved.


I had.


I looked back toward the sound. I didn’t remember walking toward it.


I heard footsteps. Teraeth took my arm. “Okay, then, let’s get you back over here.”


I’d apparently started walking again.


“What is happening?” I let Teraeth lead me back, but I could feel my feet trying to turn. The impulse to reverse course felt overwhelming.


“I don’t know,” Teraeth said, “but I don’t like it. I’m going to be honest here—you’re starting to scare me.”


“Let’s not go that way,” I suggested as we returned to the others.


Janel raised her head. “Do you hear that?”


“Not you too,” Teraeth said.*


She waved a hand at him, looking irritated. “No, not whatever Kihrin’s hearing. Listen.”


I stopped, trying to ignore the crooning noise. Almost immediately, I heard distant shouts, yells, a low, graveled rumble.


“Battle,” Janel said.


As soon as she labeled it, I heard it too—someone was fighting. Angry yells, shouted directions, the quick drum of running feet.


Janel picked up a metal javelin from the ground, balanced it in one hand, and grabbed a sword with the other. Then she jogged off in the direction of the fighting.


“Wait,” Thurvishar called after her. “Shouldn’t we try to find out what’s going on first?” He turned to Teraeth and me for support.


“Janel, come back here right now!” Teraeth yelled after the woman.


She paid no attention.


“I could have told you that wasn’t going to work,” I said.


Teraeth gave her fading silhouette an exasperated stare. “Damn it, woman.”


“We’d better follow.” I immediately started doing so.


Teraeth grabbed my arm. “You’re going the wrong way,” he said.


I’d started walking toward the droning again. Even though I was breathing in clean air, I suddenly felt like I was choking on it. I had a terrible suspicion the noise had to be coming from the Blight’s center, from Kharas Gulgoth, where Vol Karoth waited.


I nodded, feeling shaken, and let Teraeth lead me after Janel.
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5: A WIZARD, A DUCHESS, AND A SOLDIER



(Talea’s story)


A storm gathered in the west as the magical gate opened. That spiraling, glyph-filled portal settled into quicksilver glass, broken only as three people stepped through: two Quuros men and a white-skinned woman. Talea recognized all three: Relos Var, Qown, and Senera.


Qown and Senera were dressed for the cold weather, but Relos Var, just . . . ignored it. As if he didn’t notice the frozen Yoran weather.


Relos Var always reminded Talea of a high lord. It didn’t matter that she’d never once seen him dress like a royal or that his eyes were an entirely normal brown. Like most royals, he moved like he was the most important person in any space. Unlike most high lords Talea had ever known—oblivious to all the “lesser” servants and slaves around themselves—Relos Var always noticed her. Every time he observed her, she felt valued, appraised, measured.


And then dismissed, with the gentlest of smiles, as utterly inconsequential.


Talea possessed no illusions concerning her place in the grand scheme of things. She wasn’t the child of a Royal House or a divinity. No prophecies mentioned her. She wasn’t anyone’s chosen hero and she would never, she knew, be a great leader. But she could serve a great leader and be proud to do so. That had to mean something.


Relos Var looking at her like that? It was just rude.*


The second man, red-cheeked from the cold, pulled his furs more tightly around himself. Relos Var’s apprentice, Qown, stepped so far inside the other man’s shadow, it was easy to miss his presence. The last person was Relos Var’s former apprentice, the wizard Senera. One might be forgiven for thinking she was Yoran given her skin pallor. Whereas most Yorans were ice white, winter white, sometimes glacier blue or storm-cloud gray, Senera was the color of cream and fresh-churned butter. A legacy of her Doltari ancestry.


Talea waited, resting easily with one hand on Urthaenriel. She kept her distance from the magic portal. Talea didn’t think Urthaenriel would disrupt a gate while sheathed, but why take the chance? She absolutely wasn’t going to draw the damn thing. She’d done so once—just once—and had been nearly overwhelmed by the insatiable urge to kill every mage anywhere near.


A definition that included almost all the Spurned.


Once Senera had closed the gate, Talea stepped forward and gave the trio a short, respectful bow. “It’s nice to see you again. Thank you for responding so quickly, Lord Var. The Hon is most eager to speak with you.”


“Why, thank you.” Relos Var was at least always polite. He eyed her with unusual wariness. “Where is she?”


She wasn’t the cause of his unease, she realized at once. It was Urthaenriel.


“The main cavern,” Talea answered. “I’ll take you—”


Var turned on his heel and marched up the path toward the Spurned camp.


So much for always being polite.


After a moment’s startled hesitation, Qown and Senera followed. Talea cheerfully fell in next to the white-haired wizard. “How is your puppy?* Did you give her the bones I sent you?”


Senera glanced at her sideways. “. . . she’s fine, thank you.”


“Oh, I’m glad to hear it. Things haven’t been so great here. The parlay with the Forgurogh clan—they were sheltering Suless—didn’t work out. Ambush. Suless animated a dead ice giant. So that was exciting. We had a few injuries, but no fatalities, so we were lucky there. Unlike the Forgurogh clan. Are you hungry? Do you need anything? I’m sure I could find you some tea . . .?”


Senera turned back to Talea and raised a finger.


The soldier paused, head cocked to the side.


“Stop talking,” Senera said.


“I was just being friendly.” Talea didn’t take Senera’s rudeness personally. She’d known the woman for almost four years, and in all that time, Talea couldn’t remember seeing Senera smile. The wizard struck Talea as desperately unhappy. That’s why she’d been so happy to hear about the puppy.


In Talea’s opinion, Senera was a woman in desperate need of a dog.


Qown cleared his throat. “I’d love some tea.”


Talea widened her eyes in mock surprise. “But, Qown, I assumed you would want tea.” She winked at him and then stage-whispered, “In Senera’s case, she also needs friends.”


Senera’s eyes narrowed. “I do not. Just take us to Kaen.”


Talea grinned again and pointed after Relos Var. “That way. And everyone wants friends. Some people are just too stubborn to admit it, hmm?”


Senera stormed off, and Talea grabbed Qown’s arm with her own. “Let’s go find the tea. I don’t suppose you brought any sunflower candy?”


Qown looked startled. “Oh no, there wasn’t time to make any. I’m so sorry—”


Talea inclined her head toward him. “I’m teasing. But I did make the mistake of sharing the last batch you made, and now the other women won’t stop bothering me. You do realize you’re the only man who has an open invitation to come visit us anytime you want?”


Qown blushed adorably. “I didn’t, I mean . . . I’d stopped making it. It was Janel’s favorite. I didn’t realize she’d been sharing it.”


“For years now. It’s like eating a sweet cloud.” Talea’s smile faltered for just a moment. She didn’t know exactly how events fell out in Atrine, but parting with Janel after Suless destroyed the Ice Demesne had made it clear enough the Joratese knight wasn’t coming back—another sin she laid at Relos Var’s feet. Talea already missed her. “Anyway, we’re here.”


Inside the cave, Spurned prepared for the storm. They took storms seriously in Yor. Talea was probably the only member (outside of Xivan herself) who hadn’t been trained in snowstorm survival techniques since childhood. Everyone else was stacking firewood, gathering supplies, preparing sleeping areas in the back.


Xivan Kaen stopped her conversation with Bikeinoh when Relos Var entered. In the dim lighting, few would notice anything amiss with Xivan. She looked fully alive and spectacularly beautiful, a Khorveshan woman in her midtwenties instead of someone twice that age who’d been dead for half of it.


It was almost worth holding Urthaenriel to see Xivan looking so perfect.


“Relos, thank you for coming. I realize you’re probably . . . busy.” Xivan stepped toward the wizard, tilting her head in his direction. “I need your help finding Suless. We seem to have lost her. Again.” She scowled as she made a “give me” gesture to Talea with two hooked fingers.


Talea unfastened the sword belt and gladly handed Urthaenriel back.


Senera crossed her arms over her chest. “You mean you want my help.”


The corners of Xivan’s mouth turned down. “I don’t care if I need the help of two startled rabbits and a drunk hyena as long as it results in Suless dead.” She glanced over at Relos Var. “You want that too, don’t you?”


“Oh, ever so much.” Relos Var seemed amused by the exchange. “She has interfered with my plans too many times. I see no reason to expect she’s going to stop. Best to remove her permanently.” He smiled at Senera. “If you’d be so kind, Senera.”


Senera sat down at the table.


“I must warn you—” Senera began.


“I know,” Xivan said. “The stone’s answers are literal.”


Senera glanced up at the duchess. “Yes.”


The pale-skinned woman pulled a small dark-gray inkstone from her bodice and retrieved an ink stick from her belt pouch. She pulled her favorite brush from its normal place as a hairpin.


Senera wasn’t just a normal wizard, if such a word as normal could ever properly be attached to wizard. She owned a Cornerstone, one of the few great artifacts. Hers was less combat-oriented than most, but it was still precious. The Name of All Things did just one thing, but it did it better than anyone, including gods.


It answered questions.


The process had a certain slow elegance to it. The Name of All Things would not be rushed. So Senera sat down and ground out the ink, moving the stick against a slick of water in the smooth stone. She took the time to make the ink properly, in the style so different from western Quuros inkwells and crow quill pens.


Talea set a teacup down next to her.


Senera paused from grinding the ink and looked sideways at Talea.


Talea’s smile was impish. “You’re welcome.”


Qown made a strangled sound as Senera deliberately dipped her brush into the tea to wet it.


“Thank you,” Senera said.


Senera then swirled her brush against the ink and then began to write. Talea found this part fascinating, since apparently while she used the artifact, the wizard could no longer lie in answers she wrote down.


Talea had so many questions she would have loved to ask.*


Senera finished writing her answers and studied the result.


Talea looked over the woman’s shoulder. “The Vale of Last Light. Where’s that?”


“Doltar.” Relos Var frowned.


“That glyph means Doltar,” Senera explained, tapping on the symbol in question with the end of her brush.


Talea didn’t hide her surprise. “You mean where you’re from?”


Senera’s look could have cut flesh. “I’m from the Capital of Quur.”*


Senera looked over her shoulder at Relos Var. “Suless knows what the Name of All Things can do. And she knows there’s an excellent chance Xivan will have our assistance. If I were her, I wouldn’t stop moving.”


“No, I wouldn’t either,” Relos Var agreed. He inclined his head to Xivan Kaen. “But the question is, what do you intend to do?”


Xivan returned his stare coolly. “I intend to remind you none of my women can open a gate, so if you want Suless dead, I’m going to need a little more help than a magic sword.”


Var laughed. “Indeed. That would probably be a helpful reminder. You should do that.” Xivan’s expression started to darken as it began to seem like Var would make her repeat herself. “Very well. Senera, I want Suless destroyed. Make it happen.”


The white-haired woman frowned. “But, my lord, the Capital—”


“Never fear. Qown and I will be taking care of matters in the Capital.”


The priest blinked, surprised. “We will?”


“Oh yes,” Relos Var said. “You might even enjoy yourself.” He clapped the other man on the shoulder. “Healers are in great demand at the moment. I have plans.”* He glanced back at Senera. “Don’t give me that look. I know why you want to return to the Capital. Your plans will have to wait.”*


“Why not? They’ve waited this long.” Senera’s expression was so bland one might have missed the bitter note to her voice. Senera drank her tea, oblivious to Talea’s choking laugh.* She then turned to fully face Relos Var. “So you want me to just . . . pop them down to the Doltari Free States, where we neither speak the languages nor know the customs? And while we’re there, track down a renegade god-queen through the city-states of who knows how many other god-kings, all the while carrying the sword infamous for killing the same god-kings?”


Var smiled. “Nothing you can’t handle, my dear.”


Talea grinned at Senera. “But bonus—we’ll have time to get to know each other.”


“How positively delightful,” Senera said. Through clenched teeth.*


“I feel just the same,” Talea replied.


Xivan said, “So we’re agreed. We leave at once.”
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6: BRIAR AND BONE



(Kihrin’s story)


The fighting turned out to be both closer and farther away than I’d originally thought. Several deep crevasses and valleys separated us from the battleground, distorting the sound into something distant and muted. Those same crevasses and valleys made reaching the battle surprisingly difficult.


We’d almost caught up to Janel when a large form rose up from the next canyon over, then slammed back down on whomever it fought.


The creature was animate, but I hesitated to call it alive. Rather, it looked like an enormous serpentine skeleton, held together by a web of connective tissue, dried tendon, and dead flesh that shifted and merged with each movement. The monster existed in a constant, never-ending state of simultaneous decomposition and regeneration. The only color I’d seen had been the glowing blue dots of its eyes and the green vines tied around its massive wings and long neck.


Oh, also it was several hundred feet tall and so large it could probably smash most enemies by stepping on them. And its shape was depressingly recognizable.


“That was a dragon, wasn’t it?” I asked.


Janel started running. Toward it, naturally.


“Shit,” Teraeth cursed.


“That’s Rol’amar!” Thurvishar shouted as we all started running after Janel.


I remembered the name. Relos Var had referred to Rol’amar with unusual loathing, but it didn’t mean Rol’amar would want to be our friend. Dragons, as a rule, were no one’s friends.*


At the canyon trailhead’s crest, the path dropped down. The crusted Blight floor transformed into hot springs and scalding, bubbling pools filled with liquid that probably wasn’t water and definitely wasn’t safe. The canyon continued, following an arrow-straight hard stone floor whose shape scratched at my mind with nagging familiarity.


I mainly paid attention to the dragon. The creature’s pure awe-inspiring size emerged as we drew closer. He wasn’t as large as Morios, the metal dragon who had devastated Atrine, but he was easily Sharanakal’s equal. Fighting a creature like that seemed impossible, but I knew it had been done before.


At least it had been done before with other dragons.


A morgage band fought the beast. They weren’t doing a great job, since bodies littered the ground all over the canyon’s base, but I admired their stubborn determination. As a morgage woman in the back of the canyon raised her arm, something green glinted in her hand. She shouted; leafy vines shot up from the canyon floor and looped around the dragon’s bones. The vines drew fast and grew from places lifeless just moments before. Some vines broke—okay, most vines broke—but enough stayed in place to slow the dragon. The morgage warriors seemed to be buying enough time for their people to retreat.


Janel threw her javelin, a perfect arc flying through the air. The weapon hit directly in the center of a glowing blue eye. Then it flew right through the dragon’s open eye socket, slammed against the far wall, and did no damage to the dragon at all.


But Janel did catch the dragon’s attention.


“That’s Rol’amar,” Thurvishar repeated as he came to a panting stop next to Teraeth and me. Thurvishar was shockingly well muscled for someone who spent his life sitting in libraries reading books, but he wasn’t used to sustained exertion.* “You can’t kill Rol’amar. Nothing can kill him. Rol’amar isn’t alive.”


“There has to be a way,” Teraeth said. “All dragons are vulnerable to something.”


“Oh, so is Rol’amar,” Thurvishar replied. “Magic.”


I only half paid attention. After Janel’s failed attempt to spear the dragon through the eye, she’d kept moving forward. She was running toward a dead morgage woman lying on the ground.


No, Janel was running toward the baby lying next to the corpse. A baby still alive. With an undead dragon about to bring his whole foot down on the mother’s corpse, the baby, and Janel.


“Damn it.” I ran down into the canyon after her.


“Kihrin!” Teraeth screamed after me, but I didn’t pay any attention to him either.


Janel slid between the dragon’s toe claws, tumbled, and stood, scooping up the baby as she ran. The dragon lunged, but a dozen vines tied his head. He couldn’t reach down far enough to bite her.


I dove to the side to keep from being crushed. When I tumbled back up again, I used the dragon’s foot to steady myself, bracing my hand against the bone.


I wondered if all magic would backfire. What the morgage woman was doing looked like magic. And dragons were magic—or really, chaotic magical distortions.* Still, I suspected Janel had ignored Teraeth’s instructions not to use magic to make herself supernaturally strong. No chaos storm had shown up yet. Maybe only certain kinds of magic were the problem?


And what sort of magic would mess with a dragon who was already dead?


I set my hand back on the dragon’s foot and concentrated on healing. Instead of the normal feeling of warmth, a black miasma spread out from my handprint. Bone turned to ash, flaked off, began to float away.


The dragon reacted immediately, letting out a deafening roar.


I blinked. That hadn’t been healing. That had been the opposite of healing. Which I figured meant my hunch had been right.


The dragon raised its foot and started to slam it back down again. On me.


I ran.


The morgage hadn’t been idle while I was distracting Rol’amar. The woman in the back had continued to summon up plants and vines, so I ran in her direction. A thorny briar welled up from the ground behind me, an impenetrable hedge as high as the valley wall. Even the dragon had to pause. I slid into the dirt next to the morgage. A warrior pulled me to my feet, saying something thick and guttural in an unknown language. Argas may have blessed those of us who didn’t know how with the ability to speak the vané language,* but nobody had contemplated the possibility we’d end up facing morgage in the Blight.


Thurvishar and Teraeth, being a little less suicidal than Janel or myself, had skipped attacking the dragon and had instead made their way over to the main morgage line. They were attempting to help the injured.


“I hurt it,” I gasped as I joined them. “I think healing acts the opposite against it.”


A roar and a staccato of wet snapping sounds met my proclamation. I turned back to see the dragon breaking free from the vines.


A vine whipped backward, flicking against a morgage as fatally as a spear wound. Others immediately rushed to his aid.


The whole battle might have gone differently if we could have used magic—if the morgage could have used magic. Other than however the lead morgage sorceress was creating that extraordinary plant growth, my own attempt at “healing,” and maybe Janel’s strength, other attempts hadn’t worked out so well. Another morgage woman tried to cast something, only to fall down to the ground choking, her yellow-green skin turning an ugly purple.


Clearly, casting magic was still a problem. Except when it wasn’t.*


The canyon floor, with its unusually straight angles, caught my attention again.


It seemed familiar. But why? I’d never been in the Blight before, except for that brief trip I’d taken to Kharas Gulgoth when I was sixteen.


I couldn’t shake the feeling I knew this place.


“Wait,” I said.


No one paid any attention.


“Let’s just be thankful the damn dragon doesn’t breathe fire or choking gas or something,” Teraeth said.


Thurvishar gave him a pained look.


“It doesn’t do that, does it?” Teraeth said.


Thurvishar pointed to the ground near the dragon’s skeletal feet. Dead morgage warriors were beginning to stand back up again.


“Oh,” Teraeth said. “I should have known.”


“There’s a tunnel at the end of the canyon.” I knew it was true. Somehow.


No one heard me.


“Everyone ready!” Teraeth had a knife in each hand as the dragon began to tear through the final bits of bramble and thorn. He looked grim.


I sighed. Then I shouted, “We need to retreat! End of the canyon. Right now. Go!” I started backing up in case anyone misunderstood me.


Janel turned to me. “Is it defensible?”


“Very.” I stopped to pick up a wounded morgage woman. Fortunately, she was unconscious, so she wouldn’t stick a knife in my ribs. I hoped. “But we need to reach it first.”


Janel nodded, then turned to the morgage and screamed out something low and guttural. She spoke morgage.


Where had Janel learned to speak morgage?


I answered myself immediately. She’d learned morgage the same way I knew we’d find a tunnel at the end of the canyon. Janel Theranon didn’t know how to speak morgage, but in Janel’s past life as Elana Kandor, she must have picked up the basics.


The lead morgage woman responded, calling out to her people. She must have thought whatever Janel had yelled out a fine idea, because she wasted little time making it happen.


I couldn’t help being impressed by the morgage. What I had originally taken for chaos and disorganization proved to be anything but. The Quuros imperial army would have envied their formation skills. The men covered for the women. The women picked up children, packs, supplies. As one, the morgage retreated down the canyon. A morgage man came up to me, and although I didn’t understand him, he clearly wanted to take the woman from me. I let him. He had a lot of poisonous arm spikes.


The morgage leader—who also seemed oddly familiar—raised her hand higher. The green flare I’d seen glinting from her hand originated from a large green gem she held. Plant growth exploded from the canyon walls, forming a second thorny hedge filling up the crevices between the dragon and us.


As Thurvishar moved backward, he said, “Healing the dragon hurt it, you said? And it didn’t cause any backlash?”


“I’m fine, and no chaos storm,” I said. “But I’m not sure it’s the dragon’s vulnerability. I think the Blight itself is what’s twisting everything. You tried to teleport us away, so instead it teleported a bunch of something else to us. I tried to heal, so maybe instead I destroyed.”


“That is an interesting hypothesis. I wish we had more time for research. I’m not sure how wise it would be to try healing magic from this range, anyway.”


“Wouldn’t kill him, anyway, would it? Not permanently. We don’t have its Cornerstone. Wait, we don’t, do we? Please tell me it’s the green gem that woman’s holding.” I didn’t think Relos Var had been lying when he said the only way to kill a dragon was to destroy both it and its matching Cornerstone at the same time. My “brother” saves the lies for when it really matters.


Of course, since Relos Var had stolen Urthaenriel from me, I didn’t have a way to destroy a Cornerstone, but one problem at a time.


“No,” Thurvishar said, “it’s not. Rol’amar’s Cornerstone is the Stone of Shackles.”*


“Oh, isn’t that nice? Rol’amar and I know all the same artifacts.”


The dragon roared as he seemed to finally realize we weren’t just repositioning ourselves but engineering an escape.


As we approached the spot I remembered, I ran to the front. I ignored what would happen if my memory proved faulty or if, more likely, a thousand years of wear and natural disasters had sealed the entrance.


I started examining the walls. The chiseled stone sides didn’t seem familiar, but the angles—the way the walls framed sky, that turn there, the slope over here . . .


It had to be here. It had to be.


Then I saw it. Smooth gray stone, partially covered by scrabble and rockslides. “Thurvishar!” I shouted back. “Thurvishar, I need you!”


Several morgage who’d followed close behind me started shouting. I didn’t have to speak their language to suspect they were demanding I materialize whatever miracle Janel had promised. I did my best to ignore them, which wasn’t the easiest thing to do when the average morgage male stood two feet taller and twice as wide. And seriously, let’s not forget those poisoned arm spikes.


Thurvishar ran over to me. “What is it?”


I pointed to the cliff. “I need you to clear this rock away.”


Thurvishar looked at me like I was surely the stupidest person ever born. “I can’t use magic, remember?”


“You can. Put your hand on the rock, flush up against it. Then try it.”


Thurvishar’s expression was skeptical, but he placed his hand against the rock face and closed his eyes. He must have found concentrating difficult, what with the shouting morgage and the roaring dragon and the real probability we only had seconds to live.*


The rock face exploded in fine ash and debris.


The morgage nearby shouted in surprise, then covered their faces and started coughing. Thurvishar and I were fine, thanks to our air sigils.


“What the hell are you doing—?” Teraeth’s voice cut off as he ran forward.


The falling rock revealed a panel set into the smooth gray stone. I slammed my hand against the square, which depressed with a soft click.


A grinding noise sounded from inside the wall. The gray stone slid down into the ground, revealing an opening easily large enough to pass a burly morgage male, but far too small for a dragon. Beyond, stairs led into darkness.


“One miracle, as requested.” I ran down the steps.
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7: WALK INTO A BAR



Thurvishar chuckled and shook his head. “You do realize how lucky we were, yes? Because you were quite wrong about how the magic worked there.”


“Ah well. No harm done, right?” Kihrin cleared his throat. “Yes, yes, I know. Thank Taja—” Kihrin stopped himself.


An uncomfortable silence followed.


Thurvishar picked up his papers and began to read.


(Senera’s story)


It was winter in Kishna-Farriga.


The three women—Senera, Talea, and Xivan—arrived in a location tucked away on a rooftop with a shielded street view. Relos Var had shown Senera the location years ago, in case she’d ever needed to come there herself. She’d made a few trips, but had found the many customs too strange to feel comfortable.


Senera had brought her pet dhole, Rebel, because this seemed like a long-term mission. And also because while Senera could have hired someone to look after her dog, Rebel could only be considered domesticated by the most generous standards. Her pet tugged at her leash, excited to be outside, a little nervous at the noise and activity from the nearby cobblestone street. Behind them, rows of brightly colored buildings comprised the largest city on the continent, the famous trading port and entrepôt that drew the rich and poor, gods and mortals, free men and slaves. All came to be either its beneficiaries or its victims.


The city smelled almost sweet and clean, welcoming woodsmoke and baking smells carried along with the ice and snow. It was a lie. Most of the year, Kishna-Farriga smelled like dead fish, unwashed bodies, and naked greed—in contrast to her birth city, the Capital City of Quur, which always smelled like spices, sunbaked tile, and despair.


The port city was shockingly covered with snow, which hadn’t done much to slow down activity on the docks. Merchant ships plied back and forth, delivering their wares and picking up new cargo before sailing out again. The snow did, however, simplify Senera’s job. The trio hadn’t even needed to change clothing before they’d headed through the portal to their destination.


Senera had made Xivan and Talea disrobe temporarily before their arrival. Underneath their fur-lined tunics and thick winter coats, they now wore several new glyphs marked into their skin—a glyph for understanding languages and, in Xivan’s case, a glyph to hide her unique status as a deceased but still entirely animate being.


Of course, neither glyph would be worth the ink Senera had used to paint them if Xivan or Talea decided to draw That Damn Sword (Senera’s private name for Urthaenriel). The thing made her skin crawl. She honestly didn’t know how anyone could stand to hold it.


“Why can’t we go directly to the Vale of Last Light?” Xivan asked.


“Because I’ve never been there before,” Senera responded.


“Yes, I suppose that makes sense.” Xivan gazed at the scene before her. “I admit I thought Kishna-Farriga would be more . . . I don’t know . . .”


“Whiter,” Talea said.


“Whiter?” Senera raised an eyebrow. “There’s snow everywhere.”


“No, I didn’t mean—” Talea bit her lip.


Senera sighed. Oh. That kind of “whiter.” “No, that’s farther south. Kishna-Farriga has had too much contact and intermingling with Quur, Zherias, even the Manol.* Even once we’re farther into the Free States, you’ll find a mix of skin tones. Trust me when I say none will be as ‘white’ as a Yoran’s coloring.”


“Let’s find shelter,” Xivan said.


Senera knew the duchess couldn’t possibly be cold. More likely, she was showing consideration for her two mortal companions. Or just realized standing around in the snow acting like the cold was someone else’s problem didn’t qualify as normal behavior.


Senera pointed. “There’s a tavern over there.”


Honestly, Senera wanted to go inside as quickly as possible. Not because of the cold but before she spotted a slave ship, or some wealthy merchant enjoying his newest purchase, or the next slave batch being taken to the auction house.


Before Senera succumbed to the perpetual burning desire to level significant swaths of a city like Kishna-Farriga to the ground. A temptation made all the more problematic because she was powerful enough to carry through on the impulse.


She loathed this city almost as much as she hated Quur.


Conversation stopped as they entered the tavern and gave themselves time to adjust to the poor lighting. Senera pursed her lips and again considered the possibility Taja just didn’t like her. The tavern chatter died; a room full of dark-skinned Quuros sailors turned to regard them.


While more egalitarian than its equivalents in Quur, Kishna-Farriga often sheltered travelers. In this case, they’d walked into a bar that catered to Quuros visitors and Quuros tastes. Every woman in the room worked there in a “professional” capacity—either selling drinks or themselves.


Next to her, Talea tensed.


Xivan headed for the bar.


Noise started up again, but regular conversations didn’t resume. The entertainment had just arrived. “Hey there, pretty things, why don’t you come over here?” “Well, now, ladies, come to keep an old man warm?” “How much for all of you?”


“I assume you take Quuros metal?” Xivan asked the bartender eyeing them warily from behind a polished wood counter.


The bartender chewed the question over. “I can. But no dogs allowed in here.”


Xivan pushed three thrones across the counter. “Three plum wines. Keep the change, and forget the dog.”


Three thrones was significantly more than plum wine should cost even considering the import costs and whatever the current exchange rate happened to be.


“Three wines coming right up.” Then he paused. “No disrespect, but you ladies sure you’re in the right place?”


Talea snorted as she sat down. Backward, so she faced the tavern. She rested one hand on her sword pommel while she kept the other on a dagger hilt. For anyone with a lick of sense, everything about the Spurned warrior screamed, “If you touch me, I will kill you and then use your flesh as bait to catch my dinner,” but these people didn’t seem sensible. All the Quuros sailors likely saw were three women who’d come in alone, never mind that two of them wore mail and made no effort to hide their arsenals.


Senera didn’t sit. They weren’t going to be here that long.


Xivan smiled at the bartender’s question. “It’s out of the snow, so yes. Now perhaps you can help answer a question?”


A drunken sailor sauntered up. He seemed the sort of large, wide fellow who comfortably won any bar fight he might happen to pick.


Talea stood and blocked his path.


“Hey, rose petal, now you’re a pretty thing, aren’t you? Come sit over at my table. I’ve got a lap you could warm up nice.” He grinned as he looked Talea up and down.


“No, thank you,” Talea said.


Senera rolled her eyes. She really was just that nice to everyone, wasn’t she?


“Go sit down,” Senera told the man.


“Bitch, I wasn’t talking to you.”


Senera exhaled. She’d been in situations where diplomacy and her goals had required her to play nice, pretend to be meek, act like the good little slave. She excelled at it.


She wasn’t playing by those rules today.


“Do you have any idea how many bones are in the human hand?” Senera asked the man.


He blinked at her. “What?”


“Hey there. Hello. Could you maybe not kill anyone?” the bartender asked Senera. “I just cleaned up this place.”


Senera glanced back at the man, mildly surprised. He’d actually recognized the real threat. “I’m not going to kill a soul,” she reassured him. “And since you asked nicely, I won’t even spill any blood.”


Meanwhile, the sailor had focused his attention on Senera rather than Talea. “Damn woman, those are some fine shakers you got there. Hey, Grakire, come over here. Maybe we can get two for one.”


“My mistake,” Senera said. “I was too subtle. What I should have said was, ‘Sit your ass back down before I break every fucking bone in your hands, so you can’t jerk yourself off unless your friend Grakire helps.’”


The sailor blinked at her, dull bovine confusion. “Shit, a little girl like you? I’ll show you—”


The sailor stepped toward her; Rebel lunged forward, growling. And that’s when the sailor made the worst mistake of his entire life.


He started to kick the dog.


Before he had a chance to finish the motion, he began screaming. A sound filled the air, like someone breaking a bundle of small branches, all at once. A popping, snapping sound. His hands visibly distorted as he held them to his chest, sobbing.


Talea moved for her sword as men around the tavern stood, angry murmurs filling the air.


Xivan didn’t draw her sword. She didn’t seem interested. She picked up a mug of plum wine from the counter and drank while watching the crowd.


Senera glared, hands on hips. “Do you lot think I couldn’t do the same to you? Sit down and finish your damn drinks. We don’t want trouble, so don’t make any.”


The tavern stilled.


If they hadn’t been proud, drunken fools, they might have listened to her. But they were drunk. They were Quuros. And they were most certainly fools. They just couldn’t stand the idea of some Doltari woman telling them what to do. Which struck Senera as incredibly witless in a land where you never knew if a god-queen had just walked through the door.


Again: fools.


Not everyone stepped forward at once, but three men seemed eager to avenge their fallen comrade.


Senera broke their kneecaps. It was easier than trying to do the finger bone trick to three men at once.


They fell to the ground, which naturally made them scream all the louder. The men behind them paused as it finally started to sink in they’d pay dearly for a victory. Assuming they could win at all.


Which they couldn’t.


“Go. Sit. Down.”


Chairs scraped across the floor as various customers remembered they’d left games and drinks unattended or they had something better to do.


“I never liked Mabrik, anyway,” one man muttered.


Then everyone returned to their drinks and conversations. Someone, possibly the previously mentioned Grakire, collected Mabrik and took him back to another table, while others helped remove the last three fallen men.


Xivan turned back to the bartender. “So how does one get to the Vale of Last Light from here?”


“The Vale of Last Light?” The man was visibly taken aback. “Why would you want to go—” He paused and glanced over at Senera, at Talea, and apparently leaped to conclusions. “What I mean is, you take the main road east toward the mountains. It’s just nestled at their base. Can’t miss it.” He made a face. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to go there, though. It’s not a nice place.”


“That’s all right,” Senera said. “We’re not nice people.”


“Thank you.” Xivan nodded to Senera and Talea, and all three left together.


Rebel wagged her tail and rubbed up against Senera’s leg.


“Is that going to happen everywhere we go?” Talea asked Senera.


“Oh no,” Senera said. “Most bartenders aren’t nearly that helpful.”
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8: THE UNDERROADS



(Kihrin’s story)


As soon as I set foot on the fourth stair, lights turned on in the vast room beyond. The chamber revealed looked as large as the D’Mon Blue Palace’s banquet room, which had previously taken top marks as the largest interior space I’d ever seen in my life.* Columns filled the room at regular intervals, leading down to a floor decorated with repeating black and white tiles. Several pillars sported cracks and visible damage, but the room didn’t seem to be in any danger of collapse. Toward the far side, dirt and silt had slowly invaded from corridors branching off, giant round tunnels leading into darkness. The invading dirt hadn’t done any harm other than covering the tile floor. Benches sat spaced around the room, but nothing else that might be considered furniture.


In the old days, there would have been more. There would have been magical constructions, enchanted wagons, people. Now, only dust and shadows remained.


“Come on.” I took the stairs two at a time and ran for the panel at the bottom. The controls to close the door again. Rol’amar might not be able to reach us inside the chamber, but the roaming dead the dragon animated most certainly could. I also didn’t know if the dragon would be able to smash his way inside, but I had hoped we could all hide before he noticed where we had gone.


The morgage ran inside, setting up a defensive line with the women and children in the center. Despite this gender-based protectiveness, the morgage woman with the green gem and Janel herself came through the door last.


“Shut it!” Janel yelled.


I hit the panel.


Nothing happened.


There was stunned silence.


I hit it again.


Gears grinding echoed through the room as the doors began to close.


Every living being in the room exhaled.


“What were you thinking?” Teraeth rounded on Janel immediately. “If you go running off every time you hear a fight—”


Janel reached out, grabbed Teraeth’s neckline, and jerked him down to her eye level.


I looked around, concerned with spectators. With the immediate danger of “undead dragon” passed, or at least literally out of sight, the morgage turned their attention to us.


Those stares were not universally friendly.


Morgage traditionally rewarded intruders into the Blight with death. I’d be hard-pressed to say whether they hated Quuros or vané more.*


“Shut. Up.” Janel growled at Teraeth through clenched teeth. “We’ll talk about what I did and why later, but right now, I need to be in charge, and you need to act like I’m in charge. Do you understand?” She tilted her head and raised her voice so it echoed through the hall. “Don’t be in such a hurry to be an old woman. I can think of better uses for that mouth.”


Teraeth was so stunned, he just stared at her. Then he started to make an angry reply. Started to, but then he too noticed the morgage giving us ugly looks. His eyes swept from side to side, taking in the scene, and then he knelt before Janel. “Please forgive me.” He bowed his head.


I could feel the pause in the air, the hesitation.


. . . and then the morgage stopped paying attention to us. They returned to treating their injured, assessing the casualties.


“What just happened?” I asked Thurvishar.


The wizard didn’t seem to understand any better than I did. “I’m not . . . I’m not sure. Except have you noticed this group seems to be matriarchal?”


“Yeah,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure the group I met the last time was too.” I eyed the leader, the one carrying the green gem. She had black skin with a silver-scaled stripe down her face. “Wait . . . you know, I think this is the same group. That’s the morgage woman I met in Kharas Gulgoth last time.”


“Extraordinary,” Thurvishar said.


I had a feeling our D’Lorus friend would have been hip deep in note-taking if only he’d had ink and paper with him.*


Several hulking morgage men made their way over to us, or rather, over to Janel. “The Dry Mother will see you,” one said in surprisingly good Guarem. “Just you.”


Janel laughed. “Do you think I was a boy yesterday? My husbands come with me.”


“Husb—” I started to say.


Teraeth stepped past me. “Just go with it.” He adapted fast after his bad start. Teraeth stepped before Janel, openly spinning a dagger. Getting into someone’s personal space as an intimidation technique was a language he spoke well. For some reason the size difference didn’t seem to matter so much.


A morgage man grunted, then shrugged, popping out the spines along his forearms. “Just one husband.”


Janel rolled her eyes. “And I say all of them. If another woman wants to contradict me, tell her to come to me and explain her reasons.”


Several more morgage stepped up. They had their weapons out: spears, javelins, and those spines on their arms. Poisoned spines, I reminded myself. Several morgage growled, nose tentacles twitching.


Janel stretched one shoulder, then the other, as if warming up for a fight. “Do you want to do this?” She asked the question rhetorically; clearly, she already knew the answer. Janel grinned, her expression almost shockingly feral.


She’d been raised in a culture that relished fighting. She wasn’t necessarily faking her enthusiasm. I suspected the same was true for the morgage; more giant men circled us. Not a single one stood shorter than seven feet tall.


“Great,” I muttered. At least I had a sword.


A woman’s voice rang out, saying something in the morgage tongue. The men reacted immediately, and they all sighed and began putting away their weapons.


“Fine,” one said grudgingly. “All your husbands.”


“You might just die an old woman yet.” Janel smiled. The morgage man grinned in response and ducked his head in what could be easily interpreted as a bow.


We followed Janel. I still carried a naked blade, but the morgage didn’t seem to think that unusual or, more importantly, rude.


The men escorted us to the woman with the green gem, which now sat nestled against her bosom. Up close, the gem sparkled yellow green, the color of new leaves or fresh grass. Chrysoberyl or peridot.


And it had to be a Cornerstone. She hadn’t had it with her the last time I’d encountered her; she’d have used it against Relos Var.* Same black skin, same distinctive silver scaling down her face, and same spikes and spines where hair would have been on a human. This time she wore armor, small overlapping bronze plates reminiscent of fish or dragon scales.


She grinned as we approached. I wondered if the morgage considered the expression friendly.


“It’s been a long time since we’ve met a human leader who knows our ways,” she said as greeting. “I’m Bevrosa, formerly guardian of the dead city, now keeper of the Spring Stone, Wildheart.”


“Baelosh’s stone,” Thurvishar whispered to me.


The name sounded familiar, and then I remembered why. Emperor Simillion had stolen his star tear necklace from Baelosh’s hoard. I put a hand to my neck. In all the excitement, I hadn’t noticed the necklace missing. Our kidnappers had apparently decided they just couldn’t stand to let those priceless gems escape. Well enough. I put recovering it near the bottom of my to-do list.


“I’m Janel Theranon,” Janel answered. “We did not mean to intrude into your lands, but we have been abandoned here by vané who wish to ensure no one enacts the Ritual of Night.”


All talking in the hall stopped.


“Huh,” I whispered to Thurvishar. “I guess they all understand Guarem.”


Bevrosa’s smile faded. “You are the Eight’s children?” Her gaze examined us then and stopped on me.


I waved at her.


“I know you,” the morgage leader said to me. “You trespassed into the dead city.”


“Yeah, not by choice,” I responded. “Thanks for helping out with Relos Var. And, you know, not killing me.” Her people had tried to kill me. One even went so far as to put a spear through my leg. After the fact, though, I realized this particular morgage band seemed to think their sacred duty was to keep interlopers from poking around too close to Vol Karoth. No one had thought to tell them I was on the “okay list.”


Although, now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure I should never be on the okay list.


Bevrosa’s expression turned wary. “You . . . you should not be here. This is not safe.”


Janel cleared her throat. “We don’t intend to stay. We must return to the vané and make this right, but we have no supplies, and thus we need your aid. We realize you have little to spare, but I hope you understand our need.”


Bevrosa turned to the side and snarled something in her own language. The men scattered, presumably to gather what they could spare.


Bevrosa turned back to Janel. “It’s a bad time to be in the Blight.” She grinned. “Never is it a good time, but still . . . Warchild has awoken.” She pointed in my direction. “That one needs to leave. Now.”


I bit back on a protest. Leaving immediately fit all our plans. With the fighting over, I heard the droning again, but softer now, quieter. I hadn’t found myself walking in any particular direction without realizing it. It was an excellent sign.


Teraeth started to say something. I nudged him in the ribs and shook my head.


“Is that why you were moving south?” Janel asked. “Are you trying to leave the Blight?”


The morgage woman nodded. “The time of guarding has ended. No one who stayed near the holy city still breathes. We have taken our sons and our husbands and we’ll travel as far as we can, but soon the whole world will not be large enough to hide us if you cannot convince these weak vané to do their job.” She spat to the side in punctuation.


“We know,” Janel said. “But we’re going to make things right—”


The room changed. All existence slowed down, time itself stretching out like a drawn piece of wool thread spun fine. Sound blunted as if I’d ducked underwater. Except the droning sound I’d been hearing since I’d woken condensed, sharpened, became recognizable.


It was speech. It had always been speech.


Come back. Join me.


Vol Karoth appeared in the hall.
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9: A MURDERER’S HANDS



Kihrin stopped. “Do you think there’s a kettle around here? I’d love some tea.”


Thurvishar stared at him.


Kihrin grinned. “It’s a bad habit I picked up from Janel. Anyway, it’s not like you don’t know what happened. You were there too.”


Thurvishar rolled his eyes and then pointed to the end of the cluttered room. “I believe I saw a kettle on that other workbench—honestly, I have no idea how anything was ever accomplished in this mess. You’d think a wizard of his caliber would at least be organized. I suppose he must have just known where everything was.” Thurvishar started to continue, but then set his papers aside. “We should skip the rest of Senera, Talea, and Xivan’s story for now.”


Kihrin frowned. “You’re not going to finish?”


“Oh, I’ll pick it up again later, but in between this and when we become involved, it’s more of the same, really.” Thurvishar grimaced at his notes as though the paper itself was somehow culpable. “They traveled through at least ten more city-states. Always the same story—arriving in town one step behind Suless. I believe it’s a tale that would probably grow stale with repetition.”


“Oh, sure. Plus, there’s only so many times you can hear, ‘Please, scary lady, stop hurting me,’ before you kind of get the point.” Kihrin then laughed outright, to Thurvishar’s indignation.


Thurvishar vindictively grabbed another folder. “All right. Then let’s try this one. I think you’ll find it interesting.”


“Why do I feel like that’s a threat?”


Thurvishar smiled.


(Khaeriel’s story)
 Two months earlier . . .


The sound of buzzing bees and chirping birds paused as a hole opened in the world. The shimmering iris of chaotic energies flared out in spinning harmonies, disgorged two shapes, and then snapped shut before vanishing as though it had never been.


The birds resumed their songs. The bees traveled to new flowers.


The two shapes resolved into two figures: a woman, standing; a man, prone and floating in the air. The woman was tall and beautiful, vané through and through, with long blue hair and silver-dusted skin. The man was darker, his height more difficult to guess, but he matched in a fashion: dressed in blue the same color as his eyes, her hair. The woman raised an arm, gesturing toward vines and old rocks resting against the trunk of an enormous Manol sky tree.


They were near the jungle outskirts, where warm gold-green shafts of sunlight still reached the floor. Farther in there would be no light at all as the canopy crowded out the sky, but here the world existed in happy birdsong and monkey noises, the smell of loamy earth, sweet orchids, and decay. Farther in, protections against opening exactly the sort of gate Khaeriel had just created existed, but this little pocket fell outside the barrier roses’ normal wards.


“The shelter is still here,” Khaeriel told her companion. “How fortunate for us.”


Therin D’Mon couldn’t move and certainly couldn’t answer. His bright blue eyes looked glassy and drugged, open but unfocused.


Khaeriel gestured again, and the jungle vines parted to reveal a door, neatly hidden behind a leafy curtain. She walked over, placed her hand against the surface, and waited.


A small click signaled success; the door opened fractionally.


Therin floated in after Khaeriel when she stepped inside. The door closed behind them.


Several irregularly shaped rooms comprised the safe house hidden under the huge sky tree’s roots. A tall human or normal vané could stand upright in the chambers without difficulty. Khaeriel gestured toward a low, flat bed in a side room; Therin’s body moved there before floating downward and resting. He made no movement at all besides breathing.


Khaeriel sat down in a chair and, for the first time, let herself look as tired and harried as she felt. She spent a long time staring at her hands, while the air lingered still and cool and silent. After twenty-five years, they still didn’t feel like her hands.


Probably because, in the most literal sense, they weren’t. They were the hands of a murderer, the hands of an assassin.


Well. She’d kept that tradition alive, had she not?*


A shudder rippled through her as she remembered Quuros royals, dead at her hands. She shunted the thoughts from her mind like rogue demons of guilt, but these demons weren’t so easy to exorcise. The enemy, she reminded herself. The D’Mons had been her enemies. Slavers and supporters of a corrupt and evil empire. Not one had deserved mercy.


Khaeriel could only hope she one day believed that.


She had been there when Galen D’Mon was born. When so many of them had been born. Lives cut short indeed, first by Gadrith, then by her own hand. Who would have ever suspected she would be the one to finish the job the necromancer had started? But when the gaesh had vanished—when she had finally been freed from the soul chains binding her—she had wreaked vengeance.


She remembered Kihrin’s corpse, tossed on a sacrificial altar, and steeled her will.


Therin still did not move; indeed, could not move. Even the most primitive thought was beyond him, a necessary precaution against casting spells.


Khaeriel sat down on the bed next to him and waved a hand over his face.


His blue eyes focused on hers, sharpened, turned venomous. Therin started to say something, do something.


Khaeriel waved her hand again and placed him back under paralysis.


She returned to the main room, searching until she found a small box on a shelf. Opening the box, she removed a blue robin’s egg from a fine nest of twigs and fibers.*


She crushed the egg in her hand.


When nothing immediately changed, she exhaled slowly. She waited.


Nothing.


She laughed to herself after a dozen minutes crawled by. Relos Var was busy. It was to be expected.


Khaeriel returned to the bedroom where Therin waited.


Therin was a problem.


After Khaeriel had slaughtered Therin’s family before his eyes and bound him in magic, she had told the high lord he would never hate her half as much as he hated himself. But Khaeriel wasn’t so sure. Hadn’t she given Therin a visible symbol to blame? Who would fault him for choosing to hate her? Therin would be in his rights to never forgive her.


And if he did blame himself? Well, she couldn’t count on the idea he wouldn’t one day choose to act on that self-loathing. That he might indeed take it to a point where moving on to the next life would seem like the natural solution to all his woes. Which brought her to the real problem: Khaeriel needed him.


She hoped she wouldn’t. She hoped her plans to retake the throne wouldn’t require the last true heir of Kirpis vané royalty. Gaining a Quuros high lord’s cooperation—proud, arrogant, willful—would have been almost impossible even under the best circumstances. But when she had spent twenty-five years as his slave? Twenty-five years unable to disobey a single order? Twenty-five years of meek, quiet, ever-so-obedient service?


He’d never follow her orders. Not unless she took steps.


So Khaeriel steeled herself to commit the evening’s second atrocity.


She sat down next to Therin, held his head in her hands, and began weaving an enchantment.*
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10: VOL KAROTH’S SHADOW



“Seriously?” Kihrin narrowed his eyes at Thurvishar. “My mother?”


Thurvishar smiled. “You’re not even slightly curious what happened to your parents?”


Kihrin scoffed. “Fine. I’ll admit I am a little curious. But I didn’t need . . .” He sighed. “Anyway, where did I leave off? Oh right, everything had just gone to hell.”


(Kihrin’s story)


No one could truly see Vol Karoth. He formed a man-size hole cut from reality, a silhouette of absolute, perfect blackness. His appearance offered up the final, absolute proof of my worst nightmares: Vol Karoth was free.


As Vol Karoth appeared, everything around him died.


It all happened without warning. I couldn’t even be sure how many died. A morgage group had been sitting near the spot where he appeared, and then they simply . . . weren’t. I didn’t think they’d had time to dive out of the way. Four morgage men standing too close started to scream before they disintegrated, falling to ash. The pillar’s stone edges flaked away; the floor crumbled under Vol Karoth’s feet. The universe itself cringed at his presence. He was anathema.


I felt sick. The black flaking ash mimicked what had happened when I’d touched Rol’amar. It looked exactly the same, which implied I’d been wrong about why I’d been able to hurt the dragon.*


Judging where Vol Karoth’s gaze fell was unimaginable. Gauging his expression was unachievable. It was impossible to discern any information about him at all.


But I knew: Vol Karoth was looking at me. The silhouette reached out a hand in my direction.


Come to me. Join with—


Time sped back up. The voice stretched back out into an indecipherable low drone.


“Kihrin!” Teraeth tackled me to the ground.


I’d started walking forward, you see.


Screams and shouts rang out. No matter how brave the morgage might be, this was different. Who could fight Vol Karoth? This wasn’t something you could kill or defeat. This wasn’t someone you could slay. Vol Karoth didn’t even have to try to kill. All he had to do was exist.


Bevrosa stared at Vol Karoth with wide, panicked eyes and then turned back to us. “You’re all Hellwarriors.” She said it like both accusation and revelation.


“So it would seem,” Thurvishar replied.


“Follow the tunnels,” she ordered. “I don’t know where they lead, but we’ll hold the line for your retreat. Take the food and water and go.” Bevrosa looked directly at me. “He mustn’t take you.”


Janel started to protest but then simply nodded. “Thank you.” She picked up the packs the morgage had dumped at our feet and began walking backward toward the tunnel.


“That’s not him.” I said the words aloud as soon as I thought them.


“What?” Teraeth pulled me to my feet, but didn’t release me. Words cannot describe how glad I felt he didn’t let me go.


“Vol Karoth’s not here,” I insisted. “That’s an echo.”


Teraeth scowled. “That echo is going to kill everyone here if we stay.”


I shook my head. “If he were really here, it would already be too late.” I grabbed Teraeth’s robe. “We need to leave right now.”


“I’m trying,” Teraeth growled. This proved the second time I could remember seeing Teraeth look scared, and I wasn’t enjoying the experience any more with repetition.


Teraeth kept a firm hand around my waist, another on my arm, as we ran.


“No, wait!” I called out. “It’s the other way! We need to go the other way!” Panic lanced inside me; the pure certainty the way to safety lay behind us.


“No good,” Teraeth said. “That way takes us past Vol Karoth. Not happening.”


I looked back over my shoulder. Bevrosa stood tall, Wildheart in hand, summoning up plants that crumbled to ash before they reached within ten feet of Vol Karoth. She couldn’t possibly win this fight or even survive it. But she still fought.


I didn’t know I could ever be that brave. I could only marvel at the morgage tribe, and mourn them too. I didn’t think they could survive this. I wasn’t sure we could either.


Then Teraeth led me into the tunnel, where millennia-old stonework blocked the morgage tribe’s fate from my view.


I couldn’t tell how long we ran. Small globes embedded in the tunnel walls provided minuscule amounts of light, enough to see the ground but not much more. I felt like these lights hadn’t turned on in response to our presence, like the lights in the main hall outside, but had just always been on. Always on, for millennia, since before Karolaen’s destruction and Vol Karoth’s creation.


Apparently, the voras really knew how to weave a spell.


I couldn’t hear Vol Karoth’s droning plea anymore. “He’s gone.” I stopped running. “Wait. Let me catch my breath. It’s safe.”


“Oh, thank the gods.” Thurvishar bent down and put his hands on his knees, chest heaving.


“Are you sure?” Teraeth asked me. He hadn’t released me yet. I didn’t want him to. He felt safe.


Still, I removed his hand and leaned back against the curved tunnel wall. “Yes, I’m sure.” I felt sick, not physically but soul-sick, numb. No matter how one measured such things, I’d had a bad couple of months. I was still reeling at how quickly everything had gone wrong.


And how much of it had gone wrong by my own hand.


“Are you all right?” Janel asked.


I stared at her.


She winced. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid question.”


I took deep, slow breaths. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t know he could home in on me like that. I just didn’t think—”


“Vol Karoth’s never been free from his prison at the same time you’ve been free from him,” Thurvishar said. “Every other time he’s escaped, your souls were still trapped. No one could have predicted how he would react to your absence. Personally, I would never have assumed this would be his response.”


“He wants me back,” I said. “That’s the droning sound I’m hearing: Vol Karoth calling to me. He’s just speaking too slowly for me to understand what he’s saying.”


Thurvishar raised an eyebrow. “Slowly? Oh, now that is interesting.”


Janel crouched down and began rifling through the packs she had grabbed, separating supplies and cloth bundles. “Is it?”


“I’ve seen similar sound distortions while trying to communicate magically with someone while I’m inside the Lighthouse at Shadrag Gor,” Thurvishar explained. “Remember, time moves extremely fast there. That’s the whole reason why Empress Tyentso couldn’t contact you”—he pointed to Teraeth—“after you followed Darzin there.* She sent the message, but in comparison to your perception of time, you didn’t recognize it as speech.”


“But time’s moving normally for me,” I said.


“Indeed. So it must be Vol Karoth who is experiencing a slowed temporal state. In fact, I’m wondering—” Thurvishar blinked.


“What?” Teraeth said. “I don’t like it when you get that look on your face.”


“I’m wondering if the gods were mistaken,” Thurvishar said. “Khored said Vol Karoth is awake but still imprisoned. But what if the imprisonment is nothing more than this slowed temporal state?”


“Oh Veils. As if I wasn’t already having nightmares.” Teraeth glared.


“You did ask,” Thurvishar said.


“I just wish I could say you’re wrong, but I can’t.”


“I get that a lot.”


“An echo,” I insisted. “A mental projection. He wasn’t really there.”


“He shouldn’t have been there at all, Kihrin. The Eight told us that with a crystal destroyed, he was awake, but still imprisoned. I don’t think that’s true.”


I swallowed bile. “You think he’s free?”


“Not free, exactly. But what if the ‘prison’ isn’t what we assumed? What if the voras trapped Vol Karoth by freezing him in time? Technically, he was never trapped, time just moved so slowly for him that seconds became eons. With a crystal shattered, time is moving faster for him. Why, he might even take a step in a few months. That’s why he hasn’t gone on a rampage yet or even left the Blight. This explains so much.”* Thurvishar started to look excited.


“Thurvishar.” I gazed at him dully. “He moved faster around me.”


Thurvishar started to say something and stopped himself. “Yes, so it’s just as well we’re leaving.”


Janel dropped satchels and waterskins on the ground. “There,” she said. “One for each of us. That way if we’re separated, we won’t starve or die of thirst right away.” She made a face. “Although to be honest, what the morgage consider food isn’t for the fainthearted. Trust me when I say we’ll want to eat the meat we took from the pack animals first. Also, we’re a little light on blankets, so let’s hope it stays warm down here.”


Teraeth turned to her. “Can we talk about what happened back there?”


She paused. “Which part? There are so many options.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose and prayed Teraeth wasn’t about to do what I thought he was.


“You running headlong into a damn dragon without so much as a word to the rest of us,” Teraeth said. “What did you think was going to happen?”


And there it was.


Janel cocked her head and stared at him. “Ah, I see. So you mean the part where I ran forward because I knew the only way the morgage would share food and water with us would be if I—the only ‘woman’—impressed them with my bravery. Good to know.” Her voice was deceptively mild. “You do realize why morgage targets are always female, don’t you? They think they’re attacking our leaders.”


Janel wouldn’t use the word woman to describe herself normally. By her culture’s definitions, she wasn’t a woman even if she admitted to being biologically female. It made for some interesting semantical discussions.


“I know how voramer physiology works, thank you,” Teraeth snapped.


“So what exactly is your problem?”


I sighed. Teraeth hadn’t made any secret about being interested in Janel romantically. But he seemed to be having trouble coming to terms with the idea Janel didn’t need to be placed on a pedestal and protected. Which honestly made me laugh; under other circumstances, she would have been exactly Teraeth’s type, no pedestal required.


Of course, she was my type too. So that was awkward.


Anyway, Teraeth needed to drop it. And Teraeth would absolutely not drop it.


“You put us all in danger,” Teraeth insisted.


“I put us all in danger?” Janel pointed back up the tunnel. “Were you with us back there? Vol Karoth showed up for a drink and a friendly chat. I put us all in danger? Say that again.”


Teraeth’s eyes narrowed. “That business with you being in charge—”


“Oh, so that’s what really upset you.” Janel picked up her waterskin and a satchel. “Not running ahead, but claiming idorrá over you.”


Teraeth frowned. “I don’t even know what that word means.”


“Oh, it’s a Joratese idiomatic expression . . .” Thurvishar started to say, but he trailed off as he noticed me making frantic slicing motions across my throat. “But that’s not important right now,” Thurvishar said in a much softer tone.*


“You should have consulted with us,” Teraeth insisted. “I’m used to him running off without warning—” He pointed to me.


“Hey,” I said. “You usually have a little warning.”*


“—but I can’t babysit both of you,” Teraeth continued, locking glares with Janel.


She stood nearly a foot shorter than he, and yet she still took up all the space. I found myself reminded of her father, High General Qoran Milligreest. Mostly of her father’s temper.


Did the room seem warmer just then? It seemed like it to me.


“Babysitting? Who told you I needed a babysitter? Who made that your job?” Janel flicked a thumb and forefinger against Teraeth’s chest. “Listen up, because I am only going to explain this once: I do not need your permission to do the right thing.” She smiled, though not in a friendly way. “Now that I ponder the matter, it occurs to me I do not need your permission for anything.” She slung her waterskin over her shoulder. “Rest’s over. We should keep moving.” Without waiting for us, she began walking down the tunnel.


I wasn’t wandering anywhere near that argument, and she had a point about moving, so I picked up my supplies and followed. After a brief hesitation, Teraeth and Thurvishar did as well.


Teraeth caught up to me and sighed. “She is definitely starting to remember our past life together.”*
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11: NOT A LOVE STORY



(Therin’s story) 
Twenty-four days earlier . . .


When Therin woke, he lay in a bed covered with pale green silk sheets in an irregular room with no windows and with walls made from cob, carved with trees, leaves, and summer flowers. The air smelled fresh and verdant. The softest pink glow, emanating from small crystals hanging from the ceiling, lit the room around him. Where was he? Not the D’Mon palace. Possibly not even in Quur.


He felt weak and ravenously hungry, both signs of serious injuries healed magically. He pulled himself up, pleased at being strong enough to accomplish that much.
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