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    Epigram




    “I love those who do not know how to live for today.”




    —Friedrich Nietzsche


  




  

     




    Part One: Maze of Dreams
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    Maze of Dreams


  




  

     




    Chapter One: An Auspicious Birth




    Chapter One




    An Auspicious Birth




    The halls of the imperial palace were empty, not just this predawn hour but for many months before it, and so only the most loyal imperial stewards remained to hear the labor cries. Deep within the royal apartments, where they’d retreated after the court’s exodus, was the birthing chamber where generations of Alorean emperors and empresses had been born.




    Only the mother’s wails—brave, determined—echoed through the vacant halls; the rest, over a dozen gathered and more waiting anxiously beyond, gave their earnestness in silent prayer. They hoped to witness the birth of another imperial heir.




    Ariadel knelt at the bedside, her fingers laced with Calphille’s and locked tight, whispering encouragement between the screams. She brushed a sweat-soaked strand of hair from Calphille’s forehead gently, then spared a look at Vidarian. He started at the worry in her eyes, then realized it was directed at him: she remembered, no doubt, how it had nearly killed him to watch her birth their daughter only four months earlier. The memory caused his stomach to flip, but he smiled back, and she returned her attention to Calphille.




    As was his habit every unattended moment, he thought of Ailenne, and whether she was safe. At four months old she was already showing signs that Endera swore were unmistakably fire priestess gifts, though even the gryphons could not explain why she was showing them so early. The mystery resulted in an assortment of fire gryphons passing in and out of the palace to observe his daughter—an honor, but also a little unsettling.




    The high, throaty wail of a newborn pierced through his thoughts. “A girl,” Ariadel told Calphille, and the whispers passed behind them with an edge of excitement: “an empress!” Alorea had not had an empress in over a century.




    “What shall she be called, my lady?” Whereas before Ariadel had spoken for Calphille alone, now she raised her voice so that the listeners in the hall could hear.




    “Revelle,” Calphille said, hoarse but clear. “Revelle Aslaire.”




    Renard, now head steward, glanced around the room, then knelt, hands raised toward Calphille and the babe. “Hail Empress Revelle, heir to the Aslaire dynasty, Empress of Alorea!”




    Vidarian had to blink sudden water from his eyes at the knowing smiles Ariadel and Calphille turned on him. Revelle had been his mother’s name. Hers was an old Alorean family, devout in their dedication to the empire.




    The other stewards took up the call, kneeling in rows:




    “Hail, Empress Revelle!”




     




    [image: 163143.jpg] 




     




    Many hours later, Vidarian pored over documents stacked high upon what had been Lirien’s desk. It was strange to think that less than a year ago the emperor had granted him audience here and shown him what few knew: the dilapidated state of the imperial finances. Now Lirien was gone, and as he willed his tired eyes to focus on yet another ledger, Vidarian was all too familiar with Alorea’s tenuous solvency.




    The Alorean Import Company had laid a clever trap. The problem wasn’t Alorea’s fundamental value—its fertile bread-lands and sophisticated crafters still produced goods valued all across Andovar—but by goading the empire into war after costly war the Company had succeeded in indebting both Andovar and Qui to itself. A convoluted series of agreements that took an army of scholars to unravel revealed only how impossible it would be for either empire to fully settle those debts.




    With the death of the emperor, the Imperial City itself would very nearly have fallen into chaos were it not for Thalnarra’s pride, Calphille’s own surprising governing acumen, and unexpected support from the West Sea Kingdom.




    Marielle, a pair of silver wire-rimmed spectacles perched on the tip of her nose, traced down the rows of ledger lines with a fingertip. “Aye, sir,” she said, tapping an entry, and showing her own fatigue in calling him “sir,” a title that no Sea Queen ever need use. “Ferhian’s right. The Weavers Guild is in arrears by nearly ten thousand lora.”




    “We’ll have them pay it out in cloth or fibers, if they must—coin to the grainsmen if they can spare it. Proceeds to relieve Downbridge.”




    “I’ll see it done,” she said, marking the page with a bit of ribbon and collecting up the ledger, along with two others in which they’d found similar errors. “You should get some rest.”




    “I’d be lost without you, as usual,” Vidarian sighed.




    “It does appear to be our fate—Captain, sir.” Marielle’s eye twinkled as she stood and gave a jaunty half bow, this time exaggerating the old title. She draped a discarded coat across her arm and left the study.




    Vidarian knew better than to interpret her ease as weakness. It was the first time in over a hundred years that the West Sea Kingdom was at peace with the Alorean Empire. There remained dissidents among the captains. Marielle kept a firm hand on them in part by observing caustically that, as the neighboring empires did not yet recognize Calphille and her daughter’s claim to the Aslaire throne, they were all still technically pirates.




    It was, at least, one less enemy to worry about. Though Calphille had rather miraculously retained her hold on the core of the court, the Alorean Import Company had withdrawn from the Imperial City following their defeat at Gryphonslair (the odd name for the remote desert encampment had stuck, rather to the amusement of the gryphons themselves), taking commerce with them. Several imperial cousins by now had made clear their intentions to recapture the throne, and the reprieve with Qui was precarious at best. When the gryphons had arrived in the city—without whom one of the cousins would certainly have seized the palace—more than half of the remaining citizenry had departed in fear, most of them merchants and craftspeople of means. Those who remained did so out of need, and the city crept by from day to day on the cusp of anarchic violence and poverty.




    A tiny jeweled hummingbird buzzed into the room as soon as Marielle departed, arriving with a rattling whir of mechanical wings. It zoomed straight up to Vidarian and hovered an arm’s length away from his face.




    “Fairy-lights,” the bird twittered, mimicking a high courtly accent. “I will have fairy-lights on all the fig trees.” Khalesh, the Animator, had been unsurprised at the odd utterances of the tiny automata. They did have some memory, he’d explained, and before activated by their far-speaker would sometimes regurgitate fragments of messages they’d carried before. It was disorienting to think that the courtier the bird mimicked had probably been dead for a thousand years or more.




    The bird’s eyes, tiny gems that glowed green, changed color as its telepathic contact took over, darkening to blue and then lightening to lavender. It spoke then with a higher and even more metallic version of Iridan’s cultured voice. “I’m sorry to interrupt, lord regent.” Iridan was quite intelligent enough to realize that Vidarian was not actually “regent”—it was a kind of shorthand used to describe his function in Calphille’s court—but the automaton’s incredible politeness did not permit him to use a lesser title.




    “I’ve told you there’s no need to apologize,” Vidarian said. “And not to call me ‘lord regent.’”




    “It’s the delegation from Qui, Captain,” the bird/Iridan said, flowing effortlessly into another now equally dubious title. “I’m afraid they are quite insistent. I don’t believe they can be put off again.” That would explain the “regent.” He was likely communicating via relay sphere with the Qui imperial palace. Vidarian hoped they couldn’t hear him.




    “Convey my apologies,” he said more carefully. “And arrange a council for tomorrow.”




    “They would like very much if you would speak with them now.”




    The wind-up toy rattle of the hummingbird’s wings filled the silence while Vidarian’s mind worked. The Qui had never been so insistent before. If anything, getting a definitive answer from them had been like trying to catch river eels with his hands. A demand for an immediate audience must have grated on their sensibilities, and couldn’t be good. “Tell them I’m on my way to the relay chamber,” he said at last.




    The hummingbird’s glowing eyes brightened and its wingbeats, already a blur of movement, picked up speed. While telepathically connected to Iridan—a feat theoretically possible for a human, but thus far only the automaton could manage it—the little bird also relayed his emotions automatically. This had the odd side effect of conveying emotion that Iridan’s own body hid; as he had been built for diplomacy, his own eyes showed only what he deliberately told them to.




    After a little midair pirouette—the bird’s equivalent of a nod—it buzzed out the door, and Vidarian followed, flipping the book of accounts shut as he rose.




    He followed the flash of the hummingbird’s wings through the warren of hallways, chambers, and stone-tiled garden paths to the old palace. Vidarian marveled that these passages that had been dizzying less than a year ago had now become second nature. The brass hummingbird urged him on with its own speed, zipping around corners and finally disappearing down the long guard-flanked hall that led to the Relay Room.




    Without its usual complement of nine telepathic relay officers, the octagonal chamber seemed empty enough to echo. Their blue-lensed glasses were tucked into protective cases; only Iridan maintained the relay sphere now. The great stone orb glowed in the center of the table, and Iridan’s hand upon it had summoned illusion magic, an amazingly refined use of fire energy that relayed the visage of a Qui councilor into the air above the relay sphere.




    “Fair greeting to you, Vidarian lord regent,” the councilor said. “I am told by your golden attendant that today is the day of a most auspicious birth. I convey our fondest congratulations.” It was unusual, but something of a relief, for one of the Qui representatives to come so close to what seemed like a point so early in a conversation. Indeed, the councilor looked flustered by this. A tiny strand of hair had pulled loose from beneath his silk hat. Vidarian had never seen one of the Qui councilors in anything other than immaculate condition.




    “Thank you, councilor. I will deliver your congratulations to the Empress Dowager. Alorea has not had a crown princess in living memory.”




    This amplified the (still nameless, for they never introduced themselves individually) representative’s discomfort. His hands came together at his waist, ever so subtly clenched.




    It might be cruel to deliberately torture this high-ranking but ultimately powerless councilor, but Vidarian couldn’t help himself. Qui had been playing both sides of the sand table for months, refusing to officially acknowledge Calphille but claiming to support peaceful relations with Alorea. And as always, Alorean Import Company “advisors” remained near at hand.




    Iridan evidently did not condone Vidarian’s plan to remind the councilor of his country’s difficulty. He coughed. Vidarian turned toward the automaton in surprise. He hadn’t known Iridan could cough, and wondered how it was accomplished. Iridan gave the slightest shake of his head, and Vidarian sighed. “I must apologize once more, councilor, for delaying our promised trip to your palace.”




    The councilor’s hands relaxed with relief as he fled back onto safer verbal terrain. “Emperor Ziao is most anxious to make your acquaintance.”




    Out of the corner of his eye, Vidarian saw the hummingbird’s tiny eyes brighten. It must still be picking up emotion from Iridan, and if the automaton thought this statement important, Vidarian was going to tread carefully. “I am of course most honored by the emperor’s attention.”




    The slightest dip of Iridan’s chin indicated this was at least an acceptable response. Knowing the Qui he probably should have made some sort of obeisance at the mere suggestion that their emperor might want to be physically in his presence.




    “When might we expect you?”




    The directness of the councilor’s question raised the hair on the back of Vidarian’s neck. Every other negotiation had been a dance of subtleties spread out over days. Now that Revelle was born, it appeared Qui patience was at an end. “It’s a long journey—we’ll need many weeks to prepare . . .”




    A trace of a frown almost crossed the councilor’s face. Another strand of hair slipped loose from his cap and he all but fidgeted. “We understand that you have the star passage technique.”




    Vidarian stared for a moment, then realized he must be talking about the gryphons’ ability to open gates across large distances when working together. “Our gryphon allies can open such passages,” he said. “But my understanding is that they require another gryphon at the destination that can communicate the location to them.”




    A wave of relief swept over the councilor’s face. He had clearly been expecting an outburst when he revealed their knowledge of the gryphon’s gates. Come to think of it, how had they known? “In this we can assist.” He turned to the right and beckoned. A shadow approached, and when the councilor touched it, the relay sphere picked up its image with a burst of light.




    It was a gryphon, but one unlike any Vidarian had seen. Its round face was ghostly white, its black eyes large and round. A slim beak almost disappeared into the soft, needle-thin feathers of its cheeks. When it bobbed its head in a greeting, its neck moved fluidly, its feathers merging at the edges, hairlike, where those of the gryphons he knew would have scissored like scales.




    “This is Tephir. He is most curious about your star passage gryphons.”




    When Vidarian found his voice, he managed, “I am sure they will be quite pleased to speak with him. If they knew of gryphons in Qui, they have not spoken of them.”




    “Tephir and his people have lived here in secret for many centuries,” the councilor explained. “They are the keepers of the Imperial Library.” Now the white gryphon made a strange gesture with his foreclaw, and Vidarian saw that all but one of the talons on his long “fingers” had been removed in what appeared to be a deliberate and long-ago amputation.




    // It will take some hours to fluently join my mind to your gryphons’ there, // Tephir said, his voice delicate and cultured like fine water-pressed paper in Vidarian’s mind. // But I am confident the transfer can be made. //




    Again some several moments passed before Vidarian regained himself, realizing that the Qui councilor was staring at him. “We’ll begin right away,” he said at last.
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    Ariadel was in the antechamber to Calphille’s suite of rooms, supervising. Their daughter was in her arms, inquisitively watching the flow of attendants and visitors that passed through the doors bearing supplies or colorfully wrapped gifts. Rai, wolf-shaped, curled in the corner of the room. The shapeshifter—Vidarian still had difficulty thinking of him as a dragon—was larger than ever, and more elaborately spine-ruffed than he had been as a pup. His eyes rarely left Ailenne these days. Beside him lay Raven, cat-shaped; the smoke-grey kitten Ariadel had plucked from the Val Harlon dock long ago had become a scarlet-tipped adult, and a shapechanger as formidable as Rai.




    “We’ll come with you, of course,” Ariadel said. Rai’s ears perked toward them.




    “Into Qui? You and Ailenne? You—can’t,” Vidarian finished lamely, caught between protectiveness and the realization that he was wading head first into treacherous reefs.




    “I’m sorry,” Ariadel said, with a dangerous honey sweetness. “At some point, without my knowledge, did you manage to learn spoken or written Qui? Will you be bringing anyone familiar with their customs?”




    “Iridan—”




    “You know as well as I do they’ll never accept an automaton for truly delicate matters of negotiation. The Alorean court certainly wouldn’t, and they at least are familiar with Iridan.”




    “She is correct, sir,” the bird chirped from Vidarian’s shoulder. He jumped; it was so light in weight that he’d forgotten it had followed him to Calphille’s rooms.




    “None of this makes it remotely reasonable for me to bring my wife and infant daughter into the heart of an enemy empire,” Vidarian said.




    “By all means don’t,” Ariadel replied dryly. “Instead leave us in the heart of a besieged capital surrounded by assorted nobles all threatening to send assassins after the ‘inhuman usurper’ we protect.” He must have looked stricken, for she gave him one more sardonic glance and then took pity, softening. She leaned toward him, balancing their daughter in one arm, and touched his arm. “We left ‘safe’ behind long ago, my love. This is the life we chose.”




    Vidarian clasped her hand in both of his. “You know your strength is the last I would doubt. If it weren’t for the children—”




    At that moment, one of the midwives pushed open the door from further inside the suite, bearing Revelle, who, though only hours old, squalled heartily. She was already strong.




    Vidarian was glad to hear the power in her cries. “She has a winding path before her,” he said. “Even if she were fully human—”




    A dry chuckle behind them turned both their heads. It was another attendant, this one from Calphille’s people, a far-distant cousin, she’d said. In ones and twos dryads had been arriving in the Imperial City, wakened from their long slumber by the opening of the Great Gate. This one was one of the most wizened old women Vidarian had ever seen. In her tree form she was a bizarre, tall plant from the deserts of the far southern continent, a pulpy tree covered with needle-like thorns as long as Vidarian’s fingers.




    “Centuries ago my people became one with the blood of Andovar and gained our shapechanging abilities. We do not borrow our magic from the land, or from your strange goddesses—our magic is our own.” She smiled, and her small white teeth called to mind the thorns of that arid plant shape. “Perhaps it is we who are ‘fully human.’”


  




  

     




    Chapter Two: Through the Gate




    Chapter Two




    Through the Gate




    The Qui councilors might wish they could simply will Vidarian directly to their palace, but the fact was there was no rushing a gryphon. And especially, it turned out, there was no rushing a pair of gryphons who had each just discovered that the other existed.




    Thalnarra’s questions for Tephir began simply enough, but she sat on the floor, tail giving a telltale lash across the flagstones, when Tephir insisted that the detailed records kept by his people said that they had lived with the Qui for over two hundred years. Tephir, for his part, drew back, neck feathers a-fluff, when Thalnarra told him of the great diaspora of gryphon flights over the same period in Alorea—what they called the “northern continent.”




    // Do you mean that there are now no gryphons at all in Kevali Sho’orna? But there must be in Arla’an? //




    This question from the owl-gryphon started a whole new branch of the conversation. The councilor beside Tephir looked ready to explode, but made no move. Vidarian moved to retreat from the room, claiming urgent business, after Thalnarra summoned another gryphon from her flight to exchange histories. The arriving gryphon, like Thalnarra, was a goshawk-type—and the talons of his right foreclaw were amputated, all but one, like Tephir’s. It was the first time Vidarian had ever seen such a gryphon, and Thalnarra treated him with even more respect than she’d shown the pridemother gryphoness who ruled Gryphonslair.




    // They sacrifice much that our prides might have long memories, // she said gruffly, her cedar-smoke mind’s voice pitched for him alone. // A gryphon who gives up his talons places his life in the claws of his pride. He cannot survive without them. It is the ultimate devotion. //




    Particularly after this explanation, Vidarian had trouble keeping his eyes away from the blunted talons of the gryphon’s foreclaws. He endeavored to look away out of propriety, the way he would have avoided staring at a man with an amputated leg. It was not simply that the talons had been filed down or even cut off—it appeared that an entire segment of bone had been removed from each of three digits, permanently maiming them. The removal of three talons allowed the gryphon’s “thumb,” still equipped but with its talon blunted and intricately painted, to curve around the curled knuckles of those three claws, supporting the one intact “index” talon. He had never seen evidence of gryphon writing, but such an arrangement could only be for the purpose of marking some surface.




    The two scholar-gryphons, true to their venerated status, made some token exchange of introducing themselves for the benefit of the non-scholars, but soon lapsed into a rapid private communication. All the while Iridan watched raptly, as he tended to with the gryphons; in his prior awakened time he had known nothing of their civilizations, and so absorbed all he could when they could be observed unobtrusively. It was the only thing Vidarian had ever seen truly distract the automaton from the still unresolved puzzle of his missing brother and sister.




    But Vidarian’s claim of business elsewhere was not purely pretense, and though his departure caused another strand of hair to slip loose from the Qui councilor’s cap, he snuck out the door under cover of gryphon reminiscence.




    Even as he made his way down the corridors, he did not relish the coming conversation. He was trying not to think about Ariadel and Ailenne coming with him into Qui to parley with the Alorean Empire’s oldest enemies. But as monumental as that anxiety was, nearly equal to it was his distress at the thought of leaving the Alorean capital, and his erstwhile Dowager Empress.




    It was a strange thing, having a new monarch—perhaps especially as he still felt some responsibility for bringing her into Alorea in the first place. No one had foreseen Emperor Lirien Aslaire falling in love with a newly-awakened dryad—nor she with him. In the back of his mind Vidarian still remembered Calphille as he had found her, wild and strong, cutting down attacking thornwolves as they struggled to rescue seridi driven mad by their time beyond the Great Gate. But once she had ascended the throne and declared the child she carried to be Lirien’s true heir, she became his empress. Generations of Rulorat blood stirred in his veins, and she was no longer merely Vidarian’s cherished friend, the love of his lost emperor, but now also Alorea’s last and greatest hope for survival, and peace.




    Worse, he knew what she was going to say.
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    “Of course you must go,” Calphille said.




    The infant Revelle slept peacefully in Calphille’s left arm. With her free right hand she perused correspondence, striking through suggestions she disliked and signing those she approved. A cup of steaming kava was kept fresh by an attentive steward.




    Motherhood, like pregnancy, agreed with her. A flush of health lit her cheeks, and her steady gaze had a lively spark to it as bright as he had ever seen. Ariadel had not been quite so lucky. As she had put it during their long evenings spent recovering from the liberation of the Qui-Alorean prisoner camp, much of her leadership of the rebellion against the Alorean Import Company may have been dawn-sickness aftermath. The first months of her pregnancy had been hellish enough that she had emerged with the notion of either killing Vidarian or leading a civil revolt. Luckily for Vidarian the second phase of her pregnancy—and rebel leadership—had suited her quite well.




    He cleared his throat, conscious of the stewards, who were ably protective of imperial protocol, and the two dryad guards who stood to either side of Calphille’s chair. Like all of those who had turned up in Alorea, they were both female. Calphille insisted that there were male dryads, like her father, but they appeared not yet to have awakened. The sharp-thorned matron that he and Ariadel had seen earlier had vanished; these two were slender, young, and heavily armed. “I am much loath to leave the Imperial City when there is still so much unrest, your majesty.”




    “It is our wish that you represent us personally to the Qui, Vidarian,” Calphille said, and Vidarian struggled once more with how adroitly and completely she had picked up Lirien’s imperial mannerisms. He had to frequently remind himself that she was what amounted to a princess among her own kind. “Our royal guard is equal to the task of protecting us, and our allies the gryphons keep peace in the city.”




    All of this was true, and none of it reassured him. He regretted having promised the Qui that he would travel to their city—even though refusing would have re-ignited the war.




    The audience chamber, a small one owing to the new imperial heir’s need for privacy and quiet, was as full as it could comfortably be, but it managed to feel achingly empty. Vidarian had known that the audience with Calphille was a formality, really more informing her of his departure than truly attempting to avoid it. Still the acknowledgment of his mission fought against his throat.




    Calphille couldn’t move, lest she wake Revelle, but for a moment her shoulders tensed as if she meant to rise. Where her imperial demeanor had pierced, compassion now warmed. “We won’t—I won’t—forget your service, Vidarian. Nor what you have delivered to your people thus far. You are our champion and carry with you our fondest wishes and hopes.”




    Vidarian bowed. When he straightened, Calphille’s eyes told him that she would be safe, that her confidence in her guardians, and in the gryphons, was true. He reminded himself of how strong she was, and found the reassurance he had been looking for. “Thank you, your majesty.”




    “Nazelle,” Calphille said, and one of the dryad guards behind her straightened to attention. The woman was smaller than Calphille, and paler of skin, but possessed of the same delicate sharpness. “Gather your things and go with Vidarian, to guard his family as you would our person.” The guard glanced between her empress and Vidarian, her face unreadable, and bowed.




    Vidarian bowed in return to both of them, at a loss for words.




    “You should see to your daughter,” Calphille added, with a mirthful twinkle. “I am sure the Lady Ariadel can find a use for you.”
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    When he returned to the rooms allocated to his small family, he found, to his chagrin, a small crowd gathered outside their door. Ariadel was speaking to them, and Rai lay curled protectively across the threshold before her. The wolf’s spines lay relaxed against his neck, but he gave a soft woof when he caught sight of Vidarian. Many heads turned toward him.




    “They found us again,” Vidarian murmured, mainly for Rai’s benefit. They’d changed rooms three times now in what appeared to be a fruitless pursuit of privacy.




    I am conspicuous, Rai said, his ears drooping with apology. A tiny spark of anxious blue energy crackled down his back. Raven, the cat-shapechanger, could take the form of a small golden spider, but Rai had no such unobtrusive option.




    “It’s not your fault,” Vidarian said under his breath, sending a wave of reassurance to the wolf. He was right—there was no hiding him, especially in his dragon shape, but Vidarian had a feeling the petitioners would find them even if Rai remained closeted deep in the palace.




    Summoning up a smile, Vidarian pushed his worries aside and approached the group. Leading them was a woman with a young boy in her arms. The boy was big to be carried—at least four years old—but weak and listless. There was something troubling about the distance in the child’s gaze, the way his eyes seemed not to focus on the people around him.




    “Please, Lord Tesseract,” the woman said, “My son is grievous ill. They said your blessing might . . .” She trailed off into a hoarse whisper.




    Vidarian exchanged a look with Ariadel. They had discussed this more than once. He knew that his refusal would be a rejection, the worst possible kind of omen. But he couldn’t be comfortable reinforcing their faith in something he was fairly sure he wasn’t. That didn’t seem to stop the rumors from circulating, that “the Tesseract” had all manner of ridiculous and strange powers. He heard one story that said he could pickle vegetables with his mind.




    The woman held the boy out to him, her face sunken with grief. It was something they’d seen far too much of these past months, as Val Imris emptied of its able-bodied citizenry, leaving those too poor or frail behind. Vidarian accepted the child from her outstretched arms, balancing him gently against his hip. With his free hand he caught the woman’s hand, and then her eyes with his own when she started. “I believe in you,” he said, and her widened eyes filled with water. “I believe in the strength of the people of Alorea.”




    The boy blinked up at Vidarian, then turned his head shyly toward his mother, who smiled, and dashed away tears with the heel of her hand. She met Vidarian’s gaze bravely, though not without struggle, and finally nodded her understanding.




    Vidarian handed the boy back to her. “Go to the Mindcrafter Academy and ask to see Grandmaster Anise. She may be able to help you. If they ask, have them send a messenger to the palace and I will make the request personally.” A murmur went through the small crowd at his words, and fresh tears coursed down the mother’s cheeks. She clutched her boy to her chest, bowed her thanks, and then retreated, surrounded by excitedly whispering companions.




    Ariadel had a soft, thoughtful smile when he turned back toward their door. Rai had risen from the threshold and watched the Aloreans depart, his tail waving. “You’ve developed a way with them,” Ariadel said.




    “They need to know they hold their own fates,” he replied, reaching to embrace her and trying to keep the gruffness from his voice. “And they need to trust the healers.”




    “I wasn’t criticizing,” she said, kissing him on the cheek and then moving away from the door. “Someone has been waiting for you.”




    At four months old, Ailenne already had her own language of sounds, and was gurgling away happily in her bassinet when Vidarian entered their rooms. Packs of supplies, clothing, and tools were already heaped by the door, and two maids bustled about, gathering up stray items and spreading sheets over the furniture. He wondered how long they’d been told the family would be gone.




    When he leaned over the bassinet, Ailenne smiled and squeaked, reaching out with stubby fingers. Vidarian touched her lightly on the nose, and she laughed; he picked up a rounded wooden toy gryphon and placed it in her hands. She brought it immediately to her mouth and began gnawing on a wing.




    The rush of emotion that poured through him at the sight of Ailenne’s large dark eyes and porcelain-smooth face was familiar and complex: a kind of disbelief, elation, love of a fierce kind he had never known before—and a lingering fillip of sadness that his own family wasn’t here to meet her. It seemed a cruel irony that one of the many effects of opening the Great Gate was the disappearance of Blood Plague, too late to have saved his brothers.




    Rai nudged his hand with a wet nose, pulling him from moribund thoughts. He jumped, Ailenne’s eyes widened, and the wolf nudged his chin over the rim of the bassinet. Seeing it, Ailenne squealed with delight and waved her arms. Vidarian picked her up, then set her on the floor in front of Rai, who crouched to bring his head level with hers. They proceeded to play Ailenne’s latest favorite “game,” which consisted of tiny hands grabbing Rai’s nose until he licked her fingers.




    Vidarian straightened just in time to see Ariadel approaching with Ailenne’s traveling quilt. “Time to go,” she said, and Vidarian’s stomach sank.




    “I’m still not sure about this,” he began, as Ariadel bent to scoop up their daughter in the blanket. Ailenne reached for Rai with a squawk of protest. “We don’t even know if gate travel will be safe for her.”




    “She passed through more gates before she was born than most adults ever will,” Ariadel replied. “And every healer that’s seen her can only marvel at her health.” She smoothed Ailenne’s hair, affectionately brushing the large birthmark behind the girl’s left ear, which the gryphons counted as another sign of her strong future fire magic.




    I will protect her, Rai offered. Vidarian frowned at him and his ears drooped.




    Ariadel scratched between the wolf’s ears and they perked back up again. “We’ll have two of the most formidable creatures in the known world guarding us, not to mention gryphons and incredible layers of politics. We’ll be safer in Shen Ti than in the imperial city.”




    “Don’t remind me,” Vidarian sighed. Ariadel took his admission for victory, patted him on the shoulder, and set about gathering up what remained of Ailenne’s things.
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    By the time they returned to the Relay Room, trailed by stewards bearing trunks and packs, the gate to Shen Ti had already been opened. It shimmered in the north wall, anchored by two gryphons on this side—harrier-types from Thalnarra’s flight—and two owl-gryphons on the other side. Energy emanated from it, palpable on Vidarian’s skin even across the large chamber, and ripples of colored light passed over its surface in random waves.




    Thalnarra and Altair, arrayed in impressive formal armor, were passing through the gate one at a time. Iridan, with Khalesh beside him, already waited on the far side. Renard, Calphille’s head steward, personally supervised the transfer of their supplies, which were efficiently tossed across from one team of hands to the Qui’s. Nazelle, the dryad guardian, had also already crossed, and appeared to be sizing up the Qui guards on the far side, perhaps a little too obviously.




    Ariadel followed her, striding across with Ailenne in her arms quite before Vidarian could summon up any worry. And before it mustered itself unbidden, he followed her.
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    Sunlight stained Vidarian’s eyelids red as he steadied himself, eyes clenched shut. Nothing about gate travel required one’s eyes to be closed, but it seemed to reduce the disturbing phantom images that had followed Vidarian into the outside world the one time he’d left them open. The momentary memory of that vast emptiness, ghost-touched darkness stretching beneath his feet into infinity, sent a shiver down his spine.




    When he did reopen his eyes, that promised sunlight stung, blinding him in another way—as he blinked back reflexive tears, the room came into view.




    The first sign that he wasn’t where he was supposed to be was the large lead-framed window. It was heavy with blue velvet curtains, normal enough, but the twisting galaxy that hovered beyond, impossibly close, flipped his stomach.




    “Hello, Vidarian!” the Starhunter said. “Long time no see!”


  




  

     




    Chapter Three: Shen Ti




    Chapter Three




    Shen Ti




    She was sitting by the window in a red leather armchair, one leg slung over its right arm, an elbow propping her up on the other. Somehow she had glued tiny lights onto the tips of her eyelashes that twinkled when she blinked; she wore a red velvet smoking jacket edged with black ribbon, and a curved horn pipe issued fragrant smoke from between her teeth.




    The Starhunter hadn’t appeared to Vidarian since their return to the Imperial City. In the midst of the intrigue that had grown up like mold around Alorea with Lirien’s death, it had been a welcome reprieve—but clearly whatever had amused her in the interim had now waned.




    “Where are we?” he asked, looking around the room for hints.




    It was a mistake. He’d gotten used to the Starhunter’s strange appearance, and had accepted the window that looked out into space, but the rest of the room’s contents made his stomach turn again. The giant celestial gryphon sleeping like an elephant-sized dog in front of the fireplace was the least unsettling. The animal trophies hung high on the walls were slightly worse—­otherworldly things, one head that looked like a ram with six eyes each ringed with sea-urchin spines, another the face of a shark with human eyes and drooping wattles. A third head filled his gut with fear even though it was hardly recognizable as a face—one silver-toothed mouth inside another, black-carapaced, no eyes at all.




    When he forced himself to turn away from that paralyzing eyeless gaze, the glowing spheres resting on several pedestals around the room drew him in. Before he realized he was moving, he’d come to stand in front of one of them, a glass orb as wide in diameter as his two spread hands, that generated its own light from within.




    It was a terrarium of sorts, with a floor of soil and improbably tiny plants. From the green rose a miniature city, its white spires and arcing bridges strangely familiar. Clouds drifted beneath the surface of the glass, and when they cleared he recognized the street-patterns, the shape of the hills. It was Val Harlon—but not as it currently stood. He was trying to make out the differences when a tiny dragon flew across the sphere, dove, and released a spear of fire that set fields ablaze and ant-sized farmers scattering. “What is this?” he breathed.




    “You like my little room of curiosities?” the Starhunter puffed up proudly. “These are a few of my favorite things. How can you stack whiskers on kittens up against the severed head of a Milawan fear-beast, honestly?”




    “Is that Val Harlon?” Gently, almost expecting an electric shock, he placed his hand on the sphere. Below, the dragon wheeled, blasting fire, and the tiny people screamed or shook their fists at the sky. He hastily withdrew his hand.




    “I don’t think they call it that. I can’t remember, though. Too many worlds to keep track of.”




    Vidarian pulled his eyes away from the sphere to look at her. Asking questions was usually futile, but he couldn’t seem to help it. “Why did you bring me here?”




    The Starhunter gave a long pull on the horn pipe, then exhaled lavender smoke. “To check up on that little errand we talked about. Have you found them yet?”




    He gestured at the spheres, the strange heads on the wall, the sleeping gryphon. “You have all this, why can’t you find them yourself?”




    She scowled. “You could just have said ‘no,’ you know, you don’t have to be a jerk about it.”




    But he thought he knew why she couldn’t find them. “Why do the other goddesses hate you so much?”




    “You always fear people who know your secrets. Fear leads to anger, anger makes you eat . . . wait . . . that’s not it . . .” She squinted, thinking, puffing again on the pipe.




    “And how am I going to find them if I don’t know their secrets?”




    The Starhunter’s eyes reopened, and now they were focused, vast. “Vidarian, you’re my favorite, but you can be so tedious sometimes.” She snapped her fingers.
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    He was moving, completing his step through the gate. The sudden movement threw his head into vertigo and he stumbled. There were gasps all around him, demure ones, and he fell into someone—Ariadel, who gripped his arms and steadied him. Closing his eyes held the vertigo at bay, and when he felt safe opening them, he saw Ariadel’s face full of worry and relief. Rai barked once, then flattened his ears when Ariadel and Vidarian both looked at him sternly.




    “Where were you?” Ariadel asked quietly.




    It appeared time had passed normally without him. He wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed. “With the Starhunter,” he murmured, and made a slight calming motion with one hand when Ariadel’s eyes narrowed. She had a severe dislike for the chaos goddess, which may have had something to do with the Starhunter threatening her life in an attempt to control Vidarian. “She—caught me between the gates.”




    “I didn’t know she could do that.”




    “Neither did I.” Vidarian straightened, raising a hand in greeting to their hosts. During the excitement of his otherworldly abduction it had been easy to forget that they were now in the heart of the Qui Empire, an ancestral enemy that Rulorats had battled for generations.




    Two of the nameless councilors who had arranged their visits were present, but with them was a much more elaborately garbed man—young to be wearing such heavily embroidered green robes and the tall, narrow hat of an imperial advisor. He stopped five paces from them and bowed from the waist, his hands clasped together in front of him. The two councilors bowed with him.




    “I have the honor of conveying the welcome of his most august majesty, Emperor Ziao Fen Liang, most revered Son of Heaven, may he reign ten thousand years.” The young man’s High Alorean was flawless, if outdated, with an accent that had not been heard in Val Imris in a hundred years, Vidarian would have wagered. He stood there, eyes to the floor, unmoving.




    “We are honored by the emperor’s welcome,” Vidarian said. “We look forward to discussing the future of our empires with him.”




    Now their host straightened. “I am Shao Ming, Grand Secretary to his majesty and our immortal Qui.” He glanced to his left, where Thalnarra and Altair conferred with the two ghostly white-feathered owl-gryphons they had seen from the relay chamber. “If you will follow me, a special chamber has been prepared that may accommodate our friends for a meal to celebrate your arrival.” Vidarian’s stomach was still churning from the Starhunter’s den of “curiosities,” but he nodded in what he hoped was gracious thanks.




    A stream of identically clad servants arrived to carry away the packs and supplies, and the gryphons closed the gate—the star passage, as the Qui and the owl-gryphons called it—behind them. As the Alorean imperial palace disappeared from view, Vidarian couldn’t suppress the tiny roll of dismay that quivered through his heart, though he endeavored to mask it as they turned to follow Shao Ming.




    Vidarian had known that the Qui relay sphere had resided in its Grand Library, but he’d had no idea how massive that library was. Alabaster hallways stretched before and behind them, so long that Vidarian was sure that the library itself must reside in the imperial palace. But as they passed room after room filled with clerks, honeycomb-style manuscript shelves, and quiet studies, he realized that all of this was the library and the library alone. Justinian’s words echoed back to him: the Company had advisors everywhere. If Qui’s library was, as it appeared, more than ten times the size of the largest such in Alorea, how much of the Company’s “secret” knowledge had come from here? As they walked, he caught Khalesh’s widened eyes—the Animator must be having the same thoughts.




    Gradually they came to hallways more frequently populated by couriers and well-dressed servants, and exotic but tantalizing aromas promised kitchens nearby. Shao Ming turned at last through an arched entryway, then escorted them through a foyer and into a long—and, of course, gigantic—dining room.




    The room and the long table that filled it went on and on—row after row of brocade-cushioned chairs gleaming with recently polished lacquer. Tall lacquered black columns added to the dizzying illusion of the room’s infinite length. There were chairless spaces for the four gryphons, but the rest of the place settings—at least fifty, to Vidarian’s rough count—were empty. Courtiers, councilors, and nobility of unrecognizable rank began to file in, bowing greetings, as soon as Vidarian and his company had entered.




    It only took Shao Ming’s easy bearing to confirm that the emperor would not be attending. The Grand Secretary seated them beside him at the head of the table, where they had an unsettlingly good view of the full assembly that had gathered for the meal. Once all stood before their chairs in an orderly, complete fashion, every Qui in the room performed one of those from-the-waist bows, this time in near-perfect synchronicity. Then, without another word, they took their seats.




    Vidarian had been about to motion Ariadel, Khalesh, Iridan, and the gryphons to sit when a small group of elaborately costumed old women entered the room and headed straight for them. Each carried a wax tablet and a stylus, and there was one for every Alorean guest. The women divided up silently and bustled about, peering into eyes, gently touching arms, motioning for them to open their mouths or offer up their hands.




    “Shamanesses, you would say,” Shao Ming explained. “Food-healers. From our southern provinces. Their finesse with the art of medicinal meals is unsurpassed. It is the emperor’s pleasure to welcome you with the gift of their art.”




    The woman who approached Vidarian was so old that her eyes, which must once have been brown, were now clear as glass. She looked into Vidarian’s face, and when she focused on his eyes, he fell back half a step—her attention was like the Starhunter’s, but rounder, deeper. It bore into him with such strength that it took him several moments to see her, to separate her physical presence from the powerful self that rose up in his mind and heart.




    She made a shushing noise, smiling apology and murmuring words in Qui that he couldn’t understand. When she took his hand, warmth shot through him as strikingly as had the cool energy of her regard, and he found himself relaxing. Now she was watching him with fascination, and the warmth continued to percolate beneath his skin, gently searching, observing. The faintest note of sadness crossed her features, and she patted his hand, still held between hers, before giving it a final surprisingly strong clasp and releasing him. When her presence withdrew, he realized he was breathing fast, almost gasping.




    The other shamanesses by now had marked down notes on their tablets, instructions of some kind, in the spidery but beautiful Qui written language. One stopped in front of Vidarian and made a gesture of welcome. Shao Ming bowed to her, and she smiled, then withdrew back the way she came, followed by the others.




    At a gesture from Shao Ming, they took their seats. This appeared to signal another stream of servants to enter, and they flowed through the room, placing tiny dishes of delicacies on the table, pouring glasses of wine and cups of tea. Cylindrical containers of lacquered wood painted with intricate floral designs were placed in the center of the table from end to end, one for every four diners.




    More platters arrived, these of various vegetables and meat, their aromas strange but enticing. As they passed around the Aloreans and across the room, Vidarian’s stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten all day. A new set of attendants appeared, these in black silk, opening the lacquered cylinders to reveal perfect spheres of rice and setting about serving the gathered Qui.




    Vidarian was so caught up watching the procession that he didn’t notice the approaching attendant until a dish was being set before him. The large porcelain plate was a work of art on its own, with its rim of gold leaf and meticulously painted black chrysanthemums, but the food atop it elevated its beauty. There was meat of some kind in a bright red sauce, leafy greens spotted with a fragrant black legume, and five purplish fruits the size of small plums, also cooked and sauced. The attendant added a bowl of rice to one side, and another bowl of light broth dotted with grass-like strands of some fibrous root.




    Shao Ming’s faint intake of breath drew his eyes away from the plate, and the Secretary looked abashed at having been caught off guard. Vidarian gave him a quizzical look, and the man made an uncertain motion with one hand. “They have given you shen lo-tsing.” He hesitated, searching for words. “Plum of heaven. It is reserved for mae kasuro,” Shao Ming said, scrutinizing Vidarian intensely. “Dragon spirits.”




    At this, Rai lifted his head. The wolf had quietly positioned himself behind Vidarian’s chair, curling as close as he could to the lacquered legs. Now and then one of the platter-bearers would give him a startled glance, but he remained mostly unnoticed until his spine-fringed neck appeared above the table line.




    Shao Ming, in a rare moment of undisguised emotion, paled as he looked from Rai to Vidarian and back to Rai again, visibly putting together figures in his mind. The diplomats had told Vidarian that rumors had reached even Qui of the dragon-riding Tesseract, but the shock in Shao Ming’s eyes said he hadn’t believed them. (And well he might not, considering the other bits about pickling vegetables and what-have-you.) Now that he did, the Secretary returned his eyes to his plate and resumed eating, lost in thought.




    Beside them, Ariadel was regarding her plate with a mixture of fondness and consternation. She caught his eye and nudged some slices of a mottle-skinned melon whose pungent scent Vidarian could detect even from afar. “Cocoa-melon. My mother always wanted me to eat it.” Ailenne slept soundly in a pillowed basket beside her. The shamanesses had ordered food for her, also—the milk of a pod-like vegetable sweetened with red berries, and rice cooked until it had turned to porridge, then scented with vanilla oil. Ariadel eyed the rice porridge enviously, but dutifully scooped up the melon slices—which, by her expression after eating, were extremely bitter.




    Vidarian’s own meal tasted strangely anticlimactic, after Ariadel’s bitter melon rind and Shao Ming’s reaction to the plum-like fruit. As he ate, a warmth grew in his chest, not unpleasant; the fruit had an assertive tang and a musky undertone that well contrasted the sharp and sweet flavors of the red meat sauce. By the meal’s end, he felt rested and awake, alert as though he’d been sleeping for hours.




    A soft chime sounded, and another servant approached, carrying a cylindrical etched steel cup on a green satin pillow. Vidarian looked around for others following, but there were none—and the servant came directly to Vidarian’s side and set the cup before him with a deep bow. Like the cocoa-melon, the cup exuded a strong fragrance, but this one was sweet and faintly spicy.




    When he picked up the cup, its surface ice cold and beading with condensation, Shao Ming was regarding him again with open astonishment. Vidarian tilted the cup toward him in askance, and the Secretary shook his head. “They honor you again. Wei fa kasuro: the eye of the dragon. The drink of great masters and the chosen of heaven. Also those who bear great burdens.”




    “It was a favored drink of Wen Ai Ko, the philosopher-king,” Ariadel said, her tone turning upward in askance as she looked at Shao Ming.




    The Secretary acted as if Ariadel hadn’t spoken, turning instead again to Vidarian. Then he hesitated, which Vidarian took to mean that some of the boil in his blood had made it to his face.




    When Shao Ming said nothing more, Vidarian took a long draw on his cup. The tang of metal rolled across his teeth and tongue first, the drink so cold that it took moments for its taste to register. It was effervescent, but gently so, and the fruit’s tang opened up all his senses, so bright and pure as it was. No other fruit came close to its depth or roundness. Before he knew it, he’d closed his eyes, drawn inward by the powerful flavor. When he opened them, the cup was empty, and the Grand Secretary was standing.




    “Show our honored guests to their rooms,” he said, still regarding Vidarian thoughtfully, and still ignoring Ariadel. “Though quickly, they have traveled far.”


  




  

     




    Chapter Four: Twisting Passages




    Chapter Four




    Twisting Passages




    They were quartered in another wing of the Grand Library, and so still had not seen the palace proper. Whether this was practicality or containment Vidarian could not guess. His main focus at the moment was Ariadel, who remained silently fuming from the brief exchange with the Grand Secretary.




    All of the rooms allocated to the Aloreans were at the end of a long corridor that opened up into a round salon of sorts. Heavy oak doors were spaced around it, with cushioned benches and chests of drawers between them. A sitting area with chairs and a small table filled the salon’s center, and it was here that Vidarian and Ariadel retreated after settling Ailenne in the quiet bedchamber, Rai and Raven both curled at the foot of the cradle. By the time they had shut the door, Nazelle awaited, sitting cross-legged just to the right of the threshold, her eyes closed in meditation. As they emerged, she rose easily to her feet.




    Nazelle was a few finger-widths shorter than Ariadel, and several shorter than Vidarian, so she looked up to read their expressions, quick as thought. “If you follow the corridor,” she gestured with her chin back the way they’d come, “then turn right, there are night gardens. Quite beautiful, and fountains to make pretty music.” She’d read in a glance that they had uncomfortable things to discuss, and had scouted a solution. Vidarian began to understand why Calphille had kept her close.




    Ariadel was startled enough to forget her temper for a moment, but Vidarian thanked Nazelle and started down the hallway before it could assert itself again, or before Ariadel could refuse to leave Ailenne’s guardianship to the dryad. Just as he stepped from the salon and into the hall, Ariadel hesitated, looking back at their closed door.




    “I will protect her with my life,” Nazelle said, almost diffident, as if her prowess were being questioned—and then she softened, making a shooing gesture with her hands. “I have borne three children myself, I know my way with them. Go.” Ariadel blinked with the surprise that Vidarian felt, and they both peered at the dryad. It was so easy to forget that the tree-women were nowhere near as young as they appeared. Finally, Ariadel smiled her thanks and joined Vidarian.




    They navigated the halls in silence, and met no one, for which Vidarian was grateful. This part of the Library was either sparsely occupied or populated by courtiers who spent most of their evenings in the palace. In reasonable time they came upon the courtyard gardens, and Vidarian was relieved that they were not far from their rooms—close enough, he thought, even to hear Ailenne should she wake and cry.
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