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    “Ethos anthropos daimon.”

    —Heraklitus
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    The blast of gale-force wind knocked Vidarian into the brush. He crumpled instinctively, protecting his torso with his arms and knees, leaving his back exposed to the reaching dry branches and rocks that littered the forest floor. With a snarl he leapt back to his feet, using momentum and fury to unleash an arc of fire energy. It sizzled through the brush, leaving smoke and char where it passed. A high-pitched yelp at the end of the sear told him he'd found his target.

    Close thunder rattled the sky, and with it the first hissing drops of a cold rain fell through the trees. Tiny candleflames that dotted the brush with fire from his attack crackled their complaints before expiring into steam. Thunder called again, and with it Vidarian heard distant laughter. Her laughter.

    It would have been easier if the laugh had been wicked or cruel. Instead it was joyous, the laugh of a little girl riding a horse for the first time, of lovers reunited. The Starhunter's storm was vast, his water sense told him, wrapping Andovar from pole to pole in a dangerous embrace. Her laugh reminded him, as the Starhunter always would, painfully of Ariadel, a searing memory that stopped him in his tracks. She hadn't spoken to him since the gate had opened.

    The seridi came hurtling through the charred branches with a shriek, heedless of rain or fire. Her eyes, too large in a feathered but human face, were all pupil and full of hell and madness. Fingers that were elegant on a sane creature were warped into claws, and her wings were a tattered ruin. Worse still were the chaotic thoughts she radiated to anyone within a hundred feet—mad ravings and images of impossible machines, liquids that burned, a terrible light that flashed and devoured whole cities.

    // Polyalphabetic substitution, // the creature said, barraging him with incoherent urgency. // Wehrmacht—Tirpitz, model T. Specification is appended! //

    It was always more difficult when they talked. The words were mad, poisonously so—but Vidarian always had the disturbing feeling that to the seridi they made perfect sense. Like the others, this one reached out desperately with magic, grasping with elemental hands when words failed her. The rush of wind pulled fire from Vidarian's chest; his own ability wanted to dive into hers and combust, consume the air that gave fire life. It hungered.

    But Vidarian had something besides hungry fire. Even as his own soul reached back toward the air, driven to grow, the water in him growled back at it, primally angry, mindlessly intent: water suppresses fire. Vidarian turned the water's smothering force onto the seridi, flinging out an arm. The rain spiraled at his command, making a cyclone of the seridi's energy, then wreathing itself around her throat.

    He pushed, setting free more of the water's fury, and the seridi crashed against the oak behind her with a keen like a terrified rabbit, always just shy of human. Vidarian tightened his grip, and her keen stuttered into a choke.

    For these creatures he had thrown away everything—his ship, his oldest friend, the only woman he had truly ever loved—and all they were good for was containment. For the past two months he had hunted these mad ones, risking life and limb and sanity to catch them before they could rage through the land spreading senseless destruction. But he had never killed one.

    Who was this creature, to demand so much of the world? Of him? Vidarian looked into the seridi's eyes and tightened his grip again.

    Branches cracked behind him as something large hurtled through the brush. Altair's presence struck Vidarian seconds before the gryphon appeared, crashing through the space around his mind that he only now realized gryphons always respected as personal. He was so startled that his grip on the seridi loosened, and she sprung free, lashing out with claw and magic—

    But Altair was there, reaching out with his own formidable wind mastery and turning the creature's raw assault back against her. With one smooth movement she was suddenly contained, and as the sphere of air that spun around her took sound with it, silence fell in the woods, leaving only the patter of steady rain.

    Vidarian almost jumped as Altair's massive foreclaw settled gently on his shoulder. Talons longer than Vidarian's fingers and three times as thick brushed his chest and shoulder blade, and he knew from the gryphon's wash of emotion that they were meant to reassure.

    // It isn't her fault, my friend. // The white-feathered face was gentle, pensive. // Two thousand years locked in an abyss with the Starhunter and it's a wonder she functions at all. //

    “And what about me?” Vidarian said quietly, releasing his elemental hold on the seridi with as close to kindness as he could summon. “A turn with her in my head and the loss of everything I loved—” a memory: Ariadel, near death, summoning the strength to turn her head away from him. Words died on his tongue, and he fought to summon them again. “How am I to be affected?”

    Another rustle from behind them spared Altair from having to answer. Isri climbed over branches and fallen debris, materializing through the rain, her dark spotted feathers the perfect camouflage in the shadowed forest. Guilt flushed through Vidarian as soon as he saw her; her sanity, and the pain that radiated from her whenever they found another of her brethren, whether lost or sane. When her people had come through the gate, half had been insane, lost beyond even her powerful abilities to heal. And yet she had never wavered in their task. He hoped desperately that she had not been near enough, even with her formidable telepathic ability, to witness the weakness in his heart.

    But Isri had eyes only for the captured creature. Altair thinned the sphere of his control, allowing her to approach. “She is Alar seridi,” Isri said, “storm clan. Their people were among the first to succumb.” She closed her eyes, and the wave of peace that spilled out from her, intended for the captured seridi, touched Vidarian as well, chasing away the last of his fury.

    It left the guilt untouched. “Am I becoming a monster, Altair?” Vidarian asked quietly.

    The gryphon's head tilted toward him, beak parted, but he did not answer.

    Frustration welled in him again, threatening to ignite into anger, and Vidarian turned and strode into the forest.

    He thrashed his way through low-hanging branches for twenty paces toward their rough camp before realizing there were few places he would rather not be in that moment, alone with the two other mindless seridi awaiting escort back to the gate site.

    The Destiny was anchored at a clearing beyond the camp, but Altair would expect him to head there, and so he turned in the opposite direction. It happened to be uphill, and so for the next several minutes he vented his anger by striding upward, kicking rocks behind him as he went.

    He made it to the top of the hill exhausted, soul-weary, and, finally, silent of mind. And so the spectacular sunset that spread itself before him struck him dumb, a sky stained red with clouds that had just deigned to part, molten light pouring into the valleys that descended all the way to the sea in the west. Something stirred within his fire sense—it reached out to the sun, recognizing something. It was as if, and so Isri had told him the seridi believed, there were not only five elements, but many arrayed beneath them, storm and sun and river and flame. This, too, was a punishment; the fire within him had come from Ariadel, and the cruelty it turned on him was a constant reminder of her absence.

    This strange, hilly country was as beautiful as any he'd ever seen, incongruous with his dark thoughts. It ran through him like a river, but where it should have washed peace, instead it laid bare the desert inside him. Now it seemed as though the chaos behind the gate had hollowed him out, eaten his very will to live. The bounty of the world unfurled before him, but he felt only emptiness.

    Heat brushed his thigh, and he looked down—a rounded oval glowed red through the pocket of his trousers. The stone was even warmer to the touch, and it flared as he removed it into the fast-fading light of the sun.

    As he slid the sun ruby through his fingers, the pang of another memory echoed through the well of his tired mind: Ruby, smiling, trusting him with their destiny. The gate, opening onto madness, twisting the world. The slightest suggestion would bring all of it echoing back again—the empty space between worlds; Ruby's body, stained with her namesake, dying, one of the greatest captains he had ever known. And one of the truest friends.

    No sentiment, she'd said. His hand clenched tight around the hot stone.

    Then a voice. A familiar voice.

    * Is it really all that bad? *

    “Ruby?” Vidarian whispered.
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    Vidarian fell, landing with a jaw-rattling thump on his backside. His heart was pounding, his hands suddenly numb, and he almost dropped the stone. “How—” he began to ask, then amended, “This isn't possible.” Heat flushed through him again at the memory of his elemental “hand” around the seridi's throat. He'd been ready to kill her, to end a person's—if even a feathered one's—life with his own hands. And now his thoughts strayed beyond reality. He searched the tree line below with his eyes, looking for something stable, dreading that he would find it melting before him.

    * You're going to hurt my feelings. * Ruby's sharp humor was there, soaring into the emptiness he still hadn't fully accepted with her death. It was too good to be true, and he knew it.

    A darker possibility loomed then and hardened his thoughts. Someone had captured Ruby's voice somehow, or the stone played off of his own memories.

    “126 degrees east by 37 degrees north,” he said.

    * The gateway to the Last Cove, theoretically, * she replied promptly. * And you're not supposed to be talking about it. *

    “When I sailed with the Viere that first summer, we hit a squall off of the Imerian Coast—”

    * And the winds knocked open that silly cage of songbirds Vell bought in Astera. He was hysterical for three days and never did forgive my mother for making him keep them abovedecks. *

    Only a handful of people would have known the answers to either of those, and only Ruby would know both. The Starhunter had been inside his head, but had never pulled or answered his own deep memories. That didn't necessarily mean she couldn't…

    “I saw you die,” he said, finally. In his mind he saw the small honor guard of gryphons carrying her silk-swathed body off for transport to her family's ship.

    * It's strange, * she said, her already-remote voice for a moment more distant, * I don't remember dying. I remember giving you the prism key, then…falling asleep? And then waking up to the sunlight here on this ridge. *

    “Giving me the what?” The strange phrase jolted him momentarily out of his melancholy.

    * The prism key. * Hazily, an image of the sun ruby brushed his mind, and suddenly Ruby's voice grew hazy also. * Wait…we never called it that. A…sun ruby? Why would we call the prism key a sun ruby? An evocative name, to be sure, but inaccurate… *

    The change in her tone raised the hair on the back of Vidarian's neck. Meanwhile, the gem—a “prism key”?—seemed to glow brighter. Vidarian stared into it, trying to divine its nature as he had never quite done before. Almost, he could see threads of light deep within the stone, crisscrossing into an infinite fabric. Was this what Ruby had seen, looking into the gem on those cold nights across the mountains? Had it pulled at her mind the way it now pulled at his?

    Now the ruby seemed to be glowing brightly indeed, and it took him several long moments to notice that it was the sky growing darker. With a jolt he realized he should be getting back to the camp—and the memory of how he'd stormed off, and why, brought a fresh flush of guilt creeping through his veins.

    * Oh, come now. You need to stone up, * Ruby said, and the vulgar image that came with it raised his ire, as surely it was meant to. When Vidarian grudgingly showed her what he'd done with his mind—something he could now do, as he once had with Ariadel, and always with the gryphons—he expected the memory to quiet her. Instead, she still simmered with impatience. * And if you had killed her—what then? Perhaps it would have been mercy. *

    Her logic—a pirate logic, one that sealed her identity for him at last—both chilled and reassured him. There was no escaping the weakness he felt at having lost control over himself, but it was Altair's reaction that brought on the guilt full-force and sent him spiraling into dark thoughts.

    Vidarian sensed Ruby preparing another poignant image and so preemptively levered himself to his feet, shaking out limbs that had grown cold on the damp ridge.

    But there was still one thing.

    “Ruby, I'm—”

    * Save it, * she cut him off crisply. * To apologize is to tell me I was not in control of my own decisions and fate. You wouldn't want to do that, would you? *

    He tried and failed three times to reply, then finally said: “So there's nothing…?”

    * I didn't say that. *

    The strangeness of the conversation settled on his shoulders again, but there was only one possible answer he could give and retain any honor. “I'm in your debt. Anything I can create for you is yours.”

    * I don't… like…being in here. *

    Vidarian looked around in the waning light, then back at the glowing stone. “In the…prism key?”

    * It doesn't feel like…myself. *

    Ruby had never in her life hesitated, and here, as he could feel her mind brushing up against something that was not itself, Vidarian felt that strange feeling crawling up his spine again. And what she said next didn't help.

    * I want you to get my body back. *

    Vidarian felt his mouth open, then close. “I…it's…” Wordlessly he called up the memories again, showing her: first, their grief, then Vidarian's pledge to return her body to her ship, where it would surely be commended to a sea burial—and finally, the gryphon flight craft, carrying her away. His heart ached as he lived through those moments again.

    * So you're saying it's with Nistra now, ten thousand fathoms. Is that a problem? * As she spoke, Ruby's water sense stirred from within the stone, calling to Vidarian's own. Surprised, he quashed his natural urge to reach back. Whatever of Ruby the “prism key” had absorbed, it had taken her elemental ability with it—and, like Vidarian's, hers had been magnified.

    * There's not much I can do from in here, * she said, answering his thought. * I can feel it…bumping up against a wall… * And indeed, her magic seemed restrained, as if there were something there it couldn't break through. * That's why you've got to get me out of here. *

    “But your body,” he said, breaking through his own blockade of denial at last, “how would we even…put you back inside it?”

    * You're the Tesseract, * she said, lacing the title with friendly acidity. * You'll figure it out. *

    It was now full dark, and the red light of the prism key cast the promontory in a bloody false sunset. Vidarian wanted to find any other request she could make of him, but knew there was none. “If that is what you ask of me, I am bound to it,” he said at last.

    * Thank you. *

    Fat drops of cold rain struck Vidarian's face and shoulders, calling his attention back to the fast-descended night. He raised his arms instinctively to protect his face, and Ruby's laughter echoed in his head. More drops splashed against his face, blurring his vision, as he stared down at the stone in irritation. Was it his permanent fate to have a woman laughing at him in his head?

    * The world's eminent elementalist, and he covers his face with his hands in the rain? *

    Well. Grumpily he extended his water sense, wrapping the raindrops into a glassy shield that absorbed or deflected their fellows. The balance was tricky, and the constant growling complaint of his fire sense was no help at all. “It feels wasteful to use it for such small purposes,” he temporized.

    Ruby wasn't fooled. * The practice is good for you. *

    “And since when are you the authority on magical instruction?”

    He'd meant the quip lightly, but Ruby grew quiet, and a memory bubbled up out of the stone: white wings over the sea, a great talon raised in instruction, waves that responded to its command—and Ruby, just a girl, swallowed in awe and a terrible sadness.

    “I…” Vidarian began.

    * It's nothing, * Ruby cut him off. * I don't know what came over me. * And indeed she seemed disturbed by the sudden disclosure of memory. * I guess I'm not used to being a telepathic rock. *

    He didn't press further, instead foraying into the forest, downhill toward the camp.

    Just to prove he had a handle on his own abilities, Vidarian summoned a sphere of fire energy, a ball of orange light and warmth that lit his path and evaporated the remaining rain from his skin and clothing. For good measure he gave it its own separate water shield, and the overall effect was rather pretty. Ruby did not comment, lost in her own strange gem-encased thoughts, and so he made the hike back toward the camp in silence.

    Soon the camp torches glowed through the screen of trees, and when he stepped into the camp at last—dispelling his shields and light, for Altair had protected the entire area with a sphere of rain-repelling air—Isri and Altair looked up at him with relief. The welcome in their eyes assuaged some of his guilt, but the sudden inarticulate outburst of the latest captured seridi—storm clan, Isri had said—brought it rumbling back again.

    Isri's own wings flared in response to the cry of her brethren, and she turned immediately, radiating reassurance.

    * Jumpy, aren't they? * Ruby observed, and both Isri and Altair turned sharply back to Vidarian, answering his unspoken question of whether they would be able to hear her.

    // Ruby? // Altair asked, startled incredulity wreathing his thought with a sharp scent like broken pine needles. // It can't be… // Vidarian felt a sudden warmth and reassurance that the tightly disciplined gryphon could react with his same disbelief.

    Isri looked between them, not understanding.

    Vidarian tried to explain, but found himself once again overwhelmed with an upwelling of frustrating emotion. “She…when the gate opened…”

    Isri gasped in sudden comprehension. “Your friend—with the hair like fire—” And with understanding dawned emotion, also; Vidarian, not for the first time, did not envy her receptiveness to the states of those around her. The feathers around her face lifted with sadness, and her eyes filled with water. It was not the first time Vidarian had seen a seridi weep, but it reached him deeply.

    * You all look like— *

    “Don't say it,” Vidarian warned, recovering some sternness.

    * Fair enough. *

    Vidarian pulled the sun ruby from his pocket and lifted it to the gryphon and seridi. Isri reached out to take it from him. “She was—caught—within the stone,” he said.

    Isri's large eyes were dark with thought as she gently turned the stone between her hands. “This is well beyond my expertise,” she confessed. “The seridi resisted the use of magical artifacts embraced by gryphons and humans in the Twilight.” Like birds, seridi seemed to pass information at lightning speed, owing to their telepathically mediated nightly connections—and as an elder mindspeaker, Isri was even more linked to their seeming-constant conversations. Only within the last few days had they begun referring to the time immediately preceding the sealing of the Great Gate as the “Twilight,” but he had to admit it seemed appropriate.

    “Gryphons and humans seem to share a delight in the dangerous,” Vidarian said.

    Altair's head shot upward, his neck straightening to its full intimidating height. His feather-tufted ears flattened against his skull.

    “If I've offended—” Vidarian said uncertainly.

    The tall gryphon's wordless hiss stopped the words on Vidarian's tongue, and as he listened in the silence that followed, a low growl emanated out of the forest.

    // Thornwolves! // Altair cried, and Vidarian had half a breath to imagine the creatures of frightening bedtime stories, and then the pack was upon them.

    Three wolves came stalking out of the darkness beyond the torch-line, their movements gracefully coordinated. Easily twice as large as the sightwolves that had ambushed them at the Windsmouth's edge, these were clearly king predators, even more terrifying than their fairy tales depicted.

    * An honest-to-Nistra thornwolf! I thought they were imaginary! *

    “Not helpful!” Vidarian grunted, drawing his sword and willing his unruly magics into it.

    // Don't let the spines touch you! // the gryphon warned, Vidarian thought unnecessarily. Sprouting from the creatures' necks were fearsome weapons that looked like they belonged to a giant sea urchin. Like the wolves' fur, they were striped, each contrasting the individual wolf's color, which ranged from deep red to blue-violet—but the spines were tipped in a lurid green that screamed “I am poisonous!”

    Two of the wolves closed immediately on Altair while the third launched itself fearlessly at Vidarian's blade. The gryphon had moved to the center of the clearing, mantling his wings and screaming a deafening battle challenge. Alone, either Altair or Isri could easily have fled to the air, but they dared not abandon either Vidarian or the two captured seridi.

    Lashing out with his blade to keep the wolf at bay, Vidarian slowly moved sideways, giving Altair more room to fight and placing himself between the wolves and the bound seridi. Perhaps he could redeem himself, if only in part, by protecting them now.

    The advancing wolf suddenly leapt, fangs bared, neck-ruff splayed, and Vidarian danced backwards while letting loose with a wild blast of fire energy. The wolf twisted in midair, avoiding the flames, and leapt again with astonishing agility as soon as its paws touched the ground. This time Vidarian met it with his blade, but again the wolf twisted, leaning low against the ground and mantling its ruff into a deadly armored wreath. The longest spines were half an arm's length longer than his sword, pressing him to the defensive.

    * Here! * Ruby cried, and a rush of water energy, acrid with the salt of the ocean, flooded into Vidarian's awareness.

    Vidarian let the energy roar straight through him, as though Ruby was guiding his hand. The torrent of water struck the wolf full in the chest, driving it backward. He pressed the attack with another sharpened blast of fire energy, but its effect was dampened by the water that coated the wolf in an accidental shield.

    Beside them, a screech of pain indicated that Altair had found a mark on one of his wolves. When Vidarian dared look across, he saw the gryphon leap into the air for three short wingbeats, then dive sideways, beak outstretched, to snap at the injured wolf's hindquarters.

    Then Ruby was flooding Vidarian with water energy again, reveling in her newly discovered ability, and Vidarian released it into the face of the thornwolf as it leapt to attack. It dodged to the side, but not enough, and was knocked even further by the lash of water. This time Vidarian followed with his sword, sinking the tip of the blade deep into the wolf's side to pierce the heart. It thrashed wildly as it died, and it was all Vidarian could do to pull his blade free and keep clear of the flailing spines.

    Altair had just dispatched the wolf he'd injured when two more came leaping from the forest to join the one remaining. This one was the largest and angriest—the two other wolves closed from either side of the clearing to support it, demonstrating a frightening cooperative hunting intelligence.

    Vidarian and Altair each closed on a wolf, having little other choice—and the third leapt hungrily for Isri.

    Ruby, Altair, and Vidarian all cried a simultaneous warning—

    And the tree beside Isri started to move.

    At first the tree seemed to melt, its needle-covered branches dropping to the ground, but then they leveled and spread. Dark skin and moss-green hair flashed beneath the splintering wood, and then a spinning warrior was there, beating the wolf back with a pair of sticks tipped with long, white animal teeth. For its part, the wolf seemed to recognize its opponent, and danced back warily.

    Vidarian and Altair could only concentrate on their own attackers, and so they did, fighting with sword and talon and magic. Vidarian quickly learned to coordinate his attacks, lashing out with fire to burn and blind his opponent, and only then following it with Ruby's punishing storm of water energy. Drenched, the wolf was less able to lift its spines, and Vidarian moved in with his sword to more easily dispatch this one with a precise blow to its throat.

    Altair had dealt with his second wolf as well, and with it dead, turned with Vidarian to the dark-skinned stranger, who had also dispatched a wolf with a thorned noose made from a length of dried vine.

    “Thornwolves,” the woman said breathlessly. “Terribly vicious. My name is Calphille. Who are you, who shelter in my father's forest?”
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    As silence descended again on the forest, the rain dwindling to a drifting mist beyond the camp's shield, Isri moved to soothe the agitated seridi. Their behavior was so unpredictable that Vidarian often found it difficult to tell when they were actually more agitated than usual, but Isri, her mind brushing constantly with theirs, was much more sensitive.

    // We are passing through, // Altair said, while he delicately set about the grisly work of dragging the dead wolves away from their camp. Vidarian moved to assist him, but the gryphon waved him off with a talon. He reneged only out of practicality: Altair could seize the wolves by the root of their neck-spines, his large beak impervious to the barbules that would have sliced Vidarian's hands open. Now that they were still, Vidarian could see that nearly every other protruding surface—paws, knees, tails—were dressed with smaller versions of the wicked neck barbs.

    “He speaks only mind-to-mind,” Calphille observed quietly when Altair had disappeared between the trees, though Vidarian was fairly sure the gryphon's sharp ears would catch the sound. “Did he lose his voice by some misfortune?”

    “Gryphons…have not spoken with physical voices for hundreds of years, I'm given to understand,” Vidarian said carefully, trying to piece together when she might have last spoken with either gryphon or man. If his body and mind weren't still pounding with a battle fervor, he'd certainly be reeling still over the memory of how recently she had been a tree.

    Her thoughts must have run parallel to his. A pensive frown shadowed her bark-colored face and she turned slowly, taking in the ring of trees one angle at a time. Suddenly she gasped and hurried over to one, bird-quick and equally as silent, and ducked beneath its low-hanging branches to examine its trunk. Crouching, she looked back at Vidarian, one palm on the tree, a strange expression on her face. “My people have slept a very long time. What—year is it?”

    A rustle announced Altair's return. He clacked his beak, a sound unsettlingly like bones cracking, and a backbite of coppery distaste colored his thoughts as he answered. // 1,652 in the Ascendancy, by western human reckoning. 5,008 gryphon reckoning since the First Crossing. // Then he wiped his beak on the grass. On the one hand, Vidarian was relieved his distaste seemed to be from wolf funk rather than mention of the Ascendancy, but on the other, how had none of the gryphons mentioned that there was any such thing as a “gryphon reckoning”? Much less one going back five thousand years? In his mind he ceded a little bit more credence to the creatures' long-suffering attitude toward humans.

    When Calphille didn't answer, Vidarian turned back and found the color washed from her face. “What's wrong?”

    “If friend gryphon is correct,” she said, barely above a whisper, “my people have slept for eight hundred years.”

    * Those trees are pretty long-lived, * Ruby observed, “showing” Vidarian a page from an ancient book with a watercolored painting indeed similar to the spruce.

    “How can that be—” Vidarian began.

    A high-pitched yip from the nearby trees thrust them all into tense silence.

    Altair stalked immediately toward the sound, waking in Vidarian an incredulous objection to a creature of his size moving so silently. Despite his fruitless denial, he felt worse, not better, when the gryphon quickly found himself blocked by fallen logs and a long, sprawling thicket two lengths into the forest.

    // I can fly a circuit— //

    “I'll go,” Vidarian said, drawing his sword. “With a yip like that, and in the thicket, it's a small one.” A whisper of thought, and the longsword's blade lit with water energy to his inner eye.

    * Better, * Ruby said, so caustic he was sure she didn't mean it.

    I'd appreciate some respect for risking my skin, he thought acidly at her.

    * Somehow the sting of mortal threat has lost its bite, * she replied. * Can't imagine why. *

    Vidarian sent a thin line of fire energy out beneath the water. The two energies snapped at each other, but the fire clung hungrily to the blade while the water was repelled by it, and so they achieved an uneasy balance. He slashed at the thicket, and the fire sprang ahead of his strokes to sear the vegetation away. Even without the blade physically touching the branches, it was slow going; it took three slices to clear a space tall and wide enough for his body, and with every lash the water and fire energies squabbled like jealous children.

    The creature kept up a steady stream of eerie, high-pitched yips, helping him to cut straight to it—and when he finally broke through the last thicket wall, he saw why.

    A terrified thornwolf pup, charcoal-furred with electric blue eyes, sat yipping in a small, low clearing. It yowled when it saw him and scrambled backwards, but was blocked from escaping down its den tunnel by a fallen log. It dug furiously—and ineffectually—in the mud around the log, whining.

    * Kill it, * Ruby said.

    “This is why they attacked us,” Vidarian said, letting his sword tip drop toward the ground. “We made camp right against their den.”

    * Then we did the larger camp a favor, * Ruby said. * Now they won't have to deal with them. *

    “Are you truly so cold? It's practically helpless, and we killed its parents.”

    * Are you truly considering not killing it? It won't be helpless in a couple of months, and besides that, it won't survive out here alone. If you let it live now you're just punishing it with starvation. *

    Vidarian didn't answer, but the longer the wolf scrabbled pathetically at the log, the guiltier he felt.

    * Thornwolves are vicious, destructive predators, * Ruby insisted. * You want this one to grow up into what you just saw? *

    “You're right, damn it. But you're not the one having to actually do this.”

    He only realized that she'd been radiating anxiety at him when it melted into relief and sympathy. When they got back to the camp, he was going to have to talk to Isri about blocking at least some of her out.

    Wearily, he lifted the sword again, and now let go of the water energy, letting it fall back inside him. He stoked the fire, but kept it close, willing the blade to be hot and sharp. If the magic was strong enough, he should be able to make this fast enough that the pup would feel almost nothing.

    He started toward the blocked den, keeping a tight rein on the fire energy, forcing it down into a tight, white-hot band. The pup looked up, and for a moment he feared it would dash across the clearing or even under the thicket, but it turned immediately back to the mud and dug even faster.

    Now he was close enough to get a better look at the creature. Like its parents, it was dark grey over most of its coat, with black stripes on its ruff, feet, and nose. The very tip of its tail was a shock of white, as were the tops of its ears. Unlike its parents, it didn't have any traces of lurid green or dark red; a couple of patches might have been deep blue, but under the soak of the rain it was hard to tell. Of spines it had only nubs—undeveloped, perhaps? He had no idea when they grew the poisonous barbs, but it seemed merciful they weren't born with them.

    When he was close enough to touch it, the wolf turned, and he raised his sword, expecting it to growl or attack. Instead it hung its head, exhausted, its bright blue eyes gone dull and vacant. It sat and leaned against the log, panting.

    * Quickly now, * Ruby whispered gently.

    Carefully Vidarian turned his wrist, aiming the point of his sword at the top of the pup's head. From this angle it would be difficult to strike the top of the spine as he'd hoped, so the blow must be sure. He lifted the sword, hand tightening around the hilt as he wound the fire energy tighter one last time.

    The pup looked up, mournful and tired, and his eyes flashed white, reflecting a burst of lightning that crashed through the forest behind them. The light seemed to strike right to Vidarian's soul, seeking out his every thought and memory. For that moment it was as if those eyes belonged not to an animal, but to another being, a soul that knew Vidarian's like no other.

    Rain hissed down around them, renewed, in waves that drifted across the clearing. Vidarian's arm didn't move, stayed locked until it ached with the weight of the sword.

    Finally, he lowered his arm, then reflexively returned the blade to its sheath. He knelt.

    * You're not serious, * Ruby burst, revealing that, however close her mind was to his, she hadn't experienced what Vidarian just had. He wasn't sure whether to be reassured or worried.

    “A wild creature like this,” Vidarian said, leaning back on his heels and slowly raising his hand toward the wolf pup. “Never seen humans, he's wet and miserable and cornered. What do you think he'll do?”

    * He'll bite you and you'll get a disease. *

    He stopped his hand, which the pup was looking at with curiosity, but not fear. “I'll take that bet. If he bites me, I'll kill him.” The words were even difficult to say. “But if he doesn't, I'm bringing him back with us. Agreed?”

    * What's there to agree to? It's not as if I have any leverage here. * Her acidity was back.

    “Good enough.”

    Vidarian reached again, palm flat, to the wolf. It stretched its nose to him, then carefully, gently, licked his hand. Just as the pink tongue brushed his skin, a jolt of electricity shot through his fingers, and he yanked them back with a yelp.

    The pup's ears drooped sadly and it whined, while Ruby crowed, * There! You see! *

    “He didn't…” Vidarian slowly clenched and unclenched his hand, wincing. “He didn't bite me. He shocked me.”

    * Like there's a difference? *

    “Of course there is. He didn't mean to.” Ruby filled his mind with a disgusted noise, but he ignored her, reaching out to the pup again. This time it put its head under his palm, and he petted it, carefully.

    * You have gone completely soft in the head. *

    “The gate's magic mutated him,” Vidarian said, now understanding the nubs that ringed the pup's neck and paws instead of spines. “It's a wonder the other wolves didn't kill him themselves.”

    * A wonder, * Ruby echoed flatly.

    The pup stood, looked up again for permission, then, with a low wave of his tail, ambled closer to Vidarian, pressing close to his legs for warmth. He trembled in bursts. Vidarian picked him up, and, when he didn't resist, tucked him into his shirt.

    The frustrated stream of invective Ruby directed at him was in neither High Alorean nor trade-tongue. He thought it was some sort of southwest islander language but wasn't sure. “You know I don't understand any of that.”

    * H'salu nikkti kreshaluk. Kreshaluk. *

    “I didn't even know you knew one of those languages. That's not Malu, is it?” Much as he wouldn't like to admit it, arguing with Ruby was shaking loose the hold of the dark thoughts on his mind, of Ariadel's rejection. The pup shifted, curling himself up against Vidarian's chest, and despite the rain and his aching muscles, Vidarian felt something close to contentment for the first time in a long time. He even enjoyed Ruby's frustration, if a little guiltily.

    Halfway back to the camp, * What's its name? * she said finally, after her vocabulary in that tongue had worn out. At least she hadn't switched to another one he couldn't understand.

    “Haven't decided yet. I take it you're not mad at me anymore?”

    * I've decided he's your problem. If he zaps you—and he will—or he bites someone, or he eats one of the seridi, it's your hide, not mine. I'm just along for the ride— *

    “I appreciate that—”

    * —Even if you do any number of things that are totally, completely, ridiculously inadvisable. I am deciding to be entertained. *

    They broke then into the clearing and the camp, where Altair had again erected his shield of air to block out the rain. The droplets formed a silver ceiling that magnified the pale moonlight above them.

    Altair and Isri both stood from where they'd been warming themselves near a freshly crackling fire, and Vidarian strode straight to it, thinking more of the still shivering pup than himself. The dead thornwolves, thankfully, were all gone.

    Isri radiated relief at him. “I sensed a commotion, intense worry—oh!” She cut off in a squeak as Vidarian pulled the pup from beneath his shirt.

    Altair reared back, the feathers around his neck flaring. The pup yipped, terrified, then immediately growled, stiffening the fur along his spine. A crackle of electricity radiated out from the lifted proto-spines, but Vidarian managed to hold onto him.

    // That creature is dangerous, // Altair said, and he returned his formidable talons to the ground, but the roused feathers of his neck and head still made him seem twice his actual size. // Thornwolves are— //

    “Vicious and destructive—”

    * I tried to tell him. *

    “—I know.”

    // Why did you not destroy this one, then? // The gryphon's large, sapphire eyes were flared wide, and all-pupil with alarm.

    “Because he's not a thornwolf. At least, not entirely.” He soothed the pup with a murmur, then lifted him, squirming, toward Altair. As the pup's alarm peaked again, he discharged another crackle of electricity, but the pulses seemed to be getting weaker the more he used them. “But mainly,” Vidarian added, “we're the reason he's on his own. I'm all he has.”

    Altair eyed the pup, about to argue, but a figure came hurtling down through the ceiling of rain overhead.

    The dark-feathered shape landed lightly beside the fire, too small to be a gryphon. As she stood, revealing herself to be a seridi, she bowed to Isri, and then to Vidarian and Altair.

    The seridi ruffled her feathers, shaking free droplets of water. She either did not recognize the pup for what he was, or was too preoccupied with her mission, or both. “Lord Tesseract,” she began, and Vidarian squelched his still-irate reaction to the title, “a messenger waits for you at the foothills.”

    “Who could send a messenger this far?”

    “He claims to be from your human emperor, my lord. We were told you would wish to know of his arrival.” She read Vidarian's startlement as affront and her facial feathers lifted with embarrassment. “I apologize if our assumption was incorrect.”

    “No, no, you're quite correct,” Vidarian said, managing to summon back some of his diplomacy. “I'll be along as soon as I can.” He looked at Isri. “Can they manage a ride in the ship?” he indicated the two sedated seridi with a nod.

    “I believe so,” she replied, closing her eyes for a few moments and then opening them again. “If we travel by night they'll take the journey easier.”

    “I'll convey your response,” the messenger said, and Vidarian realized he didn't even know her name. But she was bowing again, and taking off, before her feathers had even dried.

    The pup was squirming, the fire and warmth giving him new energy, and so Vidarian set him down to amble around the camp. As he looked around, he realized for the first time that one of their recent number was missing.

    “Where is Calphille?” he asked.
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    He found her sitting alone in the forest at the feet of a great spruce. Her eyes were distant, and she spoke as soon as she heard his footsteps, without turning.

    “I do not know why I was awakened even as my kin slumber,” she said quietly. “I fear they may never wake.” She placed a hand on one of the spruce's massive roots. “This is my father.”

    Vidarian had never been introduced to a tree, but tried to put that aside. He bowed, and Calphille smiled. “I can see the resemblance,” he said. And indeed he could. With her moss-green hair, skin like chocolate, and eyes rich and golden as fresh pine sap, Calphille could have belonged in no other forest—and yet the thought of leaving her here unsettled him. Before he had quite thought it through, he said, “You should come with us.”

    * What? * Ruby said, with the echoey tone that meant she spoke to him alone.

    To his momentary relief, Calphille's smile widened, warmed.

    There's no reason for her to stay here, Vidarian thought at Ruby. These trees aren't waking up with her.

    * Well, aren't you just a collector of oddities. *

    He forced his eyes steady against an instinct to glare. You have no idea. I have this talking rock, you see…

    “Your presence awakened me,” Calphille said, and Vidarian found himself obscurely grateful for his practice at carrying on parallel conversations with the Starhunter. “I thought I should stay with you, but would not have imposed.”

    There, you see? Vidarian thought.

    * She's clingy. *

    “It's no imposition at all,” he said, rather than answering Ruby, “I must admit to a great deal of curiosity about your people.”

    At this her aspect darkened glumly again, and he wished he could recall his words. “When last I slept,” she said, looking out into the forest—tracing, he knew, lines of greenery that had grown up during her slumber, “the human cities knew this forest, knew of my father and his domain. We were allies.” She turned back to him, dread in her eyes, and he wondered again how she could be so trusting, so transparent. Then he thought himself cynical, and wondered again what he was becoming. “You said that your encampment is the only habitation here for many miles? There are no human cities?”

    “Not living ones, I'm afraid,” he said, unhappy to distress her again but unable to lie. “There are ruins—the people are gone, moved on long ago…”

    * …Or worse, more like. *

    Ruby spoke only to him, but Calphille heard his implication. Her eyes filled with tears and she looked away, up into the branches of the tree that she called her father. She blinked, then visibly hardened herself. “How…” she began, then cleared her throat. “How shall we travel…to your camp?”

    Relieved, he turned and pointed back the way he'd come. “I have a ship that can take us—if you'll follow me.”

    * You'd better hurry, * Ruby said. * That wolf is surely running amok. Either it's eaten Isri or Altair's eaten it. My bet and hopes are on the latter. *

    He forced himself to smile reassuringly at Calphille, while what he thought back at Ruby was not nearly so charitable.

    When she stood, Calphille bowed low to the spruce, resting her hands against its trunk as if in supplication. She murmured words Vidarian couldn't understand, but, moved by her devotion—and obvious sadness at parting from her family—Vidarian bowed to the tree as well. When he straightened, he lifted his hand and pressed it to the rough bark. To his surprise, it was warm, though no sunlight could possibly reach it down here. He looked up into the vaulting branches, overcome at the thought of the tree's age, and how it housed another creature like Calphille. He wondered what the forest king would look like, in human form. “Sleep well, sir,” he said, then turned to lead Calphille back to the camp.
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    Contrary to Ruby's dire warnings, the camp and wolf pup were both fine, though Altair did look as if he would rather clean his beak with the small creature's pelt than tolerate its curious sniffing about the camp. With the resilience of all young things, the wolf seemed to have adapted to his new “family” well, though with clear partiality for Vidarian. His long, feathery tail fanned the air gently as soon as Vidarian and Calphille crossed into the clearing.

    Vidarian crouched and held out his hand, and the pup's tail waved again, this time faster. He ambled toward them, still weak and wary, and stopped about an arm's length away, stretching his neck to sniff Vidarian's hand.

    Some lupine decision logic flipped over in the pup's mind, and he walked forward, turning easily and sitting between Vidarian's bent knees. Carefully, Vidarian placed his hand on top of the pup's head. Far from objecting, the pup thumped his tail up and down again on the ground, and panted.

    Before thinking better of it, Vidarian slid his fingers downward to pet the pup's neck. A long ruff-spine brushed his hand and pain swept through it, melting his grip into a claw. A stream of invective poured out of his mouth before he quite realized what he was saying.

    * I'm impressed! *

    Isri's cheek-feathers lifted. “Anatomically—”

    “It's a figure of speech,” he said quickly. He shook his hand, willing sensation back into it, mostly without success.

    The pup was looking up at him, ears drooped and eyes big. In spite of the pain, Vidarian forced himself to pat the creature gently on the head lest it think him angry.

    Sorry, the emotion brushed his mind just as he made contact with the soft fur of the pup's head. Vidarian froze, sure he'd imagined it. He'd lifted his hand as if burned, and now settled it down again on the pup. Sorry, sorry the feeling rushed back into him again, a wordless regret. The pup licked his hand.

    “Are you all right?” Isri asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. He started, then looked up at her. Her golden eyes were opaque, curious. Vidarian had known Isri to make mental contact with another of her kind several leagues away—he wondered if it was etiquette or ability that masked his own thoughts from her now.

    “Just a bit of a shock,” he said, carefully petting the pup again. “My own fault. It's fine.” He put extra force into his words, hoping the sentiment would transfer to the pup as well. It seemed to; the tail thumped again, gently. “Are we prepared for the return flight?”

    “Altair helped me carry our two friends into the craft,” Isri said. “I imposed a sleep on them that should last two hours.”

    “How easy is that, making someone sleep?”

    She smiled, sensing the caution behind his question, but her voice was colored with sadness. “For them, not difficult, so little is left of their minds. Far more difficult for someone like you.” Her eyes twinkled.

    // We thank you for allowing us the refuge of your father's forest, // Altair said to Calphille, who also seemed rather nonplussed both by the wolf pup's shock and Vidarian's invective.

    “Calphille will be joining us,” Vidarian said, hoping she wouldn't change her mind.

    “My family is not yet awake,” she explained, “and it would be my duty to ensure our alliances are activated as soon as possible, for their safety.” The way she leaned on duty to steer herself through sadness struck deep with Vidarian.

    // We are pleased to have you, then, // Altair said, and Vidarian experienced a surge of gratitude for the welcome that radiated out from the gryphon in a feathery embrace.

    Calphille smiled, and performed a peculiar little bow Vidarian had never seen before, with the fingertips of both hands together. He was sure her flush of gratitude was unfeigned, and felt another wave of guilty sympathy for her waking alone.

    * Don't start that again. *

    It's only right that she comes with us, that's all, he thought back testily.

    * It's no concern of mine. You're the one'll be crammed in that little boat with a full house. *

    Gloomily he realized she was right. He wasn't sure how many the craft was meant to hold, but surely they'd be near its capacity. Carefully he picked up the pup, who didn't know quite what to make of being lifted off the ground, but didn't object. Only one way to find out.
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    With the two captured seridi sleeping soundly and tucked tight with blankets at the rear of the craft, quarters were tight, but by no means unbearable. Isri took to the sky with Altair while Vidarian guided the craft upward. The glowing gems set into the hull provided not only activation indicators but a gentle blue light that illuminated their path up through the trees. Calphille, perched at the bow, watched them with appreciation, but not surprise.

    “You've been aboard one of these before,” Vidarian said.

    “It's been…” she started to calculate, then laughed. “…A very long time, of course.” Her eyes followed the edge of the trees as they ascended from the clearing, saying a final wordless good-bye, but to his relief, her spirits seemed to lighten the farther they passed from her family's grove. The wolf pup was not nearly so comfortable, and clung to the deck, radiating displeasure despite Vidarian's reassurances.

    A prevailing night wind filled the sails as soon as they lifted above the tree line, and they made good time. Soon the fires of the encampment glittered along the coastline before them, and Vidarian directed the craft lightly down for a landing.

    Thalnarra's pride had taken up temporary residence along a narrow cliff bordering a great and temperate sea. Here, south of the Dragonspine, the waters were gentle, practically tropical, and the ocean winds that swept up the cliffs were quite pleasing to the gryphons. Thalnarra groused about them growing gentle and fat on the giant, pink-fleshed fish that filled the bay, but she seemed obscurely pleased to have laired there nonetheless.

    The Alorean messenger was immediately obvious as they landed, having made his own camp as far away from the gryphons as he could manage without leaving the safety of the pride. “With your pardon, I'd like to get this settled as fast as possible,” Vidarian apologized to Calphille, who waved him away. She seemed heartened to see so many gryphons at the cliff.

    “Bloody creatures,” the messenger was muttering. Vidarian strode up to him, unsure whether he was cursing the gryphons or his own unruly mount. The winged horse, like those of the Sky Knights they'd battled to gain access to the gate, certainly had no love of gryphons, being essentially “prey”—but it also seemed less than enthusiastic about its rider. It pawed the ground nervously, ears flattened against its skull, eyes round and rolling when the messenger made any move toward it.

    The messenger, an older man in imperial colors, nodded briskly to Vidarian as he approached. His high forehead, paler skin, and aquiline nose reminded Vidarian of his mother's family, landholding Alorean for ten generations back.

    “They've gone all jittery these past months,” the man said, offering a slice of dried apple to the horse, who accepted it warily. Vidarian reevaluated his assumption about their relationship—the beast was spooked for sure, but seemed to trust the old man. “Can't blame 'em. Everything's gone jittery, you might say. Half the riders can't even get their beasts to carry them, or they wouldn't've pulled an old git like me out of retirement.”

    Vidarian smiled in spite of himself, liking the old man even if he was bringing bad news. “My name is Vidarian Rulorat,” he said. “I believe you were looking for me?”

    “Well,” the old man said, eyebrows lifting as he turned and extended his hand. “I am indeed. Alain Malkor, messenger for His Majesty. It's an honor to meet you, I'm to understand.”

    Vidarian clasped the man's hand in both of his own briefly, but shook his head. “I don't know about that. But you've been a long way from the Imperial City to do it.” He didn't quite let an edge creep into his voice. “The last representatives of the emperor I met were—not quite so friendly.”

    “That's the way of it, isn't it?” Alain said, his voice so light Vidarian was sure he had no idea that his own fellow Sky Knights had attacked Vidarian and the gryphons. “But strange times are about, and stranger rumors. Half the Court of Directors dropping dead, beasts changing their shapes.”

    “What?” Vidarian asked, his heart gone cold. “The court—of the Alorean Import Company?”

    “You haven't heard,” the old man said, voice rough with compassion, and maybe a touch of rebuke. “This far out, I suppose it makes sense. But yes, damndest thing. Those old men were held together by their healing magic, you ken? Without it they keeled right over. Happened to a lot of people, but the gossip's about the rich ones, you know.”

    Vidarian felt as though his heart had turned to lead in his chest.

    * Huh, * Ruby said. * Hadn't thought of that. Makes sense, though. Always knew something bad was going to come of using magic that way. * Her tone had the edge of Sea Kingdom superstition, but Vidarian was in no condition to correct her.

    “Shows the imperial family's wisdom, never going in for that stuff,” Alain said. “A man living six hundred years—hardly right. Maybe that's why he wants to speak with you.”

    “The emperor?” Vidarian barely managed to tame his voice down from a squeak.

    “Yes indeed,” Alain smiled, reaching up to pet the velvety nose of his steed, which seemed to have calmed down a bit. “I come with an imperial summons, didn't they tell you?”

    “They didn't,” he said numbly, thoughts racing.

    * What are you going to do? * For once Ruby didn't have a quick remark.

    “I'll—leave in the morning, of course.”

    * My ship, and my body, * Ruby growled, * are in the other direction. *

    Would you have me ignore the summons, and have us all cut down by Sky Knights halfway there? Perhaps you think you'd have better luck asking one of them after we're all dead. He hid the heat of his thoughts behind a false mask and gratitude for the messenger.

    Alain smiled again and extended his hand, which Vidarian shook out of reflex. Then he mumbled an excuse, something about needing to pack. Ruby hadn't answered, and so as he retreated, Vidarian continued, guiltily, The emperor can't want much, or he'd've sent more than a broken-down old warhorse to fetch us. We'll send word to the Viere as soon as we reach the city. He turned to go find Thalnarra and Altair.

    But just as he reached the edge of the campfires, someone else found him.

    When he turned and saw her approaching, Vidarian froze. She was moving determinedly toward him, and still he found himself paralyzed. What were they, now?

    “We should talk,” Ariadel said. Her face and body were still wan from illness, but there in the camp, speaking to him after so long a silence, it seemed she had never been more beautiful. Or more alive. He fought against his own reaction, but what welled up in place of that wordless gratitude was something less productive.

    “I'm not going to apologize.” The words poured out before he could stop them. And once they were out, even with Ariadel's face flushing with anger, he couldn't take them back.

    “What?” The question was pointed, absent any confusion, an invitation back from the brink. Part of him ached to seize it.

    “I'm not going to apologize,” he ground out the words again, though the thunderous look she gave him warned him not to, “for opening the gate. For saving you.”

    “That's not—” she began, then flushed again, too angry to speak. He nearly quailed; in spite of everything, he had never seen her this angry. “There's something else.”

    He waited.

    “I—” she looked up again, into his eyes, and for a moment they were themselves again, and whatever she was about to say was the most important thing he'd ever heard.

    And then her face clouded over with the mysterious expression she'd had for the last two weeks, since the gate, and she was gone behind it. “I'm going with Thalnarra.”

    He recognized a tack when he saw one, but knew that asking her wasn't going to get the answer now. And with that realization all the rest came crashing down on him again, the mess that he'd made of things.

    // What's this? // Thalnarra's voice, all hearth-warmth and sweet spices, filled his mind. // You're going with me? But I'm going with him. //

    “You are?” they said together, then exchanged another awkward look.

    // If he's going into the lion's den, he can't go with only the guardianship of this air-addled lightweight, // she indicated Altair with a flick of her beak, who crouched near one of the campfires with a copious pile of huge fish. Altair didn't look up from his meal, but made what Vidarian assumed to be a rather rude gesture with the feathered tip of his tail. // Besides, // she added, her voice like a waft of cinnamon, // we look better in pairs. //

    “That settles that, then,” Vidarian sighed, not unhappily. “If she's going with me…?”

    “I'm staying here,” Ariadel said. “With the rest of the pride.”

    “If I may—” Calphille said shyly, and Vidarian noticed her for the first time, framed against one of the fires. She was holding the wolf pup, to his surprise. “I'd like to come with you as well.”

    Ariadel shot him a look that was half fury and half disbelief, then stalked off without a word.

    He started to follow her, then stopped, three separate times before he gave it up. Calphille lowered the pup to the ground and it scrambled over to him, staying low and nervous. Vidarian held back a sigh. “We'll leave first thing in the morning.”
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