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      For anyone walking through their darkest night, may you always walk with luck and a lantern bearer.

      

      This book is for the survivors. For the victims. For the ones tossed aside or left behind in this world determined to snuff out what is dangerously different.

      

      My fervent wish is that this book makes you feel seen.

      

      You always have a place on Interra.
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      Somewhere the stars must shine. Somewhere, but not here. Raven floats in the eye of a celestial storm. In the distance, red lightning crashes behind menacing clouds of smoke that presses against her, tangible as fingers trying to find a way inside her body. As the storm of smoke and fire breaks over her, she sees a massive figure, writhing in the murk.

      A red wyrm of unfathomable size slithers in and out of sight, its dozens of mouths opening and closing as it seeks something to consume. The malice of insatiable hunger comes off it in sickening waves. At first Raven thinks it has no eyes and then they open, blazing hot. The clouds of smoke clear long enough to allow her to see what the wyrm has trapped: a human girl with a familiar face.

      Echo! Raven cries out, but no sound escapes her form.

      Here, she is nothing but a wisp of smoke, a bit of consciousness before the tableau of infernal horror before her. Here. Raven’s mind reminds her that though this feels real, so real she can feel the torturous heat of the storm, she is not actually here, if this is even a real place at all. Somewhere else, she is cold and wet and something sharp scrapes at her bare feet. Here she burns. She struggles toward her friend, meaning to help her, but she has no body, no way to save her. Raven can only watch as the wyrm writhes, delighting in the agony it inflicts.

      Echo’s hair is dark as a cynae’s wing, and she is dressed in a flimsy white gown, looking much as she always has, but her soul is pulled asunder in the wyrm’s hold. She struggles against the coil of its grip, screaming in the fiery darkness, begging for help. Raven is sure Echo will come apart before help comes—even now, she is dissolving, parts of her scattering slowly in the windless storm, the fires of deep space burning her soul away.

      Echo’s eyes fly open, as Raven watches the rest of her body disappear. Raven is suddenly in two places at once, floating formless in the murk of the cosmos and barefoot on a sharp stone surface, somewhere else. Her vision flickers as the wretched heat of the wyrm’s corner of space fades. Rain lashes her body as wind roars around her, thunder crashing as lightning strikes the roiling sea.

      Raven’s shoulders shudder involuntarily as she pushes rain-sodden hair from her eyes, squinting into the darkness, trying to make out where she is. She has no idea why she is not in her bedroom, asleep next to Bori. Fear grips her when a lightning strike on the rocks below reveals her unsteady position at the precipice of the rocky promontory. A frigid gust of wind knocks into her, driving breath from her lungs. Desperately, she tries to step back, away from the edge.

      Her bare feet slide on the slick, wet rocks and then there is nothing solid beneath her. No sharp rocks driving into her back, though she braces her body for impact. Only the horrifying lurch of falling, knowing that when she hits the waves below she will not survive—she has fallen off the cliff. Her arms flail as she twists through the air, searching for anything to hold onto, but find no purchase.

      When she makes impact, it is not with the angry sea, or the sharp rocks below the cliff face, but with something both hard and flexible. Her mind works quickly enough to determine that she is no longer falling, and that she has not fallen onto anything, but has been snatched from her fall. Now she is rising, face and body oriented towards the dark churn of the water below. A colossal wave crashes against the rock face that is all too close, even as she moves away from it and the salty mist stings her eyes.

      Raven’s heart beats so loudly that she cannot discern what is thunder and what is her own body. There is movement above her and behind her, but she cannot see what holds her, what force lifts her out of the livid waves. Somewhere in the distance, her peripheral vision catches sight of something silver and reflective far behind her, as lightning flashes, but she cannot make it out. Is whatever lifts her being followed? The effort of trying to understand what is happening overwhelms her conscious mind. Raven is wise enough to be afraid.

      Her vision blurs at the edges as fear takes over, but she manages to dip her head towards her belly just enough to see part of what grips her around the waist. Two wicked black talons curve around her, at the end of enormous silvery blue reptilian toes. Some creature is lifting her out of danger, but for what purpose? As she loses consciousness, she hears Echo’s last words reverberating in her mind: Find me. Find me. Find me. Somewhere, Echo is in great peril and Raven has no way to help her, or herself for that matter.
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      Outside the arched, leaded-glass windows, the storm continues to rage on the open sea, angry, violent and without remorse. Lightning flashes, lighting the bedroom Raven shares with Bori in eerie flares. Confused and frightened as she wakes, Raven drinks in Bori’s familiar scent of clean soap and cedar, and the slight wolfish musk that drifts just under her consciousness. She inhales deeply, comforting herself with his sturdy bulk. This is real. His warmth. Their bedroom.

      She sits up in bed, wondering if the memory of falling was another part of the dream she had about the wyrm and Echo. It was only a dream after all, wasn’t it? She stretches her fingers out in front of her, to reassure herself she has a body. That much is still real, but the rest is not what she expects. Though she wears a dry, clean nightgown, it is not what she wore to bed. She’d worn nothing to bed, having stayed up in the wee hours making love with Bori, as they often do these days. She glances at him now, his heavy arm draped over her lap. It dislodged a bit when she sat up so suddenly, but he is a deep sleeper and does not wake at her movement.

      Her fingers drift to her hair and her breath catches. It is drying, but still damp. She smells a strand, and sure enough it smells of the sea. She was on the promontory—that was not part of the dream. Nor was the taloned creature that saved her. Raven fell, and something caught her and apparently returned her to the fortress. Panic threatens to overtake her at the thought of it. She’d left bed and made it outside with no one knowing. She’d fallen. She could have died. This line of thinking is too big, too frightening.

      Raven begins to count backwards, slowly drawing breath in through her lips and letting it out through her nose until she is calm enough to think. She’s never been a sleepwalker, but true dreams have nasty side effects, of which sleepwalking is only one. It is the only thing that might explain the unsettling realness of the dream, combined with the force of her very real fall off the cliff. In many ways, she is probably lucky she only walked in her sleep. Many terrible deeds have been done by those who dream true, their bodies moving and acting outside of their control as they dream.

      Air fills her lungs, bringing her out of fear as she tries to remember everything she can about the dream. The fall is too disturbing to think of now, so she does her best to remember just the dream: the feeling that what she was seeing was not truly Echo’s situation, but deeply representative of something she must be enduring.

      But what could it mean? Raven tries to meditate, grounding herself a number of ways, but still, the dream and all its disturbing implications haunt her. Something has gone wrong at the Leopardis winter settlement. Something Raven worries cannot be put all the way right again. The memory of her fall threatens to return, tries to dominate her thoughts, but she lets it float away. The true dream needs her attention first. Her mind is methodical, and she must obey its attempts to order thoughts.

      Raven rises from the bed, pulling one of Bori’s sweaters over her long nightgown. Bori makes a small noise and she brushes a kiss to his forehead, hoping he will explain the fall and how she got back here when he wakes. Though he is a sound sleeper, it’s unlikely he wasn’t involved with her rescue in some way or another—Bori is nothing if not her greatest protector. Whatever her trip outside has put him through, she hopes he’ll rest now, but she cannot stay in bed and fret. She needs to do something.

      There is a lamp still burning in the little workroom that adjoins their bedchambers. When she slips inside, she finds Bori’s wet clothes drying by the fire. She was right in assuming he was outside as well. She wonders if he saw what carried her to safety.

      Raven ignores the wraith hovering next to the chair where damp towels are spread out to dry. It tries to get her attention, spilling phantom beetles from its hollow mouth, but she simply shakes her head. “None of that, please.”

      It looks annoyed, its hollow eyes narrowing in frustration, but it closes its mouth and the beetles disappear. This one is more shriveled in appearance than some of the others that have appeared to her since last Yulmain, though it’s easy to make out that once it was human. Raven isn’t sure if the state of decomposition the wraiths appear to be in are representative of their true bodies, or if their appearance has more to do with their auric energy, their spiritual composition. Nearly all of them fade in and out of their translucent states. The more attention she pays them, the more they seem to manifest in this reality, so she tries her best not to give them what they want.

      This is difficult to do, as they’ve taken to trying to shock her into noticing them. Though ghastly, she’s grown used to this one’s favorite tricks. It only ever does the same thing, spilling various ghostly insects from gaping holes in its body in an attempt to elicit a reaction from her. The others have more gruesome talents. Some of the unquiet dead have begun to speak, though she cannot make out what they say, not yet anyway.

      Only she can hear and see them, as far as she knows, and they seem determined for her to acknowledge them, by any means necessary. Why they’re here is a question she rarely has the inclination to ponder. She is only ever happy that the unquiet dead are strangers, that her own dear Mama has never appeared to her in such a state. But perhaps Mama is at peace. Raven can only hope it’s so, since she did not have a chance to say goodbye to her.

      Raven closes the door softly behind her, pushing her morose thoughts of the dead and Mama aside. She has no desire to wake her love with conversations with the dead, or shuffling cards. She raises her eyebrows at the wraith in warning. “No interfering, or I will get the salt.”

      If it could look contrite, it would, but it can only wear a countenance of anguish. Still, it bows its head in submission, or at least acceptance of her terms. The salt would only keep it away for a few hours, but whatever it does to wraiths, it bothers them enough that they seem to fear even the threat of it. The wraiths are a constant part of her days, and she fears they are getting stronger, somehow more able to act in the world. Yoonai and Malikai have both tried to help her with this emerging “talent,” as they call it, but she doesn't want it.

      Apparently, this was once a much-valued skill amongst the witches of Interra, but Raven doesn’t want to see or hear the unsettled, unwanted dead. She has tried every method of metaphysical banishment she knows, to no avail. These dead are more than spiritual impressions of people who once walked the earth. They are something else entirely, and she wants nothing to do with their anomalous existence.

      This one never leaves this room. It is attached to it somehow, and often attempts to interfere with her work. Now though, it is quiet, nearly fading into transparency near the hearth. She sits at the little table near the windows and attempts to focus, trying to narrow down a clear question for the cards. But her logical mind, which knows her tarocchi deck will have answers for her, is at war with her heart. She fears what the cards have to say will be devastating, and she must have the full grasp of it before she tells Bori anything.

      Raven does not often dream true, but when she does, she recognizes it and does not question what she knows or confirm it with the cards. This time is different. This time the truth of the dream cuts like the edge of a knife. It cuts too deep, too near her own heart, and the heart of the sleeping man in the next room. This time she needs to know more.

      She unwraps the tarocchi deck from its silk scarf and sits staring at it. Rain splatters against the windows and thunder rumbles in the distance. She cannot bear to shuffle the cards, so she rises and uses the little stove in the corner to make tea. The wraith steps aside as she nears the salt cellar near the stove, eyeing her warily. She lights a few more candles and a charcoal disk, selecting a blend of resins holy to Hekate, and sets them to burn, covering the disk with an ornamental lid. Smoke billows out of it prettily, cleansing the air of her disquiet, but of course not of the wraith, which continues to hover near the hearth.

      Her breath begins to slow when she sits back down in her chair, the act of making tea and lighting incense a ritual of calm and quiet. The ragged edges of her early morning begin to soothe as the comforting familiarity of ceremony wraps around her. Raven closes her eyes to make contact with the otham on the spiriti valem, hoping to draw strength from its mere proximity.

      These days, the otham often behaves strangely. A part of it is too sentient, too aware, too desirous of a control of its own. Some aspect of the otham has separated from the whole, become individual somehow, and each time she makes contact, it clamors through her entire being like a discordant note. Paired with the emergence of the wraiths, Raven worries that the world behind worlds, the spiriti valem, is in graver danger than they previously imagined.

      Yoonai has fretted many times over what Echo did at the Cloisters last year. She fears Echo may have created a kind of split in the otham, a fractured self that now operates outside of the stream of energy that runs between worlds. Raven’s lips murmur a prayer to Hekate, patroness of the Ravenni, as she begins to draw cards, turning them over one by one. First Destruction, then Death, followed by Hope. Raven shakes her head and replaces the cards, shuffling them again, clearing her mind, clarifying that she wants to know what happened to Echo, what trouble she is in.

      Now comes the Tyrant first, then Destruction, then Death, and she is compelled to pull another card; Hope once more. She sits back in her chair, frowning. The Tyrant clarifies things somewhat: something or someone terribly obsessed with power brought about Echo’s end. Raven knows it may not literally have been the wyrm, which she understands to be representative of the Legionnaire, but one of its agents, perhaps? Or perhaps she is trying too hard to pin down the dream. Like prophecies, dreams are vague, difficult to interpret, with infinite possible meanings.

      Destruction is easier to understand, with its depiction of the desolate land, and the figure blowing the horn of despair. Echo’s death will bring about chaos. Her role in the Prophecy of Alcyone was clear, or at least they’d all thought so, especially with the otham’s guidance when it became sentient. Now, after the benefit of observing the fractured aspect of the otham, neither Raven nor Yoonai is sure of anything but what appears to be the most commonly agreed upon truth: in order to keep the first of the awakened Devourers, the Legionnaire, from bringing endless war and conflict to Interra, Echo’s sister Miyala must use the power of the “brimfull” vessel of starfire to destroy the creature once and for all.

      The Vindicata were sure that Echo was the vessel, as she had been groomed as a child to be the host for an Elemental creature—one of the Shadowed Ones, Marzana. If Echo is truly dead, and Marzana has not possessed her, then Miyala cannot channel the power of the embodied limenara to kill the Legionnaire.

      Of course, they’d hoped not to have to do this at all, as that would likely kill Echo in the process. The primary reason they came to Lyonesse, beside escaping the Warlord’s wrath at their breaking orders and freeing the Lorami dissidents he’d ordered them to imprison, was to use the fortress’ legendary library to find alternate solutions to dealing with the Legionnaire’s vessel. The Vindicata had hoped to find the information they needed about how to best kill the Legionnaire’s host body before the Devourer could take hold of it. This had been difficult to achieve thus far, as scholars of the past had been much more interested in what the Devourers would do to a world if they got hold of it, rather than how to best destroy one, or its unsuspecting host.

      Raven squeezes her eyes shut, trying to stave off the panic she feels. They’ve reached dead end after dead end when it comes to destroying the Legionnaire and its vessel. Of course, they’d hoped to find a way to kill the vessel, the Warlord himself, before the Devourer takes hold and controls him fully, as that would save Echo’s life. But they’ve found nothing about the vessel at all, and that has been curious.

      Miyala reasoned, when they first came to Lyonesse, that they might just plot to kill Joram Markona, and have it over with. It was a good thought, but Raven and Yoonai had to explain to her, and the rest of the Vindicata, that Atalanta’s Theories of Possession posited that the more powerful a non-corporeal being was, the longer the process would be to prepare the host. They can’t know for sure about Joram, of course, but many ascension protocols make hosts stronger, more agile, different somehow than they’d been before, even as they remain ignorant of what is happening to them. It stands to reason that if one of the most destructive elemental forces in the universe wishes to inhabit a body, the body itself might change in ways that will be hard to predict.

      Malikai, having some experience in this, as they are an elemental being inhabiting a human form themselves, had cautioned that attempting to kill Joram with no more information about his condition would accomplish only two things: Alert the Warlord to their plans and perhaps get them all killed in the process. No, they had to move quickly, but patiently, and find answers before they can make a definitive move against Joram Markona.

      Of course, if Echo is already dead, that might present a failsafe, as Raven is reasonably certain Marzana will try to inhabit her body. How to actually destroy the Legionnaire from there is still unclear, but if Marzana is now in Echo’s body, that part at least is done. Raven’s innards heave at the thought that comes from the coldest, most logical place in her mind. Tears spring to her eyes, the horror of her reasoning too much to bear.

      She might not be dead. Raven repeats this to herself, but does not quite believe it. Her stomach clenches with grief. The wraith, attracted to her strong emotions, drifts closer. She glares at it until it floats back to its position near the hearth and she turns back to the cards. The last card makes little sense. Hope is representative of Hekate’s holy blessings, a promise of renewal. But how can that be if Echo is dead? Raven shifts, restlessness creeping under her skin. Is it possible she’s misunderstood the dream and what the cards seem to be saying?

      She goes over it again and again, shuffling and dealing the cards. Each time she pulls the same four cards, in the same order. Something snaps, an acute warning in her mind—she’s been drawing on the otham to fuel her pulls without its permission. She murmurs an apology and whispers a spell of appeasement, then asks one last time for clarity around Hope and its meaning. Raven shuffles the cards once more, then draws.

      First comes the Tyrant. Then Death. Then Destruction. Then Hope. She holds her breath as she pulls a final card, a warrior accompanied by a small lyon: Strength. Raven’s heart begins to pound. She examines the story the cards tell as a group, then sees the thread running through each image on the cards: symbols of resurrection. Something has come to an end, but will be resurrected, stronger than before. Raven is afraid to hope that Echo may not be truly dead, but she cannot shake her plea at the end of the dream. Find me, she’d begged. As though she could be found.

      “Darling,” Bori mutters sleepily from the door, “you should be in bed.”

      Raven jumps at the sound of her lover’s voice. He comes to her and places his hands on her shoulders, resting his chin on top of her head. “That is a terrible looking spread, little bird,” he remarks, before going to pour the pot of tea she made into two mugs. He says nothing about his wet clothes, or how he found her, but from the anxious look in his eyes, she knows he’s hedging, careful not to worry her. Her ability to see and hear the dead has concerned him for months now, as has the weight of what they came here to do. She hates to burden him further.

      Bori sits in the other chair that flanks the little table, as Raven gets up, taking her cup and sipping from it once. Then she begins to pace agitatedly, her spritely body lithe as a dancer, her face twisted in sorrow and confusion. Her waist-length onyx hair is a bird’s nest of tangles. She catches him smiling at her and is momentarily distracted.

      These past months he has been the gift from home she thought she’d never receive. A Solaran man, as much an outsider as herself, both of them in self-imposed exile from the courts of Solara. Both of them longing for a home for their hearts. She loved him from the moment they met, just as he had her, a connection forged so quickly both of them feared it at first.

      Now she cannot imagine a day when he would leave her side. He pulls her into his arms and it is only when she is settled on his lap that she lets him see she’s weeping, silent tears falling down her face. She wraps her arms around his neck and cries into his bare shoulder.

      “You scared me,” he murmurs softly into her hair. “What were you doing on the observation deck in a storm like this?”

      “The observation deck?” she whispers, incredulous. How did she get there?

      “Yes, that’s where I found you, naked, shivering and soaked. You were murmuring something about a wyrm with many mouths. It sounded awful.”

      Her heart beats faster and the wraith begins to solidify a bit, losing its appearance of transparency. She scrunches her face at it disapprovingly until it shrinks back. Bori watches her silently, knowing by now the telltale signs that she’s seen a wraith. To distract him from asking questions she asks, “Did you see who left me there?”

      Bori's handsome face clouds with confusion. “What do you mean? You were alone.”

      So he doesn’t know she was anywhere but the observation tower. He doesn’t know how close she came to dying. Relief floods her. He doesn’t have to know that part, doesn’t have to know about the thing that kept her from falling into the sea. She doesn’t have to give him one more thing to worry about. “I don’t know…” she falters, hating to lie.

      He takes it for confusion about how she got to the tower. “Did you dream true? Is that why you walked in your sleep?”

      Bori knows the signs as well as she does; Yoonai has taught him well. To avoid more lies of obfuscation, she simply nods. But the lie brings her thoughts back to the dream itself. The wyrm. Echo’s words, find me. Tears slide down her cheeks. She cannot keep this from him, and she’d give all she has to not have to tell him what she knows, deep in her guts, is true.

      “What’s wrong?” he whispers, voice full of fear.

      “I think Echo might be... dead,” Raven whispers back, running her fingers over the tarocchi cards. The Tyrant, Death, Destruction.

      Bori stiffens, as she expected he might. Bori is steady though; he will not jump to conclusions. He’ll want to know the entire story before deciding for himself. His arm stretches toward the table, and he taps the Strength and Hope cards. “What do these two mean?”

      Raven shakes her head with frustration, not wanting to give him false hope, but how can she keep it from him? Especially paired, they have a clear meaning in her tradition of cartomancy. “Hope, renewal… Maybe even resurrection of some kind…”

      “So she could be alive?” Bori asks, as cautious as she is.

      Raven sobs uncontrollably, “I don’t know, Bori. I don’t know. All I know is that she’s out there, somewhere, and needs our help. But I don’t know where she’s gone.”

      Next to the hearth, the wraith does something it has not done since Raven began seeing it: it disappears entirely, on its own, without the motivator of salt being tossed at it. Rather than being relieved at its departure, Raven feels a chill slither through her veins, an innate warning brushing up against her intuition. Something has shifted. Raven reaches out with her spirit eye, in much the same way a Raotham practitioner might, feeling for the wraiths she knows are all over the fortress. She cannot find even a trace of them, or their energy, and her guts clench again with surety. Wherever they’ve gone, their disappearance isn’t good news.
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      Here on the paths, all is peaceful. My spirit body is not quite whole, which means I exist without sight, sound, or feeling. Everywhere there is otham and I am one with the sapphire clouds of living power. There is no time here, nor pain, nor killing, nor dying. Only energy and magic, and above all, blessed rest. Here there is nothing but space and the gentle knowledge that I am safe and held.

      Then the cry of a cat sounds far away, the first sound I’ve heard in eons of rest. I run from it, finding my feet for the first time since I came here. I want nothing from the cat and I must keep far, far from it. I hear it often then, as time begins to shape itself around me once more. As it does, and I am unsettled from the peaceful oneness with the otham, I hide better.

      Soon the cat disappears from my consciousness, but the peace I knew before is gone. Now there is a before and an after. Before the cat came, I was at peace. After, I am not. My spirit body takes shape more fully now. Now I have feet and legs, and a heart. I know I have ears once more when the song begins to haunt me.

      It is only a few notes at first, and then a melody takes shape, burning itself into my memory and soon I find that I am humming it myself, for now I have a throat and mouth to sing with. Then comes the smell of smoke and sweet-smelling herbs, burnt at a distance. Now I have a nose to smell with as well as eyes. I have eyes to see the smoke, and with my fully formed body I have no choice but to follow it, still humming the haunting melody, as it retreats towards its source.

      More comes back to me as I go: the dark-haired girl above me in a mountain field of wildflowers. The eyes that bored out of the horrific face in the distance, full of hatred as it aimed its blade at my love. Pushing her out of the way, only to have my heart pierced by it. But not before I threw my own blade, straight and true. Then there was nothing. After, there was the breaking apart of all that was me. Then there was only the spiriti valem and all was well.

      Now there is the familiar pain of being alive, being conscious of the world and all its evils, and each step is agony. But I cannot stop following that tendril of smoke. I cannot stop humming the song that now fills my ears with ringing insistence. Now, as reality takes shape once again, it presents me with a door I do not wish to step through.

      I call out to the otham, my friend, begging it to make this door disappear, begging to go back to before, when we were one. But the clouds of otham I’ve grown used to are gone. Now, in the darkness, a creature of some sort undulates, formless in the shadows. Bitter enmity flows off it in waves, as though it has aura. Knot-Breaker, it hisses, we shall meet again soon, and now that you are finally free of this prison you shall help me again.

      I back away from the creature. It is nothing like the energy I’ve come to know as otham, but also disturbingly similar. Whatever it is sends an instinctual stab of wrongness and fear through me, for which I feel entirely responsible. My peace and rest have abandoned me, and the only choice I have left is the door. With anger burning in my now slowly beating heart, I open it and step through.
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      The grating sound of Echo’s voice makes Morgaine want to scream. But she takes one breath after another, deep and smooth. She stares at the pancake that needs flipping, her brain sending signals to her hands. A contrary part of her would like to burn every sticky bit of breakfast. But no, she will make the creature living inside Echo’s body another perfect stack of pancakes.

      She turns the pancake with satisfaction, knowing full well the creature hates sweet foods. It is a small act of revenge for what it’s done, and all the terrible things she imagines it plans to do next. It’s still pretending to be Echo for now though, and she is still pretending to believe it. It tried to cause problems in a number of ways over the past few weeks, flirting with Eryn, provoking Varikai and her mother, starting little fights with the bandspeople to cause problems between them.

      Last week, Morgaine found a pile of food hidden under the floorboards in their little house, along with extra clothes and a valuable map. The creature is planning its escape.

      Let it plan, she thinks to herself.

      “More pancakes, lovely?” Morgaine asks aloud, shoveling another pile of them onto the plate in front of Marzana before she can respond.

      Marzana plasters a lovesick smile on her face and nods eagerly. “Oh yes! Yum!”

      Morgaine drizzles syrup over the tall stack of flabby fried dough until it is drowning in sweet liquid. “I’m off to the stables. Do you want to come with me?”

      The Elemental goddess shakes Echo’s head. “No, I think I’ll read for a while.”

      “We could train, if you’d prefer?” Morgaine suggests, making certain her face shows a glimmer of worry.

      “Maybe later,” Marzana replies.

      Morgaine gives in, false disappointment sagging her shoulders. “All right.”

      She kisses Echo’s forehead, for it is important to continue to think of the forehead as belonging to Echo, not Marzana, and makes ready to leave. The creature watches her gathering her intricately embroidered boots and fur-hooded jacket. While the days are warmer here in the mountain settlement, mornings and evenings are still cold enough to warrant dressing for chilly weather.

      Morgaine, now dressed to leave, tilts her head at Marzana with concern. “You’re sure you’ll be all right here? I don’t want to leave you alone if you’d like company.”

      Inwardly, Morgaine chuckles at Marzana’s clear annoyance with her. The Elemental is struggling to keep her temper.

      Her voice strains to stay civil when she replies. “I’ll be perfectly fine, Morgaine.”

      Morgaine nods once, and starts to go. “I’ll send Varikai by to check on you at lunchtime,” she declares, leaving before Marzana can argue.
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        * * *

      

      Morgaine heads straight to the stables, just as she said she would. She walks through them, patting Echo’s rendyr Ona and her own sweet Bisi. She passes headwoman Varikai, who nods to her on her way to keep close watch on the cottage until lunchtime, when she will make a long visit and bring yet another small packet of deliciously composed herbs that mask a strong sedative. Marzana has quite the taste for beautifully blended teas, and Varikai has been hiding sedatives in them to help keep the dangerous creature from wreaking havoc in the village.

      Uffi and Jax are already taking their turn watching the house from all sides. The Leopardis are taking no chances that the demon goddess will escape before Fenric arrives to help Morgaine take her away. Morgaine lets out the captured breath she’s been holding all morning, then breathes in the comforting smell of hay and dyr, pausing in the dim light of the stable for a moment to center herself. Living with the creature inhabiting Echo’s body means she’s been unable to grieve openly for Echo’s loss and this takes a toll on her spirit. A few more deep breaths and she’s patched herself up enough to continue on.

      Anka and Eryn are in the back of the stable with the dogs, waiting for her. Morgaine is comforted to see Eryn finally happy. Anka was a member of the Ursuni band as a child, before she fell prey to the Sirinvila and was trapped at the Cloisters. She’d spent the winter with the Leopardis, after Echo brought the Sirinvila’s terrible lair to ruin. Over time, Anka and Eryn connected deeply and Morgaine could not be happier that Eryn finally seems at peace. Anka is a good match for her, calm and wry, in contrast to Eryn’s fiery temper.

      Eryn greets her with a warm smile. “He should be here soon. Jax got a cynae this morning.” The redhead passes Morgaine a short note.

      Morgaine scans it, rolling her eyes at Fenric’s dramatic, grief-stricken tone. Eryn and Anka both show signs of disapproval at her reaction.

      Anka warns, “He’s grieving, Mor. Be gentle with him.”

      Morgaine grimaces. “He’s grieving. What about me?”

      Anka smiles faintly, empathetic as always, cuddling several large pups in her lap. They were born in an early litter and their mother is taking a well-deserved nap by the stove.

      “You’ve had time to make your peace, Mor,” Eryn cautions. “He’s only just learned what’s happened.”

      “He should have told me what she knew. I shouldn’t have had to figure this all out for myself… She should have told me.”

      “Echo didn’t have time for that,” Anka reasons. “You were still sorting yourself out.”

      There is an awkward pause, as all three women become vividly cognizant of what Morgaine was sorting out. Eryn blushes and shares a sad look with Morgaine, who is grateful they can still be friends after all that’s passed between them. Anka pats Morgaine’s arm and Morgaine nearly cries in gratitude for the twist of fate that brought the three of them together. She doesn’t know what she would have done these past weeks without the two of them and their constant support.

      Eryn adds, “She gave you the space to figure all of it out, didn’t she? She didn’t hold it against you. She could have. She could have been angry at us both, but she was kind to me, Mor. She tried so many times to talk with me before that day. I wish I’d been kind back.”

      Anka hugs her. “You weren’t ready. If everything had gone differently, the four of us would probably be sitting here together now, playing with puppies.”

      Morgaine’s face twists at the thought, and Eryn and Anka’s faces are both instantly sorrowful. “I’m sorry, Mor…” Anka says.

      “Don’t be,” Morgaine replies. “I wish that were the case. I wish she was here, and Bayun hadn’t disappeared and that we were all playing with puppies, it’s why I’m so damn angry with her. I can’t forgive her for leaving me before we got a chance to do anything good together.”

      “She didn’t leave you, Mor.” Eryn’s voice is soft, comforting. “She saved you.”

      “She should’ve saved herself!” Morgaine cries.

      “But she didn’t. She made a choice, and she chose you. She loved you, and she chose you.”

      Anka’s voice isn’t soft now; it holds a steady command that Morgaine pull herself together, stop wallowing and deal with the problem at hand. But Morgaine has been holding back her greatest fear. “Did she choose me, or did she give up?”

      Anka and Eryn share a look. So they wonder if Echo was a little too willing to give her life up to Marzana too—if the knowledge that she would have to die for Miyala to kill the Legionnaire’s vessel was too much for her, and she simply let go. Anka sighs deeply, and Morgaine watches Eryn take her hand, soothing her.

      Morgaine looks away for a moment. Their affection is painful to witness. Anka hands Morgaine a puppy. It’s a pure black pup, twice as big as the others. At five months old, it’s nearly too big to hold, and its pointed ears look too big for its head. Anka has been trying to convince her to take the pup with her, as a companion, but Morgaine has been reluctant to love anything again.

      Holding the big baby in her arms, she nearly relents. The demonae canine is a beauty and his soulful eyes promise that he will be the most loyal of companions. She shakes her head. Bayun was like that with Echo, and now they’re both gone. Morgaine is nothing but a shell of a human. How can she love anyone else? How can she open herself up to more heartbreak?

      It was Bayun’s absence that first revealed what Marzana had done. When the lynxcat didn’t return after Echo’s near-fatal injury, and when Echo never asked for him, Morgaine became suspicious. Little by little, she worked out that Echo was gone and, in her place, her body was full to the brim of the demon goddess, the Shadowed One, Marzana.

      She’d written that day to Malikai, who was half a world away in Thyall, doing gods only knew what in the cursed Midcountry. The cynae had returned with a message not four days later that simply read, Keep her there. Do not let her escape. After that, she’d gone to Varikai and the elders who had planned to perform a ritual to divine the nature of the problem. The small group of leaders prepared for days for the rare and complex ritual, but before they even began, the otham began to speak as a human would.

      This was something none of the elders had ever experienced or even heard of the otham doing before, and they carried the wisdom of dozens of generations of Leopardis elders with them. They had been shocked to find the otham so changed. It told them what it told Echo after the Cloisters’ collapse, that Miyala must get the Ravenni to agree to be on her side for it to help them, and that killing the brimfull limenara was the key to destroying the Legionnaire. It reiterated that they must not let Marzana escape.

      And so the charade began, Marzana being too self-absorbed to notice that Morgaine had caught on to her, and that she was actually a prisoner in the village—at least that is what they counted on. Malikai engaged Fenric to meet Morgaine to help transfer the goddess to Lyonesse, and he arrives within the hour.

      The black puppy buries his face in Morgaine’s shoulder and she sinks to the floor, sitting next to Anka. Eryn flanks her and the other three puppies romp wildly. The black one snuggles into Morgaine’s arms, sighing happily as she rubs his belly.

      “What’s his name again?” she asks.

      Anka grins. “Urkayn, since he was born at the stroke of midnight.”

      “And for his fur,” Eryn adds, “he was the only black pup in Lidik’s litter. They’re a bit rare.”

      Morgaine nods at the puppy’s questioning gaze; the little creature does seem to be asking her if she’ll keep him. “He’s already been trained?” she asks as an afterthought.

      “Yes,” Anka says softly. “He knows all his commands. He will be a good friend for you, Morgaine.”

      “Well then,” Morgaine says. “I don’t want her to catch sight of him until we’ve bound her. Who knows what she might do if she suspects us.”

      Anka nods. “But she should sleep for another few hours. He can go with you to meet Fenric.”

      Morgaine sighs, getting up, dumping the pup gently on the floor. “Come on, little wolf. Time to work.”

      She brushes hands with Eryn and kisses Anka’s cheek before walking out into the chilly spring morning.
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      My eyelids are heavier than I remember and it is a struggle to open them. When I manage it, finally, I recognize nothing. The room is dim, lit softly by lamps that have no visible fuel source. They glow steadily, rather than flickering. I try to sit, but struggle to do so. There is no pain, but somehow my mind and body do not agree.

      A soft, rich voice cautions, “It will take a time for you to get used to the fetch. Don’t struggle so hard.”

      I stop, lying still as a corpse at the sound of the unfamiliar voice. It is not the voice from before, the voice from the paths, that much I can tell. This voice is free of menace, full of comforting authority and surety. I notice the rise and fall of my chest. So here, in this place, wherever it is, I have lungs and require air. Here I can see, and blink, and hear with my… yes, I have ears. Slowly, I move my arm, stretching it out in front of me, long and pale. I have an arm, then. Ah, here’s the other.

      I stretch both arms up and away from me, feeling the cool slab I am resting upon beneath me, purposely filling my lungs over and over. Somehow, I am corporeal and whole. A shadowy figure moves to stand next to me. In the dim light, I cannot make out their features. “You’re adjusting quickly, that is excellent. Would you like a robe?”

      I am naked, and while I do not feel the chill I sense in the air, nor am I concerned with not having clothing, I find I would like to see if I can rise and manage the task of putting clothes on. That in itself is slightly confusing. While I feel motivation, curiosity, a drive to act, I feel nothing else, despite my memory of emotions being quite strong. Only mild interest occurs to me now, even at this strange thought.

      “Yes,” I say, and my voice is less raspy than I am used to, but there is a quality to it that is familiar. I swallow several times and say, “Yes, I would like that.”

      My voice does not sound like my own, and yet, it does. This duality is pervasive in me. I feel like myself, and like something else. Like there are two versions of me, existing alongside one another, unable to connect: who I was before, which I vaguely remember, and who I am now, which I am unsure of. A faint flicker of understanding that this is not quite right occurs to me and my brows furrow into a frown.

      “Things will become more familiar soon,” the person says. “The more you use the fetch, the more it will mold to your expectations of it.” When I do not immediately respond the voice continues. “You will understand more soon. Right now, try to sit.”

      I pull myself up and find it’s not difficult now. In fact, my movements are smooth and fluid in a way I am not used to. There is no trying to do anything, only doing.

      “Good, good,” says the voice. “We hoped with your Raotham training this might be easier for you, and it seems we were right.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You are on another world from your own, Echo.” The voice pauses, as though seeing if I will react to this news, and it occurs to me that the knowledge that I am no longer on Interra should shock me, but it doesn’t land. I feel nothing except a slight sense of confusion as the voice continues, “I don’t think you could say the word we have for this place, but some call it Kythrea.”

      The shadowy figure comes into focus, but I still cannot make out any of their features. I smell sharp citrus, with herbaceous undertones. I tilt my body as a soft, silky robe is offered to me. Sliding it on feels incredible. Every slip of the fabric against my skin is a miracle.

      I tie the sash and sit quietly. The shadowy figure moves away, asking, “May I turn the lights up a bit?”

      I nod and gradually the room becomes brighter, so slowly that my eyes adjust naturally. The room is all white marble and bright white plaster walls. Near a large wooden doorway stands a person I assume is the shadowy figure. They are short, with snow white hair piled on top of their head in a complex mass of braids. Their skin is dark umber and their bone structure is sharp and severe, too finely honed and symmetrical to be human. They are dressed in a floor-length, loose-fitting gown made of a sumptuous looking emerald fabric.

      “Hello, Echo,” they say. “I am Sephine, though I think you may know me as the Abbess.”

      I nod once, accepting this immediately. Somehow, I am not surprised, though the impression of surprise occurs to me. I frown.

      “Your emotions and reactions will likely be unpredictable for some time. Connecting the fetch to your true consciousness is a complicated task. If you’ll wait, I’ll bring someone who will explain more fully.”

      I nod again, searching now for my emotions, but find nothing. No anxiety, no concern, no sadness. Just a deep well of nothing, with a touch of curiosity. Sephine leaves the room and I turn several times, trying out my limbs. There is not much to look at in the room, only the high slab of marble beneath me, and something that resembles a metal birdbath, full of a lustrous, reflective liquid that is moving on its own.

      It is mesmerizing to watch and my fingers stretch out towards it, before quickly retracting. It is wise not to touch strange liquids, though I cannot quite remember who taught me that. In fact, as I try to remember anything I draw only impressions, shadows. Memories float like fallen leaves on a current, beneath the surface of my conscious mind. They are just beyond my grasp, darting out of reach each time I try to latch onto them. Only the image of a large, auburn cat with golden eyes appears to me. That feels real.

      I am struggling to remember his name when Sephine returns, accompanied by a figure I recognize easily. A gasp hisses from my lungs, the feeling of shock imbuing my auric energy. As their aura lights in my second sight, it becomes concrete and I remember: I read auric images.

      This new figure is nothing like how I imagined she might be, but still I would know her anywhere. She is tall and long-limbed, with deep, mauve-colored skin and luminous inky eyes, set deep in a beautiful face with an aquiline nose and an expressive mouth. Her hair is an indigo mass of waves and she is draped in diaphanous white fabric that makes room for three pairs of bat-like wings.

      A smattering of iridescent scales covers her forearms and the arms of her wings, shining like jewels. She approaches me slowly, her countenance calm and her aura pulsing with curiosity and goodwill. I’ve seen an aura like this before, dazzling and nearly beyond comprehension; it was a great cat-like creature, but I cannot remember it.

      “Echo,” Neythe breathes, for that is who she must be. “Stay in this moment. As you are exposed to more stimuli, you will remember more. The process is slow on purpose, to knit your consciousness to the fetch’s brain. Don’t push.”

      I don’t understand completely, but something she says makes innate sense. My memories are there, but they need to come back to me slowly.

      “Neythe?” I ask.

      She grins at me, then at Sephine. “I told you! She knows me!”

      Sephine sighs, annoyance written on her face. She has no aura I can perceive, though there is something there, something almost like an aura. I cannot read it though. I look again at Neythe, who takes my hands in hers. “What is the last thing you remember?”

      I shake my head. I would rather not, I think. Remembering the thing that spoke to me on the paths hurts for some reason. “The paths. The spiriti valem. I didn’t want to leave.”

      Neythe nods, and the scales on her bare arms shimmer in the low light of the room. “I am sorry for that Echo, I worried that might be the case, but this was necessary. You have work yet to do in the corporeal realms.”

      Sephine snorts derisively and Neythe’s eyes flash with annoyance. “Sephine, leave us. Please.” The Abbess defies my expectations and does so. “She is not the only authority here,” Neythe says, by way of explanation. “You are my charge, after all.” I nod. “May I sit next to you?” she asks.

      I nod again and she slides onto the marble slab next to me. When seated, she is a foot or so taller than me, practically a giant by human standards. She smells like verdant moss and crisp snow, and a touch of rocky cold. “You smell like a mountain,” I remark, without thinking.

      “I suppose I do,” she says, pleasure and pride shimmering through her aura. “May I talk with you about this body?” She gestures to me, my body, what did Sephine call it, a fetch?

      “Yes,” I say softly, examining my hands.

      They look familiar to me, but there is something odd about them. I cannot find the question mark shaped scar on my right wrist, nor the tattoos I vaguely remember. Things I know instinctively should be there, and yet are not. In fact, there doesn’t seem to be a mark on me, anywhere. Not a scar, freckle or mole. I pull my robe aside to look for the scars on my knees and the freckle on my inner thigh.

      Neythe stops me, holding one of her hands up, her too-long fingers catching my attention. Her nails are long and sharp, almost like talons. Beautiful, but deadly. “You won’t find any of it,” she says. “We modeled the fetch off of Marzana’s human form, and it has none of the markings that your human body did, of course, as she is immortal.”

      I stop moving. My breath catches and my heart stammers as my eyes widen. “I am surprised,” I remark, somewhat in awe at the feeling. My voice sounds a little more like it should, and now I know why it hadn’t before.

      “Good!” Neythe says, pleased again. “It is good that you feel surprised. It may be a long while until you’re able to feel complex emotions safely. Too much at once might damage the fetch, so you’ll need to be careful. That is part of things.”

      “What is this… fetch?”

      Neythe drapes an arm around me, meant to be comforting, I suppose, but I don't feel that. Now the surprise is gone I just feel the nothingness, with a tinge of curiosity. “The fetch is the vessel we created for your consciousness when you aetherated.”

      This elicits fogginess, a sluggish feeling in my mind. Confusion. “I am still a vessel?”

      Neythe laughs. “Not the way you were before. Your time as a limenara has ended.”

      My eyebrows draw together and my forehead wrinkles. A frown. Vaguely, I remember that these are feelings, expressions, things that should be innate. Simply done and experienced in the span of a moment, not recognized and considered. My mind races to find connections between Neythe’s words and what I know, but none appear, even though I have the sense that I should know exactly what she is talking about.

      “You are still you, but it will likely take a while for you to feel like yourself. As I said, the fetch is the vessel, and your consciousness will knit to the brain we built in the fetch. Over time, your consciousness will tell the fetch how to behave like Echo, and how to think and move like her. Many things you will simply know and will remember easily, others will take time and work. Some things may never return to you. The process is not wholly predictable.”

      “I am a machine? A thing you built... Something… mechanical?”

      Neythe smiles. “Oh no, not mechanical, not in the sense you’re thinking. You are flesh and blood, though the fetch is rather sturdier than your human body was. You’ll be able to travel between worlds much more easily. But we built something that was as human as we could make it. You will not frighten your family, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “My family?” I ask, confused. Of course, I have a family, but I cannot think of who they are.

      “Yes, Miyala, June, Bori… Paulo.”

      The names are familiar, but I can’t place them. I look at my wrists again. “Where are my tattoos?”

      “You had tattoos? Oh, I am sorry, we didn’t know.”

      A flicker of memory reminds me that once the tattoos on my wrists were connected to something… A spell, perhaps? Something that bound me to someone else… I struggle to remember what the talons meant to me. “My mark is gone,” I say, not knowing what I mean as I say it.

      “The Raothami mark. Oh, Echo. I am sorry. Yes, it’s gone too, or rather, it’s not been replicated.”

      Something unknowable aches in my chest. I frown, but give into the persistent curiosity building in me to see more of this place. “What is Kythrea like?”

      Neythe smiles again, a grin this time. “Come and see.”

      She slides off the marble table and I follow her to the door. “If things feel frightening, or overwhelming, I want you to tell me right away. Do you promise? Overwhelming yourself will only set you back.”

      “I’ll tell you if I am overwhelmed,” I promise.

      She takes my arm and leads me out the door. We are in a wide hallway, glass arching from the floor over our heads. Outside, I see we are high in the mountains. It looks as though we are floating in the sky, the building curving around the mountainside. Below us, there are terraces carved into the mountain, staircases covered in snow and ice that lead downward into a misty valley. The exterior of the building we’re in appears to be made mostly of glass though, integrated into the rocky landscape.

      I count dozens of peaks, covered by mist and clouds. A few other glass buildings, accompanied by their own series of terraces and steep staircases, dot peaks in the distance, but otherwise, there is nothing but the harsh lines of jagged rocks, contrasting with the soft, nebulous curves of mist and cloud. The day is overcast and I track a snowstorm moving towards us so rapidly I wonder if it’s real.

      Neythe stands next to me, arm in arm, looking out the windows. “Weather patterns move quickly here. That storm will reach us soon.”

      She’s right; in what feels like mere seconds, snow falls heavily outside the windows, and I can hardly see the magnificent view from only moments before. My eyes widen, and my mouth falls open in wonder. I smile slowly at Neythe, who is watching me carefully.

      “You feel…”

      “Joy,” I reply. “I feel joy.”

      She smiles back at me, dazzling and warm, and we turn toward the hallway, which curves sharply around a corner. As we round the corner, my bare feet are cold on the white marble floors and the smell of green, growing things fills my nose, as the dry air becomes progressively warmer and more humid on my skin. There are potted plants everywhere in this stretch of the long hall, and some are even growing in fascinating patterns and containers on the wall itself.

      Neythe watches me as I wander forward, trailing behind me as I examine each plant carefully.

      “These plants. They remind me of somewhere…” I take a deep breath in. A memory of evergreen forests, surrounding a city next to a nameless lake, rolls through my mind’s eye. Sharply peaked roofs dot the skyline, the staved buildings clustered close together on a hill. This evokes myriad feelings at once, chaotic and confusing. Longing, fear, nostalgia… Home. “Kilm?” I ask as soon as the word finds my lips.

      Neythe’s smile is patient, her beautiful aura projecting comfort, kindness, stability. “Yes, Kilm is full of many plants, just like this hallway. Good, Echo. Are you all right?”

      “Oh, yes,” I say, smelling a plant I identify as a pine variety, with soft needles and a bright green shade I find pleasing.

      I hear a feline yowling furiously in the distance and freeze. Neythe clutches my arm, but I break free and begin to run down the hall in the direction we were walking, toward the sound. I don’t know why I’m running. I only know that sound sparks a stronger feeling in my chest than I’ve felt yet, an urgency I cannot deny.

      Neythe follows close behind, trying to get me to slow down, but I am too quick for her, and round another sharp corner, where the hallway opens into a larger room. My eyes dart quickly, taking in my surroundings. The windows of the wide room show another view of the mountain range outside, obscured somewhat by the wicked blizzard raging outside the window. A fire crackles merrily in a circular marble hearth at the center of the room, but I cannot register more detail than that when my eyes lock onto the source of the feline howl that set me off.

      Sephine stands in front of the hearth, and in her arms struggles a huge golden lynxcat, who screams violently, slashing at her with razor sharp claws. When the claws meet her skin, she drops the cat, her form becoming translucent, fading from sight. She is not wholly corporeal. This thought barely registers as I drop to my knees, opening my arms for the feline that is bounding towards me, barreling into me, his furry body colliding with mine. Tears flow down my face as he clings to me, purring.

      She wouldn’t let me come to you.

      I’m so sorry, I didn’t know you were here.

      I found you.

      You found me.

      Our words run together in my mind, and I don’t know which are his and which are mine. He must weigh more than twenty pounds now, perhaps closer to thirty. He’s no longer a baby, but a fully grown small god. I stroke his back and bury my face in his silky fur. A rush of love and protective instincts flows over me and when Neythe steps toward me, I bare my teeth at her, vicious in my fear that she will try to part us.

      “Echo,” she whispers, voice soothing. “I wouldn’t dream of taking him from you. Sephine was only trying to help. We didn’t want you to be overwhelmed.”

      Bayun growls at her, fierce as a lyon.

      “Little brother, come now, you know we’ve been trying to help Echo,” another voice says. This voice I know. I look up and see her flame-red hair, and feral yellow eyes. But she does not look the way she did on Interra; now her body is like Neythe’s, winged and alien.

      “You!” I screech, desperately trying to scoot away from her.

      “Echo, it’s all right. Faedra has been trying to help you. Just like me.” Neythe’s eyes are pleading.

      “She burned me,” I yell, remembering the way she appeared in the forest, with her cryptic promises and circular way of talking. But mostly, I remember the pain she inflicted on me, the way she marked me, without my permission, and delighted in the pain she caused.

      “She burned sigils into me,” I whimper, as I cling to Bayun, who is still growling. The chaos in my mind causes a flurry of feelings that I cannot track, cannot follow.

      “Yes, I was trying to protect you. Trying to keep this from happening.” Faedra’s voice is dry as she moves away from me and Bayun.

      She walks backwards until she reaches several sleek, upholstered chairs that encircle the hearth. She sits in one, her wings folding neatly around her frame, and I glare at her. She’s not wearing the old-fashioned dress from the woods, but a similar loose gown to Sephine's, only hers is deepest black and has longer sleeves. Her hair is braided loosely into a crown on her head and she wears several fine gold bracelets on each arm that tinkle as she moves.

      “What were you trying to keep from happening?” I ask as a flood of memories seeps into my mind. The rumble of Bayun’s purr against my chest slows the panic that threatens to overtake me. I am able to slow my thoughts to a creep, so I can focus on the goddess.

      “All this…” she says, waving her hand at me. “Marzana escaping into your body, having to tear you from the netherworld.”

      “Faedra, stop,” Neythe scolds. Her voice is distant, as though she is very, very far away. I cannot feel my fingers in Bayun’s fur, though my eyes see him as they lose focus, everything blurring around the edges.

      The scent of wildflowers floats on a sun-warmed breeze, and my skin tingles delightfully as someone caresses my bare leg. My eyes open and she’s above me, her eyes luminous with love as her fingers drift further toward my core. Morgaine.

      Time moves at a torturous pace, stopping and starting as images flit in and out of view. The menace in my peripheral view, the threat. The moment the knife embeds in my chest. Then darkness and things get mixed up, riotous and out of order. Paulo’s death. Monitors with rough ropes and the children’s home… Saint Monika’s? Demon child. The otham released in a rush of terrible energy at the Cloisters. The voice I gave it. The form. The feeling of having made a terrible mistake. So many terrible mistakes.

      Little Miyala, surrounded by a pile of bodies. For all they’ve done… Make them pay. Paulo tucking me into bed. Bori reading a truly horrendous poem. Yoonai brushing my hair. The cool air of the loft, and Malikai’s ruby eyes shining with pride. Moon leaving Bayun with me for the first time. June’s face at Paulo’s funeral. The sting of the crew’s betrayal mixes with memories of Kolya, Lieu and Mercutia laughing on a rooftop patio. Long horns, sprouting from an equine forehead as her consciousness fuses to mine. Nyx, so far away from me now. Amber eyes, set in a fiercely intelligent face. Miyala, my beautiful sister, the prophesied queen.

      Somewhere outside this place in my mind, I feel my body, as Bayun’s claws dig into my skin, shocking me back into the fetch, but I cannot extricate myself completely from the stream of memories. I hug Bayun tighter as the years swirl by me in confusing clouds of emotion. He purrs louder, rumbling vibration after vibration of calm through my chest.

      The memories begin to slow after what feels like eons of pain and suffering. All the deaths. All the blood. The promise that it would end. The promise I made to my sister. The role I am supposed to play as limenara in the resolution of things.

      But how will I help her now that I am no longer Marzana’s limenara? Will all worlds burn because I was too eager to leave my life behind? Have I damned us all?

      My body begins to shudder uncontrollably and my conscious mind begins to float away from the body these goddesses made for me, the fetch, as they call it. I see myself as though I float above this body, watching the lynxcat purr desperately in my arms. Neythe is next to the fetch on the floor. Her lips are moving. She takes the fetch’s face in her hands as Bayun digs sharp claws into its arms again—my arms now, I remember.

      I am tempted to simply float away from all this, but something tugs at me, a tendril of energy so sweet and pure that I cannot quite leave it. Below me, the lynxcat’s golden eyes bore into me, bore into this form, calling me back along the golden light that my spirit eye now sees clearly. As my consciousness slips back inside the fetch, it feels like easing into something warm and safe, but a bit too tight. I see out of its eyes once more, and Neythe’s words are intelligible.

      “Take deep breaths, Echo. Deep breaths. Look into my eyes.”

      I do and find the rhythm of her breath and follow it. The nothingness returns and eventually I am still. There is still Bayun, and the love I feel for him. And the memories are there, but I am separate from them. I breathe until I am master of myself once more.

      I shove the memories back, deep into the recesses of my mind. I know where to find them, and I feel the pressure of all that I’ve done and what I must still do weighing heavily on me now, but the feelings themselves are far enough away that they cannot hurt me now.

      All except one memory smelling of vetiver and moss, with a smile that would light the world on fire. Long fingers in my hair. The feeling of home without place, embroidered in beads and bright thread. An amulet of bronze, with a fox face. Windblown freedom in her hair, and a field of wildflowers where I lost everything that mattered most.

      Something loosens dangerously inside me, the essence of me dissociating from the physicality of the fetch. Something inside me hisses, dangerous, these memories are dangerous. But they are potent, and the deepest whole of me wants them desperately, wants to bathe in them, hoard them, cherish them. Dangerous, that warning feeling chides again, though the memories linger until I shove them harder, behind the others, until all I remember is who she is and how I met her. The horrific pain of being parted from her cannot touch me now.

      Goodbye, Morgaine.

      I cling to Bayun and slowly cease weeping. Vaguely, I sense Neythe drawing back, whispering with Faedra and Sephine, leaving me to soothe myself. I draw the nothingness around me like a cloak. This is the only way I am safe.
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      Miyala sits in the solarium off her chambers that she uses as an office. Nearby, Yoonai is softly shuffling through correspondence from the Vindicata’s various contacts, spies, and informants throughout the continent. Miyala has a book open in front of her and she’s been trying to focus for over an hour, but the words swim in front of her eyes. She doesn’t want to be back at work; it doesn’t feel right to be searching for a way to kill Joram Markona right now, much as she despises him, before she’s even had a chance to say goodbye to her sister.

      The leaded glass windows of the solarium show a panoramic view of the stormy sea that surrounds Lyonesse, and it is raining yet again, giving the fortress a damp chill that soaks into her bones. Yoonai glances up from the pile of paper she holds and shakes her head slightly, nothing to report yet. Miyala turns her eyes back to the book, a thick compendium of encounters with Devourers throughout several centuries. She would be in awe of it, if she were able to focus.

      It’s been two weeks since Bori and Raven burst into her chambers with the story of Raven’s dream. Raven in tears, Bori explaining with painful patience that Echo may be dead. She’d heard their amorphous explanation about the unique combination of tarocchi cards Raven drew, and the hope they might indicate, but what does a deck of cards know about life or death?

      In truth, she hadn’t believed them. Despite the past months working with Yoonai and Raven, learning the ways of the Ravenni, she couldn’t bear to trust a dream. Not when it meant her sister might be dead. She’d sent a cynae to Thyall to contact Malikai as quickly as possible. They’d been on an important mission to attempt to sway the Thyallans from their alliance with Iorma and Loramir, but she had to have their help. If anyone could find Echo, it was Malikai. And then she’d waited, expecting to be proven right—that Echo would be found, and their mission would continue as planned. And her heart would not be shattered into a million tiny pieces.

      When the cynae returned, the news floored Miyala. Just a few stark sentences, but the world dropped out from under her feet and she fell, with only her Watcher, Aryx, to catch her between his great leonine paws.

      Echo lost. Marzana at Leopardis' winter settlement with Morgaine Yarlo. Fenric will bring her to you. I will return to bind her. —Malikai

      No consolation. No grief on their part. Only the facts in ink and parchment and the world went from full, sharp color, to a blurry mess. Miyala felt as though she’d been bludgeoned as Aryx carried her from the rookery to her bedroom, where she’d clutched the message to her chest until June came to see what was wrong.

      She’d handed the message to her father and let him tell everyone else, spending a full three days in bed, alternating between numb silence and tears. Bori and Raven had joined her, taking turns staying with her, but on the third day, June declared that she’d best get back to the business of being queen. His eyes were puffy from his own tears, bloodshot and irritated as her own. He’d always been the taskmaster between her parents, and apparently had not foregone this role now that his children were grown. It had been the same after Baba died; June was the first to urge everyone back to work, to drown their sorrow in a flurry of activity.

      The mood at Lyonesse, which was usually cheerfully industrious, dulled as the refugees from Loramir and Iorma who’d streamed into Lyonesse since they arrived from Kilm learned of l’Echo Morbida’s death. They’ve all heard legends of her many daring kills, and though some are exaggerated, Miyala knows they revere her, that before the news of her death, they believed “the Morbida” was practically immortal. Some still hold out hope that Malikai can return her spirit to her body, Raven and Bori among them, but Miyala knows better.

      Echo is dead. She isn’t coming back.

      Since June ordered her to get back to work, Miyala has spent most days in the library, redoubling her efforts to find out how to kill Joram Markona, even though she’s started to worry about the fact that they haven’t explored other possibilities for who the Legionnaire’s vessel might be. Just before the news of Echo’s demise, Miyala had June contact the Whispers in Kilm. Now they watch Joram around the clock, sending their reports back to Lyonesse by cynae.

      Miyala blinks tears away, until the words she’s trying to read begin to clear and she can read again. Her eyes flit over the page quickly, but there is nothing in this account and the next two are in languages she cannot read, so she marks them with tiny pieces of paper for the scholars to go through later. Many of the refugees are academics from Iorma and Loramir, and they’ve formed a collegial alliance, gathering most days in the library to work on finding whatever information they can on the Devourers, specifically the Legionnaire, and anything that might be even tangentially related.

      So far, they’ve learned many terrifying things that the Devourers are suspected of doing, but not much about how one might destroy them, or their vessels. This book has been their strongest lead in over a month, and Miyala knows she should focus, but the accounts are all so dry, some downright philosophical, rather than true encounters with the non-corporeal entities. She turns the page and her eyes float over it, another abstract treatise on the evil of the four entities, but a phrase catches her eye: great crimson wyrm.

      Everything in Miyala’s body stills as her focus narrows, winnowing her mind into a weapon of precision. She flutters a hand at Yoonai. “Listen to this.”

      Yoonai nods, pushing a strand of snowy hair out of her eyes, back into her messy bun. “I’m listening.”

      Miyala reads, “The great crimson wyrm slithers through the cosmic swamp, searching amongst the countless stars for worlds to consume. ‘Tis made of thought, of despair, of nothing whatsoever, and yet it can fashion a form for itself, after all, should the right conditions manifest. These manifestations must be aligned with the creature's true nature, but must also remain innocent of its presence until which time the Harbinger ascends.”

      She looks up, shaking her head at Yoonai when she reaches the end of the page. “Why does everyone need to write like this? Just say it’s a monster without a body, looking for a host. But doesn’t that wyrm sound like the one from Raven’s dream?”

      Yoonai’s dark eyes sparkle with interest as she nods. “Does it say more?”

      Miyala turns the page. “Yes, it continues… More blathering about the host remaining innocent of knowledge, whatever that means, but… Oh, this might be something.” She pauses, biting her bottom lip, reading the passage a few more times to process the information for herself before she begins to read aloud. “The vessel’s body shall be forged immortal, and as time passes it will become more and more like the Harbinger itself, cruel and cunning, a master of disguise, though ignorant of the nature of its change in character. I assume they mean a Devourer.”

      Yoonai nods. “Yes, they’ve been known as harbingers, horsemen, devourers, destroyers. Go on.”

      “This is the really interesting part: Such aspects of the vessel’s persona, the ones most like the Harbinger, will intensify as the day of Ascension draws near. They shall be known by their agitated demeanor, as they build the necessary energy to manifest their helpmates. This is like that other one, what was it called?”

      Yoonai thinks for a moment. “The one by the Saraya? That talked about vessels molding to their symbiote’s temperament?”

      Miyala nods, as Yoonai stands, going to one of the bookshelves built into the wall behind Miyala’s desk. “Here it is,” she says, pulling a slim leatherbound volume. “Limenare, et al., not a very clever title.” She flips to the marked page, setting it down on the desk so Miyala can read along. “The host is a vessel the symbiote builds and fills with inspiration so its works shall be perfected upon ascension. Like must be made like, and under the symbiote’s command, the vessel shall be torn asunder and for a time, in grievous conflict as they needs must transform. Note here: this transformation is often violent, with the host changing most significantly in the months before the ideal calendar for ascension.”

      “Yes, that’s the one I was thinking of. Do you think they sound the same?”

      Yoonai makes a little humming noise, then nods. “Very similar.”

      Miyala skims the compendium entry again as Yoonai takes her seat again. “Oh, Yoonai, how frustrating. The next few sentences are smudged. I can’t make them out. But this is how it starts back up again, in the middle of a word: oon, they shall be drawn to him for the reaping. During the reaping, the vessel needs must let down their impenetrable shields to take in the necessary sustenance to sustain the immortal body for prolonged inhabitation.”

      “So perhaps we may assume the vessel will, as we thought before, change drastically as the ascension nears.”

      The two sit in thoughtful silence for a few moments before Yoonai speaks. Her voice is soft as she stares at the sea from her chair. “I thought it was just gossip, to be honest, but perhaps it’s more.” She begins rifling through the pile of papers, until she finds the message she is searching for. “This is a letter from my tea importer in Kilm, Aramis Duval.”

      Miyala’s eyes narrow, they’ve been careful not to send correspondence to many of their former social contacts since coming to Lyonesse. It is difficult to know who to trust, and who might feed information to the Warlord.

      Yoonai sighs. “Aramis is an old friend, completely trustworthy. She helped me a great deal when I first came to Kilm. Listen to this: I saw Joram at a small tea given at the House of Hetaira last week. He was not himself. All that cool smoothness is gone, and he had dark circles under his eyes. His shirt was stained and when Sloane Eastwing appeared, she led him away immediately. All could hear them arguing from the drawing room and he sounded utterly unhinged, shrill and out of control. She goes on to give an account of what was served that I doubt would interest you.”

      Miyala ponders this. “Who is Sloane Eastwing?” She isn’t familiar with as many of the hetaira as Echo was, but she typically recognizes their names, and Sloane Eastwing isn’t one she’s heard of.

      “She only returned to Kilm last year, she’d been with the House of Ishtal for a time, I believe. She is one of Iliana Rosari’s favorites.”

      “Saraya Iliana?” Miyala asks, raising her eyebrows.

      Yoonai smiles. “Yes, Maksim’s mother. She’s not so old, after all.”

      Miyala chuckles. “I suppose not. Do you really think that’s enough? Is all this enough to try to kill Joram? Can we even kill him? All this about an impenetrable shield doesn’t sound promising—if he really is the vessel, and we only have what Marzana told Echo last year—” her voice catches on her sister’s name, but she pushes through before tears can mist over her vision. “...and this to go on. We haven’t found the Prophecy of Alycone, or any sort of spell or ritual to kill the Legionnaire after its ascension... and we’ve lost Echo.”

      Yoonai gets up from the plum-colored velvet chair near the windows and comes to sit in the overstuffed chaise across from Miyala’s desk. “We were never going to find a how-to guide for killing a Devourer, or its vessel, Miyala.”

      Miyala is tempted to grumble, but she suppresses the noise. She knows this is true, but she craves certainty, covets a direction for once, instead of needing to play everything by ear. Miyala wants strategy, plans, concrete paths to success. And yet, Baba always taught her strategy was as much about quick thinking and flexibility as it was about feasibility and good planning. The flexibility part has always been her greatest weakness. Her heart aches at the thought of Baba. She will kill the Devourer’s vessel, because it is her duty. The fact that it happens to be Joram Markona makes it all the easier. She’ll happily eliminate the man who killed her father.

      Yoonai continues, shifting to draw her small feet up, tucking them under a soft wool blanket draped over the foot of the chaise. “Even if we could find the Prophecy of Alcyone, we don’t know if it would tell us anything of value. Prophecy is not a map the prophesied are forced to follow, it is a gift of foresight into a potential future. People give prophecies too much importance and forget we make our own fate.”

      The pressure building in Miyala’s chest began to lift, ever so slightly. “Do you think this is our clue? Can we kill him, whenever this reaping is supposed to happen?”

      Yoonai stretches forward and takes the book from Miyala’s desk, reading carefully for a few minutes, obviously reading the same passage over and over. “I wonder… This phrasing seems very specific…” Her frown deepens. “It isn’t well known, but long ago, the First Harvest Festival was called the Reaping Moon.”

      The pressure in Miyala’s chest presses in on her once more. “In Aout? That’s only two and a half months away. Is that even enough time to prepare? Maybe we should just wait and use Marzana to kill him.”

      Miyala’s stomach churns with the idea of preparing such a complex mission in such a short time period; not to mention, she still isn’t completely convinced that Joram is the Legionnaire’s vessel, though she hates having second thoughts about killing him. She would like to be sure, because attempting to murder the Warlord of Orn before he ascends to a ruthless elemental creature is going to be a feat she thought only the Morbida could help her achieve, and now she will have do this alone.

      “Malikai has been keeping a close watch on all the other candidates, right?” Miyala asks.

      Yoonai nods, bringing out the carefully curated portfolio that contains their records about various world leaders and people in prominent positions of trade or military power. They’ve even had a few mystics watched, but so far, none seem to be acting out of the ordinary. Some are evil, or even morally dubious, but none have changed course drastically in the past months. Only Markona.

      “None fit the profile we’ve built better than Markona,” Yoonai muses as she glances through the notes.

      “But can we be sure of that?” Miyala asks.

      Yoonai sighs. “No, not really. But it makes the most logical sense. Everything we’ve found thus far indicates the vessel will be someone with a great deal of institutional power, and that they’ll change drastically as the Legionnaire’s ascension draws near. From everything we’ve gathered, Markona is our prime candidate.”

      “Is it even possible that it’s one of the Midcountries’ leaders? The Zhar or one of the parliamentarians of Iorma?”

      Yoonai shakes her head. “No, we’ve kept close watch on the Zhar, as well as his children, and the leaders in Iorma. All have been consistent in their wretchedness, as far as we can tell.”

      Miyala knows that this may be the best they can do in the narrow timeframe, and she doesn’t doubt it’s Joram Markona, who is exactly the kind of person a destructive entity would love to inhabit. But she needs to be sure—to see it for herself. “I have to go back to Kilm. I have to talk to the Warlord. To be sure.”

      Approval emanates from the strength of Yoonai’s nod. “All right, then we need to prepare. I’ll write to Aramis straightaway. I’d like you to stay with her when you go. And you’ll have to convince your father not to lock you in the dungeons. June won’t like this plan.”

      “I suppose not,” Miyala says, as Yoonai leaves. “We should probably talk now. Will you gather everyone?”

      “Of course,” Yoonai agrees.

      When she is gone, Miyala pulls her knees to her chest, hugging herself tightly, squeezing her eyes shut against the barrage of fears bombarding her. “Echo,” she murmurs, suppressing a strangled sob. “I miss you.”
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      Miyala takes a deep breath to compose herself and leaves the solarium, closing the door firmly behind her. She walks down a short hallway lined with shimmering sconces that send rainbows of bright light bouncing off the ceiling and walls. The apartments she’s taken here at Lyonesse are colossal.

      The fortress records tell her that, in the past, these rooms were occupied by the royal family that ruled here. Now their sheer size is necessary to accommodate both her Watcher, Aryx, and herself. She smiles—an unfamiliar expression these days—at the leonine draconae, who is dozing in the center of the room. His feathered wings alone take up a fair amount of space.

      Little snores escape his nostrils. Asleep, he reminds her of a large housecat, and she cannot help but think of Bayun with an ache in her chest. She’d asked after her sister’s small god several times, but no word has come from the Leopardis about where he might be.

      Miyala’s heart hurts far too much to bear on her own, so she throws herself between Aryx’s paws. He wakes and there is a rumbling in his throat, his version of a purr. Her hands graze the smooth scales on the back of his neck and shoulders, his fur flowing silkily through her fingers. He flops onto his side to allow her to rub his belly and his warmth cheers her.

      Quiet serenity suffuses her as the Watcher’s auric energy mixes with her own. She cannot read aura like Echo can, but she has been working with Yoonai and Raven since they came to Lyonesse to learn basic magical skills, and one of her favorites is sensing aura. Miyala loves the way Aryx’s aura and her own are able to meld so easily in trust and deep platonic love.

      One of his ears swivels toward the heavy wood door of her chambers. Raven is coming to fetch you for your meeting. I hope you do not mind, but I overheard your conversation with Yoonai.

      “Of course not, I would have told you everything anyway. What do you think?”

      Yoonai is right, this is the best clue we’ve found, and the old name for the First Harvest makes sense. Did you know that the High Priestess was the one who changed it?

      “Verane DeMarais?”

      Yes. She advocated quite hard for the change, if I remember correctly, the year after she took her new name. Before she was the high priestess, of course.

      This information seems significant. Verane DeMarais is cunning, never making a single move without a reason. “Why would she care?”

      I do not know, but I certainly find it curious. He doesn’t sound like he finds it curious; he sounds suspicious as seventeen hells. Miyala’s stomach sinks.

      The High Priestess sold Aryx, the Watcher of Urukhesh, to a group of kidnappers who enslaved small gods. If that had not been bad enough, the reports out of Urukhesh these days are harrowing, with witches defecting by the coven for other lands. Whatever is happening in the Alabaster Spire is frightening the stalwart Ravenni away from the seat of their power.

      Raven’s dark head pops into Miyala’s open door. “Yoonai sent me to tell you everyone is gathered. Will you come?”

      Miyala rises, stroking Aryx’s shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      Aryx yawns and then arches into a feline stretch. No, I have a patrol now. We shall continue our conversation tonight.

      His wings fling open as he bounds toward the open doors to the balcony and falls away, gliding on the wind. Raven sighs a bit sadly, and though Miyala wants to ask her what is wrong, Raven urges her on to the library and she leaves the question behind.
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      In the library, Arquessa and Yoonai wait by a roaring fire in a hearth so large ten people could stand inside. Bori and June follow close behind, carrying trays loaded with supplies for making tea. They brush past her and Raven, unloading the mugs and the various milks and sweeteners everyone prefers onto the long, low table nestled between the seats around the fire.

      Raven rushes ahead to help Bori, while Miyala drags behind, reluctant to start this meeting. She can never drink the library in deeply enough, and moves slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the darker room. This library is something she and Echo only dreamed of as children, when no store of reading materials was vast enough for their voracious minds. Back then, Franco joked that they’d read all the books in Kilm twice by the time they were ten.

      Now, here at the end of the world, is a library with an uncountable number of books. Many are in languages Miyala cannot recognize, made from materials she cannot identify. There are three levels to the library, connected by a series of spiral staircases. Each concentric level houses thousands of books in cascades of dark blue wooden shelves. Indexes are scattered periodically amongst the stacks to help researchers find the texts they’re looking for.

      A massive stained-glass dome takes the place of a ceiling, allowing diffuse light in from above. Opposite the hearth, an astronomical clock reaches nearly to the top level of the library. Its gold cogs can be heard moving, even now. When they arrived at Lyonesse, Miyala and the others had been shocked by the pristine condition of the interior of the fortress, as though the people who originally lived here had simply stepped out for a moment, rather than being dead for thousands of years.

      How Echo would have loved this, Miyala thinks, running her fingers along a shelf of books. Her family has settled in, passing the tea accoutrement between one another in what feels like a long-practiced dance. As she drifts towards them, she watches their faces, lit by the flickering flames of the enormous fire. This far north, even spring nights require a fire, especially in this palace fortress built to stand the test of time, not keep humans warm.

      They’re talking over plans for Echo’s funeral, and in accordance with her recorded last wishes it will be a celebration of her life, with music, food and dancing. No eulogizing, just a joyful goodbye. Miyala doesn’t know if she can bear it, but she knows everyone needs closure.

      It will be difficult enough to have someone wearing Echo’s face in the palace. Everyone needs to mourn her before Marzana arrives, as she will undoubtedly play on their grief to win her escape. This is the biggest worry they all harbor—that they cannot keep Marzana imprisoned until Malikai arrives, that somehow she will escape and all will be lost. Miyala is so deep in thought, she nearly misses Arquessa guiding her to a seat by the fire and pressing a warm mug of tea into her hands.

      “Thanks, Quess,” she murmurs, looking into Arquessa’s sky blue eyes, which are full of concern right now.

      Arquessa sits in the matching leather chair next to hers. “Of course.”

      “What is everyone talking about?” Miyala whispers, barely moving her lips.

      Arquessa hides a sympathetic smile behind her mug. “The funeral. You haven’t missed anything yet.”

      Miyala is struck by the fact that if Echo had stayed in Lyonesse, she and Arquessa would be good friends, or perhaps even lovers by now. Arquessa is one of the types of people Echo always gets along with best: amiable, level-headed, and undeniably good. Plus, she loves snacks nearly as much as Echo does. As Miyala thinks this, Birdy enters, carrying a tray of food. They pass Miyala a plate of cheese-filled pastries. She takes a small handful, popping a whole cheese puff in her mouth, just the way Echo would have.

      It tastes better when she imagines Echo’s reaction to it. Food has been bland for weeks. But if she imagines how her sister would have enjoyed it, always choosing to be present with her meals, a book, or any pleasure she could glean from their hard life, it works to help her bring her back to herself. Did Echo know this? Is that why she focused so much on what was right in front of her?

      Miyala wishes she knew, but she passes the plate of cheesy goodness to Arquessa and pulls a plaid wool blanket from the back of her chair over her legs. Everyone is settling in, turning their attention to June, who holds two different letters, shuffling between them in uncharacteristic uncertainty. Miyala dreads telling her family that she needs to return to Kilm—they’ve been so safe here in Lyonesse, and now with Echo gone... Perhaps whatever June has to say will give her time to think of a good way to broach the subject.

      “Papai,” Miyala says, gently reaching toward him. She meets Bori’s gaze, just as her brother turns away from their father, the same concern in his eyes that she knows simmers in hers. June hasn’t been handling Echo’s death well; none of them have, but he’s the only one who refuses to talk about it specifically. He will barely mention her name unless it’s to discuss the funeral, and Bori and Miyala have considered petitioning Birdy about an intervention.

      June takes a breath and chooses the letter that is on top. “I have news from Zoravo. The old Zhar is dead. His son, Alexei, and his bride, Sarka, were crowned last week…”

      Shadows dance in June’s eyes and Miyala knows there’s more. There must be. They’ve been watching the capital cities, Zoravo and Sorleione both, trying to anticipate what forces Loramir and Iorma are amassing, if they’re actively planning anything, or simply creating alliances.

      So far, they’ve learned both militaries are more active than usual, and have been laying in large supplies of food and other raw materials, as though preparing for a siege, or some other big event that would see them cut off from trade in both the north and south. It’s nothing definitive but is cause for concern. Both countries have also been increasingly vehement about their punishment of political dissidents and the ever-shifting groups of people they term “unnaturals.” A change in power in Loramir is significant.

      “What happened?” Miyala asks.

      June continues. “There were announcements in the lesser city that there would be gifts of food to celebrate the new rulers. But they did not plan for how many are hungry in Zoravo. More came than could be fed.”

      Everyone’s eyes are wide now. Birdy, who has finished passing out food, sits on the arm of June’s chair, gripping his shoulder in support. They obviously know what’s coming next. Everyone leans forward, towards June. Everyone but Quess, who stares at her hands. She knows how bad it is, Miyala thinks. She has some idea of what Papai will say.

      June goes on. “As you know, Zoravo’s city guard is quite brutal.” Miyala’s heart sinks into her stomach, which is now a pool of dread. “People were angry when the food ran out. There was only enough to feed a few hundred people, according to the Whispers.”

      “There would have been thousands of hungry people there,” Quess says softly. Miyala reaches for her hand and grasps it tightly.

      June forges on. “The city guard began to beat back those that were angry, at the front of the crowd, and a panic erupted. The crowd stampeded, trying to get away from the city guard.”

      “How many died?” Miyala asks forcefully, hoping to get to the end of this story quickly. Arquessa’s skin has turned an awful shade of green. She squeezes her hand. Quess doesn’t squeeze back.

      “They think nearly fifteen hundred.”

      Arquessa buries her face in her hands, leaving Miyala to stroke the back of her neck in comfort. She slides to the floor and wraps her arms around her friend. Raven weeps softly, as does Birdy. When Miyala turns to look, she sees tears in Bori’s eyes as he holds Raven.

      Miyala quivers with rage. “How could they do this? How did they not anticipate that more people would come?”

      June shakes his head. “They turn their eyes away from the suffering, my darling. It’s what aristos do. They don’t want to see, so they do not.”

      Miyala stands. “This could have been prevented so easily. What were the city guard doing there in such force to begin with?”

      Arquessa laughs, a joyless sound. “Protecting the rich, as they always are. The grounds where the celebration would have been held are near the summer palace.”

      “What do the new Zhar and Zharina have to say about this? How are they making amends for such a mistake?” Miyala demands.

      Arquessa laughs again, a flat mimicry of her usually bell-like chortle. “Make amends? Oh, Miyala…”

      June sighs. “They did not make amends, love. They danced at their coronation ball and went on with festivities as though nothing had happened. The papers that printed stories about the stampede shuttered within days; their printers have not been seen since, except on Gallows Hill.”

      Miyala nearly throws her mug to the floor, desperate to smash something to pieces. How can things like this happen? How can anyone care so little for their people that they could dance at a ball, rather than mourn, or gods forbid, go and help to bury the dead?

      How could anyone in those fool aristos’ position let things get so bad that thousands in their cities starved when there was more than enough for everyone? How does anyone let so much evil into their heart? Her chest heaves with anger. Raven leaves Bori’s lap and throws her arms around her.

      “I don’t want to be a queen,” Miyala mutters into Raven’s shoulder. “I never want to be a queen.”

      “It won’t be like that,” Raven says, her voice soothing. “That isn’t what queen means to our people, remember?”

      Miyala remembers. In the Ravenni language, the same word that means queen also means voice. For witches, at least, the queen is the voice of the people. The one chosen to speak up for those in need, the one who speaks truth and leads with clarity. There hasn’t been a Witch Queen in centuries, only a series of High Priestesses. Not until now.

      “Your voice is powerful, it’s what will bring us out of this mess, Mi. I believe that,” Raven says, pulling away from Miyala.

      Miyala sinks back into her chair to find Arquessa staring at her, a deeply thoughtful expression on her face. She leans forward, and Miyala is sure she’s about to say something important, when June begins to speak again. “I also have a letter from Malikai. It is a long one this time. They’ve left Thyall and are headed for Lyonesse, with Nyx. But before that, they were with the Relequans, who gathered the leaders of the twenty-eight bands in convocation. The Wise Council attended.”

      Birdy lets out a low whistle. “The Wise Council hasn’t attended a convocation for years.”

      Bori looks confused. “Who are they?”

      Birdy runs a hand through their curly salt and pepper hair. “The convocation or the Wise Council?”

      Bori shrugs; he was never the best student of continental governing bodies, enjoying Orn’s politics and intrigue more. “Both, I suppose.”

      “The convocation is comprised of the leaders of each of the twenty-eight bands, and the Wise Council is made of each of the bands’ wisepeople, their mages, if you will.”

      “The Relequans have mages?”

      “Aye,” Birdy says. “They do a different kind of magic from the Ravenni witches, or the birdpeople of the Ayles, or likely even the Sirinvila, but they’re not charlatans either. The desert otham is said to act differently for the Relequans themselves. Lets them do more with it than in other places. Common folk can wield its power, but the Wise Council can find an oasis in a sandstorm and sail the Black Desert in skiffs powered by the wind itself, under their control.”

      “So the Wise Council is a bunch of witches,” Bori concludes.

      Birdy and June both nod. June continues, “Malikai met with them, to explain why Morgaine and Echo will not be meeting with them as was requested, and to ensure that when the time comes they will still ally with us.”

      “And will they?” Miyala asks.

      June nods. “They will, thankfully. But that’s not all they told Malikai. The Wise Council believes Echo’s spirit is lost somewhere.”

      “Stop,” Miyala interrupts sharply. “Stop this right now. She is dead.” June opens his mouth to speak and Miyala stands. “If the rest of you want to believe this foolishness, go ahead, but I won’t listen to it.”

      “Sit, please,” June asks.

      At the plea in her father’s voice, Miyala sits back down.

      June takes a few deep breaths. “That is not all Malikai had to say. They believe they know where we can find a complete account of Alcyone’s prophecy.”

      “Where is it?” Miyala demands.

      “In the library of the Court of Woods at Air-Sen’ai,” June replies, glancing at Bori and Raven.

      Yoonai gives Raven a sad smile. “It’s time to fly home, little bird.”

      Raven swallows hard and nods—there is a story there she hasn’t told Miyala yet, one that makes her hesitate to return to her homeland. “I know. Bori, will you come with me?”

      Bori looks torn, but he clutches Raven tightly, pressing his nose into her neck. “I go where you go.”

      Something in Miyala’s heart compresses seeing them. They will take care of each other. “I have to go back to Kilm,” she announces. There’s not going to be a better time to say this. June looks as though he’ll start shouting, but Miyala shakes her head. “Yoonai and I found the lead we’ve been looking for this morning…”

      “You are not going back there,” June hisses. “Not now, not before we know what happened to Echo.”

      Yoonai’s lips twitch and Miyala cannot tell what emotion crosses her face. Something between irritation and deep empathy. “June, let her speak.”

      Miyala gives Yoonai a small, thankful smile. “No, I’ll wait until Malikai returns and Marzana is well in hand. I need to prepare, but it looks as though we might need to kill Joram at the First Harvest, which we should probably start calling the Reaping Moon.”

      She is about to explain further, but June stands, fatherly righteousness spilling out of him. “I don’t care what you call it. You’re not going.”

      Birdy takes his hand and June yanks it back, furious. Then he leaves without another word. Miyala is impressed by how quickly he moves without actually running. It’s a reminder that her Papai is truly lethal. She sighs deeply as Birdy follows.

      “I’ll talk with him,” they whisper in her ear, brushing her cheek with a quick kiss as they go.

      Raven gets up. “I need to send some letters to Air Sen’ai. Can we catch up on what you learned later?”

      Miyala nods as Raven and Bori leave as well, followed by Yoonai. Now it is only her and Arquessa. “What about you? Are you going to forbid me from going to Kilm?”

      Quess shakes her head. “No. I was going to offer to come with you.”

      Miyala’s body shudders with relief. “Thank you, my friend. I would appreciate that.”

      Arquessa sinks into her chair, looking worried, but Miyala knows they are both worried. For every step forward they take, it feels like another dozen problems crop up. Miyala stares at the fire, thinking of the people who died in Zoravo, thinking over all the ways the tragedy might have been prevented, for hours. She doesn’t notice when Arquessa leaves, or feel the long look she gives her from the door.
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      Sarka Regina—no, now she is Sarka Zharina, she must remember that—paces the intricately designed parquet floor of her rooms in the summer palace. Her long legs make quick work of the room before she must twist and walk the other direction. Konstantine Zharov is dead, and Sarka is sadder than she thought she might be. She can hardly remember her own father, he died so long ago. The thought of him is blurry when she tries to remember, but no matter; he is dead and she didn’t care for him much anyway. Not the way she did for Konstantine. He had been a father figure she might have loved, and now he is dead and she and Alexei rule Loramir.

      She should be happy. She should be elated. Alexei is; that is certain. Sarka has her suspicions about her husband’s role in her father-in-law’s death, but now that they’re past the coronation, no one will confront him. If he killed the Zhar, he will get away with it. Konstantine declared Alexei heir apparent only a month ago, and now he is dead and the crowns of Loramir rest upon them. Sarka’s feels heavy each day as she puts hers on, but Alexei? Alexei feels nothing but the endless pleasure he procures for himself. That is the benefit of being a man in Loramir.

      She is waiting for the test that her personal apothecary created to… cure? She isn’t sure what waiting for the piece of paper, soaked in her morning’s urine, should be called. She only knows it will tell her if she is pregnant. Sarka doesn’t need the test to tell her she is not, but she takes it anyway, each morning, hoping for a miracle.

      If she cannot conceive by Alexei, she will have to find another way. She will not be put aside by anyone, but especially not Alexei. Alexei is a fool. A powerful, mean-spirited, selfish man, but a fool just the same. He will not get the best of her, and since he believes there is no possibility of their failure to conceive resting with him, if she becomes pregnant another way, there will be little suspicion on his part. If, that is, she chooses wisely.

      But who to choose? This is the issue. She’s thought about a royal guard, but determining their loyalty is difficult. And it isn’t just their loyalty to her or to Alexei that she needs to worry about, but whether or not they associate with the rebels. The dissidents. The growing number of people who believe she and Alexei are evil incarnate. The lower classes hate them and she is ashamed to say it bothers her.

      It is true that the incident at the commoners’ coronation celebration was unfortunate. The city guard were a bit brutal for Sarka’s taste, but the violence was necessary. The commoners have grown too comfortable expecting handouts as of late. They whine constantly, disseminating pamphlets that advocate for something they call a “base wage”—a minimum wage that all businesses must pay those in their employ.

      A ridiculous notion, but quite popular amongst the lower classes. Konstantine assured her, when he was alive, that as long as the breadlines functioned, the middle class is where they’d put their efforts, not the lower classes. He’d said strengthening the middle class gave the lower classes something to aspire to, as well as an entire group of people to hate that were not the aristos, and thus created a more complicit populace. A populace where the lower classes were at one another’s throats, rather than uniting to rebel against their aristo overlords.

      The Iormans have successfully managed such a tiered class system for almost two decades, and their commerce flourishes, and though there is still a great deal of social unrest, it is nothing like the massacres the lower classes committed twenty years ago in Iorma. The weekly guillotining of prominent aristos had been disturbing, hadn’t it? Sarka’s attention flickers for a moment. How old had she been when that happened? No matter. Now, the Iormans are mostly at peace in their class system, the lower classes and middle classes fighting constantly to assign society’s ills on one another, rather than on the far wealthier ruling classes.

      Besides which, more artisans flock to Verseil and Sorleione than ever, and their art economy has surpassed Loramir’s by leaps and bounds. Iorma even allows women to own property and procure business licenses now, without a male co-signer. The amount of commerce doubled within months of the new law. Iorma is richer than ever. Sarka pressed Alexei to do something similar after the coronation, showing him her research, but he’d brushed her off, telling her to focus on her barren womb.

      Once, he’d wanted her more than anyone else. Once, their games had been legendary. Now that he was Zhar, the cruel streak she’d known he possessed is amplified, and though that is not a surprise, the frequency with which it turns towards her is. She’d expected to have at least another year with him before this began.

      A soft bell rings, indicating that the timer she set has run out. She walks to her bathing chamber to check the pregnancy test. The test sits on the black marble counter near the sink and Sarka perches on the plush upholstered stool near her vanity to examine it. The paper has not turned blue. It is simply wet. She expected nothing else, but tight anxiety clenches her chest.

      She turns to the mirror to examine the flush she feels rising to her pale cheeks. A soft sheen of sweat and oil has gathered on her forehead and she presses a small sheet of rice paper from a cut glass box onto her face, soaking up the evidence of her nerves. She tucks a piece of cornsilk hair back into the intricate updo she was forced to construct herself this morning. Alexei has stopped paying for a ladies’ maid or any of the retinue she should have as Zharina of Loramir.

      He says she can have all the ladies-in-waiting she likes when she is pregnant. He’d chosen an evening gathering to tell her this, of course, embarrassing her deeply in front of his own courtiers. The vicious pack of wolves he calls friends had shown their teeth, tittered at her humiliation, and then proceeded to ignore her for the rest of the evening as Alexei suckled at the teats of his most recent conquest, a married countess from Mulikov. Ire burns behind Sarka’s tired, blue eyes in her reflection. She hadn’t believed she was pregnant, but the disappointment of knowing the truth is proving a bitter pill to swallow.

      A voice whispers, You will find another way. Another way is coming.

      Sarka’s head tilts in the mirror. The voice hasn’t come from somewhere in the room, nor the chambers beyond. No, it came from inside her own head. It was less of a sound, and more of an impression, a whisper of wisdom, of guidance. Like a conscience, she thinks, smiling to herself, her pretty lips lifting.

      “But I don’t have one of those, thank the gods,” she laughs.

      No, you do not, the voice agrees.

      Sarka only has a compass that tells her what to do next, how to survive. But the voice doesn’t sound like her inner compass either. In fact, it doesn’t feel as though she’s thinking to herself at all. The voice is separate from her somehow. Perhaps she should be frightened, but instead, she is merely curious. The Saints were all prone to hearing from deities, after all; perhaps she too is destined to commune with the divine.

      Hello, she thinks tentatively, but in what she hopes is the general direction the voice came from.

      Hello, Sarka, the voice responds, nearly immediately.

      Sarka smiles to herself. As a child, One Hundred Stories of the Saints had been her favorite book. She knows better than to ask the voice which deity is speaking with her; that would only engage the god’s penchant for circular conversation.

      You said another way is coming? What signs should I look for? Sarka decides to start here. After all, this is what the voice seems to want to speak about. Staying on the chosen topic is the best way to have a productive conversation with a god. She remembers this from the book.

      You will not need signs. He is coming to you.

      He? she asks, more to herself than to the deity.

      Melity Khodorov, comes the answer anyway. She hasn’t heard that name before, but she makes note of it.

      “Thank you,” Sarka whispers aloud. The brief conversation puts her at ease. Suddenly, all her ambitions seem possible again. The things she dreamed of when she married Alexei… only now, she no longer imagines him by her side.

      Yes. The voice hisses, as though it can read her thoughts, as though it can see the violent ends she imagines for Alexei. She feels its pleasure as she imagines all the different ways they might rid themselves of him and take power for themselves.

      For now it is “them”—the voice and herself. The shift is slight, but she likes it. No, she embraces it. She has been alone too long, and now the voice will be her companion, her guide, her north star. And, when she finds this Melity Khodorov, he will be with her as well. There will be no more loneliness. No more desperation, only calculated moves.

      You will not leave? she asks the voice.

      There is a long pause. For a moment Sarka worries the voice has left her, the deity no longer pleased with her thoughts. But then it speaks, though it sounds further away than before. You may not always be able to hear me, but I will never leave you, Sarka.
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      Bayun and I have been arguing for an hour, alone in the room Sephine took us to after my breakdown. Her face was kind when she showed me to our lodgings, concerned for me. Her strange aura is fascinating. I can’t quite see it, but neither is it missing. Again, I am struck by the feeling of having seen something like it before, but I cannot remember where or when.

      As soon as she left, Bayun started to argue that we shouldn’t stay here. The problem is, I can’t see how we can leave on our own.

      They changed you.

      “They saved me.”

      You were with the otham. They dragged you out, built you this strange body. Made you feel nothing. We cannot trust them.

      “You’re right. We shouldn’t trust them. But don’t you think it would be a good idea to know why they did it? What they want?”

      He lets out a huffy little snort and sits down hard on the stone floor, tucking his big chin into his chest and curling his fluffy tail tightly around his feet. He’s thinking, so I curl into the only chair in the room with a fresh cup of tea. I’d been surprised to see another of the pedestals full of silver liquid when Sephine showed me around the small suite of rooms that are for Bayun and I. As it turns out, it can make food, clothes, and a variety of other small objects, by a process of telepathic communication. She called it a lekanomance and it makes delicious beverages. Bayun is, of course, suspicious of it as well.

      While he thinks things over, I stare out the perfectly clear glass windows that flank the huge bed and watch the blizzard outside blow snow in different shapes and swirls. I’m mesmerized by the snow for a while, until I begin to think I see shapes. To my eyes, they look like people, animals, and fluid joy, all at once. I’m sure I see faces from time to time, but they disappear as quickly as I can make them out.

      “Bayun, do you see this?”

      He hops onto the arm of my chair and looks out the window. They are Elementals. Like Sephine.

      “What? What do you mean like Sephine?”

      What you’ve seen is only one of her forms. Like Marzana and Malikai, she is half Elemental, half Anemoi. As such, she has a form that is not corporeal. It’s one of pure energy. The Elementals are the indigenous people of this planet.

      He seems rather uninterested in this information, but I find it fascinating. I watch the Elementals dance through different shapes in the form of snow, suddenly full of emotion, though I’m not certain which one.

      “They didn’t take my feelings away, you know. I still feel things. It’s just difficult and different than before. I am different from before… Would you rather I’d died?”

      He growls softly, bumping his forehead to mine. Never. I am afraid of this place and these people. I wish we were home.

      I set my tea down on the bedside table and put my arms around him. He climbs into my lap and purrs against my chest. “See? Now I feel love.”

      It will be easier between us, because of our bond.

      I think of the overwhelm I felt at thinking of Morgaine and nod. Quickly, I push that thought away. “Yes, I think you’re right. Will you help me find out more about the gods and what they’re doing here?”

      They aren’t really gods, Echo. You do remember that, don’t you?

      “Yes. I know they’re people, but their power is incredible. They might as well be gods.”

      They are the Anemoi. The winged ones anyway.

      “The Anemoi?” I don’t know if I’ve heard that word before. “Where are they from, originally? You said the elementals are indigenous to this place… Kythrea.”

      Bayun is silent for a long while. In that space of time I recognize that in my past life, I would probably have been nervous at such a long pause. Now, I feel nothing at all. Not peace or calm, but nothing, as though I have turned down the knob on an oil lamp until the wick disappears.

      “Well? Are you going to answer me?” I ask after a while.

      He shifts his body and then looks up at me, golden eyes worried. Interra.

      Now I feel something. A cold stab of fear. Instinctual, sharp, and accurate as an expertly placed blade. “Interra? How? When?”

      We should not discuss this here. I cannot be sure, but they may have ways of listening.

      The blade of fear twists deeper. I should have guessed. “All right. Three days. We take three days to hear them out and then we’ll go home.”

      He inclines his head once, hops off my lap and curls up in the impossibly soft pile of snowy white blankets on the bed. I wander toward the lekanomance and as I’m about to put my hand inside the silvery liquid to request another cup of tea, Bayun’s eyes fly open.

      Clear your mind before using that thing.

      I stare at it and an idea begins to form. Sephine explained that the silver liquid reads the surface level of a person’s mind and then uses an advanced technology to produce the required object. It collects data and turns it into something tangible. It stands to reason that if I am not careful, it will know anything on the surface of my mind. Where that information goes is a mystery to me, but it would be foolish to think it wouldn’t be used, or at the least taken note of. My hand falls to my side. Suddenly, I don’t want more tea.

      I sink to the floor, pulling a cushion from the chair to sit upon and go to work honing my mind. I will have to re-master my ability to focus before I use the thing again, if I ever do. But if they can use something like that to gather information about me, I will have to use extra caution overall. Bayun is right to be concerned.
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      I must have fallen asleep while attempting to meditate, because I wake with a start to a knock at the door. I was dreaming of an oasis of light and joy in a miserable little port town, delicious food and a fluttery feeling in my chest as I locked eyes with a girl I now desperately want to forget. As I scramble to my feet, the ache in my chest is unbearable. I look to the bed before opening the door. Bayun is stretching, struggling to waken, as I am.

      I raise my eyebrows at him and he nods once. When I fling the door open, Neythe is about to knock again. “Echo!” she says, a smile lighting the sharp, shadowed planes of her face. “Did I wake you?”

      I nod. “I was attempting to meditate and fell asleep.”

      She smiles. There is friendliness there, something genuine blooming in her aura, but I cannot tell what exactly. The cold pit in my entrails is a warning that conflicts with what I see so clearly in her aura. A flash of ruby eyes and a whispered warning crosses my mind, “Never trust the aura alone. Ask your guts for deeper answers.”

      Malikai, I remember. My teacher. “Please, come in.”

      She enters and I see a flicker of hesitation on her face. She is gauging me as I am her. “You are right to be suspicious of us, Echo. And you as well, Bayun.”

      His eyes narrow at her pronouncement. They’ve been listening.

      She turns to me. “Like you, I read auric energy. You’re both projecting suspicion rather strongly right now.”

      I glance at Bayun, who has chosen this moment to stare out the window, his face opaque.

      “Will you come with me? I’d like to tell you a bit more about my people.”

      I nod and she goes to a wardrobe tucked into the corner of the room and opens it. “You will want to dress warmly. My kind do not feel the cold as acutely as your body will, and the Elementals do not feel it at all. You’ll find everything you need for the weeks ahead here, and under the bed as well.”

      I’m still wearing the robe from before. I peek into the wardrobe to find a selection of clothing, all in my size. They were preparing for me? But of course they were. It must have taken some time to build this body; why wouldn’t they also find clothes for it? Different perspectives shift shapes in my mind, and I begin to feel confused. The hundreds of tiny hooks I imagine that tether my consciousness to the fetch start to loosen and I try to slow my thinking. When I feel the hooks tighten and disappear, I begin to calm.

      Neythe watches me carefully, and when I give her a small nod, to show I’m fine, she walks to the door, membranous wings fluttering behind her with a soft whisper as she sweeps out into the hall. “I’ll wait outside.”

      As she shuts the door, I see what Bayun does: the slight slump in her shoulders, the furtive glance back, the shadow of duplicity in her aura. Whatever she wants, whatever the Anemoi want, she’s not planning to tell me the whole story. I must tread carefully.

      I begin to sort through options as she leaves. The fabrics are a higher quality than I am used to. I pull on soft, stretchy leggings, lined with a fleecy substance that makes me instantly warm, and an equally soft chemise that falls to my hips. A thick wool sweater the color of pine forests is next. Somehow there is no itch to it as I wrap it around my body and tie it closed, the funnel-like neck grazing my skin. A pair of shearling-lined boots that come up just past my knees tie with leather cords wrapped around my calves, rather than lacing or buttoning in the way I’m used to. Everything is made for comfort and mobility.

      When I’m dressed, I pull a comb that I find in the wardrobe through my hair and look at Bayun expectantly. “Everything all right?”

      He blinks once in assent and I open the door. Neythe is faced away from me, leaning against the huge glass windows, staring out at the snow that is still falling outside.

      “Is it ever spring here?” I ask.

      She turns, her onyx eyes alight with interest. “No, it’s always winter. The whole planet. I miss the seasons.”

      I nod, not wanting to say anything that would reveal much.

      “Bayun has told you that we, the Anemoi, are from Interra originally, yes?”

      I shut the door to my chambers. Bayun keeps close as I keep pace with Neythe who is walking down the endless glass hallway, lined with identical doorways. I wonder how I’ll ever find my room again.

      “Yes, he told me that.”

      She glances down at me. “Yes, I assumed so. Bayun’s spirit has known my kind before.” I look down at the small god, who is pretending not to listen. “But that is his story to tell, not mine.” She stops abruptly and crouches down. “Little brother, I know you do not trust us, and I understand why. I will not reveal anything of your past that you do not wish to tell yourself.”

      Her words are honest, her aura full of authentic concern. But my gut is roiling. And I don’t need to search Bayun’s aura to know he is furious. The fur on his back lifts in a ridge of anger. Your words are pretty, Anemoi, but your intentions do not lie. You say you will not tell my story for me, but you made it impossible for me not to tell it. Never forget who made me, Larai queen. Never forget who my mistress once was.

      A flicker of irritation travels over the goddess’ face. She does not appreciate the chastisement. She calms quickly, the momentary agitation nearly imperceptible. “I cannot forget that, little brother. I have never forgotten them. Not for a single moment, in all these years.”

      Curiosity peeks out of the shroud of nothing dampening my senses. I want to know what they are talking about. The feeling begins to pass, but I hold onto it. I want to know things, I remind myself. But I stay silent. Neythe may be baiting Bayun and I, trying to drive a wedge between us, but curious as I am, I won’t ask him anything here and now.

      “Tell me your story then,” I say. It is time she speaks for herself. “Leave what’s between Bayun and I to us.”

      She smiles then, and while the emotions reflected in her aura suggest it is genuine, something deep in my gut clenches tightly. A warning. Her eyes fall closed, her long lashes brushing her round cheeks. “Please accept my apologies, Echo. My people are… Complicated. Vulnerability is hard for our kind. Honesty is even harder.”

      That I can believe.

      I follow her through an open door. This room is simple, sparse in terms of furniture. A well-made but rustic round table sits at the center of the room, with two upholstered chairs flanking either side of it. One wall is covered in floor to ceiling bookcases, full of meticulously organized books and uniform baskets. Another lekanomance sits near the huge windows that reach from the marble floor and arch up into the ceiling. Next to it is another table, littered with papers and objects I do not recognize. Everything is layered in bright, warm neutrals, giving the room an air of cozy productivity, and the snowstorm blustering outside the window only intensifies this effect.

      “This is my office. Please sit. Would you like tea? Something to eat?”

      “Tea, please. I am not quite ready for food, I don’t think.”

      She nods and I sit, gazing at the books. In one case, all are exactly the same size and color. “What are these?” I ask as she hands me the tea.

      “My journals for the past four hundred or so years.”

      My eyebrows raise and I feel mild surprise. “Gods are long-lived then.”

      “The Anemoi have long lives in comparison to yours. Yes.”

      Bayun pushes me gently to one side of the chair and drapes the top half of his body over my lap protectively. The chair isn’t big enough for the two of us, but I’d rather have his heavy body to steady me than for him to be anywhere else.

      “How long?”

      She sits in her own chair, her wings tucking behind her in such a natural way that I understand the chairs were built specially for winged forms. She shrugs. “If we are not killed outright, we live for thousands of years before aging and dying natural deaths.”

      I nod to show I understand, but the information is difficult to process. “And you lived on Interra once?”

      She sips her tea. Every motion she makes is fluid and efficient— she would be formidable in a fight—and I imagine it would be unwise to challenge her. “Yes, long ago.”

      “Then why do you not live there still?”

      She gazes at her journals for a long time. “I still don’t know exactly why, but I do know how.”

      The memory that gods talk in circles slams into me. I stay still and regulate my breathing, focusing on letting nothing leak into my aura. I raise an eyebrow to show I’m listening. She won’t bait me into asking her for more information. I wonder how much she knows about me, about the people who taught me. As I sit here, strategic knowledge about how to deal with slippery subjects like herself oozes back into my conscious mind. Stay calm, stay quiet, show interest, but not too much. Give her nothing.

      A smirk curves her lips. “You are coming back to yourself, I see. That’s good.”

      Stop playing games with her, Penthe, Bayun cautions.

      Her smirk loses its mirth at the mention of this new name. He’s warned her and cautioned me in the same blow. She’s more than what she’s showing me. I force breath in and out of my lungs as evenly as I can. My heart doesn’t beat erratically, the way I’d expect. I don’t have to do a thing to regulate it.

      “We were expelled. By magic, somehow. I may not know who did it, but I have a solid theory about why things unfolded as they did.”

      Bayun’s claws flex into my legs, an invisible message to stay alert.

      Neythe sets her tea on the table. “My race, the Anemoi, were a war-loving people. All but a few bands fought for dominion over Interra for centuries. War after cursed war. My people, the Larai, were one of the few who rarely fought. Instead, we practiced something between what your Raothami and Ravenni do. Witchcraft, some worlds call it. Battle magic, perhaps. We were wise and we were powerful. Led by a strong council of queens, we were one of the last to fall to the imperial family.”

      She pauses, and real sadness clouds her aura. She looks away, blinking her dark eyes several times. It is not a show. She is saddened by the memory, even now. “My sister, Orynthia, married the Emperor to protect us. He was an evil man, Echo, but she sacrificed herself, and even bore him children. Twins. And in the meantime, he conquered our world. For a time, it seemed there would be something resembling peace. But the Emperor would never be satisfied. He wanted more.

      “Like your scholars, ours knew of the existence of other worlds, all connected by otham, the aethereal force that powers all generative energy, and in some places magic. He wanted to conquer those other worlds as well. He began to build craft to travel through the stars, but as his children aged, they grew in cunning, as well as strength, and together they opened a portal to another world.” She pauses again, looking at her hands, resting on the table, palms up. She clenches them into fists.

      Of course, I’ve read that certain races could travel through the stars in great ships, long ago, but hearing this story, straight from Neythe—Penthe—whoever she is, makes it unnervingly real. And though I understand this all happened long ago, there is an urgency in her voice that stirs something in me. This story isn’t over, not by a long shot.

      These portals to elsewhere intrigue me, while warning signals flare in my intuition. This all feels like dangerous territory, but I urge her to continue. “Another world? This one?”

      “No, another. One populated with weaker races of humans. To us, they were little more than entertaining children. Much like you are to many of my kind now. We underestimated them and their grasp on magic, dull as their world was without much of it.”

      I interrupt, thinking of how long it takes to train to use magic at all at home. “But magic is rare on Interra as well.”  It takes most Ravenni years to learn to do even the simplest spells, and sometimes people have to live in a region, making active connections to the otham for generations, before they can work with even the least bit of primordial magic.

      Neythe rolls her eyes and I think I see a bit of her real self for a moment. “No, magic is plentiful on Interra. Perhaps more so than anywhere in the universe. Your kind, humans, are the ones who struggle to use it. This is what we misunderstood. The world we’d opened doors to had more than humans in it. It had witches, as well as other creatures. The witches hid from us for many years, until they found a solution to their problems.”

      She is quiet for a long time, staring at her journals again. I get the impression she’s thought about this a lot over the years and it still makes her upset, or that she’s considering carefully what to say next, what to reveal and what to keep hidden. Probably it’s a little of both.

      They expelled them, Bayun sneers. The witches of this other world expelled them from their planet, but also from Interra.

      Neythe sighs, as arrogance and irritation flood her aura. “Yes. The world shook and we were tossed out of it. I still do not know how, but the spell must have taken a great deal of power. And now we cannot return.”

      “But Faedra came to me on Interra.”

      “A glamour. A sophisticated projected glamour, as Faedra is quite powerful, but nothing more. It is how she was able to confuse you. We are not shapeshifters, nor are we elemental beings who might inhabit a vessel. We can return for short periods of time, but we cannot truly exist there. It must be a punishment for what the Emperor had planned.”

      He wanted to use them, the humans, as soldiers to fight his wars and deplete their planet of all useful resources, Bayun adds now, anger in his voice.

      For a brief moment, I am sickened by the thought of it. Seeing the amount of technology and magic the Anemoi possess makes this all the more real to me. If they wanted something from us, and they were able to return to Interra, nothing could stop them from taking it. Involuntarily, my empty stomach heaves and I repress the urge to gag. The loosening sensation in the place between the fetch and my essential energy returns as I make every attempt to stay calm. The nothingness descends again, protecting me from the strength of my revulsion. “And now you cannot return to Interra?”

      She sighs deeply. “No.”

      “Not ever?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      I want to let relief wash over me, calm me, but I cannot. There is a shadow of duplicity in her aura she’s trying hard to cover with sadness. She is lying, or at least not telling all of the truth, but I know better than to press her. She would have been truthful if she’d wanted to be.

      “Why not? What keeps you from returning?”

      Neythe’s lips twitch, a little smile curving them upward. She understands that I am onto her. The gameboard we’ve been playing on widens and I am out of my league, at this point. “We are effectively locked out, and will remain so for the foreseeable future, I assume.”

      More lies. Neythe represses her auric energy expertly, and she is good at it, but I sense the cracks. She’s putting a lot of effort into not telling me something about the expulsion from Interra. There’s no way to tell what it is, unless she tells me, or I read her journals. The notes on the table, under the stylus she is fiddling with now, would indicate that likely isn’t a possibility either. I cannot read the glyphs she’s written in.

      Can you read her writing? I ask Bayun silently.

      No, I’ve been trying the entire time we’ve been sitting here. It swims before my eyes.

      I’d bet good silver she’s spelled it somehow. I try another avenue. One way or another, I am getting something out of her. She pulled me from eternal peace, she needs to explain herself. “So what do you want from me? Why am I here?”

      Neythe laughs. “Right to the point!”

      Rather the long way around, I’d say. She’s been talking at me for quite some time, weaving truth with deception, manipulating me. But I shrug, trying to appear calm and casual. “I see no reason for us to waste each other’s time. You brought me here for a purpose. Tell me what it is.”

      Her black eyes glitter with lethal precision, a warning in her countenance that she is an ancient creature, something I barely understand, and I am little more than a child to her, weak and stupid. In a former life, this might have scared me. But I remember myself now. I remember that even in that life, I was rarely wise about how far I pushed dangerous people. My jaw is set and I raise my chin and narrow my eyes in defiance.

      She laughs, breaking the tension between us, for herself anyway. “It’s simple. I learned of the Legionnaire’s awakening. Its eye is turned to Interra and I do not wish to see my home destroyed, firstly, even if I may never return.”

      Not a lie, but not the whole truth. She continues. “And as I am sure you’re already aware, though perhaps you do not quite know the scope of the danger Interra is in, if the Legionnaire takes hold of Interra, all worlds are at risk.”

      She’s playing games, talking around the truth, instead of getting right to it. Why? “I’ve heard that before. Try explaining it to me in your own words.”

      Bayun snorts and his lungs vibrate against my legs. It’s as good as a laugh. Careful, he cautions me privately. There is amusement in his voice though.

      “Oh, you are fascinating. Faedra was right. How quickly you are fusing to the fetch and returning to yourself.”

      “Explain what you think will happen if the Legionnaire is successful. Explain it to me like I am a child. After all, I’ve been out of the corporeal realms for a while. My edge is dulled.”

      “I doubt that, little assassin.” She pauses momentarily, her too-long fingers tapping the table she uses as a desk as she composes her answer. “While nearly all inhabited worlds are affected by the otham, connected to it in some way, Interra is special. It is the otham’s true home. The spiriti valem, as you call it, is a part of Interra, overlaid on top of it, dimensionally speaking. If the Legionnaire consumes Interra, the otham will cease to exist.”

      All is still. I’ve heard something like this before, but not quite in these terms. She may not be telling the truth about her motivations, but this, this is true. I wish it weren’t, but every instinct I’ve honed my entire life tells me she’s not lying about that anyway. I run a hand over Bayun’s fur, warm and comforting under my fingers. “What will happen if the otham disappears?”

      “Eventually, all life will cease to exist, but it will not happen quickly, nor will it happen painlessly. Worlds will end in eons of pain. The Legionnaire will be joined by its brethren and war, pestilence, and famine will rule all worlds through the paths the otham has carved through the spiriti valem.”

      Fear slinks through me, diffusing into my heartbeat, my lungs, but I smooth my expression and block it from entering my aura. “I assume all worlds experience war, pestilence and famine now,” I muse lightly. “How would that change anything?” Of course, I know this isn’t what she means, but I want her to explain it.

      “Not the way the Devourers will have it. Now there is joy, hope, love… Arts and entertainment, society, culture. None of that will exist when the Devourers consume the otham. They will reign eternal, feasting on the energy of tortured souls. And we will be tortured, Echo. In ways neither of us can imagine, despite the fact that we have both seen our fair share of cruelty.”

      My throat tightens and tears spring to my eyes. A flood of emotion washes over me. There is no way to be unaffected by this knowledge. Bayun purrs in my lap, soothing me as two tears trail down my cheeks.

      “What about the fourth?” I ask.

      “The fourth what?”

      “The fourth Devourer, Death. Will that come last? You said the Legionnaire will rule with its brethren.”

      Neythe rises and goes to her journals, pulling one slim volume out. She sets it in front of me and though I cannot read the glyphs, the picture in front of me is clear. A vivid sketch shows a woman on a dark equine beast, with elegant horns protruding from its forehead. Both are eerily familiar to me. In the corner of the sketch, walking next to the hysan, is a lynxcat. My breath catches in my throat. Underneath it there is an inscription I cannot read.

      “What does that say?”

      “And when is broken the fourthmost seal, Death shall rise from the netherworld to walk once more among the living. Upon the midnight steed shall she ride to turn the tide of the war, blessed by the Burning One, accompanied by the claw of truth.”

      I want to push the book away. I grasp for the shroud of nothingness and find only pain. I blink several times, feeling my composure loosen.

      Neythe places a hand on my back. “Breathe, Echo. Breathe.”

      Bayun sits now, putting his paws on my shoulders, nuzzling my face. I hug him tightly. “That sounds like the Prophecy of Alcyone.”

      “It is. I am sorry I don’t have more of it, but I went to great lengths to find this part, and in the end it found me… But that is a story for another time. I believe I was meant to help you, Echo.”

      “You mean you were meant to help Miyala. The prophecy is about her.”

      “No, I said what I meant. You are meant to help Miyala. I am meant to help you.”

      “How?”

      She smiles gently, waiting for me to understand. Death shall rise from the netherworld to walk once more among the living.

      “You’ve already played your part. You built me this body.”

      “Yes. Almost all of these journals are devoted to understanding what I could about how prophecy works, how I might play a part in what’s to come. How I might help you save us all.”

      Panic rises in my throat. “But I am not the one who will do that. That is Miyala.”

      “No hero acts alone, Echo. You may not be the Miyel’karai, but you are destined to help her. You must help her, or we are lost.”

      “So I am one of the Devourers? There are always four, in every culture, and the fourth is Death.”

      “Ah, yes, but I believe the original work about the Devourers was misunderstood, perhaps purposely to protect Death’s identity. Death and Destruction are different entities in many worlds and cultures, but are often conflated. Death is often known as a balancing force between light and shadow. She is fluid, not destructive; merciful even.”

      “The fourth of the Devourers is Destruction then?”

      “I believe so. But it is more complicated than that. There seems to be evidence that Destruction is rarely one of the Devourers themselves, who are non-corporeal forces of pure energy. Destruction has form, has will. It is both the most powerful of the forces, and the most fallible.”

      “That complicates things.”

      “Yes, I believe it does.”

      “What will we do about that part?”

      “About Destruction?”

      I nod.

      “That part is for us to take care of.”

      I am nearly too tired to take in more. “Who?”

      “The Anemoi. We will take care of Destruction.”

      “You know where it is?”

      Neythe sinks into her chair again, closing her journal, not meeting my eyes. “I have leads, nothing more. But we’re getting closer. In the meantime, you, Miyala and your helpers must work to destroy the Legionnaire. You are the only ones who can do it.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “You seem very sure of that. Why?” I am pushing the limits of what I think she’ll answer, but this is important.

      Neythe sighs and her six wings flutter softly behind her. “Do you know much about the cult of Hekate?”

      I shrug. “Only that she is a goddess of the Ravenni. Is she one of you as well?”

      Neythe shakes her head. “No, in our lore the word Hekate is Akatei, the name of a trio of great warriors who fought the Devourers in a war before time began. One was the voice of the people, the leader or the initiator. The next was the mediator, the governor of liminality. The third was the arbiter of endings.

      “Together, the Akatei defeated the four, the Devourers, and locked them away in endless sleep, as they can never be truly destroyed. Even their dreams wreak havoc on realms far from their resting places. We cannot hope to destroy them now, only put them back to sleep.”

      She turns away as she speaks, glaring at the storm as though she sees something in it she hates. I am tempted to ask her more questions, but this conversation has already pushed me further than I anticipated. I need time to process what she’s said, think it over more carefully before I can decide how to proceed.

      The idea that she’s implying that Miyala and I might somehow be the reincarnation of ancient warriors is mind-bending and I need to rest, but I ask one last question. “Are they all awake? The Devourers, I mean. Will we have to deal with them all?”

      Her eyes float to the ceiling. “The Legionnaire is the most pressing issue, as it has cultivated a vessel on Interra already. I can find no whisper of Famine and Pestilence. Those conditions exist in all worlds, as you say, but the Devourers themselves seem to still be sleeping. Destruction is another story. Wherever they are, they are active, awake, that much Sephine and the other Elementals can sense.”

      “They can?”

      “Yes, that's why we came here originally. They reached out to us, shortly after we were expelled. We were scattered to the winds, to countless other worlds. Faedra, myself, and a good number of the Larai and some of Orynthia’s people ended up here.”

      There’s more to the story, I am sure, but I am tired. My limbs feel heavy.

      “You should rest now, Echo. A few weeks with us and you’ll be more than prepared to help Miyala defeat the Legionnaire.”

      I nod, noticing that she hasn’t mentioned the third warrior, the middle one. My head has begun to ache from so much new information. Neythe helps me to rise and I lean on her arm as she leads me back to my rooms. Bayun glares at her as she shuts the lights off and closes the door.
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      Urkayn bounds in and out of the vestiges of shrinking snowbanks as Morgaine walks to the rendezvous point to meet Fenric. Purple windflower blooms and verdant moss dots the forest floor amongst the last patches of snow. Every so often, Urkayn looks back at her, pink tongue hanging out of his mouth and a giant smile on his black, lupine face. Despite her dark mood, she smiles at the pup and he runs to her, nudging the backs of her knees with his nose until she runs alongside him, darting quickly through the thick trees.

      Morgaine and the pup reach the rendezvous point a full half hour ahead of schedule. The little hut is used by Leopardis and Ursunis hunters, and is well-stocked with wood for the little stove. She builds the fire high and hot and takes supplies for tea-making out of her pack. Urkayn spreads out on the braided rug in front of the stove and is snoring deeply within minutes. By the time a soft knock sounds at the door, the tea is steeping.

      She goes to the door and looks out the tiny peep hole. A tall, lanky man stands outside, dressed in Valkun shearling and furs, a lock of copper hair escaping his hood. He looks tired and worn, like he’s lived ten lives since the last time she saw him. She opens the door and he smiles faintly in relief. She is surprised when he embraces her.

      “Morgaine. It is good to see you.”

      She pats the tall fellow’s back once, somewhat awkwardly. “It is good to see you too, Fenric.”

      He enters the hut and nods at the stove, clearly pleased to see the waiting cups of tea. He discards his gloves and jacket at the door, and warms his hands by the fire. “I’ve spent too long in the south. The northern reaches feel cold to me these days.”

      She takes measure of him. He looks thinner than he did when he left the winter settlement and there are dark bruises under his eyes. Grief has affected him deeply. He glances up at her and the pain in his eyes begs her not to speak of Echo. She knows the same plea issues from her own face.

      “Your blood will thicken again, brother,” Morgaine replies, sidestepping Echo completely. It is a standard response to this type of complaint, common in both Solaran and Valkun Taigal cultures.

      Fenric’s chest heaves with relief, then he says in Valkun, “I’m sure you’re right, little sister.”

      She snickers at the response. So traditional, but she likes it. “It really is good to see you, Fenric. I didn’t know what a comfort it would be ‘til I glimpsed your freckled face.”

      He stretches out an arm, taking the cup of tea she offers him and sips it gratefully. The pup has worn itself out so much that it didn’t rouse at his appearance. He nods at it. “Fine looking wolf-dog. The Leopardis are accompanied by superior demonae. It’s impressive.”

      She smiles at Urkayn, then at Fenric. They sit together in companionable silence for a while, each sipping their tea. If he’s anything like her, he’s managing his complicated feelings. Sorting out what to say and what not to. They both loved her, so it’s hard to know exactly where to start.

      Morgaine feels no animosity towards him, not really. He was never her rival, and now he may be one of the few people in the world who truly understands how she feels. They share the sadness and anger that crowd her days, so she chooses to begin with an offering of friendship. “Well, brother. What news from Lyonesse?”

      Fenric bows his head. His cheeks flush and she sees tears well in his eyes. He presses his lips together in a grim line and bobs his head, swallowing hard. They will not speak of her. He inhales deeply and on the exhale, his voice is steady. “Malikai will meet us on the road and we’re to take Marzana to the Vindicata, where she will be bound.”

      “Bound?”

      “Malikai knows the magic. It will make it more difficult for her to escape, until Miyala may use her to kill the Warlord.”

      Morgaine nods. “Sounds simple enough.”

      He sighs. “You’ve been living with the thing for the past few months. Do you think it will be simple?”

      Morgaine grimaces and sips her tea. “No. It will be miserable. She’s cunning and will make every effort to manipulate us. You’ll need to be careful.”

      She hadn’t wanted to discuss Echo, but Marzana is dangerous and he needs to prepare himself. She is sorry she had to say it though when his face crumples with guilt. Fenric covers his face with his hands. “I should have known Ilseka would seek revenge for what Echo did at the Cloisters, what I did—helping you, leaving her. I’m so sorry, Morgaine. I should have been here. I failed you both.”

      It is one of the most generous things anyone has ever said to her. She knows how deeply he cared for Echo. Morgaine leans forward and clasps Fenric’s forearm, in a traditional clasp of fealty and friendship. Reluctantly, he clasps hers in return. “I bear you no ill will, Fenric. We will need to be together to get the creature to Lyonesse. Are you with me?”

      He grips her forearm tighter. “I will follow you into the darkest night.”

      She smiles, liking the way they’ve found their footing in the shared traditions of both their cultures. “I will carry the lantern ‘til we find our way.”

      He nods, tears in his eyes again, and she thinks he looks as though he can breathe again. His body relaxes and his movements seem less forced. He needed to be forgiven, and they hadn’t given him that at Lyonesse. Or maybe it was her forgiveness he needed, and no one else’s. She knows he will be a loyal friend, and for now, that’s all that matters.

      The puppy wakes up, begging for a snack and attention. As they play, Morgaine starts her story from the day she realized Marzana took Echo’s body, telling Fenric as much as she knows about the demon goddess. They talk long into the afternoon, her dark head bent to his bright one as they pore over maps and plan their route back to Lyonesse. Nothing must be left to chance.
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      The sun sets, red and angry, and the smell of smoke fills the air. Not the smell of cooking fires, or even a bonfire; something larger is ablaze. As the three companions approach the winter settlement, Morgaine hears shouts. Not children playing, or an impromptu dyr race, but shouts of fear. Urkayn sniffs the air and howls, running toward the settlement.

      Fenric shakes his head. “All that planning for naught.”

      Morgaine groans, knowing he’s probably right as she follows him at a sprint. The healing house is in flames and Fenric drops his pack and joins the line of people carrying buckets of water from the well to put it out. Morgaine searches for her parents and catches sight of her mother, helping settle a few of the patients on the front porch of their family’s cottage.

      “Mama, did everyone get out okay?”

      Her mother nods, her lovely broad face smudged with ash. “Your father and Varikai got everyone out. I’m sorry, Morgaine. She’s gone.”

      Varikai approaches, her boots crunching in the spring slush. “The demon lit the healing house on fire as a distraction.”

      Morgaine nods; of course she did. She suppresses the urge to swear, not wanting a scolding from her mother or Varikai. “How long?”

      Varikai looks at the sun. “She must have at least two hours head start.”

      Fenric has his pack back on when he joins them. “They’ve got the blaze under control. Should be completely out within the hour. Are you packed?”

      Morgaine’s mother nods, bringing Morgaine’s pack out of her house. “We’ve had her ready to chase the demon at a moment’s notice for months.”

      Morgaine hugs her mother and Varikai quickly. “Tell Anka and Eryn I said goodbye. Tell Papa I love him… Tell Jax and Uffi…”

      Varikai interrupts. “Morgaine, they all know. You must go.”

      Anka and Eryn approach, with Morgaine’s Bisi and Echo’s Ona, saddled and ready. Morgaine hugs them both in turn as Fenric loads their packs. Eryn hugs her twice and then falls back into Anka’s waiting arms as they ride away from the settlement.

      Night falls slowly, and they are lucky the moon is waxing, as it lends it light to their search. Marzana’s tracks are easy to find, but Morgaine gives Urkayn a good sniff of her nightgown anyway. The demon goddess didn’t even bother trying to hide her tracks; she just ran. Urkayn sniffs them and then takes off at a sprint.

      For nearly two hours they follow silently, running the dyr as long as they can. When Bisi indicates that she needs to stop, Morgaine signals to Fenric and Ona slows to a walk. Urkayn notices that the dyr stopped and doubles back.

      “We should have caught up to her by now,” Fenric remarks as he dismounts. “Something is wrong.”

      Morgaine nods, then walks back a few yards in the direction they came. “Her footsteps are gone.”

      Fenric runs to her side and groans. “An illusion?”

      Morgaine shrugs. “I suppose. I’ve never seen anything like it. Even Urkayn was convinced.”

      Urkayn presses against Morgaine’s side, whining. She follows him to the path they were on. The footsteps are gone there as well, as though nothing had ever been there. Only Urkayn’s pawprints and the dyr’s hooves mark the path. Morgaine crouches down and hugs the pup, who is clearly distressed that the trail has evaporated before his eyes.

      Fenric swears and kicks the trunk of a tree, then swears again. Morgaine lets him without comment. She is angry too, but her mind is moving quickly, trying to solve their problem. She takes Marzana’s nightgown from her pack and gives it back to Urkayn. He sniffs it deeply, and then begins to sniff the ground.

      Fenric watches the pup, looking incredulous. “Do you think he can find her now?”

      “The Leopardis breed the best trackers there are. She tricked us, but I trust him.”

      Fenric nods. They’ve been traveling southward, rather than the northern path they’d planned to travel to return to Lyonesse and rendezvous with Malikai. They feed and water the dyr while they wait for the pup. Fenric offers her spiced mutton-jerky and she takes it gratefully. It’s one of her favorite Valkun treats. They watch the pup in easy silence.

      Morgaine feels a flicker of surprise at how easy it is to be with Fenric. Like being with one of her crew, or one of the dyr-racers. In this moment, it feels nothing like they were in love with the same woman, but rather like they’ve been friends their whole lives. There’s no need to chat or fill the silence with thoughts. She breathes deeply into her belly, silently thanking saints for making one thing easy.

      Urkayn suddenly sits and barks once, sharply.

      “He’s found her?” Fenric asks.

      Morgaine smiles. “Looks like it. Let’s go.”

      They mount up and follow the pup into the darkening woods. This time they’re headed due north, straight for the channel to Lyonesse. Morgaine’s stomach clenches with concern. What is Marzana planning?
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      Weak sunlight shines through the solarium windows. The sound of Raven’s teacup clinking against its saucer rouses Miyala from the reports she’s engrossed in. She blinks a few times and rubs her bleary eyes. Raven has dragged over a pile of books on herbal lore to sort through and is industriously reading and making notes, while Miyala can’t shake a bout of restless energy. She should be reading the Whispers’ reports on Joram’s movements, but she can’t seem to focus when she picks them up.

      Instead, she’s been poring over accounts of the deadly stampede in Zoravo. Malikai’s contacts have been reporting in and she cannot tear her eyes away from the stack of stories about coronation day. A few profile Sarka Zharina and the new Zhar more specifically and what she reads sicken her. The two of them seem more interested in humiliating one another than improving the lives of their people. Their marriage seems unstable at best, and the two of them are obsessed with court games. The Zhar, Alexei, has taken several lovers already and the accounts of his public behavior with them confuse her—but then, the intricacies of romance and sex often do.

      Miyala sets these reports aside to glance through the Whispers’ accounts of Markona’s movements. They are grim. He’s started arguments with nearly every Cabal leader left in Kilm, some resulting in physical altercations. As a result, several prominent mercenary crews have left Kilm for Port Thraice, where a massive gathering of pirates, sailing under crimson banners, has been worrying the Nations of Valkun. According to the Whispers, the atmosphere in Kilm is tense, waiting for the Warlord’s next violent tantrum. She skims until she finds the paragraph detailing her own crew’s return to Kilm.

      Even the Whispers aren’t sure when they returned, but Mercutia was spotted leaving the house outside the Starfire last week, and Franco and Lieu the Serpent were at the Cutlery buying weapons, and then sniffed around the Crescent Moon. Miyala’s jaw clenches. They could really use the crew’s help and she wonders how angry June would be if she reached out to them. She’ll need allies when she returns to Kilm. Miyala discards the report and leans back in her chair, staring at the ceiling.

      “You shouldn’t lean back in your chair that way. You’ll break your head open.”

      Miyala startles into an upright position at the sound of Raven’s voice. “Tell me you have some good news,” Miyala pleads, smiling at her friend.

      Raven’s face is unreadable, but she plucks a letter out of her pocket. The envelope is thick, made from expensive parchment, sealed with golden wax. “A cynae arrived with this earlier this morning. I forgot I hadn’t given it to you.”

      Miyala gazes at the calligraphy that spells out her name. The paper smells faintly of tropical flowers, as she turns it over to look at the seal. Her eyebrows raise when she finds a panther head, crested by a horns-up moon. This is from one of the most important families in Fanuba.

      “Is this from where I think it is?” she asks Raven, hardly daring to assume.

      Raven piles some of her books and notes into a canvas bag she slings across her chest as she rises from her chair, draining her teacup. “Do you think it’s from the High House of Ansolo? Because that’s what I think.” She gathers her piles of mail up and stands.

      Miyala snorts as Raven brushes her shoulder in goodbye. “Cheeky.”

      Raven has picked up the cadence of their family jokes perfectly in the past few months. It feels as though she’s been their sister forever. Miyala’s heart aches when she thinks of Echo, but she tries not to let it show.

      Raven grins as she leaves the study. “Tell me what it says later, I have class with the littlings in five.”

      Miyala waves absently as she looks for a knife to use as a letter opener. Raven teaches the children basic herb lore each day after lunch. Since arriving at Lyonesse, folk from both Solara and Valkun have come to live among the Midlander refugees, and the little school they’d started in Kilm has grown to nearly a hundred children, with several different grades.

      Lyonesse is beginning to fill up and the builders have moved into the city proper now, fortifying buildings that haven’t been used in centuries, making homes for those traveling here to live amongst the Miyel’karai’s people. Word spread throughout the Northern Reaches that she has come, and the first arrivals from the Ayles are coming after the funeral. The Southerners will be cold, but the Ayles have grown overcrowded and here they will have land and homes of their own. Soon, this will be a real city, full of people. The fact that they’ve done so much in such a short span of time boggles Miyala’s mind daily, but she is proud.

      Lately, she hasn’t been able to provide as much hands-on help as she’d like with the rebuilding projects, needing to focus more on learning as many basic Ravenni skills as she can, and researching the Devourers. There is never enough time in the day for all she wants to get done.

      She finds a knife in one of her desk drawers and pries the wax seal off the envelope. As she pulls out the letter something metallic clatters to the wood floor. When she picks it up, she is stunned to find one of her own earrings, a gift from Baba on her sixteenth birthday, a simple strand of tiny black pearls.

      “I lost this. Right before Yulmain…” she murmurs, thinking back to the day assassins followed her to Asteroceras, her favorite bookstore in the Starfire. When she’d returned home she was only wearing one, and though she and Toria combed the entire store in the weeks after, they’d never found the one she lost. And yet, here it is, in her hand.

      Her heart thumps at the thought of the tall stranger who’d followed her into Toria’s shop and then fought off the assassins who’d come to kill her on his own. Aryx promised she’d see him again… Her fingers fumble as she opens the letter. She sighs a little, exasperated with her shaking hands.

      I believe this belongs to you, Miyel’karai. We will meet again soon.

      —Romaric Ansolo

      She turns the single sheet of paper over again and again. Romaric Ansolo, the first son of the House of Ansolo. He’s practically a prince, she thinks to herself, scrambling to remember what she knows of the oldest family in Fanuba. She twists in her chair to scour the shelves behind her for Baba's notebook on the Fanuban high houses, a primer of Fanuba’s most important representatives. Baba’s notebooks were some of the few things she brought with her from Kilm, and she never regrets being able to access his wisdom when she needs it. She flips the pages, letting Baba’s neat handwriting fill her sight until she finds the page labeled Ansolo.

      The High House of Ansolo can be traced back to the Fanuban’s arrival on Interra in 236 AE. The Ansolo family were traditionally dynastic librarians in the Great Library of Fanubalisi Prime. Like the Rahari family, who were dynastic archivists of both musical and artistic artefacts, the Ansolos continue to play a prominent role in Fanuban society at large, holding sway over a great many voters in the Convocation each year.

      Were it at all possible, and she consents, we would attempt to forge a union between Miyala and Julios Ansolo, eldest son of the High House of Ansolo, but it is known that he refuses to marry, even for political purposes. June and I considered and rejected the second son, Romaric, as he has a reputation for privateering and no interest whatsoever in the library, which is the Ansolos’ greatest resource.

      A slow smile spreads over Miyala’s face as she reads. Romaric Ansolo is clearly making contact for a reason, and she can’t imagine a better ally. Now the next step is digging into exactly what he was doing in Kilm last Yulmain. She scrawls several messages to the Whispers and one of Malikai’s contacts in Fanuba, inquiring further about Romaric Ansolo. She’s about to take them to the cynae rookery when Arquessa enters.

      Miyala rises quickly, gathering her messages. “Quess! Walk with me to the rookery?”

      Arquessa looks behind her and shuts the door to the study. “I need to speak with you privately, if you have the time.”

      Mi knows her friend well, and the way her brow is furrowed concerns her. She sits immediately, motioning to the comfortable upholstered chair opposite her desk. “Please, sit. Of course I have time.”

      Arquessa does as she’s asked, but when she sits, she stares at her hands, seemingly at a loss for words. Her short pale hair is messy, as though she’s run her hands through it multiple times, and her clothing looks as though she might have slept in it. Arquessa is typically meticulously groomed and dressed. Miyala begins to worry, but she will not rush her.

      Finally Arquessa looks up, her sky-blue eyes glassy and fretful. “I love you, Miyala.”

      Miyala starts to open her mouth, but Arquessa holds up a hand. “Please. Let me get through this. I know you don’t love me. I don’t hold it against you. Not a bit. But I do. I love you.”

      She takes a deep breath and Miyala doesn’t rush to fill the silence. She’s worried this was coming for a while. She isn’t sure what to say anyway, so she lets Arquessa have the time she needs and sits patiently, governing each breath she takes carefully to ensure she continues to appear calm and collected, despite the fact that her heart is hammering loudly in her ears.

      “It’s because I love you, and because I care so much about your opinion of me that I need to confess something important to you…”

      Her face twists with pain and Miyala can stand it no longer. She rushes to the other side of the desk and sits in the chair next to Arquessa’s, taking one of her hands. “You can tell me anything, Quess. I trust you.”

      Arquessa shakes her head. “You shouldn’t. I’ve been lying to you.”

      Miyala tilts her head slightly, waiting.

      Arquessa’s voice is tentative. “Have you found anything on the Midlander resistance groups yet? Found their leaders to meet with?”

      Miyala’s jaw clenches. “No, not yet. Why?”

      Arquessa hangs her head.

      “Oh, Quess. What have you done?”

      “I told them you were looking and to watch for Malikai’s spies, and I’ve been intercepting as much information about them as I can… and destroying it.”

      Arquessa’s head dips into her hands and Miyala shakes with anger. “You know we need an alliance with them to make all of this work. Why would you do something like that?”

      “Because I am with them. I’m with the Lorami Liberation Front.”

      For a moment, Miyala is overcome with fury, but then it dawns on her, this could be a good thing. Baba always said to take a strategic gift when it’s offered, but can she trust Arquessa?  She’d been expecting something truly terrible. Relief shudders through her, tinged with hysteria.

      Arquessa looks confused, then concerned. “Did you hear me? I’ve been lying to you.”

      Miyala nods. “Oh yes, I heard you. Will you help us find them?”

      Quess slumps in her chair. “You aren’t angry?”

      “I suppose I should be, but gods I needed a break today, and you’ve just given me one.” A weight lifts off Miyala’s shoulders. There are plenty of others waiting to burden her, but this one thing seems to have a simple answer, a clear way forward and for that she can be grateful. “It was smart to infiltrate us. Though I am a bit concerned that no one caught onto you… I wonder if there are others.”

      A smug smile plays at Quess’ lips. “Miyala, I am a trained spy. Since I was a child, I’ve trained with the Front, working my way up from a messenger to a spy. No one else here is spying. I caught onto Fenric fairly quickly, but when I found he was with the Brotherhood, I allowed him to continue his work.”

      Miyala leans back in her chair, crossing her arms. “And what was your mission here? Or can you say?”

      “I am here to observe you. To find out if you truly were the Miyel’karai, and to find out if we might trust you to treat the common folk of Loramir and Iorma with mercy when you are Queen.”

      That seems plausible enough. “And what did you determine?”

      Arquessa’s eyes fill with tears. “That we can trust you.”

      Miyala takes a deep breath. It would be a lie to say she doesn’t feel betrayed, but at the same time Arquessa is a good friend, and this is an opportunity. “Can I trust you?”

      Arquessa looks up, startled. “Yes. You can trust me. I believe in you, Miyala.”

      Miyala shrugs and her crossed arms begin to loosen. Baba drilled into her that good allies are hard to come by, and that when they make a mistake it is better to forgive it quickly to earn their trust. She will take that advice now. “All right then. How can we work together? Echo was supposed to find your people, but that obviously can’t happen now. You know the situation best, advise me.”

      The look on Arquessa’s face surprises Miyala a little. Flashes of gratitude, fear, and then confidence play out in her eyes. Mi would give a lot to know what Echo would see in her aura right now, but she pushes that idea away. Echo is gone and that’s that.

      The tension between them is thick, but the energy in the room relaxes a measure. Arquessa smiles the first genuine smile Miyala has seen in weeks. “I’ll help whatever representatives you wish to send to Zoravo. I’ll make the necessary introductions, and I’ll vouch for them. I won’t lie, the Front would have preferred Echo, but they’ll accept someone else.” She appears to be thinking, sorting through everyone they could send. “I’d send Fenric. He’s used to the dynamics of a group like ours, and he will be able to pass through the Midcountries without much trouble.”

      “All right. I’d like to send at least two people, if not three. I don’t like the idea of sending anyone in alone.”

      Arquessa nods thoughtfully. “Then I might send Morgaine Yarlo with Fenric, if she’ll agree to help. She’s coming here with him to deliver Marzana, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Miyala says. “She is. I suppose she might agree to work with us. The Leopardis plan to send a delegation of warriors here to help us shortly. Why should I send her, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “From what I’ve heard, she passes easily as a man.”

      Miyala’s eyes narrow sharply as she tries to catch up to Arquessa’s train of thought. “Yes, I’ve heard that.”

      “And she’s a talented fighter. We heard she was able to keep up with Echo in Port Thraice.”

      Miyala gives up on trying to be a step ahead of Arquessa. “Indeed.”

      “I’d have her pass as both a man, and one of the Rosaris, a seventh son perhaps, someone of little consequence to the Kazitis, but whose name will hold weight in Zoravo. Morgaine’s mixed heritage will confuse most Lorami.” She rolls her eyes. “They think Relequans and the Kaziti all look the same.”

      Miyala rolls her eyes as well, an exasperated sigh hissing from her lungs.

      Arquessa shrugs. “Work their prejudices. She can pass as a man. She can pass as a Kaziti, and she’ll be able to gain entrance to more social spaces than the Front.”

      Miyala’s eyebrows lift. “And why would that be beneficial to us?”

      “The Lorami are tracking who comes and goes very carefully right now. You’ll have to set up a reason for whomever you send to be there, something plausible, but something commonplace enough that no one will remember or question.”

      Smart. This is smart thinking. “What do you suggest?”

      Arquessa smiles. “Let Fenric and Morgaine pose as business partners, meeting with contacts in Zoravo. The Lorami will easily believe that a Kaziti royal male would enjoy the Midcountries more than his own lands, where his options are limited. They’ll let Morgaine and Fenric enter the city without so much as a question if they appear wealthy enough, but not so wealthy that anyone need pay them extra mind.”

      Miyala taps her fingers on her desk. “All right. It makes sense. If she agrees, I’ll send her with Fenric. And what about you, are you still coming with me to Kilm?”

      This surprises Arquessa. “You’d like me to?”

      “Yes. I would…” Miyala worries she should discuss this with June first, but she is queen, and she needs to begin to make decisions on her own. “What’s more, I’d like you to be my spymaster. Malikai has been serving as such, but they don’t want the job. Would you work with them to develop a network of our own and stay on with me?”

      The Lorami spy’s mouth falls open a little. “Permanently?”

      Miyala nods. “Yes. Only if you want to. When this is over, I’ll need help in the Alabaster Spire. I’ll need people I can trust.”

      Arquessa’s hand shoots out towards Miyala, who grasps her forearm. Arquessa breathes another sigh of relief, and finally looks joyful. She doesn’t need to say a thing; Miyala knows she will be loyal. This was the right choice.
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      Sarka stares at herself in the mirror, trying to compose her face into something she recognizes as worthy of a Zharina. It is still her face though, and lately she has grown dissatisfied with it. Melity would say she focuses too much on outward beauty, and should devote herself further to purifying her soul. Alexei doesn’t like to hear about what Melity would say, and now she cringes inwardly each time she thinks of the True God’s priest in Alexei’s presence. Displeasing Alexei too much, with no heir to protect her, would be a mistake.

      Sarka doesn’t have room to make more mistakes. Alexei’s dalliances have become more open, more frequent, and she knows he’s visited the court astrologer a number of times to find out which of his courtiers might be better suited to provide him an heir. Strangely, the astrologer had fallen very ill as he’d put together a list of potential replacements.

      It was very kind of you to bring the astrologer his favorite pastries, the voice purrs.

      She smiles to herself. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      So unfortunate that Alexei insists on being a problem.

      Sarka hums in agreement. Alexei certainly has insisted on becoming a hindrance, and she hasn’t quite sorted out how to deal with him, but of course, that is what today is for.

      There is a soft knock at the door. She looks in the mirror once more, adjusts the bodice of her black brocade dress to feature her pale bosom more prominently, and rises from her dressing table. She walks slowly through the empty rooms, not wanting to appear hurried or too excited.

      Still, no one must see Melity in the hallway. She runs the last few steps into the foyer, flings the door open and pulls him inside, checking the hallway to be sure they’re alone. No one is about, which is a feat in itself that she’s spent the past several days arranging. It is the shift in guard right now, and as her reputation has waned with Alexei’s constant attempts to humiliate her, she’s noticed her guards become more and more lax in their duties. This has been working to her advantage, giving her a measure of freedom she’s unused to.

      Melity Khodorov, the high priest of the cult of the True God, is awkward in appearance, but somehow alluring in his haughty demeanor. He is lanky, with pale skin, and nearly colorless eyes and hair. Normally Sarka would not find him attractive, but she cannot resist the raw power he wields, the throngs of people devoted to the True God and his representative on Interra, the high priest. And besides all that, he is the voice’s chosen one. Melity is to be her helpmate in all she hopes to achieve.

      When Melity discovered her praying in the sanctuary of the temple, he’d taken her to his office and counseled her on how to best serve the God of Gods. She’d never mentioned to him that a deity had led her to the temple, that the voice that spoke to her chose him. No, the voice had cautioned her against such a thing, so she allowed Melity to think he’d discovered her himself.

      He has many interesting thoughts about religion and how she might play a part in his movement, which amuses her. Melity believes she must purify herself of her sins, and he has many novel ideas about how that must be done for someone in her position. Nothing like those of the other religious sects. In fact, her first task had been to abandon her ministrations to Ogneyna Matroya and her weekly visits to the abbey.

      She doesn’t miss the nuns one bit, or their constant talk of the poor and weak. My, wouldn’t they have had a lot to say about the stampede after the coronation? She is pleased she didn’t have to listen to such nonsense. Melity never talks about anything other than her, and that’s the way she likes it. He smells slightly of incense, but she doesn’t mind. As soon as the door is closed she pulls him into the sitting room, where she has tea waiting for him.

      He says nothing as he sits but looks at her appreciatively. Heat gathers in her belly at the look. He has never touched her, but he arouses her all the same—more than Alexei at this point. Even with Alexei’s flagrant infidelity and obvious disinterest, he still insists on bedding her daily, for which she is grateful, despite the fact that she finds his lovemaking boring and uninspired.

      Melity will be the opposite. Unlike Alexei, who is so handsome he never learned to please a woman, Melity is plain, and from what she has heard from the women in his cult, he can be quite generous when he wants to be. His colorless eyes travel over her body, resting on her nearly exposed chest, then her soft, silky hands, and he licks his lips suggestively as they take their rest between her legs, obscured as that spot may be by her dress.

      She understands their union is to be a part of her purification for the True God, but that it must be timed properly. What he does not know is that she plans to torture him until that time arrives. He will want her so badly his loins will ache before he leaves here today. Sarka Zharina will leave nothing about her future to chance.

      They have never been truly alone. Not like this. In his office at the temple, yes, but there the door always stayed open, to preserve her fragile reputation. Here, they are finally alone. He sits in one of the uncomfortable but exquisitely carved settees from Iorma. Propriety demands that she sit in the other, halfway across the room from him. Propriety would also demand that she have a chaperone, with him in her chambers, even as a married woman. And yet, there is no one here.

      Alexei would be furious, and somehow this excites her more. She checks the clock on the mantel again. Plenty of time until Alexei’s daily visit before dinner to pump her full of his seed, when he will command her with each thrust that she must bear his child and soon. Tonight she’ll be able to think of this time spent with Melity, and perhaps it will be less… boring.

      Sarka kneels on the floor in front of Melity, looking up at him through thick darkened lashes, and licks her lips, while slightly arching her back. She presses her thighs together to increase the pleasurable sensation of feeling his hungry eyes upon her. But she does not reach for the bulge in his pants, though she senses this is what he wishes her to do when he spreads his legs to allow her a clear view of his reaction to her.

      Instead, she serves the tea in silence. It is a brew laced with herbs to enhance arousal and fertility; these are for him, not her. She wants him nearly mad with lust when the time arrives. Sarka Zharina’s doctors have all told her the same thing: there is nothing wrong with her womb.

      Sarka has done her research. Melity has eight children at home. The seed he plants in her will take root, and then she will have a child, an heir, and the devotion of the most important religious leader in Loramir. But she must not give him his way immediately, though he has suggested many times that she might please him in other ways before their union. Poor Melity doesn’t seem to understand yet that he will be the one doing the pleasing, not her. He will understand their relationship better soon enough.

      As she rises to take her seat on the appropriate settee she allows herself to fall forward, feigning a stumble. Tea spills on his pants, and her breasts bounce against his face as she rights herself. His breathing sounds burdened, heavy as she steps back.

      “How clumsy of me,” she murmurs, her voice deliberately husky as the silks of her skirts whisper sumptuously around her.

      “Please, do not trouble yourself,” he says without conviction, as she takes the tea towel from the tray to mop his pants and overcoat. Her fingers brush his thighs in long, deliberate sweeps, and the bulge that merely grew before, twitches now at her touch. Again, her nearly exposed breasts are inches from his face. She can feel his hot breath on her skin as she drags the towel over the ever-growing lump of flesh in his trousers.

      She allows her cheeks to redden and her mouth to fall open so he may see the slick of saliva on her red tongue as she steps away from him. Rich laughter skitters across the inner reaches of her mind. The voice she’s grown familiar with over the last few weeks is pleased with her treatment of Melity.

      Again, it whispers. Tease him ‘til he bursts.

      Sarka smiles obligingly and pats Melity’s damp lap again and again, until he begs for release.

      Melity came here thinking he was the one with all the power, but she shall show him who will rule this nation once Alexei is gone. Sarka Zharina has no intention of sharing anything with a man ever again, and Melity is nothing more than a means to an end. When he takes her hand and suckles her fingertips, she slaps him lightly.

      “I didn’t say you could,” she whispers.

      His face reddens, and she sees he means to argue with her, to take that paternalistic tone again, the one she hates. She presses her fingertips to his lips. “Hush, Melity.”

      Yes. Show him who has the power, Sarka, the voice hisses. It is what he wants. To be controlled. To be ruled by the right woman. You are that woman.

      She sweeps her thumb across Melity’s lips, parting them slightly. When his tongue flicks out to meet the pad of her thumb she shakes her head. “Melity. You seem to be having some trouble understanding me. I did not say you could lick my thumb.”

      His eyes widen. She knows he screws all kinds of women as a part of his purification rituals. Since she found him, she’s asked around and all the stories are the same. Melity is a generous lover, but he prefers to dominate. To be pleased first and foremost. This will not be the way between them. She pulls her thumb away from his wet tongue.

      “On your knees,” she murmurs softly, as she sits back on the settee opposite Melity. Again, his eyes widen and his cheeks redden, this time with pleasure, and he obeys. Yes, Melity will do very well.
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      For three days Bayun and I do exactly what Neythe, Faedra and Sephine ask. I know there are other gods here, but I do not see anyone else, ever. Faedra puts me through a series of tests to measure the strength of my connection to the fetch, and to discover the triggers for what she calls “dissociative states,” which is a bland name for what happens when my soul begins to separate from the body she and Neythe built for me.

      Her conclusion is that while any extremes in emotion trigger the dissociation, it is memories of Morgaine that do the most damage the most quickly. The sessions where she forces me to remember Morgaine are the most painful and the hardest to recover from. Neythe assures me Faedra gets no pleasure from the torturous process, but that is hard for me to believe. Faedra likes pain, other people’s pain, of that much I’m sure. What I remain unsure of is how much she enjoys it, and if Neythe understands this but is lying to me, or if she’s simply lying to herself.

      It is difficult to pin Neythe down. She teaches me several new ways to move the fetch that I’m not sure were possible in my human body, or at least they weren’t possible with the level of training I’d reached when I died. Saying I died is one of the harder things I’m coming to terms with. It’s uncomfortable to confront, but Neythe assures me that dealing with this discomfort will secure my attachment to the fetch.

      Her training is strange. After she examines Faedra’s reports on what emotions trigger dissociation, she begins to have me meditate in a way that is unfamiliar to me—she wants me to tap into my anger, my rage, something that Malikai always taught me was unproductive. She is kind, and doesn’t encourage uncontrolled anger, but rather stoking the fires of it to become a weapon. I can tell she knows this makes me uncomfortable, but she is persistent in her insistence that this will make me stronger. My instinct that she is lying never quite abates. In fact, in the short time I’ve been here, it’s only grown stronger.

      While I train with Neythe and undergo Faedra’s many tests, Bayun explores, slipping unseen into parts of this compound, and I think some of the others, that I daren’t go into. He hasn’t told me what he’s found yet, as we still don’t know how the lekanomance technology works, or how much they’re able to observe us when we are alone. We’ve even limited our telepathic communication, in case it somehow triggers their notice.

      Sephine is the kindest of the three, to my surprise. When we are alone, she often asks after Malikai, asking me questions about their life in Orn, which surprises me. She tries to make it seem casual and in context to the conversation, but I know better. She knows my teacher, and knows them well.

      We spend time together mostly when the other two have other duties to attend to. They seem to use her like a babysitter. It’s hard to parse out exactly what the hierarchy among them is. I know Faedra and Neythe are older, but there are times when I think Sephine may have more authority than either of them. Or perhaps she simply knows more, as she seems to be kept on the fringes of both the Anemoi and pure Elemental communities on Kythrea both.

      Today, Neythe and Faedra are busy in another compound, or so Sephine tells me, and we are having lunch in the common room down the hall from my chambers. The fire crackles in the circular marble hearth at the center of the room, reflecting warm light onto the shining white floors. A small table is set up near the window, where I am eating a very fresh salad of various herbs and lettuces that I cannot quite identify. I’ve pressed Sephine about where food is grown several times, but she refuses to tell me much.

      Bayun is napping on the back of one of the cream-colored upholstered chairs by the fire, or at least it looks like he is napping. I can feel his conscious mind is awake though. This is a ruse of sorts. He snores quite convincingly and stretches his enormous paws out in front of him before falling into what appears to be deeper sleep. I haven’t been able to get any useful information out of Sephine all morning. Something isn’t what it seems here, and I’m starting to believe Bayun is right, that the Anemoi have ulterior motives that may be more sinister than they’d like us to believe.

      I don’t want to anger Sephine, as I sense that she’s somehow in the middle of all this, and that she is trying to help me, but I need more information about what’s happening here. It’s time to push harder. “How do you know Malikai?”

      Sephine looks up from her tea. She does not eat solid food in front of me, ever, but consumes a great deal of tea. “They are my sibling.”

      “And Marzana?”

      Sephine’s strange aura is easier to perceive now than when I first woke, though it is not as vibrant as I might expect. Now it fades, darkening. “We are also related. We are the progeny of the Anemoi and the pure Elementals of this planet.”

      I steal a glance at Bayun who is still pretending to sleep. He doesn’t turn, but one of his ears flicks towards us, ever so slightly. “How does that work?” I ask bluntly. An inner voice cautions me to guard my words more carefully, but Sephine smiles. Some reaction must have shown on my face.

      “It will get easier. The longer you exist in the fetch, the more you’ll be able to regulate yourself.”

      I close my eyes for a moment, trying to center the rush of thoughts and feelings pressing against the blanket of nothing in my heart. I nod, but Sephine must sense that I don’t believe her.

      “To answer your question, when the Anemoi arrived here, the Elementals were welcoming. They were interested in practicing corporeal forms and several unions occurred, creating the thirteen known as the Shadowed Ones.”

      She seems to hesitate, fiddling with a bracelet in the stack of silver bangles on her left hand. I can’t help but wonder if they are real, or if they’re a part of the physical manifestation that appears before me now. “So is this form real, or an illusion of some kind?”

      Sephine’s smile reaches her eyes. She reminds me of Malikai now, mercurial and unpredictable, but endlessly wise. “It is one form of many that I can inhabit for long periods of time. This one is… familiar to me.”

      The form she’s chosen looks human to me in every way. “Why?”

      This subject must be sensitive, because Sephine doesn’t answer, so I try another question. “Can you look like an Anemoi?”

      Sephine rolls her eyes. “Of course. I choose not to though.”

      The way her eyes narrow as she answers keeps me from asking “why” again. She pours herself another cup of green tea. It smells of honey and orange blossoms. I change tactics, trying to press her into answering anything that might give me more information about these people, and this place. “Why were there only thirteen offspring between the Anemoi and the Elementals?”

      Sephine sips her tea slowly, before meeting my gaze. “I never said there were only thirteen. I said there were thirteen that you know of.” Her eyebrows raise, a challenge to me to ask more as her lips lift slightly at the corners. It seems she is enjoying my barrage of questions. Sephine is straightforward, and though I wouldn’t go so far as to call her trustworthy, she is different from Faedra and Neythe. Less cunning somehow, though certainly not less intelligent.

      “Why are you answering all of my questions?” I ask on a whim.

      “You’ve answered all of mine honestly, insofar as I can tell. Why should I not answer the questions you ask?”

      I shrug. Faedra and Neythe are both so vague when I ask them anything, telling me we have time to talk about these things later. “Neythe is reluctant to answer my questions and Faedra…”

      Sephine’s cackle is infectious as she finishes my sentence. “... is a venomous Void-beast. She will tell you nothing. The truth is I miss humans. You fascinate our kind with your curiosity—and before you ask, I mean Elementals and Anemoi both.”

      A clue. She’s spent time with humans. I smile faintly at her implication that I’m grilling her. I am, but she seems to like it; it’s become something of a game. “Were you on Interra for long?”

      She rises from the table and walks to the windows, crossing her arms. “No.”

      There’s a finality in her tone that tells me she won’t say more about that. I still can’t read her strange aura, but I don’t need to. The set of her body screams it. She may be done answering questions entirely, so I ask something that will likely seem absurd to her, in an attempt to shock her into saying more with my brazenness. “Where is Marzana? Do you keep her here?”

      Sephine raises her eyebrows. I have surprised her, but just a little, I think. “We did, once, but she escaped. That is how we knew you’d died and that we had to stop your soul from aetherating.”

      “Aetherating?”

      “Passing on, beyond the spiriti valem, to whatever is beyond.”

      Interesting. So they do not know what happens to a soul when we die. Strange. I’d assumed they might know. “Has she taken over my body?”

      Sephine shrugs. “One assumes so.”

      I swallow hard. The thought of her with my family, with Morgaine… it is distressing.

      “Is she evil?”

      Sephine’s head tilts slightly and her face takes on an appraising expression. “Evil? No. Marzana is selfish and callous. It takes a great deal of work to be evil, and Marzana has never cared for work.”

      Perhaps that should relieve me, but it doesn’t. “And you understand that to kill the Legionnaire, my sister must also kill Marzana?”

      Sephine’s aura flickers now, though I cannot read it. “That is not quite the mechanics of what will be done.”

      I lean forward; now we’re getting somewhere. “What do you mean?”

      “An Elemental, even a Shadowed One, cannot be destroyed easily. To be quite honest, we do not know what will happen to her. What is certain is that your former body will die, she will be emptied from it, and... something will be taken from her.”

      I narrow my eyes. “So she might agree to be used in the ritual, if one can be found that wouldn’t destroy her?”

      Sephine laughs, a wry, joyless sound. “No, I very much doubt that. She would have to have a conscience for that, to believe she owed the universe a sacrifice for all the trouble she has caused. She will not help you.”

      This is unfortunate. I’d begun to hope that she might, if she thought her death was not imminent. “And I cannot return to my body?”

      Sephine averts her eyes from mine, though nothing else about her changes and they flicker quickly back. “No. That is not possible.”

      The way she won’t meet my gaze concerns me. There’s something these gods aren’t saying about the fetch, something they’re hiding. I think carefully, and then make my best move. I’ll only get one chance to surprise Sephine into telling me the truth. “What is wrong with the fetch?”

      The look of faint surprise shows only in the miniscule movement of Sephine’s eyebrows. I’ve hit on something. She shakes her head once and looks me straight in the eye. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing that you know of. Yet.”

      The corners of her mouth lift again in a dry smile. “You are a clever child.”

      I try to sort out what she might tell me, and what she’s likely to lie about. “What’s happened to the others you’ve built? What went wrong?”

      This was the right question. She is silent, but clearly uncomfortable. I wait, but she says nothing, nor does she make eye contact with me.

      “Has there ever been another? Have Faedra and Neythe… I’m sorry, Penthe. Have they done this before?”

      She answers quickly and softly, her voice barely a whisper. “Not exactly.”

      My heart begins to beat faster in anticipation of what she might tell me. Just as I am about to ask another question, Neythe enters. She smiles serenely, but there is a tension about her that I cannot ignore.

      She knows what you’ve been asking. Bayun remarks, without opening his eyes.

      Good. Then out loud. “I was asking Sephine what happened to the other fetches. Could you explain what you expect to happen to me?”

      Neythe sits, uncomfortably close to Sephine, who practically flinches at the proximity. “We have not built a fetch for a human soul before. We have successfully built them for the Sirinvila at least once.”

      “At least once? What happened the other times?”

      Neythe looks furious and Sephine ever so slightly angles away from her. “The fetch simply ceased working and the consciousness was set free.”

      Set free. Saints alive. That can’t mean anything good. “What happened the other time? The time it worked?”

      “That was different,” Sephine interjects, before Neythe can respond. “Lohke is half-human. It worked with them because they have a soul, unlike the full-blooded Sirinvila. A soul is the key to interacting with the otham more directly.”

      Neythe shoots her a look that would wilt sunflowers.

      Sephine rolls her eyes. “Penthe, being dishonest with Echo will help nothing. You have to tell her the truth. The ethics of doing otherwise are highly questionable.”

      An eerie sound of frustration emanates from Neythe’s throat, a noise so inhuman it breaks through the heavy mantle of numbness around my heart. I flinch as she rises so quickly she nearly knocks her chair over. Her wings quiver in agitation and it clarifies in this moment for me: the Anemoi are not human. Of course, I understood this on a cognitive level before, but my body understands it, deep in my guts now. I am not afraid, but I recognize the warnings my human consciousness is sounding and I heed them carefully.

      Neythe stalks to the window, glancing back at Bayun’s sleeping form as she goes. “Lohke has inhabited their fetch for almost a hundred years. As far as we know, it shows no sign of disintegrating. The Sirinvila are long-lived, though, nearly as long-lived as we are. There is no telling how your human consciousness will fare. The body itself is immortal.”

      I feel something distinct now, breaking through the nothing-blanket: shock. “Excuse me? Immortal?” The sound of my voice is shrill, an octave higher than I am used to.

      “Yes. It will be harder to injure you, your aging process will likely be slowed, if it advances at all, and there is no way of telling how long you will live. In theory, you might live thousands of years. More, perhaps, if no one kills you.”

      Fury flashes across Sephine’s face now as she glares at Neythe. “Or her consciousness might reject the fetch altogether. She might aetherate in mere days, months… You can’t tell her how long it might be. Our success with Lohke might hinge on their bi-species qualities, not their ensoulment.”

      “I’d like to speak to them. Is that possible?”

      Neythe rolls her eyes at me. “You’ve met Lohke, at the Cloisters. I saw it in your memories.”

      My breath catches. “You viewed my memories?”

      Sephine shakes her head. “I told you she would not like that.”

      Neythe shrugs, flippant. “They’re of little interest to me.”

      I don’t answer. Slow rage begins to boil in my belly, the warmth spreading through me, sizzling under my skin like fire. How dare she behave so casually? I watch for signs of my consciousness detaching, but it would appear that anger fuels the attachment, rather than dissolving it. I feel clearer than I have in days, honed somehow, sharpened. This makes me uncomfortable, as my Raothami training cautions against trusting emotions like anger.

      I winnow my wrath to a narrow point, working to focus and calm myself. Anger can be the fuel, but I won’t abandon what I’ve been taught, just because this body is different. “Why am I really here? If you know so little about how the fetch works once it’s inhabited, how do you plan to help me?”

      Neythe sighs deeply. “By helping you to connect with the fetch, I will be able to ensure that you are able to bond with it properly. I can teach you the correct meditation techniques, help smooth the transition. It will only be for a few weeks, Echo. I know it seems like this is shaky ground, but trust that Faedra and I know what we are doing.”

      As she speaks, I watch Sephine in my peripheral vision. She is not looking at Neythe, but is staring intently at Bayun, whose eyes are open and locked on hers. I perceive Neythe’s aura and though I cannot read it the way I might a human aura, I know what obfuscation looks like. There are things she isn’t telling me, things she will continue to refuse to tell me. I have no way of knowing what her motivations are, or how her teachings will change me.

      I don’t like the way the fetch reacts to rage, to anger. It goes against everything I was taught. By Malikai. It clicks at this moment that Malikai chose Raotham, chose to teach me its ways. They devoted themself to its practice as well, and I have to believe that those choices were intentional. Deep in my intuition, I know what Neythe is teaching me may be useful, but also extremely dangerous. I have to wonder if Neythe cares one way or another if I survive all that is coming, or if she simply wants to hone me into the most dangerous weapon possible.

      This thought changes things. Before, I might have agreed, but now… Now, I think I want to live. Maybe I didn’t before, I don’t really know, but I do now. I want to survive this, and I am uncertain the Anemoi care one way or another if I do. I allow my shoulders to slump slightly and I look down at my hands for a while, waiting for my aura to clear, drawing the nothing around me tighter and tighter. When I raise my eyes to Neythe’s I nod. “All right. I will try to trust you.”

      Neythe smiles. “Good girl. Now, I must go. Thaon has returned to the second compound with news. Faedra and I will be back for dinner, and we can talk about this all in greater depth. Would you like that?”

      I allow interest to fill my aura. “I would.”

      She grins, relief suffusing her aura. “Wonderful. You won’t be here long, Echo. Just a few weeks.”

      I nod and she leaves the room. Sephine and I wait until her footsteps fade. She returns to sipping her tea, and I to eating the salad of greens in front of me. Eventually, I look up and smile placidly at her. “I think I might like to spend a little time in meditation. It will help me focus myself for this evening.”

      “That is an excellent idea,” she agrees. She rises as I do and hugs me. The gesture is unexpected, but I hug her back. I feel something heavy fall into the pocket of my sweater.

      “I will see you later,” I say as I follow Bayun out of Sephine’s apartment.

      “Wonderful.”

      We walk down the hallway in perfect silence. In the right footwear, I move more fluidly than before, able to quiet my breathing and my footfall so that I am nearly imperceptible. When we reach our rooms, I continue walking past the door. There is a balcony at the end of the hallway and I head straight for it; Bayun trots ahead and when I reach the door I raise my eyebrows at him.

      We will be able to talk without observation here.

      I nod and open the door. It is freezing on the covered balcony, snow blowing in from all directions. Bayun cuts directly to the point.

      Sephine says if you stay, the Anemoi will try to sway you to their ways of thinking. They are interested in your relationship with Morgaine, who they know as the Voyager. Apparently, they mean neither of you direct harm, but neither do they mean to protect you.

      So it is as I feared. They don’t care in the slightest whether or not I survive. The idea that they want to bring Morgaine into this somehow, warp her point of view to theirs, sickens me. If I was unsure about leaving before, I am not any longer. I am afraid to think of Morgaine for too long, for fear of endangering my connection to the fetch, but I would do anything to protect her—even from myself.

      I cannot stay here and let them influence me further. I take Bayun into my arms, for warmth, but also for proximity. It is easier to speak mind to mind when we are touching, I’ve found. I thought as much. About me anyway. I didn’t know about Morgaine. What do they want from us? Does she know?

      She does know, but she is bound to secrecy and cannot tell.

      I nod. I am familiar with the ins and outs of magical oaths; after all, I grew up with the Warlord’s Binding.

      We should be careful how long we speak, even mind to mind. There is something in this place that tracks psychic energy.

      I’m worried about leaving before they’ve taught me how to stay attached to the fetch, but I’m even more worried that they will try to mold me into something dangerous to the ones I love. At this point, staying seems more dangerous than leaving. Do you have some idea about how we might leave?

      Yes, Bayun replies. But it will be difficult. There is a door to the spiriti valem nearby. You will need to bundle up and we should leave now, while Faedra and Neythe are busy with Thaon.

      I hug him close, trusting him more than anyone else in this strange place. Let’s go, then.
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      Morgaine and Fenric ride for nearly three days without catching up to Marzana. When they reach the channel to Lyonesse, the trail goes cold at the edge of the water. Urkayn is no longer able to track her and sits down hard on his rear, whining, next to a single Leopardis boat expertly hidden in the bushes. Morgaine and Fenric dismount, both looking for clues as to where the demon goddess might have gone.

      “Do you think she crossed to Lyonesse?” Fenric asks, looking across the misty water of the channel. In the distance, the dark shadow of Lyonesse rises above the sea.

      Morgaine pulls back the branches hiding the slim Leopardis boat. “I don’t know what else to think. There’s only one boat here. This is where we were supposed to cross with her.”

      “With Malikai.”

      “Yes, with Malikai. There should be two boats.”

      Fenric nods as he points to the indentation in the soft mud where another boat rested only a short time ago. “It makes the most logical sense that she took the other, but I can’t figure out why she’d go to Lyonesse. Wouldn’t that be the last place she’d want to be? Since that’s where we planned to take her?”

      Morgaine shrugs. “I don’t know how she’d have known what we planned to do, but I can’t figure her out. Here, help me unload the dyr. I’m going to send them home. They won’t fit on the boat.”

      Fenric gets to work as Urkayn paces by the water, whining periodically, narrowing his eyes at the island. Water laps quietly on the shore as they load the boat, but Morgaine isn’t fooled. The channel between Lyonesse and the mainland is dangerous, populated by a species of venomous sea crocodiles. Lore suggests they guard an ancient sea kingdom, hiding deep beneath the island.

      Morgaine has never seen evidence of the kingdom, but the crocodiles are real enough. They’re big enough to topple a larger boat, and mean enough to do it for spite, even if they’re not hungry. She looks for the pit she knows her people must have dug, smiling when she finds it.

      “Here, you load these. I’ll talk to the dyr.”

      Fenric groans when he sees the reserve of preserved seal flesh. “It smells fantastic.”

      Morgaine laughs as she hugs the dyr. “You know your way home?”

      Of course, Bisi says, irritation in her voice.

      Be careful, Ona cautions as they disappear into the forest. The spiny ones bite.

      When Morgaine turns to help Fenric he shakes his head. “I wish they talked more, like the hysan. But your dyr are lovely. Nothing like ours.”

      Morgaine nods as she helps Fenric load the bundles of jerky into the boat. “If you see the crocodiles, launch a handful of these as far from the boats as you can, all right?”

      Fenric rolls his eyes. “I grew up here, same as you. I know the signs.”

      As they climb into the boat after Urkayn, she hears him mutter a Saints plea in Valkun. She shakes her head, but whispers a prayer or two of her own. The crocodiles are to be taken seriously, but they adore preserved seal flesh; something about its salty flavor sates them, and no fisherman goes out in these waters without a sizable stash of the fatty jerky.

      “You ready?” he asks as he pushes off from the shore.

      Morgaine keeps her eyes trained on the clear water. “As ready as I’m going to be. Let’s get this over with quickly.”

      She wonders how Marzana made it across without the seal flesh. The stores were too plentiful for her to have taken any. Perhaps the crocodiles got her. She nearly groans at the thought, but it is better to stay as quiet as possible.

      Their oars glide smoothly through the water and Morgaine begins to relax as they cross the glassy water of the channel. They’ve made it nearly halfway across with nary a sight of the ancient crocodiles. Some seasons are easier than others with the crocs; maybe spring breeding has started and this is just a lucky day. Behind her, Fenric begins to sing, and loudly, his rich baritone vibrating every bone in her body.

      Morgaine spins, nearly hitting him in the head with her oar. “What in seventeen hells do you think you’re doing?” she hisses.

      “Keeping the crocs away,” he answers with a crooked grin.

      “By drawing them right to us?”

      “You sing the songs and they stay away, everyone knows that.”

      “No!” Morgaine cries. “You stay perfectly quiet and hope to pass unnoticed.”

      Fenric shrugs, his face blithe. “That’s how we always did it.”

      “No wonder so many of you fools die at sea,” she mutters, turning back and beginning to row again. “Who is the Wellaman, anyway?”

      “No idea,” he whispers. “It’s a song from before.”

      Morgaine wants to ask “before what,” but as he’s finally quieted down and there don’t seem to have been any consequences, she stays silent. She can ask later, once they’ve safely reached the shore.

      “Shit,” he swears. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      Morgaine is about to hit him with her oar when she sees them. Not one or two, but five crocs rising quickly from the deep. She reaches for the jerky and begins to toss it as far as she can from the boat.

      “Keep rowing,” she shouts.

      She peers over the side of the boat into the clear water. Below, one croc veers towards the jerky and is swiftly cuffed back in line. That’s when it registers: they are swimming in formation. In all her life, she’s never seen crocs behave thus, and she’s been on thousands of fishing expeditions and sea voyages. She grabs her oar and starts to row.

      “What are you doing?” Fenric yells. “Keep tossing the jerky.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she snaps back. “Look at them.”

      She doesn’t look back, but she assumes he peers over to see the rapid ascent the crocs are making in formation. “Shit.”

      “We’ve gotta try to make it to shore first.”

      His only response is a dull noise. He doesn’t have to say it. There’s no way they can make it to shore before the crocs surface, and when they do, they are well and truly fucked.

      “You might as well try singing again,” she shouts, tears welling in her eyes at the frantic effort they’re making.

      But Fenric doesn’t sing; in fact, he says nothing and the sound of his oar dies. When she turns to ask him what the hell he’s thinking, she gasps. His boots and sweater are off and he’s poised to dive. Urkayn whines, begging him not to go.

      “Get to shore,” he commands as he dives into the water.

      She cannot protest, cannot stop him. He cuts into the water and gods he is fast. She’s never seen a human swim so deftly, so like an animal. The crocs hesitate, seeming confused by the change in circumstances. Morgaine is nearly frozen with fear, but she will not waste Fenric’s sacrifice. Besides, he’s so far ahead of them now, he just might make it.

      She rows as hard as she can, the Leopardis boat slicing through the water faster and faster with her efforts. Alongside her, two crocs rise out of the water, their spiny backs surfacing just behind the boat. She has no time to be afraid, but takes several strong strokes with her oar and then puts all her strength into aiming for the croc on her right. Its head has risen above the water, and just as it’s about to strike, she jams her oar into its eye.

      It screams and sinks down beneath the smooth surface of the water. She has no time to look for Fenric. The croc on her left hits the boat with its tail, sending her, Urkayn and all of their supplies flying into the water. Morgaine hits the water hard, broadside, and the impact causes her to see stars.

      And then she sinks like a stone, heavy and exhausted from the fight. Somewhere close by the croc turns in the water; she can see it as her vision darkens, readying to come for her. Then, strong arms grip her and she is moving forward, head safely above the surface. Shore is straight ahead, and she sees Urkayn scrambling ashore, shaking his fur. When she and Fenric reach the shallows Fenric yells, “run. They’ll follow.”

      Urkayn waits for Morgaine, urging her to move faster by nosing her behind the knees. Her wet clothes and boots make every step feel like running through mud, but she moves as quickly as she can, three of the crocodiles close at their heels, snarling. Then there is nothing. No sound except the water and her breathing and Fenric’s. She looks up at him, gasping for air, and he grins as Urkayn presses his wet head against her leg. “We made it.”

      “How?” she asks, but he doesn’t answer. He’s staring at something on the rocky beach ahead, and then he’s running for it.

      It looks like an enormous fish of some kind at first, but when Fenric turns it over, she sees it is only the tail that looks like a fish, deep silver with iridescent scales that flash like labradorite. The top half of its body is humanoid.

      “Help me get her into the water,” he cries.

      “The crocs…” Morgaine murmurs.

      “They won’t hurt her. They were protecting her. Help me.”

      Morgaine is confused, but she helps Fenric with the creature. If it stood on legs it would be as tall as he is, but the enormous fins at the apex of its tail make it several feet longer and bulky to move. Urkayn sniffs it gently, but does not bother it as they maneuver the creature into their arms. As she helps Fenric lift the creature and drag it to the water, she gets a closer look at its face, which is also covered in smooth grey scales.

      It is finely boned and beautiful, with a long thin nose, high cheekbones and full lips. Its silver hair is long, reaching far past its scale-covered waist. They drag the creature to the water, where Fenric takes over.

      “Stay on shore,” he says quietly. “Let me help her.”

      He swims out with the creature in his arms and Morgaine can’t quite make out what happens, but the thing begins to move. Then it slips under the water and disappears. Fenric swims back to shore.

      “What in seventeen hells was that?” Morgaine asks as he stumbles ashore.

      His eyes are tired. “One of the Rousália.” When she shows no sign of knowing what that means he adds, “The sea people.”

      “That… is a myth,” Morgaine stammers, shivering.

      Fenric shakes his head and pulls on her arm. “Let’s go.”

      Morgaine starts to follow but a splash causes them both to turn. It’s the creature. “Thank you, little brother,” the creature calls in Valkun.

      Fenric walks back to the water, pulling Morgaine with him. “It was my honor, your highness.” His head bows respectfully and he jerks on Morgaine’s arm until she does so as well.

      When the creature speaks, her voice is musical and unearthly, and full of anger. “The Elemental lured me from the deep. She knew the songs of my sisters, the Sirini, and I rose to hear them, thinking they might have returned to these shores. She captured me and used me to traverse the channel safely, then left me to die on shore.”

      “We are pursuing her, your highness,” Fenric explains. “We will make sure she is punished.”

      The creature laughs and Morgaine thinks it may be the most beautiful noise she has ever heard. “It has been some time since I granted you a boon, but here we are again. What shall it be this time, Fenric Hohlt? What would you ask of me? Shall I grant you the ability to breathe underwater, as well as swim as we do?”

      Morgaine smirks; at least that explains the way he moved in the water. Fenric kneels, stretching his arm out toward the creature. The Rousália swims close and takes his hand in her long, webbed fingers. She glances at Morgaine and Urkayn, but does not address them otherwise.

      “Help us,” he asks. “The Devourers return to the world, and my queen, the Miyel’karai, will need help.”

      The Rousália’s eyes are vast and dark, the color of deepest sapphire, with slashed feline-looking irises. She blinks several times, as though considering. “Even in the deep, we have heard of your queen. Many things will wake that should have stayed sleeping. Some will wake that never should have slept. But we will help the Miyel’karai when the time comes.”

      “Until then,” Fenric whispers, kissing the sea-queen’s hand.

      “Until then,” she repeats, slipping under the waves, without so much as a look for Morgaine.

      As they stumble to shore Morgaine sees exactly one of their bags washed ashore a ways off, amongst the wreckage of the boat. Fenric motions to it. “You get that, I’ll start a fire. We’ve got to get dry quickly, it will get cold when night falls.”

      Morgaine nods, jogging toward the debris as Urkayn helps Fenric gather sticks. When she reaches the bag, she finds it’s her own. “Sorry,” she says as she walks back to where he’s managed to start a small fire. “It’s all my things.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve done worse than to have to wear some of your clothes, and I can walk as easily in bare feet as I can in boots. Let’s get dry and then try to find Marzana.”

      Morgaine nods and they use some sticks and a bit of rope from her bag to hang their wet clothes, then huddle together, half naked in front of the fire. Urkayn shakes again and then lays in the sand, as close to the fire as he can stand, and falls promptly asleep.

      “So you’ve met the sea people before?” Morgaine asks, teeth chattering.

      Fenric nods, shaking himself. “The Valkun have many stories of their cities under the seas, and they’re often seen off our shores, but it’s considered bad luck to speak of direct encounters. I met Nuwala when I was a child. She was tangled in my family’s fishing nets. I rescued her and she granted me a boon. I asked to be able to swim like she did. A child’s wish. I never saw her again.”

      “You were kind to her.”

      Fenric nods. “I suppose I was. I never told anyone what had happened, but when I next swam, I could swim as she did, as though I had fins.”

      “That child’s wish saved me today, and if they have any kind of fighting force, you may have helped Miyala significantly.”

      Fenric shrugs. “It seemed like the right thing to do.”

      Morgaine smiles. “You do a lot of that, don’t you?”

      His grey eyes are serious when he answers. “As much as I can.”

      They sit quietly until their clothes are dry enough to put on, and then pack their few things and head straight into the forest, Urkayn rushing ahead of them, as though he has all the energy in the world.
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      The sun begins to sink beneath the tree line and there’s no sign of Marzana. Even Urkayn’s boundless energy seems to wane. The three trudge through the forest, dejected and weak. A cold wind cuts through their still-damp clothes and Morgaine begins to fantasize about warm baths and hot soup. Fires and soft blankets. Her eyes begin to close, even as she continues walking.

      “I don’t think there’s anything here,” Fenric says, startling her out of her tired stupor.

      “Why would she hide her trail now?” Morgaine wonders aloud. “She’s been so obvious thus far, aside from the subterfuge at the start.”

      Fenric lifts his shoulders in frustration. “I don’t know. Should we backtrack to the rendezvous point to meet Malikai? Maybe they can help?”

      The thought of crossing the water again isn’t particularly attractive. Nor is having to tell Malikai they lost their only chance of destroying the Warlord. Morgaine groans. Malikai Idrisani is the world’s greatest Raotham master. Enigmatic, cunning, and mysterious, they are someone she dreamed of impressing when she was a child. It’s unlikely she’ll impress them now.

      Fenric’s skin has gone a shade of pasty grey. He continues, “I’d rather see if we can find her, before telling Malikai. We can spare another hour to try to ferret her out. Then we can walk to the fortress if we have to and wait for them there.”

      Morgaine chuckles softly at the dejected tone in his voice. “So you idolize Idrisani too?”

      Her companion doesn’t respond, but the pink in his cheeks tells her everything she needs to know.

      “We’re a lot alike,” she remarks, trudging forward, legs heavy.

      Fenric’s smile is crooked, sad and wry at the same time. “It makes sense.”

      Morgaine’s heart drops into her stomach at the mere hint of mentioning Echo. “We should get going.”

      His hand darts out, grabbing her elbow as she begins to step forward. She jerks it back from him, a reflex rather than a true reaction.

      “Stop,” he hisses, gesturing to Urkayn, who has gone silent.

      A ridge has risen on the Taigal dog’s neck and his lips are curled back, his teeth showing. He stares into the forest, into the thick brush in the distance. A gust of wind blows so sharply it takes Morgaine’s breath away. As she pulls her hood around her ears, she catches sight of something off the path. Something glimmering with unearthly light, deep in the forest.

      “What’s that?” she breathes in wonder.

      The irregularity of it is familiar to her somehow and her gut tightens in recognition. Memories of last winter flicker in her consciousness. Before she traveled to Port Thraice to meet Echo, she’d been on a mission in the void lands to find a well, said to grant wishes to travelers.

      Instead, she’d found a ruined city, the goddess Neythe, and a door to another world. Neythe commanded her to learn to recognize the door, indicating she had a special mission for Morgaine in the future. The encounter had been fascinating, but Morgaine had mostly dismissed it as a strange whim of the gods.

      Fenric stares at Urkayn, worry etching lines in his brow. “Why is he reacting that way?”

      Morgaine shrugs as she leaves the path, pushing through the brush. She can see why Marzana’s path disappeared. The wind blows all signs of her footsteps away as she walks. She looks back at Fenric and Urkayn; both seem frozen in place, fear keeping them unnaturally still.

      “Come on,” she calls.

      Urkayn follows immediately, but Fenric shakes his head once. She motions to him with her arms, an exaggerated movement meant to show him she’s frustrated. His chin sets in a stubborn, determined way that makes her want to laugh. He shakes his head twice and then sighs, following her into the thick brush.

      They are noisy as they walk towards the anomaly, but it hardly matters over the sound of the howling wind. It isn’t like the door in the wasteland, Morgaine realizes as they approach. Something is wrong with it, something terrible. Not only is there no frame built around it, no peaceful peek into an unknown world, but the wind is coming from the door.

      “What in seventeen hells is that?” Fenric shouts as he nears the spot where she’s stopped.

      “Another world,” she shouts back, sure now she is right.

      Neythe told her there would be doors like the one in the waste, natural pathways to other worlds, and then others that were unnatural, wrong somehow, and that she would recognize them when she saw them. Morgaine is sure this is one such portal, surer than she has been about anything in her life.

      She doesn’t realize she’s been moving towards it, pulled somehow by its strange energy, until she feels Fenric’s strong grip on her arm. “Morgaine, Stop.”

      She pulls out of his grasp and walks forward.

      “Yarlo, I said stop.” He yanks her arm so hard they both fall onto their rears, and from the forest floor, Morgaine sees Marzana. She is at the threshold of the portal, ready to step through. Before Morgaine can say anything, do anything, another figure streaks past her, at a nearly inhuman speed.

      She hears shouting between the two. The new figure has slowed now, and flames burst from Marzana’s hands. The figure is Malikai. Their hands fly up in front of their face, not in surrender, but defense, Morgaine realizes. Somehow, Malikai deflects the ball of flame Marzana throws their way, and then she is gone, disappearing into the portal.

      It all happens so quickly, neither Fenric nor Morgaine has time to react. The sudden cessation of the howling wind leaves a ringing absence in Morgaine’s ears.

      “What just happened?”

      She doesn’t know who she’s asking, but Malikai answers, crouching down before her, having moved with that same inhuman speed. “It would appear we’ve lost Marzana.”

      Fenric shifts uncomfortably. “Hello, Malikai. It’s nice to see you again.”

      Malikai rolls their eyes, pushing their hair back. “The two of you bungled this one. Getting her back will be a trick.”

      “Where did she go?” Morgaine asks, still unable to rise.

      Malikai stares toward the portal, which seems less agitated than before. “No place anyone can survive for long, and from what I know, she’ll likely have to come back this way. You need to get to Lyonesse and have them post guards here, round the clock.”

      “What will you do?” Fenric asks.

      “Wait and watch the portal, of course,” Malikai answers drily. “Perhaps she’ll stumble back through rather than be eaten alive in there.”

      “Was she headed here all along?” Morgaine asks, incredulous. “Is this where she wanted to go?”

      Malikai hums lightly, as though thinking. “Likely so. This is one of the oldest portals on Interra, and the world it leads to is… dangerous, but convenient in many ways.”

      “How so?” Morgaine asks, exhaustion taking over her good sense.

      Malikai’s expression shifts to something that might be amusement. “That’s none of your concern. Run along. The fortress is just that way.” They gesture towards the rocky outcropping that rises above the tree line, with a white-rock fortress growing out of it like a tree.

      Urkayn rubs his head against Malikai’s leg and whines. “You smell like wet dog,” Malikai says. “And I prefer cats, so you run along too.”

      “We could stay and guard the portal,” Fenric suggests. “And you could go get the guards.”

      Malikai sighs. “You’ve already blundered this rather terribly, Fenric. And besides, the two of you are not dressed for being out here when night falls. Take this smelly beast and get to the fortress. Send help, get baths, leave the rest to me. Nyx will take you both.”

      Malikai reaches out a gloved hand to help Morgaine up, just as she sees a huge, horned equine emerge from the forest.

      Hello, Voyager, Nyx whispers gently in her mind. It is good to see you again.
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      I bundle myself into the warmest clothes I can find: a silky base layer, then another of soft, thin wool, before adding breeches and a thick sweater. Bayun finds both cold weather pants and a fur-lined jacket in a box under the bed, with several layers of socks, gloves and a gaiter to wear around my neck. The most interesting thing he shows me is a pair of glasses he calls goggles.

      I search my old clothes for the object Sephine dropped into my pocket. I’d forgotten it until now. It’s the medallion Morgaine and I purchased in Port Thraice, with Relequan sigils for protection carved into one side, and the head of a lynxcat on the other. I don't know why or how she had it, but I slip the chain over my head and tuck it into my sweater. I feel a flicker of longing at the memories attached to the medallion, but shove them deep into the recesses of my mind. This is not the time.

      “What about you?” I whisper to Bayun when I am dressed. I’m concerned he’ll be cold.

      I will be warm enough. I was made for this kind of weather.

      I am tempted to argue. Lynxcats are certainly hardy creatures, but they can freeze to death like any other cat. But there’s something in what he said that keeps me silent. I remember the discussion between him and Neythe, that suggested Bayun is more than what he seems, that he has known other lives. Now is not the time to discuss this, but I am curious all the same.

      We must go. We don’t know when Faedra and Neythe will return. And you certainly do not want to meet Thaon.

      I pick him up to better aid a silent conversation. Will they follow?

      Not where we are going. The oldest of the Elementals guard the gate. The Anemoi do not dare tread on their territory.

      I want to ask why, but he jumps out of my arms and trots to the door. I know time is of the essence. I look around and shake my head. There is so much I want to know about this place, the mix of magic and technology, the secrets of the Anemoi, their history.

      But Bayun is right. If they are trying to manipulate me, I need to get away from them quickly. I don’t know how malleable my mind may be in the fetch. I need to get home, to my family, to people I can trust not to harm me. I need to be somewhere safe, and however curious I am about Kythrea, this place is not safe.

      I follow him into the hall, shutting the door to my chambers as softly as I can. We creep back onto the balcony, where a staircase descends into a narrow ravine. The wind howls around us as we climb down, snow swirling around us in clouds, making the way nearly invisible at times. I go slowly, gauging each footfall carefully before moving forward, leaning hard against the icy wall of the compound.

      Bayun is a golden pinpoint of fur in front of me, never going faster than I can follow. After what seems like hours, I look back up to find my footsteps have been erased by the wind. Finally, we reach the bottom and moving through the ravine is easy enough. The snow around me is blue with the dim light of the day and the mouth of the ravine curls around us, sheltering us somewhat from the wind.

      Every so often a gust blows through the ravine and I am colder than I thought possible, but my clothing and the fetch’s relative sturdiness in the extreme cold keep me from danger. I grow used to Bayun’s silence and do not attempt to engage him in conversation. In the quiet, as my body moves, working to move me forward and keep me warm, I feel my consciousness begin to stitch into the physicality of the fetch.

      I remember a Raotham walking sequence meant to engage the mind in meditation as the practitioner moves. I cannot recall the words, so I focus on my breath, moving my hands and fingers through the ancient signs for equanimity, harmony, breath and strength. I roll my feet forward, heel to toes, as I breathe, noticing everything I can about the way this body feels: the cold brush of the ice forming on my exposed skin, the numbness of my toes, the slight ache in my chest as feelings rise to the surface of my mind.

      Bayun looks back at me. Be careful and go slow. Neythe was not lying about overwhelm. It might delay your progress.

      I nod once and continue, feeling more comfortable inside the fetch as I go. We are rising at a slight incline and the ravine has narrowed sharply around us, bending so slightly that I do not notice at first. I’m so focused on my breath that I cannot see the path forward anymore.

      Suddenly, my limbs feel light and my arms rise against my will. I look down and Bayun is floating ever so slightly above the ground. Continue walking. This is normal.

      I do as he does, but my feet no longer touch the ground. Somehow, even without contact with the ground, I manage to move forward, though it feels more like walking through a pool of water than anything. I focus on the burn of my muscles, the warmth of my breath, the sweat dripping down the small of my back under the layers of warm clothes.

      The ravine widens and I gasp in shock. It’s stopped snowing, allowing me to see what’s in front of us more easily. Above, spikes of ice curl around the path, like the ribs of a gigantic beast. They are intricately carved with fluid designs. Two pale moons shine against the lavender sky, giving the landscape a surreal pastel glow. The path is snow packed but not icy as my feet slowly lower to the ground. Ahead, a rocky path rises sharply into the light of the sun. I cannot make out what is at the top, but clouds of white mist cascade out of the apex of the outcropping of stone.

      At its base, twelve of the tallest corporeal creatures I have ever seen are gathered as though they are waiting for us. “Who are they?” I whisper.

      The Veratra, the oldest of the Elementals, and the strongest. They guard the gate in corporeal form.

      They do not seem threatening, though they are certainly imposing. Their skin is pale, a variety of pastel colors reflective of the snow, ever-changing in the light, and their bodies are thickly sinewed, with ropes of musculature over their humanoid shapes.

      None has a head or a face, though, which at first glance is disorienting. Instead, bits of their physical essence seem to cloud in streams and eddies around their shoulders, bright orbs of light illuminating the place where their faces would be, were they human. And though they have no faces, when they turn to gaze upon me, I know it. Their attention is tangible.

      Come, little ones, a voice beckons. I wince with pain, losing focus as I crumple to the ground.

      Quiet your voice, Pravu. You will damage its mind. The new voice is softer, and a humongous clawed hand lifts me off the ground. I did not even see the creature move, and yet, here it stands, setting me on my feet once more.

      I am Khamael of the Veratra, and we have been waiting for you, Azraiel.

      I bow my head in reverence when I see they’ve gathered around me in a half-circle. Up close, their presence is nothing short of divine. I want to scream, cry, laugh and shout simultaneously, I am so overcome by emotion.

      You must calm yourself, Khamael says. Try to breathe.

      Bayun hops into my arms and the pressure of their presence lessens. They are pure energy, made corporeal by their immense power, he explains. But they wish to help you.

      I nod once at him and then once at them. Their auras quiet, and I understand. The bright light and the flowing matter where their heads might be, that is their aura. They are made of aura. Not just any energy made corporeal, but auric energy. Unlike the Anemoi, who are simply more advanced than we are, these creatures are the most like gods I will likely ever know.

      I take a knee, bowing before them. “I will accept whatever help you offer, great ones.”

      A clawed finger tips my head upwards where Khamael’s auric energy forms into a face, momentarily, with soulful eyes that smile. There is no need to grovel, Azraiel.

      “Why are you calling me that?”

      Another forms a face above their shoulders, a smile playing on their lips before the face disintegrates into the cloud of matter and energy at its shoulders. You are much like our companion, who was lost, but is now found in you. You have the same energy as our Azraiel, and that is how you shall be known to us.

      I raise my eyebrows, confused.

      Death, Bayun explains. Azraiel was the guardian of death.

      “Oh,” I say softly.

      You shall do as Azraiel would have done, will you not? You will aid the Miyel’karai in her quest. You will stop the Devourers. Together.

      “Yes,” I promise.

      No matter the cost?

      “No matter the cost.”

      I feel Khamael smile, rather than see it. They scoop myself and Bayun into their embrace and we are at the foot of the outcropping.

      The Veratra speak as one: We are glad you heard our song, little Azraiel.

      “Your song?” I whisper.

      Khamael answers. To call you into the body the Anemoi made. You heard and came. This is how we knew you were our companion, or that you would be again in this life.

      I sense confusion in Khamael’s clouds of auric energy. Time confuses them, but somehow I do not. They know me, or enough of me, to want me here, and strangely I want to help them as much as I do my own people. “I will do everything in my power to save us from the Devourers,” I promise again, this time with even more urgency.

      The one called Parvu extends an arm toward the steep mountain. Then you may enter the portal. Hadran will allow you to pass.

      As I follow Bayun up the steep path through the cloudy mist I look back, just once, to see them. The others are facing forward once more, but Khamael still watches us and raises an arm in farewell before turning back to face the path.

      “Why are they here?” I ask Bayun as we trudge upwards.

      They guard against those who would use the gate for ill. Long ago, when the Anemoi first came, the Elementals rarely took corporeal form. They lived together in peaceful curiosity for many years, getting to know one another, the Elementals teaching the Anemoi about this world.

      I nearly trip over a rock, hidden by the mist. “Go on. I’m fine.”

      Some of the Elementals tried different corporeal forms, forming close bonds with the Anemoi, and the Shadowed Ones were born from those unions. Neither Anemoi, nor Elemental, they struggled to find their place. Marzana, Malikai, and Sephine were the most troublesome of them all, seeking ways off the planet.

      “And?” I ask, impatient to know the rest, though I know some of this story already, from Sephine.

      There was a conflict between the Anemoi and the Elementals when the Anemoi finally revealed the way their people cut into the fabric of the cosmos to make unnatural doors between worlds. Travel off Kythrea was banned, and the Veratra, the fellowship you see here, was formed to guard the gate.

      “What happened to Malikai, Sephine and Marzana?”

      Sephine and Marzana were punished. Marzana never recovered fully from the trial. Malikai was on Interra and simply stayed. Marzana has never forgiven them.

      “What about Sephine?”

      She has become a trusted liaison between the Anemoi and the Veratra.

      This explains why Sephine seems easier to trust than Faedra and Neythe. “What did the Shadowed Ones do? What do you mean Marzana never recovered from the trial?”

      We do not have time to discuss this. We are nearly to the gate. Hadran is the most imposing of the Veratra. You must give them the greatest respect.

      “Of course,” I agree grumpily.
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      Ahead of us rises the gate. I would not have called it such, as there is nothing that latches closed. Instead, a stone archway taller than any building I’ve ever seen in my life rises into the sky, covered by billowing clouds. Through the archway, I see the shimmering darkness of the spiriti valem and a warm, humid breeze floats out at me. When the breeze touches the cold air of Kythrea, it turns into clouds. Entranced, I almost miss the single Veratra standing in front of the great archway.

      They are nearly twice the height of the others and their auric presence is overwhelming. They are not dimming it in any way for my benefit. Unlike the other Veratra, they are dressed in armor, and carry a sword that must be at least three times my height in measure. I bow respectfully, the way Malikai taught me to greet Raothami elders.

      Give over the seal, daughter of darkness, and I shall let you and the Claw pass.

      I am not sure what they mean, but then I remember the amulet. I draw it out of my coat. “Is this what you mean?”

      Hadran’s gigantic hand reaches toward it, then shies away. Yes, that is Azraiel’s seal. Break it and you may enter the gate.

      “Break it?”

      Hadran doesn’t answer, and when I look to Bayun, he’s curled up at Hadran’s feet and appears to be napping. Useless feline. I have no weapon, but I take the medallion off and lay it on the ground. I look up at Hadran, and though they form no face, I sense they are watching me carefully.

      I stomp on the medallion, once, twice, thrice, but it does not so much as bend. I slam it against ice and rocks, but still, nothing harms it. I tire quickly in spirit, but as I work the fetch itself feels marvelously alive and connected to me. I feel as though it is my own body.

      I feel the moment it happens, the moment the last piece of my consciousness snicks into place, and the fetch is wholly mine. I stand and throw the amulet to the ground, smashing my heel into it as hard as I can. It cracks beneath my boot, dark matter oozing out and seeping into the ground. I reach for it, worried it will harm something with its poison, remembering how it felt when Bartholomew pressed the other to my forehead, sending me into a coma.

      Leave it, daughter. This ground has been consecrated by its darkness. Nothing may harm this place while I am here. You may pass.

      Their voice is gentler now, less imposing.

      “What are the seals?”

      Hadran’s aura infuses with curiosity. They are cosmic timers. They can only be broken at certain moments and they allow events to pass as they should.

      “Do you know who made them?”

      Hadran seems to think. No, I do not think I do. Do you?

      I laugh, and it’s the first laugh that feels genuine since I awoke in the fetch. “No, that’s why I asked you.”

      Many pose riddles they know the answer to. It is the way of the gate. I apologize. I do not have the answers you seek.

      I smile at Hadran. “Thank you for your honesty.”

      Of course, daughter. If you would go without the interference of the Anemoi, you should proceed. They are coming through the ravine now. We will not allow them to pass, but their words often trouble a decision already made.

      “Thank you, Hadran. We’ll go.”

      Hadran seems to hesitate. They are still blocking the gate.

      Do you know the Voyager? Have you made her acquaintance already?

      Morgaine. They’re talking about Morgaine. “Yes, I know her.”

      Please tell her that as you must, she must also beware the Anemoi. They want more from you both than they say. I do not know more. But this much is known to us.

      “Thank you, Hadran. I will tell her when I see her again.”

      She will change, as you did, though not in the same ways. Her journey is different from your own. Hers will take her further, but you must trust her heart, daughter of Azraiel. Her heart tells true, and it will be a guide to you both.

      I take Hadran’s outstretched hand, my palm tiny in theirs. “I will tell her.”

      They near! Hurry now. Learn the stories of the ones who came before you, Azraiel and the Ophanir. The three. You must understand these tales if you are to defeat the Devourer.

      Another tale of three warriors that fought the Devourers. Curious, but not wholly unexpected. Like the Devourers themselves, I imagine there are stories in dozens of worlds about the ones who might defeat them. The trouble will be knowing which contain truths we can use. This exhortation seems to exhaust Hadran. Their shoulders dip slightly before they move aside to let Bayun and I pass. When I am nearly through the gate, I turn to look at Hadran, sensing a sadness in their aura I cannot ignore.

      “Thank you, friend. I will remember your advice. I wish we had more time to talk with one another.”

      Hadran’s aura sings with strength and vitality, and as I stretch upwards toward them they reach one clawed finger toward me. When I touch them, hundreds of flashes of memories flood my mind. They are unclear to me, like abstract watercolor paintings, but I understand implicitly that they explain the nature of the Anemoi as the Elementals understand them. Ruthless, cunning and cruel, but not evil. They are capable of great love and magnanimity.

      Next come impressions that are beautiful and full of love. These are Hadran’s feelings towards Kohrrm, or as I know them, Malikai. So much deep sadness infuses the images, a longing for a companion Hadran fears they’ll never see again and I wonder—could Hadran be one of Malikai’s parents? It is more than I can make sense of in this moment, but it is a gift.

      We will not see each other again, little daughter of darkness. You must not return to this place. But please tell Kohrrm that I have not forgotten them—that if they can find their way, they can always come home.

      “I will tell them,” I whisper.

      May peace find you.

      I step through the gate. “May it also find you.”

      My words disappear as I step onto the spiriti valem. I understand now why the Veratra guard the gate. The Anemoi should not have access to this space between worlds. Probably very few should; certainly humans could not be trusted to act responsibly with access to the source of all life and magic in the universe either.

      Bayun chirps at me softly, bringing me back to the world around me. The spiriti valem is much as it always is: soft darkness, murky outlines of worlds just out of my perception. Clouds of otham swirl around my feet, beckoning to my subconscious mind. Instinctively, I look for the creature I created, the fractured thing that spoke to me before, but it is nowhere to be seen. Only the otham I am used to, with its milder, calmer sentience pushing and pulling me in several different directions.

      “Stop that,” I whisper. “I need to go home. Can you help?”

      It ceases momentarily, then coalesces into a stream, flowing in one direction. Bayun looks back at me, a slightly awed look in his eyes.

      It heeded your request. This is the way back.

      I shrug. “Did you know all those things Hadran said?”

      Some. Not all.

      “Are you going to explain to me how you know all these things when you’re barely a year old?”

      I am older than that. This is not my first life, nor will it be my last. Surely you must know this is how it works for the creatures of Interra.

      “I did not, actually.”

      Demonae and draconae live many lives. One of mine was with an Anemoi princess, until she disappeared.

      “That must have been difficult for you.”

      Yes, it was.

      There is pain in his voice. I debate whether or not I should press further, then ask, “Is she still alive?”

      Somewhere, I suppose. She was always a canny creature. Much like you, in many ways. She knew how to survive.

      I don’t know how to respond to that. Inside me, there has always been a well of darkness so deep and so impenetrable that I understood why I was the assassin in our family. My connection to death has always been too close, too familiar. The Veratra calling me Azraiel makes sense.

      I must be making a face because Bayun sits hard on his rump and looks up at me, eyes narrowed and glowing slightly in the shadowy darkness of the vale. You think that because you know death intimately that you do not wish to live. Have you considered that knowing it so well might make you master of rebirth? For you, death is an ending. For my kind, it is a beginning. Might this be yours?

      The thought had not occurred to me. “Thank you. I will think about that.”

      Bayun’s head tilts as he appraises me. I believe you will. Come, we are almost to the door.

      “Where will we come out?”

      Unfortunately, not on Interra. We must make a short trip through another world. The road from one world to another and back to the vale can be convoluted in places, damaged by the unnatural cuts that were made.

      I take Bayun at his word, as I know we don’t have much time. My Raotham training tells me that lingering in the vale in corporeal form is treacherous. Few Raothami can master it, and certainly it is not recommended for the uninitiated. Traveling between in your own body risks your soul in all sorts of unpleasant ways, and as I’ve just had mine reattached to a body, I’d rather not find it detaching here.

      “All right.” I step quickly now that Bayun is moving again. “So it’s another world. What’s it like?”

      Bayun trots faster now, driving a determined pace. Dangerous. But going this way will take us directly to Lyonesse. There is no gate, as there was on Kythrea. This is an unnatural door, a cut that was made and not closed, a long time ago.

      “What’s so dangerous about this place?” I ask, adding, “I have no weapons.”

      Nor would you be able to use them, if you had them. He hesitates. Whatever it is that scares him about this world, he doesn’t want to say. The creatures there are like the Elementals of Kythrea in some ways, though they are far less evolved. They are parasites of a kind.

      I don’t like the sound of this. “What do they feed on?”

      Much like the Sirinvila, they feed on life force. Unlike the Sirinvila, they have very little control over their appetites.

      A lump forms in my throat. “How will I know them?”

      Bayun is silent for a while, moving forward with the stream of otham, navigating through one eddy of the life-giving energy, then another. As we walk through the shadowy world between worlds, I catch glimpses of both familiar and unfamiliar places and objects, but they fade into the sapphire mist before they materialize, reminding me that the spiriti valem touches all worlds, all places, and is a mirror for the energies in each realm. The infinite nature of it troubles me, even as the otham swishes comfortingly around my ankles, brushing my calves with soft tendrils of smoke.

      When my small god finally speaks, he does not turn to look at me. You may not see them at all. They are nearly impossible for humans to perceive. We will move quickly.

      My stomach clenches and I am acutely aware of the way my skin encases my flesh, as if it is too tight to hold me, amplified by the feeling of a thousand fire ants crawling just under its surface. I do not feel anxiety as such right now, but my body remembers it. Though the fetch feels more natural than it did even a day ago, my feelings have not returned with any kind of normalcy.

      I stop asking Bayun questions or trying to converse at all. I’d rather not know more about any of this. Instead, I focus on my breath and the movement of my body. The more closely I pay attention to the present moment, the better I feel.

      In the distance, I hear the fractured otham’s voice, though the figure I saw before is nowhere in sight. Its voice is a haunting whisper, a refrain that beats out a rhythm with each step I take. Knot-breaker, return to me. Come home and we shall change the world.

      Though I struggle to feel it deeply, the tone of the repeated words is edged in menace, alive with shuddersome threats, barely concealed by its attempt to be alluring. I glance at Bayun, wondering if he hears, but he does not react, so I do the same. Perhaps if I don’t respond to it, the creature will leave me alone. I know this must be illogical, but I try it anyway. Ahead I see a shimmering slit in the murky dark of the spiriti valem.

      Bayun glances back at me, his topaz eyes glowing slightly. We are here. The creatures are drawn to those that stop, so you must keep moving, no matter what.

      The lynxcat waits for me, then slips through the rift. I follow, not pausing for a moment as the feeling of absence threatens to overtake me. Between worlds is nothing, not even black darkness, no—this is something else entirely. Somehow, this rift is the essence of absence. Just when I think I may have become stuck, time catches up to me and I step through, moving quickly again. It is difficult not to stop when we reach the other side. This world is beautiful.

      The air is hot and wet, as though it has just rained on a summer evening in the Ayles, and I am tempted to take my outer layer off, but I know it will be cold in Lyonesse. Everywhere there are flowers blooming among the glossy green leaves of the tropical plants that have pushed up through the stone floors and walls of the ruin we’ve entered. The air is thick with the scent of flowers and sweet undernotes of rotting flesh. Stone walls rise around us, but there is no roof and the night sky shimmers overhead, full of unfamiliar stars and two giant moons that hover so impossibly close it feels like I could touch them.

      I am tempted to slow down, take it all in, but Bayun sets a punishing pace. When we leave the ruin, the sound of running water greets me. I follow Bayun as he runs along the slow-moving stream. The water is crystal clear and gives off a faint glow of light. Under the surface, huge statues lie on the river bottom, bits and pieces of their finely hewn detail worn away by the movement of the water. They are humanoid in shape, with handsome features, though I cannot make out their full bodies, as they have broken into many pieces. Here is a head, there a hand or torso.

      I slow to look at them, enchanted by this place, and Bayun calls to me. Do not stop!

      I pick up my pace, and as I do I notice the silence. There are no sounds of insects or creatures stirring in the night. Only my footsteps and my lungs make noise. The quiet is far from peaceful, like the sweet stench of decay that grows stronger with every stride forward. Menace cloys the air, clashing with the beautiful atmosphere of this world.

      We’re nearly there. Bayun beckons.

      Now there is a noise, the wind howling. No, as we run, I see it is not the wind, but air escaping this world, into our own I assume. And there is something else. A soft whimper, somewhere in the distance. I slow, letting Bayun pull ahead of me.

      A short ways away from me, a figure lays crumpled on the ground, and it is crying. “Wait,” I call to Bayun. “There’s someone here. They need help.”

      Leave them. It is too late. The creatures have them.

      “No!” I shout, changing direction. I won’t leave anyone in such pain.

      As soon as I approach, I feel the creatures, rather than see them. Though they do not have aura, they have an energy that I can sense in the same way. It is not quite sight, though it often feels very similar. They are gathered around the figure, feeding off it. One turns in my direction and I feel it hiss, rather than hear it with my ears. Has it seen me?

      Then something shimmers in my vision and I can make them out. Their bodies remind me of a drawing I once saw in a gallery of the oceanic eels of the Void Lands. It seems, as they shift around the figure, that their skeletons are on the outside of their translucent serpentine bodies, spiny protrusions jutting out from their bony skulls.

      I remain very still, not wanting to draw their attention, but they don’t react any further to my presence. I move slowly, inching towards the prone figure. Whoever they are, they are curled up in the fetal position, trying to cover their head, which is where the creatures seem to have the majority of their attention focused, though now I both see and sense two more lingering at the bottom of the figure’s feet.

      The closer I get, the more I can make out of the figure itself, and there is something familiar about the curve of its form. Time slows as I approach the figure, concerned as I am about attracting the attention of the creatures. The figure quivers slightly, obviously in pain. Whatever the creatures are doing, it’s hurting them. I have to find a way to help.

      I reach the figure and the creatures still have taken no notice of me, and some understanding drops into my stomach like dead weight. The fetch is the difference between me and the figure they feed on. The figure lives a natural life, and I live an unnatural one now. I bend down to help the figure, pull them away from the creatures—and then draw back quickly, as if stung. The clothes they wear are familiar to me. They are mine. Clothes Morgaine and I purchased a lifetime ago in Port Thraice. The figure is faced away from me, their hair covered by the hood of their jacket.

      Where did this person get my clothes? My heart thumps against the cage of my chest as I draw back further. Bayun stops, noticing I’ve approached the figure and the creatures.

      Echo, leave the poor thing there. It is too far gone. Let them have it.

      The figure moans again as the creatures writhe around them. They’re mumbling something incomprehensible, and the noises they make are excruciating. I cannot leave them. It isn’t just that they’re wearing my clothes. It’s that I cannot leave any creature in so much pain. I move quickly, turning them over. Then I see their face.

      My face.

      I nearly drop her to the ground and run, but somehow I hang on. I glance up to see the creatures are moving more frantically now, disturbed by my movement of the body, but they still do not see me, so focused as they are on the doppelganger I hold in my arms. I feel as though I’m moving in slow motion, even though I am aware that mere seconds have passed.

      I look again at the figure’s face. The eyes are rolled back into the head, but I have the unsettling feeling that they don’t just look like me. Quickly, I push the sleeve back on the jacket and look at the right wrist. There is the tiny scar, shaped like a question mark, and the tattoos leftover from the Warlord’s Binding. I know if I turn them over, push their shirt up, I will find my Mark.

      “Damn you, Marzana,” I mutter as I drag her into a seated position.

      Her eyes flutter open and it is beyond perturbing to see my own face smile, while the expression it wears is completely alien to me. “Hello you,” she rasps.

      It enrages me to hear her use my voice, and I have the urge to shake her violently.

      Hurry, Bayun urges as I consider throttling her. The creatures sense me now and their attention turns squarely to me. Though they do not approach me, the threat in their attention is enough to motivate me to move faster. I drag Marzana upward as I stand.

      Of course, after speaking to Sephine, I knew this was possible, but seeing it is different than imagining it. I heave her onto my shoulder. She groans at my effort. The creatures move quickly to follow, continuing to feed as I trudge forward, carrying her.

      “Will they follow when we reach Interra?” I shout to Bayun, over the sound of the escaping air.

      I do not know, he calls back.

      He’s seen her face now. He knows as well as I do that we cannot leave her here. I don’t know how she got here, but I cannot let her die, nor can I let her escape. We near the slit and the wind howls harder, blowing hair into my eyes and mouth. We are drawn forward, carried by the current of it. As we begin to rush towards Interra, I feel the creatures lose their hold on Marzana. Bayun is gripping the ground with his claws, waiting for us. As we reach him, he lets go and the three of us tumble through together.

      The wind is still loud in my ears, and the sun too bright after the soft darkness of the other world, but I hear shouts and feel hands pulling Marzana off me.

      “It’s her. The demon!”

      I look to Marzana, as she’s dragged away by people I can’t quite make out yet, as my eyes struggle to adjust to the light. When my sight clears, I see the source of the voices. A person dressed in Leopardis garb is staring at me, as their companions drag Marzana away. I can’t locate Bayun fast enough, as the Leopardis lunges for me, their companions following close behind, as they’ve determined Marzana isn’t a threat. Hands grip my arms as the Leopardis pile onto me, attempting to hold me down. I go limp for a moment, pretending I will give in.

      Then as they relax, thinking I’ve given up, I slip out of their grip. From a short distance away, Bayun hisses, attacking at the same time I do. My first opponent falls with a swift kick to the gut, and the second to Bayun’s claws, leaving me with the last fighter. I don’t recognize them, but I know they’re Leopardis, so I try to go easy as they lunge forward, knife drawn.

      I duck, evading the blade, then swiftly disarm them. When the knife falls from their grip, I throw a series of punches so fast and hard I surprise myself. My fist makes contact with their teeth and blood gushes from their mouth. The attacker staggers backwards, clutching their face.

      My peripheral vision catches my first opponent approaching again, thinking to trap me in their arms. I shove an elbow into their gut, then spin as they gasp, kneeing them in the groin. While they grasp for purchase, I sweep their feet out from under them, and though they fall, they do not give up. As they attempt to rise, my boot meets their chest. Still, they struggle to stand.

      “Stay down,” I caution, wedging my boot into their neck. “I’m not who you think I am.”

      “Demon!” the attacker mutters, spitting blood on the ground.

      Demon child. The repressed memory from my childhood floods into my consciousness unbidden. Hands holding me down. Ropes that pinch. The darkness. Always the darkness. Demon child. I’m moving without sight, hands and feet pounding into flesh without my direction or will. My opponent has ceased to fight back and is curled in a fetal position, protecting their soft bits from my assault, when a voice I know rings out.

      “Stop! Echo! Stop! You’ll kill them.”
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      I look up to find Malikai’s ruby eyes shining with tears. I cannot feel what I want to feel—connection, love, friendship—anything that will make me feel like me. The heavy blanket of numbness has fallen over me again. But I do stop.

      “Malikai?”

      Their hands cover their mouth in surprise. “Is it… Is it really you?”

      I nod, rushing forward, but they step away from me. Bayun runs to them, jumping into their arms. They appear to converse for a few tense moments and then Malikai relaxes, setting Bayun gently on the ground.

      “That is the demon,” Malikai says to the Leopardis guards who wait for direction, watching me in horror. Malikai points to Marzana on the ground, just outside the group of their fallen comrades. “Restrain her arms and legs before taking her to the cells.”

      The guards give me wary looks. I recognize some of their faces from the winter settlement. I try to smile, but it feels wrong. “I am sorry,” I murmur. “They attacked… I’m so sorry.”

      A few of them nod, but they don’t meet my gaze. To them, I am as much a demon as Marzana. Such a mistake is unforgivable. I knew they were not my enemies and yet I allowed myself to lose control, to give into that anger, that uncontrollable wrath that Neythe and Faedra wanted to cultivate in me. Now that I’m home, I will have to find a way to control these repressed memories. I drop my eyes to the ground and hang my head as a show of respect to the Leopardis guards.

      One pats my shoulder as they leave and murmurs, “Saru will be fine. We brought good healers. He will enjoy telling the story of your fight. You’ll see.”

      I am grateful for the kind words, but the numbness keeps me from feeling my gratitude wholly. When the Leopardis are gone, carrying Marzana away, I raise my eyes to look at Malikai.

      When I do, their face is twisted with emotion. “I did not know if I would ever see you again. Where have you been?”

      “Kythrea. Is this Lyonesse?” My words come out sharper, more clipped than I would like, but the nothing-feeling is digging in, making it difficult to regulate myself.

      Many emotions flicker through their aura, but I struggle to read them as I fight with the anesthetizing blanket wrapping itself around my heart. “Yes, this is Lyonesse. Kythrea? How?”

      “Faedra and Neythe. They built this body for me.”

      Malikai gazes at me. “It is… uncanny how like your own body it is.”

      I nod, unsure what to say or how to act. “The Elementals called me into it, kept my spirit from aetherating.”

      I don’t know why I’m not more specific, why I don’t mention Hadran or the Veratra. I watch closely as Malikai swallows hard. Their aura lights up, flashing with so many fleeting emotions that even if I weren’t so desensitized right now, I doubt I could read them. They’ve always processed emotion rapidly, in ways that are difficult for me to understand.

      “Are you all right?” Malikai asks finally, taking me into their arms.

      “I am… different.”

      “Yes. Yes, I see that. The technology to build a body such as yours was in its infancy when I left Kythrea. My people thought it was wrong to make such a thing.”

      “I met them,” I murmur into Malikai’s shoulder. “Some of them anyway. The Veratra.”

      Malikai pulls away from me. “The Veratra?”

      I nod. “Yes. Hadran let me through the gate.”

      Malikai’s chin quavers slightly. “Hadran?”

      I grip their arm tightly, the numbness I feel lessening slightly as I connect with their aura and sense the depth of the combination of joy and sadness they are simultaneously experiencing. “Hadran said to tell you they still care for you. That you can come home any time, if you can find the way.”

      Malikai gasps, an ancient sob escaping their throat, making me wonder again if Hadran might be their parent. I know better than to ask such a personal question though. Bayun weaves between their legs, comforting them. “They… told you to tell me that?”

      “Yes, only an hour ago.”

      Malikai hugs me again, tighter this time. “I want to hear everything, but if I keep you out here in the cold, your sister will have both our heads.”

      A smile plays on my lips. I am happy to hear her mentioned. “So she is queen now.”

      “She has always been queen.”

      I pull the numbing blanket back as far as I can, trying to let just a bit more emotion in. “That is true. In more ways than one.”

      I lean on Malikai and we walk together toward the fortress, which is surrounded by a small city, rising above the tree line. We are a few miles away still and from here it looks magnificent, atop a peaked promontory of the island that drops straight into the raging sea below. The fortress itself is a marvel of ancient building techniques, made of smooth white stone that fades into the rocky surroundings at its base. It is a part of the land as much as it is obviously made. And it appears impenetrable from here, safe, with high walls that no human could possibly scale.

      The air is cool and slightly balmy, but everywhere small patches of grass are growing, ferns sprouting. No wildflowers here yet, but we are practically at the top of the world now.

      “It’s spring,” I murmur.

      Malikai nods, but says nothing. We walk together in silence, and Bayun looks like the young cat he is again, rather than the sage he seemed on Kythrea. Somehow, here on Interra, he seems lighter, less burdened.

      “How is Nyx?” I ask.

      “See for yourself,” Malikai answers.

      A dark equine figure races down the slope, and I hear her before I catch sight of her completely. My Echo. You have returned.

      Then she is in front of me and I throw my arms around her neck. Tears stream down my face, and Bayun weaves between our legs. This is the most human I’ve felt since awakening in the fetch. The reminder that being around the demonae and draconae of Interra has always made me feel more like a person, more human, strikes me sharply in the chest.

      You have returned, Nyx repeats.

      She smells like fresh air, and the equine combination of her own musk and sweet hay as I hug her. The psychic bond between us soothes me. I came back.

      Nyx nuzzles Bayun, who weaves between her hooves. I knew you would find her, she says.

      He purrs loudly. I promised you I would.

      As Bayun rubs his face against my leg, the three of us connect in a way I know I never will with other humans. We three are whole, a closed unit, complete. We are together, as it should be. I don’t know which one of us says it, or if it even matters.

      Malikai smiles. “Ride her back. I will meet you at the gates.”

      I nod and Nyx’s excitement courses through the link between us. She wants to feel the cold wind in her mane, with my warm body on her back. Bayun’s desire to run intermingles with Nyx’s and suddenly I cannot stand still. I need to be alone with them. Malikai nods at me, as though they are reading my thoughts.

      Nyx is not saddled, but Malikai boosts me onto the hysan’s back and she takes off as soon as I am settled. Bayun is a golden streak next to us as we gallop up the steep hill to the fortress. The numbness lessens the further we ride, and I feel something flutter in my chest as I watch the sea below. The waves break in dramatic crests on the rocky shore far below the cliff, and I am nearly overwhelmed with emotion. It is not quite happiness, but a thrill. A thrill to be alive and in this body, even if I don’t know how long it will last.

      I open my mind to Nyx, showing her everything that has happened since I woke. How will I tell them?

      You will tell the truth. It is all you can do.

      Halfway up the peaked cliffside, we come to a high wall and a heavily guarded gate. The guards wear plainclothes and appear to hail from many of the Northern Reaches. Though they do not wear matching uniforms, each is uniquely outfitted with high quality weaponry. Miyala has allowed them to arm themselves as they see fit, rather than enforcing conformity. They nod at Nyx as we ride in, clearly recognizing her, though they cast suspicious looks at me. The people greet Bayun with joy as he bounds in and out of the crowd.

      The city of Lyonesse, for it is a full city, not just the fortress above, is stunning in its smooth white cleanliness. The streets are not cobbled but paved in a glittering white stone that shows no sign of masonry. The grey-white homes and garden walls are the same; nothing shows a seam or a sign of being constructed, though there are brand new wooden doors on many of the homes, and the further we ride in there are signs of life and commerce everywhere.

      As we ride through the city, people duck their heads out the windows of the square stone houses. I catch sight of a few familiar faces and wave, but many I do not know. I pass a cafe and a cry goes up.

      “The Morbida!” someone yells. “The Morbida has returned!”

      As I ride, it seems the news passes more quickly than Nyx can navigate the crowds of people gathering. There are so many more folk than I imagined would be here. I wonder when they came and how they got here. Suspicion in the city turns to interest as I ride upwards, and I see cynae flitting here and there, carrying messages with more frequency than I remember from Kilm.

      Every few blocks there are fountains in working order, wells, and small centers of commerce. Each neighborhood seems purpose built to make sure people do not have to travel far to meet their needs. Plants burst from window boxes and small gardens; flowers, early vegetables and herbs sprout everywhere I look. It isn’t quite the lush green of Kilm, but this city is full of life.

      We have always believed Lyonesse was built by the ancients, though no one has been sure of who those people were. After Kythrea, I understand that perhaps all of the cities that have remained so well preserved were built by the Anemoi, with their advanced use of technology and magic. The buildings here were made to last millennia, and they have.

      Best of all, everyone I see looks to be well taken care of—robust and thriving. Many smile, even when their eyes are wary. They may not know if they can trust me, but they trust the safety of this place, they trust Nyx, and the sight of Bayun’s golden body brings them joy, and, I realize, hope. Something clenches inside me, emotion welling to the surface of my mind.

      People from nearly every area of the Midlands and Northern Reaches mix together in the streets with no divisions. There is a feeling of cooperation and peace that emanates from their auras in a collective rush. They care for one another here; they are united in purpose. I bite the inside of my cheek to keep the emotions they feel from bowling me over.

      Nyx sends soothing energy my way and I wrap my arms around her neck, hugging her tightly, grinning to myself. A few stray tears slide off my face and into the breeze as I close my eyes. When I open them, we’ve reached the apex of the hill and are at the gates of the keep. There are more guards here, but the gates are open and they wave to me. In the courtyard, there’s just one person waiting for me. The only person I want to see: my sister.

      Her hair is braided into a crown atop her head, but she wears no other adornment. She’s dressed simply in leather riding breeches and a cabled grey sweater to ward off the damp chill in the spring air. The only thing that matters to me is the look on her face. She’s laughing, tears streaming down her dark brown cheeks. As soon as Nyx comes to a full stop, she is upon me, dragging me off my hysan and into her arms.

      “When they came for us, when you took the knife… What did I say?”

      It is her check, to make sure there has been no mistake. My mind searches for the memory, deep in the recesses of the fetch’s connection to my consciousness, even though there is no way I could forget the day the crew rescued us from Saint Monika’s, the home for wayward children in Loramir. It was the day she became my sister, and my life began.

      In my mind’s eye, I see her at four years old, hair in two thick braids, with the bravest, most beautiful look in her amber eyes. To me, she appeared as a golden eagle, fiercer and stronger than I could ever imagine being.

      “For everything they’ve done…”

      “Make them pay,” she finishes.

      She hugs me so tightly I can hardly breathe. When she pulls away, she searches my face. “You are different, but also much the same.”

      I nod. “The Anemoi, the gods, they gave me a new body.”

      She pushes up my sleeve. The talons that once encircled my wrists, a symbol of the Warlord’s binding, are gone. “At least you don’t have those ugly things anymore.”

      I take her hands and we look deep into one another’s eyes. “I am pledged to you. I will do everything in my power to help you. That promise was eternal, made with my soul. Nothing can change that, Miyel’karai. You are now and always will be my queen.”

      I kneel and to my surprise, she lets me. I glance up to find a crowd has gathered in the balconies that encircle the courtyard. The rest of my family waits at the top of the stone staircase. My hands are still in hers and I feel her kiss the top of my head.

      “Your fealty is accepted. Welcome home.”

      She pulls me up and Nyx whickers softly in approval. Bayun winds around her legs. “Do the two of you want to go off somewhere together for a bit?” I whisper, knowing they’d probably like some time alone.

      Joy suffuses their auras and I watch them trot off together through a gated tunnel that appears to lead into a larger courtyard. “There’s a grazing area and gardens through there,” Miyala says softly, following my gaze. “Are you ready to see everyone?”

      I don’t know if I am ready or not, but I take a deep breath and nod, making for the stairway.

      Miyala stops me, worry on her face and in her aura. “She’s here, Echo. They both are.”

      I furrow my brow, I’m not sure who she means. I search the faces on the balcony, but the only ones I know are my family’s and some of the dissidents from Loramir.

      Slight confusion flickers in Miyala’s eyes, as though she can’t quite make out something about the way I’ve reacted to her. She speaks slowly, quietly. “They’re dealing with Marzana, along with Malikai and Quess.”

      “Who are you talking about?” I ask, curious about what could be causing her such concern. Her mouth opens, her expression baffled. I sense I’ve said something wrong.

      June rushes down the steps, followed by Bori and Yoonai, with Birdy and Raven close behind. As June throws his arms around me, I hear my sister say, “Morgaine and Fenric.”

      I meet her eyes over June’s shoulders and force a smile as the nothing-feeling closes in, clamping down on any reaction I’m tempted to have. Every shred of humanity I’ve gained on the ride here shrinks back into me. My voice is flat when I say, “That’s good.”

      Deep worry clouds her aura, though her face smoothes in false calm. Now I know I’ve done something wrong. I bite my lip, trying to think. Of course, I know who Fenric and Morgaine are, and who they should be to me. But I struggle to empathize with her concern beneath the weight of the numbness on my heart. I know why she is worried by my reaction, but I cannot feel anything.

      June presses his lips to my cheeks and examines me thoroughly while Yoonai and Bori wait their turn. Everyone is talking at once, but my eyes do not leave my sister’s. I smile at her and mouth, “I’ll be fine.”

      She does not believe me; her eyebrows furrow so deeply together I fear they will fuse. I am passed between my family and my friends and though I hug them and force smiles, I cannot muster an ounce of feeling, so tightly has my heart shuttered closed. Yoonai squints at me after hugging me. She has been watching Miyala and I. “This body is a beautiful bit of science and magic. But you are not quite yourself yet, are you?”

      I bow to her, wondering if I can use humor to deflect her concern. “Not yet. But I am myself. Please do not make me tell all these people about my dreams of handfasting to Malikai… or anything about the goats. Please.”

      She chuckles, but her eyes tell me the laugh is as false as my humor. “All right chicklet, I suppose you’ve been through enough.”

      Her hand goes to my cheek and Raven sets her chin on Yoonai’s shoulder, her beautiful face sparkling with the spread of her smile. “She’s a sight, isn’t she?”

      Yoonai smiles then, though her voice is as flat as mine, almost cold. “She is indeed, witchling. She is indeed.” Her aura shows me that she’s afraid, afraid of what I’ve become, and I can’t say I blame her.

      In contrast to my very human family and friends, I have the dull sense that I am a monster, heartless. Built for wrath and revenge, not the love and joy they’re projecting into their auras. I don’t deserve this; the thing I am now doesn’t deserve it. Finally, my brother’s strong arm is around my shoulders and he guides me up the stairs and through the crowds. I don’t hear much of anything people say. The numbness weighs so heavy on me that I am barely able to nod at the people who greet me.

      I feel Bori’s grip on my arm tighten. “We’ll be in the library soon, bayami. Then you can tell us everything that happened.”

      I nod and he draws me closer, asking, “This is overwhelming?”

      “A bit,” I whisper, and my voice comes out in its usual rasp, familiar and comforting. This is the first time I’ve sounded exactly as I remember since I awoke on Kythrea.

      Being with my family is waking other parts of my consciousness up. With each moment that passes, somehow just being in the presence of people who know me brings some new memory of an old part of me back to life. At times, recollections from my childhood hit so intensely that I nearly need to stop walking—

      Bori making Mi and me laugh until we cry with his sock-puppet impressions. June’s endless lectures, and training with Malikai, their ruby eyes unfailingly patient. Reading stories with Yoonai and sipping hot chocolate in her private quarters at the Crescent Moon. Baba and our first home in the Walled City, our names written above the hearth. The love and tears, long days with the crew. Mercutia and Kolya explaining, in explicit detail, what it smells like when you gut someone. Franco and Badar teaching the three of us songs that made Baba and Papai shout with laughter. Lieu’s clever turns of phrase when she taught me to track opponents.

      My foot catches on a tile and I nearly stumble, crashing into Bori, who rights me easily, giving me a worried glance. I know I need to focus on the present, on the here and now, to avoid being overcome by emotion. I train my eyes on what is right in front of me, but I can’t quite pull the numbness around me again.

      The arch of bright stone hallways soar over our heads and sunlight streams in through the leaded glass windows. Winged marble statues guard the hallway, lined with heavy, freshly hewn wooden doors. The air smells of cut wood and lemon soap, and the statues shimmer with the same tiny glittering stone as the streets below. Outside the windows, a cerulean sea stretches out in every direction, giving the illusion that we are floating in the sky.

      It is beautiful here, but a pang of longing strikes me in the chest. I miss our cozy home in Kilm. These hallways are so grand, sparkling with cleanliness and order. I miss books being strewn about, and even Bori’s penchant for leaving socks everywhere.

      When we enter the library, I am overcome with awe. I have never seen this many books in one place in my life. A fire roars in the fireplace at the center of the room, and a half-circle of leather chairs and a large couch wait. Malikai and Arquessa are sitting already, but two tall figures rise at the sound of our footsteps on the rough marble floors. The mantle of protective insulation I’m growing to hate squeezes me close, locking all feeling down.

      I know them, but they spark no emotion at all in me. Through my numbness, I still feel my emotional connections to my family and friends. Even Arquessa, who I’ve known the least amount of time, sparks a feeling of familiarity and friendship in my breast. These two though… I feel nothing but a fierce cold spreading through me, something deeper than numbness.

      Both wear looks of such anticipation that it occurs to me that if I could feel anything I would be sorry for what I am inflicting on them now as they react to my lack of reaction. I cannot even bring a false smile to my face, looking at the copper-haired man. Objectively speaking, he is incredibly handsome, though his nose has been broken several times and is slightly crooked. The hopeful look in his sea-colored eyes is the only thing that sparks any feeling at all in me: dread.

      But the woman… Morgaine... I can hardly look at her. Her slender athletic form is clad in rendyr racing breeches, tall leather boots, and an embroidered shearling jacket, with a collar that stands tall enough to frame her lovely face. Her strong, square jaw is clenched tightly and her full lips are tight with emotion. I skip the dark luminous eyes, full of love and longing, focusing on her freshly cut brown hair. Her hands twitch and she shudders, as though she wants to run to me, but she does not.

      Something flutters in the back of my mind, clamoring for release, but I remember what it was like in Kythrea to remember her. I know that if I allow those emotions out of their carefully closed box, I will not recover. Hope lights in her eyes as my gaze finally meets hers, and then dies when nothing on my face changes.

      The dread I felt when looking at Fenric triples now. I don’t wish to be cruel, but feelings are beginning to seep out of that carefully shut box and I cannot, must not, let them out. June and Yoonai both watch me carefully, exchanging glances with Miyala and Malikai.

      I step forward, out of Bori’s protective embrace. “Fenric, Morgaine. It is good to see you both. You look well.”

      My voice is even, but I cannot force even the smallest bit of emotion into it. It is too fraught, too dangerous to let even the least bit of feeling for either of them creep into my consciousness. I take Fenric’s outstretched hands first and allow the corners of my mouth to turn up, slightly. Morgaine’s aura is a mess of emotions and confusion when I pat her gently on the shoulder.

      My voice is cool when I say, “It’s good to see you, Morgaine.”

      She doesn’t say anything, but her eyes cloud with confusion. Perhaps the chill in my voice was unnecessary, but the danger of feeling too much is acute right now. The air is close, too quiet, as though no one dares move or breathe. They all watch me so carefully, waiting. But I do not move, though my throat tightens with the effort of suppressing the raging fire in that little box.

      Morgaine’s eyes fill with tears and she steps back from me, her movements sharp, as though I’ve slapped her. A part of me wants to say how hard I’m trying, how much I want to throw that box open and let all my feelings out. But my voice has died in my dry throat. It’s taking every bit of energy I have left to keep myself together.

      Everyone is frozen, not knowing what to do or what to say. They expected a tearful, happy reunion and I have given them nothing of the kind. I need to explain how the fetch works quickly. I need for everyone to understand.

      “Please, sit,” I ask.

      As they do, their auras practically scream at me to act differently, to satisfy their desire for a miraculous homecoming, the answer to all their grief, the return of their sister, their daughter, their friend, their lover. This much auric energy is overwhelming. I wish Bayun were here. A sharp pang of regret stabs me in the ribs. I should not have been so hasty to leave Kythrea. Perhaps Neythe and Faedra might have been able to better prepare me for this experience. Being surrounded by so much human emotion creates chaotic conflict in my mind. I feel too many of their emotions, and none of my own.

      I take a deep breath and try my hardest to explain the fetch, and how I woke up on Kythrea, as well as most everything I learned about the Anemoi’s origins on Interra. Words tumble out of me as I explain Neythe’s feeling that the Devourers are waking, the story of the Akatei, and its similarity to the Veratra’s idea of the Ophanir.

      Miyala nods, glancing at Raven. “We’ve come across similar stories as well, but thought they were much like the tales we see reflected in most cultures, more archetypal than anything else.”

      Yoonai’s lips form a grim line as she shares an indiscernible look with Malikai. I don’t have time to observe them further, because June and Mi start right in on explaining what they’ve learned about the First Harvest, or the Reaping Moon, as they are calling it now, and the Legionnaire’s ascension. My devotion to tamping down my emotions when it comes to my more personal relationships, especially with Morgaine, feels more reasonable now. We don’t have much time to ally our forces, as well as to kill Joram Markona.

      Malikai asks several pressing questions about the fetch, about the test Faedra performed, and I answer as best as I can, but parts of this feel too personal to share. How can I tell the entire group that my feelings for Morgaine might shatter my tenuous hold on the fetch? That doesn’t seem fair to her, or to me. I need to talk with her privately, later, explain everything and tell her about the warning I received about the Anemoi’s interest in her. But not now. Now, I tell the story of the trip through the spiriti valem and the world where I found Marzana. Finally, I explain my understanding of how I am adjusting to the fetch.

      “My consciousness is still fusing to this body, and strong emotions are difficult for me to process. Please be patient with me as I adjust. I know I don’t seem like myself right now, and that is because I am not myself. Not yet.”

      Yoonai’s eyes brighten with understanding and she nods at Raven, who beams at me from Bori’s lap. “You will be. Take your time.”

      “Yes, my darling,” June says, taking my hand and guiding me to the couch, to sit between him and Birdy. Only love and concern flow through his aura, and I feel enough to be glad he hasn’t been hurt by what I’ve said. He pulls me close, pressing a kiss to my forehead as Birdy squeezes one of my hands in a comforting way. “No one here will push you. We have all the time in the world.”

      “Not exactly,” Malikai says.

      Everyone’s attention turns to them but mine. I watch Morgaine. She glances at me furtively, feeling my eyes on her. She looks away quickly and appears to rub her eyes. Fenric, who is sitting next to her looks between us, worry flashing in his aura. Worry for her. That surprises me a little, but I remember how they fell into an easy relationship before the Cloisters. It’s possible they’ve become friends. Malikai stares at me pointedly, waiting for my attention. I give them a small smile and incline my head to show respect—and that I am listening.

      They sigh, with a subtly dramatic lift of their eyebrows. “Unfortunately, we do not have all the time in the world. Echo’s return is fortuitously timed. We must discuss our next moves. We must…”

      June interrupts. “Not today, my friend. Today we celebrate Echo’s return.”

      Malikai starts to say something, but everyone speaks at once. They are arguing about whether to begin planning our mission now or later, I realize after a few moments of trying to parse out the many separate threads of conversation. I sink further into the seat between June and Birdy. Birdy drapes a parental arm around my shoulder when June leans forward to scold Malikai for pushing too hard. I allow myself to be comforted.

      The sound of all of these voices is distracting and my chest begins to flutter with caged frustration. Miyala stands suddenly, grabbing my hand. “I am going to steal my sister away. We can discuss our next moves tomorrow.”

      Malikai and June both open their mouths to argue, but she shakes her head. “No. No. Bori and I are taking Echo for some time alone. Just the three of us. We can talk this over tomorrow morning. With tea.”

      Birdy smiles. “That sounds perfect, lass. You three stay here. We’ll leave.”

      They stand and shoo everyone out. In that moment I see the way of things. Birdy has taken Paulo’s place as the nurturer of our family, only without all the scheming and plotting. They simply care for us as people, and in the way everyone immediately obeys, I see that my family respects them deeply. I watch June slide his hand into Birdy’s as they leave together and my heart clenches with a small measure of happiness. My father is taken care of.

      Fenric and Morgaine both look back as they leave the library, hesitant to leave. Raven pulls on both their arms, whispering something the rest of the human ears in the room don’t hear, but the fetch’s hearing is just a touch better and I do. “Give her some time. Bori and Mi will bring her back to herself a bit more, you’ll see.”
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      I bite back a flare of frustration. They will all be waiting for me to “be myself” again, and I fear they’ll be disappointed. I don’t think I knew who I was before, let alone now. The numbness falls around me and now I clutch at it tightly. A twinge of alarm rings in my chest. Perhaps I shouldn’t lean into the nothing-feeling quite so hard, be so quick to embrace it. But the memory of all I used to feel—the massive tangle of my emotions and others’—is too much to think about right now. The numbness is soothing in its inherent absence.

      When everyone has gone and the library doors close Bori gives me a pointed look. “You’re mad. Why?”

      I roll my eyes and it feels so natural that the nothing-feeling dissipates, floating away, as though it never existed. The relief of it going surprises me into a laugh. I hadn’t realized it was so heavy until this moment. Mi and Bori exchange a look as they settle on the couch on either side of me. That look they’ve shared since we were small that says, “Echo’s in a mood again.”

      I’m tempted to stick my tongue out, it’s such a familiar dynamic. “I’m sorry. I am. It’s just… When the Anemoi explained that I needed to be careful about becoming overwhelmed with emotions, I bottled up a lot. I didn’t tell the full story before.”

      “Then you’d better tell us now,” Miyala says. It isn’t a request.

      I smile. “I actually do feel like myself when I’m with just the two of you.”

      They both move closer to me, and we weave our limbs together in our usual way until we’re tangled into a pile. Huddled here together, it’s true, I remember what it’s like to be myself and I am able to connect easily to the feeling. We’ve sat like this thousands of times in our lives. I take both their hands and hug them.

      The three of us are a unit; no matter how we’ve struggled, we are as connected as if we’d been born into the same biological family. It’s what makes telling them this part hard, but I push through the mild resistance to telling the truth. “There is no telling how long the fetch will last. It might last months and never fuse to my consciousness and soul.”

      I feel Bori’s breath catch in his chest, as my hand is pressed against his heart. “You would die?”

      “Yes, for real this time, from everything I understand. The Anemoi called the phenomenon of becoming detached dissociating and the part where my soul leaves my body for good aetherating.”

      “So many clever terms,” Bori says, a venomous edge in his voice. He’s picked up on my fear that they were manipulating me, though I haven’t said so explicitly yet.

      “I get the impression they want something else from us. Something more. They were far too interested in controlling how I felt, urging me to give into anger and rage, to deny love…”

      “That’s why you’re so afraid to feel too much,” Miyala reasons. “I wondered why you didn’t run to Morgaine. Everyone expected you would.”

      I sigh. “I know. I don’t mean to be cruel, but on Kythrea, remembering her nearly severed my connection to the fetch. It was too much to take in. I need some time to adjust. Their obsession with anger feels wrong to me, but I can’t deny they were right about how feeling too much love at once affected the fetch.”

      Bori squeezes my hand. “That makes a lot of sense, actually. Everything I know about biological metaphysics says these things take time. Building the fetch and connecting your soul and your conscious mind probably took a host of delicate spells.” At the sight of my incredulous face, Bori adds, “Mi and I have both been studying with Raven and Yoonai.”

      “You have?”

      They both nod and grin. Miyala kicks Bori playfully. “Bori wants to be a witch!”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Is that allowed?”

      Bori shrugs. “If the Ravenni queen says it is, it is.”

      I nod slowly. “So you’ll change the Ravenni’s world, the two of you. They won’t like it.”

      Mi’s face darkens. “They don’t like much about me. They've summoned me twice and I’ve refused to go so far. Until we get the problem of Verane DeMarais solved, it’s not safe.”

      “Any progress on that?”

      She shakes her head. “The informants we have in the Alabaster Spire can find no crack in her armor. Nothing to loosen her hold on the Ravenni.”

      Bori shrugs. “We’ll find something. Our next step is to connect with the Resistance in Loramir.” We’ve fallen into a familiar rhythm of conversation for our family, discussing the intricacies of a scheme.

      Miyala breathes deeply, as though she is sucking in the familiar patterns of our relationship. “Arquessa is with them. She was a plant.”

      I nod, thinking back on all my memories of her. Her natural leadership, her easy way of enticing folk to speak their minds. “That is not surprising. I wish I’d caught onto her.”

      It’s Mi’s turn to shrug. “She’s very good.”

      I sense my sister’s complex feelings towards Arquessa and wonder what their relationship is. Are they just friends? Is there something more? I know I can’t ask her that. Miyala hates being asked if she likes someone, it just makes her clam up, so I ask, “Do you trust her?”

      “I want to. She will make an excellent spymaster. But I can’t trust her completely without your help, Echo. I need you to go south as planned and meet the Liberation Front. I need your insight on them, on whether or not we can trust them.”

      “What about meeting with the Relequans?” I ask, remembering that they’d asked to meet both Morgaine and I this spring.

      “Malikai met with them already and secured their alliance. They’ve released you both from that obligation, but they did extend an invitation to Morgaine to visit whenever she likes. Apparently, they’re quite proud of her.”

      I nod, swallowing hard. “So she’s going to travel to meet them?” Miyala and Bori exchange another look and I sigh. “I won’t break just talking about her, it’s fine.”

      Bori swats my shoulder, then kisses my palm. “Fenric and Morgaine were planning to travel to meet with the Liberation Front in your stead. Morgaine is going to pose as one of the Rosari sons, to ensure safe entry into Zoravo.”

      That is a clever plan. She’s passed as a man in the Midcountries before.

      “We can change the plans, if you want,” Miyala says, her voice soft. “It might be difficult, as I’ve already made several connections to ensure their safety that bank on the idea that Morgaine will be with you, but if you’d rather not travel with her I can make other arrangements.”

      I shake my head. “No…” I pause. “Unless she wants to do something else. I… I don’t mind if she goes.”

      I’m not certain why I say it. It would be better for her to do something else, anything else, but I can’t quite shake the feeling that I need to be near her, despite the fact that it will be painful for both of us. I stare at the stained glass ceiling for a moment, sighing deeply, trying to lose myself in its beauty. Maybe I’m not so different from before after all; I’m still making foolish decisions when it comes to my heart.

      Miyala pats my knee, as though she understands exactly what my sigh is all about. “I hate to ask you in the first hour you’re home, but Malikai is right, we don’t have a lot of time to gain allies. The Lorami and the Iormans are mounting forces. Malikai is concerned that the Thyallans will officially ally with them in the next few months. We need the Resistance and the Relequans on our side, especially with the Ravenni being as unpredictable as they are right now.”

      “What about the other nations?” I ask, worrying from the sound of things that we won’t have numbers on our side, if it comes to war.

      Bori explains, “Kazit will join with us, as well as the Nations of Valkun, but the Solarans and the Fanubans still haven’t agreed.”

      Miyala smiles softly, a secret shimmering in her aura. “I believe the Fanubans will. I had a message from the High House of Ansolo.”

      I whistle softly. “That’s big news.”

      She nods. “But we need someone to go to Solara and look for the rest of the Prophecy of Alcyone.”

      “Bori,” I breathe. “You and Raven have to go.”

      He hangs his head. “I know.”

      “Raven doesn’t want to?”

      “No, she says the same.”

      I let go of their hands and rest against Mi, so I can see his face better. “So what’s wrong?”

      He leans back onto the couch cushions and stretches his thickly muscled legs over our laps. “I’m afraid to go back.”

      Bori rarely talks about Solara, but he left home of his own accord when he was barely seven years old. June and Paulo were on a mission in Solara, theft, rather than assassination, and they found him wandering the streets of the floating city of Air Sen’ai. As the story goes, when they met there was an instant connection and he left with them. Never has he elaborated on that, and as many times as we tried to pry it out of him as children, he’s never told.

      Miyala’s arm goes around my shoulders and chest and she tucks her chin into the nook where my neck meets my shoulder. She places her other hand firmly on Bori’s foot in her lap. “Tell us everything. It’s time.”

      He sighs. “There’s not much to tell. You already know, my family were devotees of Thaon. We are descended from his kin, the Wolves.”

      We both nod. Our brother’s elongated lupine teeth and preternatural skills as a warrior are fabled to have come from the fact that his family are descended from demigods, Thaon’s children. I decide not to tell them that I nearly met Thaon on Kythrea. I would do nothing to dissuade my brother from speaking his truth now.

      “From the time I could walk and talk, I grew up with a weapon in my hands. As you know, Solaran children are raised dynastically… to be what their families are. My family were warriors, and so I was expected to be so as well.” His eyes close and his thick lashes brush his cheeks as he grimaces. “And I am good at it, at fighting. But it isn’t what I want.”

      My heart aches with love for my brother. It is a natural response, not overwhelming in the slightest. Tears slip down my cheeks, slowly. It is beautiful to feel this love, as though it is the first time I’ve loved another human.

      Miyala’s arm tightens around my shoulders and she kisses my cheek as she squeezes Bori’s foot. “You don’t have to be a fighter anymore, not if you don’t want to. Neither of you have to.”

      A wan smile fits to Bori’s face. “We are sworn to help you, Miyala, and you need all our skills.”

      I grip her arm. “We know you see us. We know you’ll create places for us after, but Bori is right. Until all this is over, we both have to fight.”

      Bori nods. “We do. I have always been grateful to do that for our family, to protect us. Because June and Paulo never forced me. They let me learn to heal with Yoonai, to balance the injury I caused fighting with healing. For a long time, it was enough.”

      “And after this, you will be admitted to the Spire, and you will learn all the healing lore you can stand, from the best of the Ravenni healers. I promise,” Miyala responds.

      He smiles at her, then at me. “Still, I am afraid to go home. Afraid to face my pack. And I am afraid for Raven. She must tell you her tale herself, but I don’t think she’d mind if I told you—she trained to be a dragon-rider before her parents took her to the Ravenni.”

      My eyes go wide and I feel Miyala’s sharp gasp. “What?”

      He nods. “They wouldn’t let her be a rider when she revealed her true gender.”

      “For not being a boy?” I ask, the injustice of it bothering me deeply.

      “Yes. You know how the Solarans are. They accept a spectrum of genders, but…”

      “Each has its place,” Miyala finishes. “Ugh… It’s all so frustrating.”

      “Yes. It was the same with my family. I was to be a warrior and nothing else.”

      “I am sorry to ask you to go,” Mi says softly.

      He smiles at her, his expression full of understanding. “I know you are. I also know you wouldn’t ask if there was someone better to go.”

      “We have to find the full prophecy. I have to be sure about how to kill Joram Markona,” Miyala responds. “There can’t be any mistakes.”

      “I know,” he says. “We’ll go.”

      “I just got here,” I say, my voice wistful.

      Bori sits up quickly, his legs swinging around as he drags us both into his arms. “The faster we get this done, the faster we get to live the lives we’re meant to, right Mi?”

      “Yes,” she agrees as her arms tighten around us.

      I can just make out her expression in the tangle of my siblings’ arms. I don’t have to read auras to know what she’s thinking. The duty of her life as queen weighs on her. She bears it well, but it is a burden she is still learning to shoulder all the same. She sees me looking at her and she kisses my cheek again. “Let me worry about me.”

      “That’s not how this works,” I reply.

      Bori nods. “She’s right. It’s not. We worry about each other. Are you all right?”

      She sighs. “Yes. This is all a lot, you know?”

      The mantle of her queendom falls away and she is just my sister. A young woman, barely an adult, with the fate of the world resting on her. I press my hand into hers. “We will help you carry this weight, Mi.”

      “You can’t help forever,” she responds, a note of panic in her voice.

      “We can, actually,” Bori responds. “The Vindicata leave no one behind.”

      “That’s right,” I agree. “We will always be in this together.”

      She smiles, touching each of our faces gently. “I love you both so much, you know that?”

      We nod and take one another’s hands. A soft knock at the door, followed by Birdy’s curly head popping in interrupts us. “Thought you littlings might like some lunch, may we come in?”

      Miyala nods and gestures for Birdy to come. They’re followed by June, who is carrying a tray loaded with cheese sandwiches. We all sit on the floor, spreading the food between us quietly, falling into childhood roles easily. June’s eyes fall on each of us, and I know he’s thinking of Paulo. I take my Papai’s hand and squeeze. No matter how difficult this road may be, it’s good to be home.
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      After we eat and I have time to catch up with Birdy and June, everyone has duties to attend to. I get the sense that life is busy here. Rooms have been prepared for me and I find a note from Malikai saying they and Yoonai expect to talk with me first thing in the morning about training, after Miyala’s breakfast strategy session tomorrow. It would seem I’ve been left alone for the remainder of the evening.

      Probably everyone is giving everyone else room to spend time with me, I reason. The numb nothing-feeling makes it easy to not have my feelings hurt, but the place where those feelings would usually exist is disturbingly empty, all the same. I stand on the balcony of my room, looking out at the gardens and the courtyard.

      When the Anemoi lived here, perhaps the gardens were decorative. Now, raised beds have been prepared for spring planting, and children and beasts frolic in the sweet grass growing in the meadow just beyond the garden. Aryx, Nyx and Bayun are lying in the grass together, clearly catching one another up on all they’ve missed. Aryx sees me and lifts a wing in greeting.

      I hear the Watcher’s voice inside my head. Shall we come to you, littling? Or would you come to us?

      I shake my head. No, enjoy your time together. It seems Miyala will waste no time putting us all to work tomorrow. I should probably rest.

      The great draconae laughs inside my head. Our queen has missed you, dear one. Her grief was great and now that she has you home she must make up for lost time.

      I nod and retreat into my rooms. I haven’t dared ask anyone how they felt about my death. Nor have I asked about Marzana, or how she’s doing. For this, I have the decency to feel guilty. My heart thumps in an unfamiliar rhythm inside my chest. It is my chest, isn’t it? Sometimes the fetch feels like my body, and sometimes, like now, I feel fractured, separate from this vessel. I am neither myself, nor something new. Instead, I’m a freshly scraped out container, hollow, with nothing to fill the vast caverns of self.

      Part of me wants to march down to wherever Marzana is being kept and insist that she return my body to me. I don’t know if that could even be achieved, but I am uncomfortable inside the fetch and I long for my familiar scars, my tattoos, and the safety of my emotions. The contrast between the emptiness I feel with the gravid numbness that presses against all my still-rough edges is unbearable.

      I am descending into the radial abyss of my subconscious mind when a knock sounds at my door. I spring up to answer, not caring who it is. Anything to distract me from these thoughts. When I throw the door open, I wish I’d considered a different approach. Morgaine stands there, pain in her eyes, and I want nothing more than to run, fast and far as I can from her.

      She’s changed clothes and my heart thumps at the sight of her. A cropped blue sweater drapes over the defined muscles in her arms, and she wears a pair of the loose pants gathered at the ankles that are favored by Relequan bands. Her short hair sweeps back from her finely wrought features and heat pools in my belly when she speaks.

      “Can I come in?”

      I want to say no. I want to slam the door in her face. Instead, I step aside so she can enter. She looks around at the room for a moment, before sitting in one of two wooden chairs by the fire. I make no move to sit across from her until she gestures to the other chair. Reluctantly, I sit.

      She stares at her hands. “Echo… Could we talk?”

      I force myself to stay calm. “Yes, actually I’m glad you came by.”

      She glances up, hope lighting her eyes, and I cringe inwardly. That was the wrong way to put that. “So,” I say, drawing the short word out longer, scrambling to figure out the way to right this. “When I was leaving, the Veratra warned me about Neythe, and the Anemoi.”

      Her eyes narrow. This isn’t what she expected me to say. She sits back in her chair, crossing her arms. “All right. They warned you. The Anemoi are dangerous, we know that now.”

      As her jaw clenches, I wonder if there’s something she’s not saying. The emotions in her aura confuse me, anger and jealousy mix with confusion, but there’s something else behind it. Something more that I can’t tell while the numbness grips me. “They warned me that they were interested in you. In us. In our relationship. Maybe too interested.”

      Morgaine’s arms uncross and relief flickers through her aura. “Is that why you’re acting so strangely?” Her voice is soft, hopeful and I cannot stand how hard my feelings are fighting, how much energy it takes to keep them safely wrapped up. As I fight with myself, she continues. “I know something is different from when you left, and I heard what you said in the library…”

      She’s still talking, saying something about understanding why I’d be afraid, but I cannot hear her over the battle raging inside me. I must wait for it to subside before I speak. The most primal part of my consciousness that has fused to the fetch wants to climb into her lap, to have her hands on me, to kiss her, to feel the slide of her skin on mine—desire for her nearly consumes me. All of the feelings that come along with that desire are unstable, volatile, disturbing. The mix of love, fear, and death is so shattering I cannot stay with it for long. My conscious mind begins to loosen from the fetch itself and I nearly panic.

      I breathe deeply, focusing on each part of my body, from my toes to my hair. My lungs expand and contract, and I focus on this movement until my heart slows and the tendrils of consciousness that threatened to detach are secure once more. Being alone with Morgaine is dangerous, but I don’t want to hurt her.

      I’ve never been good at talking through these kinds of things, and I am worse at it now than ever, but I have to try to explain things to her. I hold up my hand to interrupt her. I don’t know what she’s saying, but I have to stop her. When she falls silent, the look of hope drains out of her eyes and it kills something inside me, but I push myself, force myself to speak. “When I woke on Kythrea, in this body, I couldn’t remember anything about what happened. It took a little while for my memories to return, and when they did I was overcome.”

      She looks up at my face as my voice wavers slightly. Her eyes are beautiful. And… the simple fact that her eyes are beautiful, and full of fear and confusion, nearly undoes me.

      “Overcome? How so? What does that mean, Echo?”

      I notice she isn’t calling me gorgeous, and there’s no trace of her usual bravado or flirtation. She is in pain, and has been for some time. Pain that my death caused her. I am the one at fault here and I can’t see my way out of this or around it.

      “I nearly lost my hold on the fetch when I remembered you. When I remembered our last moments together. I was warned to not allow myself to feel things strongly, all at once, or it might endanger my connection to the fetch.”

      Confusion blooms, like a poisonous flower in her aura. “What does that mean?”

      I draw a ragged breath in. The things I feel for her are starting to spill out again. The desire to touch her is so strong I can hardly speak. I wait, closing my eyes, watching the tendrils of my love for her retreat into the box I’ve built.

      “It means that if I remember it all too vividly, if I let myself feel for you too deeply, it might sever my connection to the fetch. I must try to stay as even as I can.”

      Her jaw clenches, tense and I watch her long fingers flex and then knot into fists in her lap. “For how long?”

      I wish I knew. “I don’t know. I left the Anemoi before they could tell me everything.”

      A long moment passes in awkward silence. I search for more words, a better explanation, but find nothing. I am exhausted from everything that has happened today, but I cannot ask her to leave. I know I owe her this conversation.

      She looks back at her hands, before asking in a quiet, shaking voice, “And where does that leave us?”

      I wish she wouldn’t ask this. I wish she was afraid, like me, to ask. That she wouldn’t force me into saying the brutal truth. But there is only one answer to this question, in my mind. “My duty is to Miyala and her mission. I have to live long enough to help her kill the Warlord and stop the war. Nothing can stand in the way of that.”

      A little shudder wracks her chest. Her mouth falls open slightly and then closes, a twitch in her clenched jaw. I force the box in my mind shut. It takes every bit of strength I have left not to let the top fly off. My emotions raging inside demand I go to her, comfort her, love her.

      But I cannot. Not if I want to fulfill my promise to Miyala. The fierce loyalty I have for my sister is the most important thing. Not just for me, but for Interra. For all worlds. My love for this one girl cannot stand in the way of the mission, not until it’s complete.

      Morgaine rises, fists still clenched tightly at her side. She stalks, with catlike grace, towards the door. I think she’ll leave, but she turns. “Do you still love me, gorgeous? Did you ever?”

      These two questions slice so deep I nearly fall from my chair. The box is open wide, flung open by the raw pain in her aura. A sharp crack sounds in the recesses of my mind, the force of my feeling for her knocking the wind out of me. I struggle to breathe, as my consciousness loosens completely from the fetch. She sees me, sees the grey shade my skin has turned and rushes to me.

      My eyes are open, but I don’t see the room I’ve been assigned in Lyonesse. I see the fluffy white clouds of an early spring day in the mountains. Morgaine’s warm body hovers above mine as I lose myself inside her touch. Then there is a flash of menace at the edge of my peripheral vision. Everything slows as I shove her off me.

      My nose fills with the scent of wildflowers as a knife embeds itself deep in my chest, but the pain I feel is the absence of her warmth. The harsh ache of pushing her away to save her, to save the life of the only person I’ve ever truly been in love with. Everything I’ve ever felt for her is present all at once, and I am unmoored by the strength of it.

      Her questions echo in my mind, ricocheting through this moment in an endless loop of agony. Do you love me, gorgeous? Did you ever?

      “Yes,” I gasp as I fall to the floor.
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      Wings beat on the balcony, the door of the room bursts open, and Bayun rushes to my side. You must go, I hear Aryx warn Morgaine, his voice an alarming roar in my mind. She will not survive this if you do not. Go and allow us to help her. Send Yoonai and Malikai.

      I didn’t know she was holding me, clasping me to her chest until now. Now I see her, feel her arms around me, her wild heartbeat and her sobs. The room is fuzzy, my vision going dark, but I feel her lower me gently to the ground and hear her run from the room. The moment I died plays over and over in my head, until a bright light shines into my memory, illuminating it so brightly that I cannot see or feel anything but its warmth.

      Come back, littling. The Watcher’s voice is calm now. Come back to what is here and now.

      I open my eyes to find Bayun purring against my side, where I am cradled in the draconae’s enormous leonine paws. He licks my face softly, his breath sweet as freshly mown grass. I sit, resting my back against Aryx’s forearms. My breath is shallow and my hands are shaking. “What happened?”

      Your conscious mind detached from the vessel for a moment. It was only a moment, but you must tread carefully, littling.

      “I thought I’d taken possession of it,” I murmur.

      It will take time. You will need to condition yourself slowly to think about the trauma you endured. You died, littling, and came back. That is no small thing.

      “What about her?”

      She will wait, or she will not. You cannot control that.

      I swallow hard. “Why can’t I think of how I feel about her at all without that happening?”

      You know the answer to that already, Bayun says.

      It was all there in the palm of my hand, and I threw it away. Until this moment, I hadn’t realized how close I’d walked to self-destruction, every day of my former life. The knowledge chokes me. Did I save her because I love her, or because I didn’t love myself enough? I don’t have to think very hard about that. I’d wanted a way out of all my responsibilities, and saving Morgaine was the escape hatch.

      The taste of the realization is bitter in my mouth, especially considering what I’ve learned about the way death and destruction have a tendency to pair. I have a second chance now, and I can’t afford to make the same mistakes. Even if it hurts us both, I have to get a handle on the darkness inside me. I have to understand myself better before I let her in again.

      Bayun curls into my lap as I settle against Aryx’s side. The draconae’s fur is warm against my back. With time, you will be able to think of this without compromising your attachment to this body, but until you do, you must be careful.

      Confusion swirls in me. It isn’t only that I died, that I wanted to die; it is that I was dead. That I remember being dead, the relief of being done with all this. I remember what it was like to finally be at peace. I feel the otham curl around me, and out of the corner of my eye I see sapphire smoke, undulating around me; here, in this room but somehow also between, deep in the realm of the spiriti valem. I worry that I am calling it to me, the creature, and I cannot handle wrangling with my responsibility for creating such a thing right now. I squeeze my eyes closed and try to shut everything out.

      Bayun presses his paws against my leg, allowing his claws to ever-so-slightly prick my skin. The feeling brings me into the present and out of the space between worlds. He says nothing, but I begin to feel grounded. My vision of the spiriti valem recedes and I begin to breathe more normally, my heart sounding more and more like a human heart each moment that passes.

      I hear footsteps in the hall. Malikai and Yoonai rush to my side. Aryx rises, gently pushing me into Malikai’s embrace. They lock eyes and I know they are speaking privately. While they speak, Yoonai goes about taking small vials out of her pockets and dripping them into a glass of water.

      Aryx nuzzles my face. You are in good hands, littling. I must speak to your sister now.

      “Don’t tell her what happened,” I plead, knowing he will not fulfill my request.

      She must know. Plans may need to be altered.

      He bounds off the balcony, springing into the air, as Yoonai presses the glass of water and tincture to my lips. “Drink,” she commands.

      The liquid is cool on my throat. As I feel it slide into me, I am soothed immediately, though I know it will take time for the tincture to work. The three of us sit together quietly, waiting for Yoonai’s medicine to take effect. Finally, Malikai breaks the silence. “You must tell us everything the Anemoi told you about the fetch.”

      I hesitate, not sure what they want to hear. Yoonai sees my struggle and understands. It isn’t that I don’t want to tell them, but I am still overwhelmed. Still confused about everything. She takes my hand and smiles gently. I notice a pair of glasses hanging from an elegant silver chain around her neck.

      “You finally gave in,” I murmur absently.

      “Yes,” she smiles. “I like being able to read my own handwriting.”

      Malikai settles behind me on the floor, supporting my back with their solid chest. They run their fingers through my hair, gentle as a parent soothing a sick child. In many ways, Yoonai and Malikai have parented me as much as June and Paulo. They have always filled in the gaps, the places where my fathers didn’t quite understand me.

      Finally, I know the information that is missing. The piece I hardly dare say, it scares me so. “If I do not fuse to the fetch correctly it might fail. My soul might wither before aetherating.”

      Yoonai nods and I feel Malikai take a sharp breath in, waiting for the rest.

      “But if it works… If I survive… I will live…”

      I don’t know why, but I cannot say the words. Saying them out loud will make them true on this plane of existence and I cannot. The horror of indeterminate years stretching out in front of me sticks in my throat.

      “You will be immortal?” Malikai whispers.

      I turn to look into their ruby eyes, and for the first time I understand their mercurial nature. How sometimes they are so close, so human seeming. So present. And others they are distant. Never cold, but far away somehow. I nod and they hug me tightly. My arms go around their neck and I feel Yoonai stroke my hair.

      “Chicklet,” she murmurs as I begin to sob. “It will be all right.”

      “Let her cry,” Malikai says softly.

      “But…” Yoonai begins. It strikes me how rare it is to hear her sound unsure.

      “She is in no danger of becoming overwhelmed with us here. She must grapple with this. She must grieve for her human lifespan. It is the only way, Yoon.”

      I feel her lips press my hair and hear her rise. “I am going to make us some tea.”

      Malikai nods and I hear her leave. My tears are slowing now. I pull away from Malikai to stare into their inhuman eyes, so full of understanding and acceptance. “I am afraid. I don’t want to spend eternity as myself. I barely made it nineteen years… Malikai… I was relieved to die.”

      There. I’ve said it. They stroke my face with a calloused hand. “I know, littling.”

      I whimper, biting my lip to slow the rush of emotions. Regulating them is getting easier. I watch the rhythm of Malikai’s chest, rising and falling, and I match their breath. Malikai begins a sequenced cycle of breath, a Raothami practice for self-regulation. I follow instinctively.

      “The Anemoi were trying to cultivate my anger, my rage,” I whisper when my breathing falls into a regular rhythm once more.

      Malikai’s jaw clenches. “Did they explain why?”

      I shake my head. We sit legs crossed, knee to knee, much like we did when I was a child learning to meditate. Malikai flexes their fingers, stretching their muscled forearms as they stare into the distance, at some point beyond me.

      “Your anger is fuel, an igniting factor. Anger is a valuable tool for any warrior.”

      I’ve heard this speech a thousand times, and I finish, “But a still mind wins the day.”

      Malikai nods absently. “Perhaps yes. But how you handle your anger, your rage, your fear. They are all important in this process. If you are simply repressing them, they will grow.”

      “How do I stop?”

      Malikai laughs, a bitter sound. “Do you want the Raotham answer or mine?”

      “Yours,” I say, taking their hand.

      Their eyes are haunted when they meet mine. “I’ve lived hundreds of years and I still don’t know the answer. My rage and fear return no matter how I restrain them, larger and more dangerous than before.”

      “What do you do to control it? I’ve never seen you lash out.”

      “Of course you have. You’ve seen me fight a thousand times.”

      Something settles into place within me. “You’ve been channeling your anger and fear into a weapon.”

      “I’ve had a long time to work this out for myself,” Malikai says. “And you will as well.”

      The thought of the years stretching out in front of me in an endless hallway of loneliness and pain nearly bowls me over. “Some people would be happy to be told they’ll live forever,” I mutter.

      Malikai’s laugh is a dry sound. “They are fools, Echo. Immortality is as much a burden as it is a gift. I believe this is the path you were meant to walk, and I am sorry for it. But I will be with you, always.”

      This, at least, is a comfort.
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      Miyala sits alone at her desk for a long time after Aryx leaves, sorting through what must happen next. She’s disturbed to hear that Echo is having such a difficult time adjusting to the fetch. It’s a miracle to have her back, but the seas are stormier than ever from Miyala’s place at the helm of a brewing international war. There are too many loose ends to tie up. Everything she thought would work yesterday must be revisited now with more careful eyes.

      She’s had a barrage of meetings this morning that all went poorly. In her council meeting to discuss the fabled kingdom of the Rousália, June and one of the lead scholars on the creatures of the Void Lands ended up storming out, rather than continuing to talk. The problem? June’s innate sense of hospitality makes him very motivated to thank the aquatic queen for her help. The scholar in question insisted that thanking people of the Void Lands might indebt the Vindicata in ways they could not imagine. Everything after that had been a blur of philosophical arguments that bored her to tears. Miyala is ready to take action.

      At least Echo's return has reinvigorated the Vindicata’s plans to not only prevent intercontinental war, but also to kill Joram Markona before the Legionnaire can ascend. She doesn’t relish spending any part of her day with a demon goddess, but she can put this visit off no longer. It’s time to find out what the Elemental knows about destroying the Markona before she leaves for Kilm.

      Miyala pulls a sweater over the knee-length linen shift dress she selected for the day and reties the laces of her tall fur-lined boots, then sets out for the dungeons. She sips a mug of tea as she navigates the busy hallways of the keep. People say hello and she asks after their children, their partners, their dreams. She knows every face she sees by name, and her people know she is as likely to be found mucking stables with Arquessa as she is in state meetings or the library. She has a rotation in all menial labor, just as anyone else in the keep does. The only privilege she allows herself is time; she has asked Birdy to manage her schedule so she can make all important meetings, while never shirking her chores.

      Allowing others to help her has been the success of her role, so far. She’s delegated wisely. When her councilors suggested that she might take herself off the chore chart, she refused. Some of her best thinking is done on latrine duty or scrubbing floors, strange as Midlander aristos would find it. She will not place herself above her people, not ever.

      When she made this declaration, both Yoonai and Raven looked pleased. Later they told her that the High Priestesses of old did the same, but that Verane DeMarais had done away with communal work, creating a hierarchy in the Alabaster Spire that valued some tasks above others, along with the people who did them. The more she hears about Verane, the less she wants anything to do with the Ravenni as they are. She believes they’ve forgotten what it means to be a witch and she will not reinforce or replicate those mistakes.

      Miyala descends the stairs into the dungeon. Guards greet her cheerfully along the way. The halls are well lit by oil lamps as she treads downstairs, deep into the heart of the keep. It is warm here, due to the geothermal heat that warms the core of the island, making it habitable in the cold months. By the time she reaches the dungeon she sheds her sweater, hot from the walk and the rising heat.

      Marzana is the only prisoner here, as the Vindicata are as opposed to imprisonment as ever, and she prowls like a caged animal inside her spacious cell. It’s sparsely furnished, but she’s received every book she’s asked for that could be found. Miyala drags a chair in front of the cell and sits, sipping her tea patiently, watching the demon goddess pace.

      Finally, the creature wearing her sister’s face sits, glaring at Miyala. “Let me out. I know what you want to do with me, and I do not consent.”

      Miyala sighs. “I understand. And I am going to do as you ask, but I need you to hear me out first.” Marzana glares at her, but she is silent. “We need to eliminate the Legionnaire’s vessel in order to prevent the thing from inhabiting it? Is that correct?”

      Marzana nods, apparently committed to nonverbal communication. Miyala recognizes the wisdom of this strategy. “And if I am able to do so, we will prevent the Prophecy of Alcyone from coming to pass.”

      Marzana tilts her head to one side. “You have seen the prophecy? Read it?”

      This isn’t quite the information she was looking for, but it’s a start, and it’s obvious from the look in her eyes that Marzana is eager to talk about this. Miyala settles further into her chair, getting comfortable. “No. We cannot find it in its entirety. We believe there may be two copies left, one at the Alabaster Spire—”

      “Verane DeMarais will never let you have it,” Marzana interrupts.

      The venom in her voice piques Miyala’s interest. From everything Morgaine has said, Marzana has been too self-centered to care much about the machinations of human life. What is her interest in the high priestess? Miyala thinks quickly and then allows confusion to cloud her expression. She leans forward opening her mouth slightly, then hesitates, looking around, as though she is worried she might be overheard.

      She scoots her chair closer to the cell and whispers eagerly, “What do you know of Verane?”

      Marzana’s smile is smug. “She is a snake who will find ways to break you that your feeble mind cannot conceive of.”

      Miyala bites her bottom lip, allowing her luminous eyes to widen. She feels genuinely anxious, that much is true. The thought of untangling the mess the Ravenni high priestess has wrought on the witches of Interra plagues her with worry. “I’d hoped I could trust her. She is to be my mentor, after all. All her letters have been kind.”

      Another truth, mixed with a lie. Verane has offered to be Miyala’s mentor, and she’s sure Verane meant for her letters to seem kind. But Miyala saw through the pompous tone and the vague attempts to sow discord with her family easily. The woman is, as Marzana says, a snake. Though, Miyala reasons, that is a slight to snakes.

      Marzana snorts. “More likely she’s plotting your untimely demise. That’s more her style.”

      This is probably true, but Marzana doesn’t need to know that. Miyala sits back in her chair and sips her tea shaking her head. “I just can’t believe that. I think she genuinely wants to help me.”

      She can hardly stand the quixotic cast in her countenance, and apparently neither can Marzana, whose nose wrinkles in disgust. “You’re a foolish little thing, aren’t you?”

      Miyala makes sure to look as though she’s suppressing her offense. “I am trying here, Marzana.”

      The Elemental sighs, staring at Miyala’s mug. “I’d love a cup of tea.”

      Miyala nods and gets up, calling to one of the guards for a pot of strong black tea and another mug. When she returns to her seat Marzana looks wary. “You should be more careful about who you trust, Miyala. Verane DeMarais is cunning. She tricked me, and that’s not easy to do.”

      Miyala nearly laughs, but suppresses her urge and earnestly asks, “She did?”

      Marzana nods. “Yes, she is the reason I was sent back to Kythrea, sent back to my mother and imprisoned for nearly a decade.”

      The guard brings the teapot down and Miyala pours Marzana a cup first, and offers it to her through the bars, before serving herself. Marzana sips it and closes her eyes. “The taste of food and drink is divine. Did you know Elementals rarely eat in their non-corporeal form? And that it doesn’t matter what we look like when we do take form, nothing feels as good or tastes as good as it does in a human body.”

      Miyala suppresses the urge to launch herself through the bars and throttle the creature. That human body doesn’t belong to her. The jab doesn’t do its job. Miyala controls herself, sipping her tea, a calm exterior covering her disgust.

      “Thank you for the warning about Verane,” she says, injecting a slight quaver into her voice. “I will use caution.”

      Marzana nods, and her countenance is hard to read. “You want to know about the prophecy. If I’ve seen it. If there’s any way you can avoid destroying this body, don’t you?”

      Miyala remains impassive, practically holding her breath. That isn’t what she came for at all, but if there is a chance to get Echo’s body back, she would take it.

      “That’s why you’ve put on this little show, isn’t it? I know you’re not this naive, Miyala. You forget that I keep a little piece of your sister inside me. Just enough to know all about the people she loves most.”

      Marzana sets her mug on the floor and stands, casually leaning against the bars of the cell. “And she does love you most in all the world, little queen. No matter how many secrets you keep, no matter how you plan to use her, she loves you best. Even more than her lovers, though of course that’s a different kind of love.”

      Miyala’s stomach churns and she glares openly at Marzana. There’s no need to pretend any longer. She sees now that the Elemental will not help them, will not be useful in any way except one: a failsafe, should she miss her opportunity to kill Markona at the Reaping Moon.

      “You have no intention of setting me free. Malikai’s told you everything, haven’t they? All about my past. The lengths I’m willing to go to get my way.”

      They haven’t, but Miyala will find out.

      “I know you’re working with the witches. That you’ve got two of them here with you. How do I know you’re not in league with Verane already?”

      A desire to defend herself dies in Miyala’s throat. Now she is indignant, truly angry. “In league with her?” Her voice thickens, deepening slightly. “I am the Miyel’karai. The Last Witch Queen.”

      Marzana hisses. “Then you’re something worse. Verane is one thing, power hungry and selfish, but you believe you have a divine mission. You will learn the error of believing such nonsense the hard way.”

      Miyala’s nostrils flare as she controls her temper, staying still and silent as the Elemental babbles.

      “I won’t help you, Ravenni trash. You’re just like the rest of your sistren. Cold, calculating and a whore for Hekate’s knowledge. You’d sell your sister to a Marlovian mule for a look at even one of the stanzas of that infernal prophecy.”

      Marzana turns now, grasping the bars with both hands. Her eyes are feverish and red. “I’ve read the whole thing. In its original state. And here is the answer you’ve been looking for, little queen: No. I will not tell you what it says, I will not help you. Follow that prophecy and you will lose everything.”

      Miyala nearly throws the mug cupped in her hands. This has not gone the way she’d planned at all. She wants to clamp her palms over her ears, but Marzana just keeps talking.

      “I gave you all a chance to fix this, to save the world without endangering me and you didn’t do it. You squandered the time you had and now it’s gone. I won’t give you one more ounce of help so long as you’re hellsbent on fulfilling that damn prophecy.” Marzana begins to laugh when she sees the barely-leashed fury in Miyala’s eyes. “Oh-ho, where is your quivering chin and wide eyes now? Now you’re the righteously indignant aristo? Save the act for someone who doesn’t know any better. You’re terrified.”

      Miyala stands so fast she knocks her chair over. “So what if I am? The Legionnaire is an immortal, infernal being, capable of destroying every last one of us. I’d be foolish not to be afraid. But I don’t have to worry, Marzana, because I have you and you’re never getting out of here. You’re already in my sister’s body and she has a new one—a new life.”

      Marzana laughs harder. “Yes, indeed she does. And if she doesn’t die in the next few days, due to her weak-mindedness, she’ll live forever. Did she tell you that?”

      Miyala is stunned into silence. Of all the people to have been given immortal life, her sister is the worst possible candidate. If she can manage to return to herself, to live forever would be torture for Echo. For the first time in the conversation, Miyala has no retort, no clever comeback.

      “You will lose her no matter what, little queen. There’s enough of her still in here for me to know that. She will go mad, losing you all, living forever. She will become even more of a monster than she already is. Can you imagine what kind of creature she’ll be in a hundred years?”

      Laughter follows Miyala up the steep stairs and into the harsh light of day.
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      Miyala storms into her study, completely forgetting that she is nearly a half-hour late for a meeting with the planning commission about expanding the repairs of the existing aqueducts into a new section of the city. Half a dozen surprised faces turn towards her.

      “I’m sorry,” she mutters and backs out of the room, and runs down the hall, towards the stairs.

      Everything is a blur as her eyes fill with angry tears. Finally a bench in a dark corner, far from her study, offers solace. She falls into it, curling her knees to her chest and hugging herself tightly. She is acutely aware that she let Marzana have the upper hand. She was so focused on being clever that she forgot to be smart.

      Miyala lets a string of curses fall into her damp lap. Her nose starts to run and she wipes it with her sleeve. For months now, nothing has gone quite right. June continually cautions her not to think so negatively, reminding her that movements take time to build, that her leadership will be accepted once she proves herself. But the only way to prove herself is to eliminate the Legionnaire’s vessel before it can inhabit it. She takes a few deep breaths, reminding herself that she will be in Kilm soon enough, doing what she can to solve this. One thing at a time.

      She doesn’t notice Echo until she speaks. “Mi? You okay?” Echo’s voice is soft, with only a hint of the usual rasp that Miyala is so familiar with.

      Echo’s concerned expression nearly moves her to tears. Miyala pulls her sister onto the bench next to her. Echo hugs her and up close she smells like Echo, like the real Echo, which is comforting. Like saltwater, windswept shores, and something warm and herbaceous. “How does the fetch smell like you?”

      Echo shrugs. “I have no idea.”

      For a few moments they sit huddled together, listening to the faint sounds of the keep, and the rain and waves outside. “This place has a lonely feeling,” Echo murmurs, almost to herself.

      “It does,” Miyala agrees. “Maybe because it sat empty for so long.”

      Echo stares toward the window, but her eyes are unfocused, until she turns back towards her. “Is that how you feel too? Lonely?”

      Miyala takes a sharp breath in. No one has asked her such a question in months. “Yes,” she replies, unable to say more.

      Echo nods and pulls Miyala against her. “The weight of it all must be hard to carry.”

      Miyala nods. It feels good to be seen.

      “Will you let me help?”

      Miyala chokes back emotion. “I’m afraid.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m afraid if I don’t do it all…” she falters.

      “You’re afraid to let anyone else bear the burden of all this.”

      Miyala’s jaw clenches tightly. She feels the scream that has been building since she was eleven years old, and she learned she was the Miyel’karai, welling in her throat.

      “Come on,” Echo says suddenly, pulling Miyala up off the bench.

      Miyala doesn’t question, she just follows. They take several familiar turns before Echo finds a path through the keep that Miyala has only taken a few times. To the highest tower, the observation deck. “No…” she whispers, pulling Echo to a halt. It’s too high up. She is deathly afraid of heights.

      “Yes,” Echo insists. “Trust me.”

      The clench in Miyala’s jaw travels down her throat and spreads over her shoulders and into her chest. She feels as though she’ll explode. She hesitates, but the feeling is building and she fears the episode that will follow when she suppresses it. The days of stomach aches and heartburn.

      So she follows her sister up the steep stairs that spiral heavenward. She dares not look down into the center of the tower to find out how far they’ve come. Instead she focuses on her sister’s back and the fact that while she is starting to get out of breath from the rapid climb, Echo breathes evenly.

      “Could we… slow down?” she gasps.

      Echo turns and her mouth lifts into a smile. “Sorry. The fetch doesn’t tire easily.”

      Miyala rolls her eyes. “You were like this before. Solid, steady, quick.”

      Echo sits on the steps and Miyala follows, pressing her back against the wall of the tower. The cool stone soothes her. Echo’s voice is a familiar rasp when she asks, “Can I be honest with you?” Miyala nods, but dread shudders in her heart. Nothing good ever follows that question. “I remember the basics of everything. The facts. The feelings even. But Miyala, I don’t remember how to be myself.”

      Miyala laughs. “Does anyone know that?”  She glances up at her sister and sees the distress on her face. “Echo, I don’t know how to be myself most days. Am I queen? Am I a witch? Am I a scared little girl who’d like to disappear?”

      Echo’s smile is small, but grateful. “Do you really feel so unsure?”

      “Everyone does, I think. None of us knows what we’re doing or who we are.”

      “Except Yoonai,” Echo laughs.

      Miyala laughs with her. “Indeed.”

      “Thank you,” Echo says softly. “That helps a lot.”

      Miyala makes a noise and then rises, pushing herself up the steps, past her fear, past Echo. She hears her sister follow as she runs the last few flights of stairs, her breath heaving as she reaches the top of the stairs. A heavy wooden door crowns the tower and she opens it, flinging it wide. Outside, rain lashes the balcony of the observation tower, falling sideways in the wind. Echo’s footsteps fall nearly soundlessly as she stands at her side.

      “Do it,” she says.

      “Do what?” Mi asks.

      “Scream.”

      Miyala looks at her sister, mouth falling open. “How did you know?”

      “You’ve made that same face since we were children. But you always shove it down. I don’t think that’s helping. Do you?”

      Miyala shrugs. “I don’t think I can just scream.”

      “Stop trying to convince yourself you’re all right. You’re not.”

      Miyala turns to her sister and shakes her head. She is angry with her. Echo hasn’t even been home for two days and there are already secrets between them. “You too then. Stop pretending you’re fine. I know if you fuse to the fetch permanently that the body will be immortal. You’ve got to be scared silly.”

      Echo’s eyes widen with surprise, then slowly close. “Yes.”

      Miyala understands why Echo is afraid, but she knows too well what damage bottling things inside will do. The burn of acid in the back of her throat reminds her that trying to control too much will scorch a person from the inside out. “If you don’t let some of what you’re feeling out, it’s going to sever your connection to the fetch it in one fell swoop. Someday you won’t be able to keep it all in. It will come out and you will lose everything... And I will lose you again.”

      Echo sighs and steps forward, further into the pelting rain, closer to the balcony’s railing. She looks back at Miyala, her eyes full of unimaginable sadness. Mi can’t tell if her face is wet from the rain or tears. And then she opens her mouth and screams.

      The sound is so raw, so powerful and so full of helplessness and fury that Miyala’s own scream begs to be let out. It is hounds baying in her chest, clawing at the doors of her heart, begging to be set free. She steps forward, frightened as she is by the height of the tower and opens her mouth and screams.

      Echo’s fingers intertwine with hers and she grips her sister’s hand so hard she worries she might break it. But Echo is strong and sturdy in her immortal body, and quite suddenly Miyala’s sense of the physical world drops away. Echo will live on. Miyala isn’t sure what’s happening, but she sees a flash of something that bears the feeling of farsight: her sister, dressed in strange clothing, walking hand in hand with someone she can’t make out, down a street flanked by towering glass buildings.

      The vision disappears and Miyala doesn’t know when she stopped screaming, but clouds of slightly luminous, sapphire smoke surround them. The otham. It curls around their hands. Echo looks down and her scream dies away. Miyala doesn’t have her sister’s talent for reading auric energy, but she knows what Echo looks like when she is afraid. Her sister’s voice quavers when she asks. “What is happening?”

      “I’m not sure,” Mi whispers, waiting. Echo’s fear of the otham is curious and Miyala wonders what’s behind it. Miyala’s thoughts are interrupted by a third voice.

      “It is the otham’s blessing,” Raven says from the doorway. She’s followed them to the tower.

      When she steps into the cloud of shimmering indigo mist, it parts for her. Echo and Miyala each reach toward her instinctively and Raven takes their hands. When they join hands Miyala sees Echo’s aura clearly for the first time ever, ringed in dark, shimmering shadows. Similarly, Raven’s is ringed with soft, ethereal mist.

      “Your aura is glowing,” Echo whispers hoarsely.

      Raven nods. “It’s true, you look like sunlight to me.” She turns to Echo. “And you… You are like the deepest, most peaceful winter’s night.”

      “And you are everything medial,” Miyala breathes, understanding the misty ring around Raven’s aura. “You walk easily between, beyond…”

      The otham wreaths their wrists, drawing each strand of their auric energy into a braid that connects them. It sinks into their skin and then Miyala’s vision returns to normal. Raven and Echo are both blinking, as though trying to return the strange vision. The clouds of otham begin to dissipate, but slowly. There is a long moment of silence, and the sounds of the rain softening to a drizzle fill Miyala’s ears.

      “What does it mean?” Echo asks, finally.

      Raven seems to consider her words carefully. “The Ravenni would say it means the otham will join us when the time comes, that Miyala’s cause is blessed by the otherworld.”

      “What do you think it means?” Miyala asks.

      Raven’s head tilts. “I’m not sure yet, but I think we have to consider that the otham views us as the Ophanir, or the Akatei, whatever you want to call them.”

      Echo looks afraid again. She flinches as a stray strand of blue mist curls around their feet. “What are you afraid of?” Miyala whispers.

      Echo’s mouth opens, but she seems unable to speak.

      Raven turns her eyes to Echo as well. “The fractured piece of the otham you gave sentience to at the Cloisters… That’s it, isn’t it?”

      Echo nods. “Can we trust what we just saw? I don’t think what I did there was right.”

      Raven looks down at the last wisps of otham winding around their clasped hands. “This is not that part of the otham, Echo. This is the otham as it should be, whole and right.”

      Echo looks down. She doesn’t look as though she believes Raven. “But the other part? What I did at the Cloisters. It was wrong, wasn’t it? I created something wrong, and unleashed it on the world at the worst possible time.”

      Raven shakes her head. “I don’t think you’re wrong, but that’s not how I see it either. You gave it sentience; you had to in order to find out how to stop what the Sirinvila were doing. That was the right thing to do.”

      “But…” Miyala prompts, wanting to hear the rest.

      Raven shrugs, watching the sapphire smoke weave in and out of their legs. “But it was hurt, abused, used without consent to harm over and over. That is a part of what the fractured otham is now. I don’t think we can make any other assumptions about it.”

      “I think we can assume that what it told Echo might not be true though,” Miyala says softly. “I think we have to. If it was warped by the Sirinvila’s treatment, it might not have told us objective truths.”

      Raven laughs. “Are there objective truths?”

      The otham begins to retreat now as they drop their hands. Echo shakes her head. “I suppose not.”

      The three of them stand staring at one another for a long time.

      “What do we do?” Echo asks. “Being the Ophanir seems like a lot of pressure.”

      Raven smiles serenely. “I don’t think we have to do anything. Nor do I think we are the Ophanir or the Akatei.”

      Miyala squints faintly, confused. “Then what are we?”

      Raven takes a deep breath. “We are a family, with three very different ranges of ability. And maybe those abilities are like those of the Akatei and the Ophanir. But we are ourselves. Maybe it just takes people like us to defeat the Devourers.”

      “Maybe,” Echo says, but she sounds unsure.

      Miyala doesn’t care if they’re heroes reincarnated, or just three people who feel the responsibility to change what can be changed in the world. She pulls Raven and Echo both into a tight hug, and as their arms go around her, she breathes freely. But the stories of the Akatei and Ophanir whirl wildly in her mind, slippery and confusing, their meaning just out of her reach.
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      Urkayn whines from the base of the pine tree. High in the branches, Morgaine shushes him. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

      She watches Raven, Miyala and Echo atop the observation tower. They seem to be discussing something intently. Then she sees them hug and disappear indoors. She heard their wild, cathartic screams, and saw the thick cloud of otham surround them. Part of her is happy to see Echo connecting to her family. The other part is sick with jealousy. Echo seems determined to push her away.

      The pup whines again from below. She is about to shush him again when she looks down. He’s not looking up at her anymore. The fur on his back is raised high in a ridge, and his teeth are bared. He sees something she cannot yet sense.

      Morgaine scrambles down the tree, dropping to the forest floor, and sinks into a crouch to wait, pulling Urkayn behind a bush. Soon she hears the softest of footsteps, but they hardly seem real. Their resonance on the ground is somehow unnatural, as though it is only the memory of footsteps, not the actual sound.

      “Rise, Voyager. I come to you in friendship.”

      Neythe materializes before her eyes and Morgaine understands. The goddess is not really here, it is but her image. Here in the shady forest, it’s easy to see that she is not quite solid. She steps out from the bush.

      “What do you want?” Morgaine asks, suspicious of the goddess, given what Echo said about her motivations.

      Neythe smiles benevolently, her deep mauve skin glowing with unearthly light. “Have you learned the difference between portals that are made, and those that occur naturally?”

      Morgaine nods, reluctant to tell the goddess there is one nearby.

      But the smug smile on the goddess’ face tells Morgaine she knows about it already. “Good. It is nearly time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Time for you to fulfill your part in the last Witch Queen’s ascension.”

      “Miyala?”

      Neythe nods. “Yes, the Miyel’karai is the last of the witch queens of old. There will never be another like her. She will usher in a new age.” Morgaine shifts uncomfortably. This seems like something the goddess should tell Miyala herself. “My concern is not with her, nor is it with Echo any longer. She has chosen another path. Mine is with you.”

      It stings to hear how easily the goddess has dismissed Echo, especially when it seems to her that Echo could use some help. “What is wrong with her?”

      Neythe looks confused. “Is she losing connection to the fetch?”

      Morgaine shakes her head. “She’s had some trouble with the connection, but I think she’s all right today.”

      The goddess shrugs, her wings shuffling behind her with the motion of her shoulders. “Then all is well.”

      Urkayn growls softly at Morgaine’s side. She glances down at him and he stops immediately. “She is not well.”

      Neythe shrugs again, but this time Morgaine sees that her casual appearance is nothing but a facade. She is bothered by this. How much of what Neythe is saying is true?

      The Anemoi’s voice is cool. “She chose to leave us. She chose not to take our advice about fusing to the fetch. Now she must make her own way.”

      Morgaine would like to slap the goddess. And as irreverent as that thought is, it’s strangely satisfying to think about it. “You could help her.”

      Neythe’s countenance doesn’t alter a bit. “I have done what I can for her and now she must do the rest. My concern now is to set you on your path, not how she walks hers.”

      Morgaine lets out a frustrated sigh. All this talking in circles. She wishes the goddess would just say what she means. “Why is this any of your business anyway?”

      Neythe walks further into the tall pine forest, away from the keep. She gestures for Morgaine to follow. As she trots to keep up, Morgaine notices the goddess appears to be thinking something over carefully. Urkayn’s fur is still raised in a protective ridge as he brushes against Morgaine’s leg and she reaches down to reassure him. The pup’s reaction is a warning—one that should reinforce what Echo has already said.

      Morgaine senses something of what he does as she walks alongside the goddess. Neythe’s presence is subtly disturbing. Somehow being both here and not at the same time is causing an anomalous ripple of energy. By learning to recognize the difference between the portals, now she senses this as well. She isn’t sure yet what this has to do with her sense that Neythe has an ulterior motive, but her intuition feels warped somehow, while the pup’s seems to be working just fine.

      “Long ago, I had a sister. I loved her deeply…” the goddess trails off, as though thinking about events long past. “She married a cruel man, to make an alliance that would benefit our people—my band, the Larai’haraim. The witches of our kind, each a queen in the way Miyala will be queen.”

      “You were the first of the Ravenni?”

      Neythe smiles faintly. “They follow many of our traditions. Their original city on the Ayles was our home. I have not been there in many years. It is painful to return there in this diminished capacity.”

      Morgaine nods, pretending she can understand the feeling Neythe describes, waiting for the fuzzy feeling in her head to dissipate. Now they walk at the same pace. Birds sing in the treetops and Urkayn finally seems to be calming. Morgaine waits for Neythe to continue. From the twist of her mouth, the sister’s story does not have a happy ending.

      “For a time, my sister and her husband were nearly happy. She bore him twins and he seemed pleased. But he was obsessed with war, Morgaine. He would not rest until he conquered all of Interra… and eventually he succeeded.”

      Morgaine draws a sharp breath in. To rule the entire planet would be impossible in her view. Who are the Anemoi that any one man could wield such power?

      Neythe watches her carefully. “You are right to be horrified. He was a terrible man. We were all terrible then. A terrible race. Perhaps we deserved what happened to us.”

      “What happened?” Morgaine breathes, caught up in the story.

      “My sister’s twins grew. A boy and a girl. She a light to the world, and he petulant and nearly as cruel as their father.”

      Neythe stops. They’ve reached a clearing in the trees and Morgaine sees the ground drop off, into a ravine, perhaps. She follows Neythe to the edge. They look down on the anomalous door to the otherworld. Far below, the portal between worlds is surrounded by howling wind.

      The number of guards who waited for Marzana’s escape have been reduced, and now just two sit on the farthest edge from Morgaine and Neythe’s vantage point, tucked into the forest, away from the violent gusts emanating from the door. They’re engrossed in a game of cards and do not see the two figures above them.

      “This was where it happened,” Neythe murmurs, almost to herself. “The first step in our undoing.”

      Morgaine waits. There is a slump in the proud goddess’ shoulders that would sadden her if she weren’t so suspicious of her motives. Despite that, whatever happened here in Neythe’s ancient past must have been wretched, that much Morgaine believes. The misery of whatever Neythe remembers is written in the whole of her body language in a way Morgaine doesn’t believe she could fake. Slowly, Neythe straightens, composing herself.

      “The boy, my nephew, used my sister’s daughter horribly. He tricked her. Used her light to carve into the universe in a way most unnatural. This was the first door he made.”

      Cold sweat beads on Morgaine’s back. She understood when the goddess visited her before, at Yulmain, that something made some of the rifts between worlds, and that there was an inherent wrongness to it. She hadn’t been able to imagine that a single person could have done such a thing. She calms the tremor in her voice before speaking. “Why did he do it?”

      Neythe sighs and sits at the edge of the ravine, her legs dangling in a way that turns Morgaine’s stomach. She sits, but does not match the goddess’ posture. If she falls, no wings will catch her and carry her away. Instead she crosses her legs and waits.

      “My sister’s husband was as cruel a father as he was an Emperor. He warped the boy’s mind. Made the boy as obsessed with pleasing him as he was with conquering the world. And once he’d done that, it wasn’t enough.”

      There is a long pause as Morgaine watches tears slip down Neythe’s cheeks. She isn’t moved by the goddess’ show of emotion. Whether they are real or false doesn’t matter now; the enormity of the Anemoi’s power is all she can focus on. “The Emperor, your sister’s husband… He wanted to conquer other worlds as well?”

      Neythe nods. “Yes, and the boy was a talented mage. His sister was raw power, but he was the one with skill. He used her power to cut between worlds until they found one populated with people they could easily subdue, or so they thought.”

      Urkayn has fallen into a deep sleep next to Morgaine. She rubs his belly and he turns onto his back to let her, but still, he was so agitated by Neythe’s presence before… and now he is napping? Morgaine’s head feels as though it’s been stuffed full of soft fluffy clouds, crowded and confused. Why does she feel so strangely?

      Neythe shifts positions next to her, drawing her attention. The goddess rests her elbows on her knees. Her presence is more corporeal now than it was before. “There are witches on many worlds, Morgaine. And the witches of Earth did not care for the Emperor’s plan. They closed the doors my nephew opened. In doing so, we were not only shut out of Earth, but scattered from Interra.”

      Morgaine’s heart begins to beat faster. Neythe’s story drives the fuzzy feeling away, giving her clarity. She’s always had a sense for secrets; it’s what has led her to the best of the Void Lands. Whatever the goddess says next will reveal something very important. She holds her breath, fearful to even exhale, lest Neythe stop the tale.

      “Their spell reverberated across both worlds, and created an instability in Interra’s metaphysical makeup that caused it, for a time, to pull in people, and sometimes whole civilizations, from elsewhere in the universe.”

      Though this is something that even the dullest denizen of the ten realms already knows, this version of the story is different from the myriad ways the ten realms have to explain why entire civilizations were on their home worlds in one moment and trapped on Interra in the next. Those tales focus on different spatial anomalies, science. Not a single family’s thirst for power. Perhaps because as advanced as some of the continent’s people were before arriving on Interra, none were so powerful as the Anemoi. None could conceive that power like this even existed.

      For a brief moment Morgaine wishes she didn’t know any of this. Outwardly, she muses calmly, “That is why the people of the ten realms are so different.”

      Neythe reclines on her elbows, watching the portal. “Yes, and though we tried, we cannot return. It is as if we are repelled from this plane of existence completely. I have studied this problem for many years, and the most I can discern is that the Earthen witches did not know about Interra’s proximity to the world the otham truly resides in. They did not anticipate what severing the connection between Earth and Interra would do.”

      The goddess looks restless, agitated. She sits up and her wings open halfway in her exasperation. “Or maybe they knew exactly what they were about. Perhaps they meant to expel us from the seat of our power, so we could never threaten another world in such a way again. It would be a fitting punishment.”

      Morgaine’s heart beats so fast she worries it might burst and then suddenly slows. Her mouth is dry and her tongue feels clumsy when she asks, “What does any of this have to do with me?”

      Neythe smiles now. “In order to make Interra safe again, to keep entities like the Legionnaire and its brethren from gaining purchase here, someone must close the doors my nephew opened. Someone must find my niece and convince her to help. She is the only one with the power to close the unnatural doors. You must convince her to help you.”

      Morgaine knows exactly what the goddess will require of her, but she still asks, “Why don’t you do it?”

      “She does not trust our kind, as you might imagine, after being so ill used. Her heart is good, but her twin’s betrayal changed her. You must win her over, Morgaine. You must find her and convince her to help you.”

      “But if your people were scattered to the wind… She could be anywhere, couldn’t she?”

      Neythe smiles. “She could be, I suppose. But she is not ‘anywhere.’ She was trapped on Earth when the doors closed. Only a human can reach her now. Even if I thought she would listen to me, I couldn’t reach her. But you… You could.”

      “How?”

      “There is a door to Earth in Zoravo, a natural door. An anomaly created by the universe itself and stable.”

      “And you cannot go through it?” Morgaine persists, though Neythe has already explained this.

      “No, however I’ve tried, I cannot truly be here. What you see now is only a projection of my person. And if I cannot truly be on Interra…”

      “You can’t go through the door. Is there no other way? Couldn’t you just project yourself on Earth?”

      Neythe’s head shakes once. “No. Even if I could reach the door and walk through it, the Earthen witches made certain that no new Anemoi could enter their world, not even a projection. It must be you.”

      “Why me?”

      Neythe’s smile would light up a coliseum. “Because you are the Voyager. Alcyone foretold your role in this and you must play it.”

      Morgaine doesn’t find that very compelling. This commitment to letting the Prophecy of Alcyone rule their lives is foolish. The fuzziness is gone from her head now, replaced by an intense headache. Urkayn wakes, and whines, pressing his nose into her hand. His jowls are wet; he’s been drooling. Morgaine tries to stand, but finds that she is too dizzy to do so.

      When she looks up, Neythe is fading. Her face shows a modicum of alarm. “I’ve been here too long. Listen carefully: the portal to Earth is in the summer palace in Zoravo, though I do not know where.”

      Morgaine opens her mouth to protest. There is no way for her to get into the summer palace. Neythe shakes her head. “You will find a way. Once through, once on Earth, you must find my niece. Once we called her Ouriel Melanippe, but on Earth, she is known as Ava Aurildis. Find Ouriel and she will tell you the way to close the cut doors. If you cannot, it will not matter that Miyala kills the Legionnaire. Do you understand? Others of its kind will follow.”

      Neythe is fading now, but Morgaine nods. She understands. When she and Urkayn are alone again, the pain in her head begins to recede. The pup bounces with energy once more, but shakes his head several times, as though it feels funny.

      She scratches his ears. “Me too, bub. She did something to my head too.”

      Morgaine rubs her chest, lying back on the grass, trying to sort everything out. It isn’t that she thinks Neythe was lying. Quite the opposite. She believes the goddess’ story about her family, just as she believes that for whatever reason she is predisposed to be able to close the doors between worlds that might let the rest of the Devourers into Interra, into the spiriti valem.

      What she does not understand yet is what Neythe is hiding. Why she felt the need to do something to make her confused as she told her tale. Even now, it’s hard to remember exactly what she said about her family, hard to parse it out so she can push on it further, analyze it. Her mission she remembers perfectly, but the rest is fading quickly as she gets up and begins to walk.

      In a few moments time, Neythe’s story about her family dims to soft, unimportant details, punctuated by the urgency of her mission. She will travel south with Echo, and there she will leave her, no matter if they have reconciled or not.

      “Maybe it would be better not to,” she murmurs to the pup as it bounds back towards the keep. “Maybe that would be easiest for us both.”
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      My muscles finally begin to groan with the strain of our workout after two full hours of drills. A sheen of sweat covers me. The click of Yoonai’s knitting needles is soft music in the background, along with Bayun’s sleepy snores. The two of them have been watching as Malikai tests the fetch’s limits.

      Malikai shoots me a satisfied smile. “You feel it now? The burn?”

      I nod, my breath quickening as I follow their increased pace. We’ve found that I do not tire easily, and my reflexes are quicker than before, but not so markedly improved that anyone who is familiar with my fighting style would be immediately suspicious, at least at this point. Yoonai supposes that as my connection to the fetch deepens, its physical attributes may become more advanced. For now though, it mostly feels like I’ve been training hard and am finally feeling the results of my work.

      When Malikai shifts our practice into Raothami hand fighting sequences, everything changes. As I follow their lead, something shifts in my perception, though I cannot quite tell what it is. Eventually, I pause.

      “Do you need a break, Echo?” Malikai asks, arching an eyebrow.

      “Hit me as hard as you can,” I murmur softly, working out a theory.

      Their head tilts slightly, so draconaeic in nature, I nearly crack a grin, but then they strike. I do nothing to stop them, or to soften the blow. I take the full force of Malikai Idrisani’s punch right in the gut. Most would pass out from the pain, but I merely gasp, the wind slightly knocked out of me.

      They draw back, the slightest bit of surprise showing on their face. “That is interesting.”

      “I’d say so.” Yoonai says from her chair in the corner. Her needles have stopped and her eyes are closed. When they open again, she says, “I’ve been observing you from between. The otham follows you, Echo. It moves when you do.”

      Malikai’s eyebrows arch. Both now, which indicates they are as intrigued as I am. “How so?” they ask.

      “It follows her movements in a way that it does not with you, even when you slip between. It is… engaged with her differently. I believe it is fusing her connection to the fetch, helping to make it permanent.”

      I sink to the cool parquet floor of the former ballroom Miyala had cleared so people could practice combat indoors when the weather is bad. As the weather is the picture of spring perfection this afternoon, we have it to ourselves. Malikai wanted privacy, so that if we achieve what they hope we will, I won’t be interrupted. Bayun stretches happily in the large square of sunshine streaming in and I’m tempted to go lay next to him.

      My body isn’t tired, but my mind nears exhaustion as Yoonai sets down her knitting to join Malikai and I on the floor. Out of habit, when the three of us begin to move through the focusing sequences together, our breathing synchronizes. We are quiet as I follow their breath. First Malikai initiates a sequence of breathing, and then Yoonai complicates it.

      As I become fully present, unable to think of anything but following the rhythm of their breath, the spiriti valem becomes clear to my spirit’s sight. Most Raothami need the physicality of the stances to access between, but our goal all afternoon has been to bring me to the point where I can slip into the vale without the stances. I’ve been warned this is nearly impossible, that I should not worry if it is difficult. We’ve tried twice before now, and both times nothing happened, so Malikai worked me harder.

      Now I walk the spirit paths, both Yoonai and Malikai beside me. While their spirit bodies are diaphanous, nearly translucent here, mine is completely solid. I’m trying hard not to worry about the fractured otham creature, but it never quite leaves my mind—then I’m back in the ballroom.

      Malikai and Yoonai open their eyes. “Try again,” Yoonai urges.

      Bayun opens his eyes, blinking at me, gaze soft. Stop trying so hard.

      I snort. “I don’t know how to do that.”

      Yoonai and Malikai give me quizzical looks. “Bayun says to stop trying so hard.”

      Malikai snorts as well, and Yoonai covers her smile with her hand. Everyone knows how hard I try. I’ve never been someone who can do something effortlessly. I have to struggle for everything I earn. Still, I could probably stand to relax a little.

      “Shall we try again?” Yoonai asks.

      I nod and we begin to breathe together again. This time, slipping between comes faster, easier. Again, my spirit body is fully present on the paths, the way it was when Bayun and I traveled together from Kythrea. Malikai and Yoonai are translucent, by contrast. I bend to touch the ground and my fingers touch solid rock.

      Malikai watches as I do so, then blinks out of sight. When they return they shake their head. “Your body is not in the ballroom. You are here on the paths, not projecting.”

      “I am?” I whisper, delighted to have done something right.

      Then I hear it in the distance, and what’s more, I feel it. I feel the otham shrink from the fractured creature though it is a long way off. Yoonai and Malikai both look around, alert and worried.

      Knot-breaker? Is that you?

      Malikai narrows their eyes, peering into the natural mist of the spiriti valem, though the otham itself is nowhere to be seen. Then, deep in the murk, it ambles towards us, moving with an unnatural gait, a humanoid figure, though I cannot discern much more. It isn’t without grace, but it contrasts sharply with the smooth way the clouds of otham usually move. There is nothing of its usual dance, or the slight, pleasurable hum of pure energy about the fractured creature.

      Malikai’s eyes open wider. “Back home. Now.”

      I am so frightened, I nearly panic. Malikai and Yoonai both disappear, but I cannot seem to get back. The creature draws nearer.

      Knot-breaker. There you are. Have you been hiding from me?

      I cannot speak. Or move. The closer it gets, the more defined its shape becomes. It is a slender, elongated creature, with no mouth, or face at all. I reach for the real otham, trying to find it, and find it’s retreated completely.

      We need to talk about our alliance, about the Ravenni. Your queen must gain their trust, Knot-breaker. She must do as Verane says. It is the only way.

      “Are you lying?” I whisper.

      Lying? I do not lie. Ally with the Alabaster Spire fully, and I shall help you win all wars. Forever.

      I step away from the creature, knowing that is a bad answer. I feel it now, how wrong it is for the otham to have sentience of this kind. “How can I help you?” I plead. “How can I help you become what you were?”

      It laughs softly. I cannot return to what I was before the Sirinvila came.

      My heart skips a beat, something unusual for the spiriti valem. I remember that I am actually here, not traveling in my spirit body. “Then let me find a way to heal you. Bring you peace.”

      It screams. The sound is so terrifying I’m driven to my knees. I feel my consciousness loosen and try to exert some measure of control, but the noise worms into my mind. I work to pull away, trying to find a connection to Malikai and Yoonai on the other side. I feel a glimmer the silvery thread I know is my connection to Malikai.

      If you leave now, I shall not help you.

      “That is all right with me.”

      It will not be. You will regret it, as Ilseka came to regret her choices.

      I yank on the thread before the creature can poison me with its words, and I am back in the ballroom, gasping for breath. I fall into Malikai’s arms. Yoonai’s eyes fly open, mid-phrase. She was chanting. Malikai’s inhuman eyes are alight with concern. “That thing… You created that at the Cloisters?”

      Yoonai shakes her head. “She only gave it a voice. I got a good look at it. That thing was made by years of the Sirinvila’s cruelty. Echo, you only released it. You did not create it.”

      “I didn’t know…” I murmur. “I wouldn’t have, if I’d known…”

      Yoonai’s aura is clouded by multiple emotions. In my state, I cannot make sense of them. She pours a cool cup of tea from this morning’s pot as she leads me to a set of fluffy cushions on the floor. Bayun follows and climbs into my lap while Yoonai and Malikai settle themselves next to me.

      Bayun purrs softly, as Yoonai tries to reason with me. “Chicklet, you did the right thing and it had bad consequences. There was nothing else to be done.”

      Malikai shrugs. “She could have let the Sirinvila continue to torture innocents, warp their consent, keep them trapped there in the woods. She could have let them continue to be the manipulative force behind the Brotherhood.”

      I understand what they’re trying to do. “Thank you, my friends,” I murmur. “But… I think I’m still responsible for this thing. For what it does.”

      “You are not,” Yoonai says with finality. “It has sentience. That means it makes choices on its own. What it does now is not your doing. You did not make it, you only set it free. Doing so may have saved hundreds, maybe thousands, of lives, if you consider how long the Sisterhood could have continued on the way they were.”

      I nod, but I am still unsure. Malikai takes my hand. “Whether it was your death, or the fetch, I do not know, but you are different now. Raotham cannot offer you more, though I hope you will always find comfort and healing in our practices.”

      I drop their hand, scrambling away from them, the sting of their words cutting deep. “Are… are… you kicking me out of Raotham?”

      “No, dear one. No. You will always be one of us, but the ultimate goal of a Raothami is to move seamlessly between our world and the paths, and you are able to without further training.”

      My heart sinks, and I sense Malikai is surprised by this reaction. Yoonai understands though. She pats my knee and pulls my cushion closer to them. “You have changed, chicklet. And there is nothing wrong with that. You do not always have to be l’Echo Morbida, the youngest Master in seven generations, the Vindicata’s assassin… You can be anything else you want.”

      “But I want to be all those things. I want to belong with my family, with you.” My voice is shrill and shaking.

      Malikai blinks at me. “You will always belong with us, Echo. You always have. Bayun is right, you don’t have to try so hard.”

      Bayun makes a little noise in my lap, repositioning himself so he’s cradled in the cage of my legs. They’re right. You have always belonged with your family. Why do you think elsewise?

      I’m quiet for a long while. I’ve lived to meet and exceed expectations since Paulo and June adopted me. But why? They’ve never shown any sign of rejecting me, none of my family has. Yes, they have high expectations, but I’ve never felt like failure would endanger their love for me. My eyes feel stuck to the pattern in the parquet floor.

      So where does it come from? This fear that I have of disappointing everyone? Making them hate me? I try to never think of Saint Monika’s, the time before June, but even more than that, I hate to remember before. Demon child, my memories whisper. My voice is flat when I begin to speak. “Before the home in Zoravo, I had a mother.”

      I choke on the memory. I can’t form words. Malikai takes my hand. I look into their eyes and see compassion there. Acceptance. Love. The same reflects in Yoonai’s eyes. The corners of my eyes mist. “I don’t remember much about her. Only that she claimed I was possessed, that she caught a demon in my room that disappeared into my heart. I don’t remember much else, but the monitors seemed to believe her.”

      I barely remember anything else about her. Not even her face, and certainly not a father. It isn’t a grand revelation, but Yoonai and Malikai exchange a look. “What?” I ask.

      Yoonai’s gaze softens. “She witnessed Marzana grooming you to be her vessel.”

      Malikai nods. “If she’d seen it, it would have frightened her. It doesn’t excuse what she did, Echo, but in her Elemental form, Marzana must have been very like a demon to your mother.”

      I am stunned into silence. I feel the vibration of my bottom lip. “I need some time,” I manage to say. Bayun jumps off my lap as I get up. It’s tempting to wrap the nothing feeling around me, to try to forget, but I remember what Malikai said before about the way they deal with their fear and anger, and I think I know what I need to do.

      Malikai kisses my palm and Yoonai hugs me as I go. I make my way to the yard where Nyx grazes, Bayun at my side. “Let’s get out of here,” I whisper to them as I swing onto Nyx’s back.

      Where do you want to go? she asks.

      “Anywhere,” I murmur. “Just away.”

      I close my eyes and wrap my arms around Nyx, holding on as she picks up speed. I feel Bayun’s mind press against mine and I send to them both, showing them the events of the afternoon. It is easier than explaining in words and they understand me perfectly. They respond with colors, feelings, all showing me how much they love me, how safe I am with them, our unity.

      When I open my eyes, Nyx is galloping along the sea coast in a bay. Lyonesse rises up behind us as Bayun races ahead, darting away from the gently lapping waves. The sand here is rocky and the ocean is much quieter here than nearer to the city. Nyx slows and I slide from her back to walk alongside her.

      Eventually, she sends to me that the sweet grass growing further up the beach is delicious and she trots ahead to have a snack. Bayun bats playfully at her tail and I feel their camaraderie in the linked energy of our bond. I sit on the beach and stare at the water for a long time, my mind skipping from one thought to another. I don’t realize I’m crying until Bayun rubs his face against mine.

      He and Nyx say nothing to try to fix things as I slowly let my sobs escape my chest. This is how to avoid being overcome by the rage and pain, the fear, all of it. I have to let it out slowly, safely, instead of trying to make it go away, or hide it.

      Bayun and Nyx seem to understand without my explanations. They are attentive and loving, but not intrusive. I am careful as I cry, watching for the telltale loosening feeling, but it doesn’t come. Instead, I begin to feel solid in my connection to the fetch, more sure of it, which makes me cry harder for some reason. I am still scared to feel too much, but this is progress, this is something more like what I am used to, something I recognize as more like myself.

      All the sadness and feelings from the past few days slip out of me in each tear that falls. I know it will all return. This is the way with sadness and pain, it ebbs and flows, easing sometimes and strengthening in others. There is no escape from it, and I realize I no longer want to escape. My suffering isn’t a burden any longer; it is a part of life that I am grateful for. I am grateful to be alive. When Nyx nudges my shoulder with her nose, I swing onto her back and let her take me home to the rest of my family.
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      The dinner meeting in Miyala’s chambers has been productive so far. Arquessa and Miyala will travel to Kilm to determine for themselves if Joram Markona’s behavior fits the description we’ve put together of the Legionnaire’s vessel. Since the otham and Marzana have both proven to be completely unreliable, we must double check all of what we thought we knew.

      Raven and Bori will travel to Solara to see if they can find the copy of the Prophecy of Alycone said to be hidden there and Bori will attempt to convince the Solaran Wolves to join our cause. Yoonai and June will stay here, with Birdy and the others, to organize our forces. Malikai is explaining what they’ll be doing in Thyall, with the one sect of techno-mystics that has not aligned with Iorma and Loramir, when Morgaine slips in. She is silent as she does so, but my attention is drawn to her like a moth to light. My heartbeats are fragile as paper-thin wings when she pointedly avoids my gaze. I struggle to turn my attention back to the conversation at hand.

      I barely hear them speaking; my eyes follow Morgaine, hoping simultaneously that she will sit in the empty seat next to mine and that she chooses the one across from me, next to Raven, where I can see her. She looks long and hard at the chair next to mine, but takes the one next to Raven. My once-fragile heart drops into my stomach, heavy as lead now. It’s the barest flicker of the feelings I’m repressing for her, but I cannot deny the falling feeling, the disappointment she isn’t sitting next to me.

      Before I can think on this further, the tone in my brother’s voice catches my attention. “Raven received a letter from a librarian in the Solaran Court of Woods this morning.”

      Raven nods. “Master Kimura, the arch-chancellor of the Court of Woods, has located a unique set of scholar’s notes—it would appear this scholar worked on the Prophecy at the Library of Mysteries. Master Kimura believes there’s strong evidence that the Prophecy is in the library somewhere.”

      “How can we trust them?” Miyala asks.

      Yoonai shakes her head. “Solaran librarians take oaths devoting them to the pursuit of truth. They never lie.”

      “It’s actually rather annoying,” Raven says, rolling her eyes.

      Bori suppresses the kind of laugh that signals to the entire room how adorable he thinks she is. She gives him a pointed look. A silent conversation passes between them. She’s chiding him for gazing at her adoringly in a meeting. I cover my mouth to keep from smiling.

      “They’ve promised to continue looking for the prophecy itself. The fact that they’ve found related documents written by other scholars proves they had possession of it at one point. Master Kimura assures me that if they have it, it will be found shortly,” Raven says, finally composed. “And Bori has heard from his former commander, as well.”

      Bori nods. “Yes, Commander Mori is willing to discuss an alliance. The Ministry of Allocations says they will not forbid the Wolves to join our cause, but they will not send soldiers here until they’ve assessed the risks to the empire further.”

      June smiles sadly and reaches for Bori’s hand. Bori takes it from across the table. There are tears in both Bori and Papai’s eyes. I look away quickly. The pain I feel at the thought of being separated from them all again is sharp, and jarring to the fetch, but my connection doesn’t waver. A soft knock at the door interrupts the moment and Birdy pokes their head in, motioning to June, who gets up and joins them in the hallway. Though June closes the door behind him, I can hear the tension in his voice as he speaks to Birdy.

      Miyala finishes the sentence she’s writing in her notes, not seeming to notice the raised tone of the muffled voices outside the door. “We’ll need to stay in close contact once we leave here to ensure that the forces mounting don’t close in on any of us.”

      The door opens and June re-enters. “That may not be possible.”

      He gingerly pulls a youth into the room with him. Their eyes are swollen from crying. Raven stands abruptly and runs to them, clasping their tall body to her short one. The youth’s long blonde hair contrasts sharply with her own as it falls onto her. “Cressida, what are you doing here?”

      “She told the guards she knows you,” June murmurs. “I’m glad to see she wasn’t lying.”

      Raven shakes her head as she leads Cressida to her chair. “This is Cressida. She was my menta-fars’al in Urukhesh.” Seeing our confused faces, she explains, “Like a guide, or big sister. Cressida was ahead of me in school, past her novitiate stage.”

      She kneels and wipes her friend’s dirty face with a handkerchief. Cressida is not as young as I first thought, but still, only a few years older than Raven, Miyala and I, probably closer to Bori’s age.

      “What are you doing here?” Raven asks softly.

      “I-I-I had to warn you. I didn’t know, Ray-ray. I am so sorry I didn’t believe you about the Miyel’karai. I didn’t know. I didn’t know.”

      Panic clouds her aura and tears stream down her face. Relief mixes in, but only slightly. She must feel the intensity of my appraisal, because she looks up and gasps. “Death’s daughter,” she breathes and then turns to Miyala and falls out of her chair and onto her knees in front of her. “Forgive me, Miyel’karai. They did not say you were here.”

      “Death’s daughter?” I ask sharply.

      Cressida’s aura clouds with innocence. “What?”

      “You called me ‘death’s daughter,’ why?” I make eye contact with Miyala, who frowns at me.

      Cressida’s voice is a high pitched squeal now and she begins to cry again, as though I’ve harmed her somehow. “Isn’t that what your moniker refers to?”

      Raven gives me a look that says to back off.

      But I can’t. “No, it’s a nearly literal translation of ancient Orinian, meaning ‘the echo of death.’ It’s a play on my name, Echo, and the fact that I kill people for a living.”

      Cressida goes white as Raven’s expression goes dark, her eyes narrowing at me.

      My skin burns with momentary shame for being this way, for pushing a crying priestess, but there is something strange about the way she’s acting, something false about her aura. “Why did you call me Death's daughter? The truth.”

      Cressida whimpers. “I heard it somewhere in the Spire. Verane called you that, or one of the other lead priestesses, I think. I don’t know. I can’t remember.” Her eyes fill with tears again and her chin quavers in a way that makes me utterly suspicious. Her aura is just what it should be though, frightened, confused, exhausted.

      I raise my eyebrows at Raven, who has pulled back slightly from her friend to ask, “They called her that? Have you heard them mention the Akatei or the Ophanir?”

      Cressida’s chin still shakes and she doesn’t answer. I scan her aura carefully; again it seems to be in the state I’d expect in a situation like hers. As I watch, confusion, fear, exhaustion, play over and over, as though they’ve been rehearsed. As though she was prepared for my ability to read aura.  I start to suggest someone take Cressida elsewhere, but Miyala interrupts my train of thought.

      “Have you?” Miyala asks, her tone gentle, soothing.

      I meet Cressida’s eyes across the table, as she nods reluctantly. She shrinks back from my attention, as though I’ve slapped her. Raven gives me another look of disappointment as Cressida’s voice wobbles with emotion. “The stories of the Akatei and the Ophanir are known to the Spire. It is why Verane is so frightened of you.”

      “Why would she be frightened of that?” Miyala asks. Again, her tone is soothing, welcoming. She doesn’t make eye contact with me, but her aura shows me that she too is suspicious of the priestess.

      “Because she chose the wrong side,” Cressida replies, her confidence growing with Miyala’s encouragement. “Many years ago, a young scholar warned the Alabaster Spire of the omens that suggested the return of both the Devourers and the Ophanir was nigh, and that this time, the Ophanir would be reborn as human children, destined to change the world.

      “She said their leader, who would be known as the Miyel’karai of Alcyone’s prophecy, would appear in Orn and that the Ravenni should establish a temple in Kilm to await her arrival. The scholar was banished for her heresy, for even then Verane treated with the cult of the Devourer. Those who call themselves devotees of the True God.”

      There it is, from the witch’s mouth, proof that Verane DeMarais is working for the Legionnaire. A sour taste fills my mouth, and I fight to keep my arms from crossing, a telltale sign of defensiveness. Then a flicker of curiosity gets the better of me.

      I look to Raven. “Were you the heretic?”

      She shakes her head, then nods at Yoonai. We all turn and there are tears in Yoonai’s eyes. “You? You were that scholar?”

      Yoonai nods and takes my hand. She is shaking. “I didn’t know I would have to wait so long, but I came to wait for you all. I believed you would find one another somehow.”

      “How did you know?” Mi asks.

      “I dreamt true, the same dream for eleven months. It ended the day I was banished and began my journey to Orn.”

      “And what about you?” I ask Raven.

      “I found Yoonai’s journals, hidden, quite craftily in my rooms in the Spire. I too dreamt true, of using my spirit sight to lift three books from the wall above my bed. It seemed impossible, but once I did it, I did not have the dream again. And when I read Yoonai’s journals, I knew.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,” Cressida cries, reminding me that she is in the room. A flush of heat races through me. We shouldn’t be talking about this in front of her. Her aura continues to show the same three emotions: fear, confusion, exhaustion. She is hiding something, but what?

      “I forgive you.” Raven manages to sound like she means it, but I wonder. Does she really forgive the girl’s betrayal? When Raven speaks again, her voice is even. “But why did you come? Surely you didn’t travel so far for an apology.”

      Cressida shakes her head, “I would have, truly. I would have traversed the Void Lands for years, if that’s what it took to find you…” Her voice raises in hysteria, but her aura shows no sign of the shift in emotion, just the same note of fear as when she entered the room. It is unnatural, and something about it reminds me of the first guards who attacked us in Kilm, the day the dissidents came to our home. The way their auras simply went blank. This is something else, more sophisticated.

      Raven hugs her, to calm her I assume. I’d like to stop her, keep her from even touching the girl, but I stay still as she speaks softly to her friend. “I believe that, Cressida. I do. Why are you here?”

      “Verane has managed to create a lekanomance. It doesn’t work well, not yet, but she has all its power focused on your communications. She’s read every letter you’ve sent or received for the past two months. I came as soon as I could. It was difficult to get away.”

      That is not my understanding of what a lekanomance does, but as I am about to ask questions, Raven speaks. “Where does she think you are?”

      Cressida slumps in her chair now, exhausted. “Zoravo, to aid the Zhar and Zharina in their devotion to the True God.”

      Raven looks to Birdy, whose countenance is fraught with concern. “Can you find her a chamber? Somewhere she can sleep?”

      Birdy nods and helps Cressida to her feet. “Let’s get you to bed, littling. You’ve told them. Now you can rest.”

      She nods, sniffling. “I’m so sorry, Raven.”

      Raven hugs her friend. “We will talk when you’ve had a nice, long sleep. You are safe here, I promise.”

      They leave the room, the blonde girl resting her weight on Birdy as they go. When the door closes Miyala looks at me. “Can we trust her?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer. “Something strange is happening with her aura. It seems like it was… stuck.”

      Raven sighs, her frustration apparent. “I know Cressida is… a lot. She’s irritating. People have always thought so. Do you think you might be judging her too harshly?”

      I don’t know how to respond to that. It’s true. I did find her irritating, but I know what I saw. My forehead wrinkles as I try to find the words to explain what I saw.

      “What emotions?” Miyala asks. Everyone watches the three of us carefully. Everyone but Morgaine, who is lost in thought—somewhere else entirely.

      “What?” I ask. “Oh, fear, confusion and exhaustion.”

      Raven’s delicate hands fly up in front of her face. “Why wouldn’t she be feeling those things?”

      I open my mouth to try to explain further, but Miyala shakes her head. “Let’s don’t argue over this. We will watch Cressida carefully while she’s here. But I think we need to assume that whether she is working against us purposefully, that Verane is using her as a tool, no matter what.”

      It’s the diplomatic response. She hasn’t accused Raven’s friend of being here to spy on us, but she’s registered and acknowledged that my concerns are valid. I make a soft humming noise to show I agree and Raven nods. Her dark eyes soften and she gives me a half-smile. She doesn’t want to believe the worst of either of us, and she doesn't want to fight. Bori plays with her hair in a way that makes me squirm with jealousy. I want someone to smooth away my ragged edges.

      Morgaine still isn’t paying any attention at all to the conversation at hand and I wonder what has her so preoccupied. We sit in silence for a long time, each of us thinking.

      Bori finally breaks the hush. “So we have to assume Verane wants us to know she is aligned with the cult of the True God.”

      This sinks in for a moment, and then they’re all talking at once. I can’t make out any individual voices. I’m sitting next to Yoonai and I grip her arm. “What is happening?”

      She takes my hand in hers. “Does the sound bother you?”

      I must look confused, because she adds, “Of so many voices? Is it disorienting?”

      I nod, a fluttering panicked feeling filling my chest.

      “Breathe evenly. Don’t give into the feeling of scattering. You are in control.”

      I do as she says and my attention narrows sharply, like a telescope coming into focus. Now I hear them each separately, but at the same time. The perception that I can hear each voice with clarity dissipates quickly, but when it’s gone, the panicked feeling is gone as well.

      Yoonai smiles. “With practice, you will be able to hold onto that focus. This may be a part of your change, Echo.”

      I try to smile back, but the thought of being able to do something so inhuman bothers me. Am I even human? Yoonai pats my arm to bring my attention back to her. “A month ago, we completed a survey of all who’ve emigrated here from elsewhere, along with the dissidents who chose to come with us to Lyonesse. Across the continent, a cult of the True God has proliferated.”

      This doesn’t surprise me. From what we saw before we left Kilm, their influence has been growing for a while. “What are they like?”

      Yoonai shrugs. “It is hard to say. Sometimes they seem like ignorant bumpkins. They believe wildly different things about what the True God might do for them.”

      The look on her face tells me that this is not the whole of the story. “Sometimes… What are the outliers like?”

      Her countenance darkens. “Violent, coordinated. Connected to powerful people and groups. I had hoped the Alabaster Spire was not one of them, but I cannot deny I worried Verane would ally with them.”

      “Why would she do such a thing?” I ask, not understanding.

      Yoonai shrugs. “Verane is a keen judge of the currents of power on this continent, Echo. She must believe the cult of the True God will be very powerful in the days to come.”

      My blood chills. “Because their ‘true god’ is the Legionnaire?”

      A strand of Yoonai’s silvery-white hair falls onto her forehead, escaping the messy riot of tresses held together by combs. She pushes it back into place and her aura is steady when she nods at me.

      My whole life, the Ravenni have seemed so closely aligned with Raothami ideals. We were not the same, to be sure—our groups had different goals, different approaches—but it always seemed to me our values were the same: all people should be free and in frequent concert with the otham.

      Now, I see my foolish mistake. The Ravenni have closed themselves off more and more, acting less as liaisons between the common folk and the otham, and more the gatekeepers of arcane magical knowledge. No wonder Raven did not fit with them—I wonder for the thousandth time since I met her how she ended up in a Lorami prison, but she resolutely will not speak of it. I understand that. There are things in my past that I don’t speak about either. I stare at her across the table, and her gaze meets mine, and then Yoonai’s, and then back to mine.

      Raven’s brown eyes shine with unshed tears, with years of sadness. I know so little about her. I’ve been gone for months and everyone here knows one another in ways I do not anymore. The time I have left feels desperately important. I let my eyes fall on each of my family members and the people who would be my friends if I had not left for Port Thraice and then Kythrea. I come last to Morgaine, my Morgaine.

      She is arguing with Fenric about something, but it is a good-natured disagreement. They too are friends. I am so alone. I nearly rise from the table to leave, but Yoonai’s hand on my arm keeps me seated. “Stay still, chicklet. No more running.”

      She isn’t talking about only this moment. She always knows my heart best, now that Baba is gone. I take her small hand in mine and she kisses my palm. “I know you will do everything you can.”

      As everyone’s voices dies down, Morgaine muses, “It seems like Verane is showing us too much of her hand, between the information about the lekanomance and her alignment with the True God. Wouldn’t it be better to keep all that a secret?”

      Quess shakes her head. “Not necessarily. Not if she already has the information she needs. The question is what purpose is served by letting us know she can monitor our communications?”

      Fenric answers, grim lines furrowing his forehead. “She means to slow us down. She knows we’re close to finding the Prophecy. We have to assume she knows Bori and Raven are headed to Air Sen’ai, and that the three of us will be in Zoravo.”

      “And that I will be in Kilm,” Miyala adds.

      “If we can’t communicate with one another easily, we’re likely to miss something, some connection Verane doesn’t want us to make,” June muses.

      “What can we do?” Morgaine asks.

      Raven stands. “Nothing. There’s nothing we can do. Verane is several steps ahead, as usual.”

      “That’s not quite true,” Yoonai says. “You give her too much of your power. There is a reason I didn’t tell you all what I knew.”

      The room is silent, each of us holding our breath, waiting for Yoonai to speak. I did wonder why she wouldn’t have told all this long ago. “If you didn’t know, you couldn’t act in ways Verane could predict. She always assumed I came here to tutor all of you in becoming the Ophanir and fulfilling Alycone’s prophecy. So I didn’t tell you and you’ve acted naturally.

      “Prophecy isn’t a prediction, it’s a set of conditions that must be met for a thing to occur, like a spell. If they occur, and it is terribly rare that they will, then there is a result—the problem for us is that we don’t know what the result is, if each aspect of the Prophecy of Alycone occurs.”

      “But Verane does,” Morgaine breathes, her eyes wide.

      “Yes,” Yoonai sighs. “And whatever she fears will happen, she is taking action now to stop it. This is her intervention, an act of desperation.”

      “It feels a lot like a power play,” Morgaine mutters and Arquessa nods. The atmosphere in the room grows heavy and still. Faces fall as it occurs to each of us that our timeline to get ahead of Verane, of the Legionnaire, is compressing faster than we can keep up, and now Verane has revealed that we’re even further behind than we thought.

      I see it in my friends and family’s eyes—it feels like the plan is spinning out of control. Raven buries her face in Bori’s shoulder, and even June’s usual buoyancy and desire to forge ahead seems blunted. I watch as each of my loved ones’ postures slump and their auras darken with worry. The weight of the collective response to this news is oppressive. We thought we had things worked out, and now new obstacles stand in our way.

      Yoonai’s sharp voice slices through the thick cloud of worry. “This is exactly what she hoped for. That this will demoralize us, cause us to make mistakes, stray from our focus.”

      “So what do we do?” Bori asks as he hugs Raven extra tightly.

      “Just as we’ve planned,” June reasons, his voice taking on his usual note of confidence. He is always the first of us to regroup. “Only more carefully now, with our eyes open for the slightest bit of meaning. We must find the information she fears we will faster than she expects, we must make better connections than she feels we can. We must be our best, because Verane is determined to do her worst.”

      The speech seems to calm us, break us out of our worry. Soon, everyone is talking animatedly about our plans, cheerful once more, trying to pinpoint the exact date we must meet to exchange information in Kilm in order to kill the Warlord before the Reaping Moon.

      Yoonai pats my shoulder as she follows everyone else out of the room. They’re off to get started on everything that must be done to prepare to part ways in a week. All but Miyala and Raven. The three of us stare at one another for a long time.

      Raven takes my hand and then Mi’s. “We’re in this together. We can defeat Verane and the Legionnaire. I know we can.”

      Miyala nods and locks eyes with me. “For everything they’ve done—”

      A wicked grin spreads across my face as I answer. “We’ll make them pay.”
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      It’s been weeks since she last saw Melity, and Sarka is restless, and a little jealous. He’s traveled to Urukhesh, yet again, to meet with Verane DeMarais.

      A necessary separation, the voice reminds her.

      “Mmm,” she says aloud, in response, forgetting Alexei.

      “What's that?” he asks as he buttons his pants.

      She turns and smiles, fixing her skirts. “Nothing my love. Just my pleasure at being full to the brim with your seed.”

      Alexei groans, exasperated. “You little fool. Why do you say such things?”

      He’s been challenging her this way frequently. Her menses, which bloom on schedule, without fail, are due to arrive in a week and he says he can smell her empty womb while he bangs away at her. She hears the sneer in his voice each time he says it. Sarka Zharina would like to reply that if her womb is empty, it is no fault of her own, but she values her neck too much for that.

      Careful, the voice cautions. She lowers herself into a deep curtsy, while color flushes her cheeks. “I am sure I don’t know what you mean, my lord.”

      Alexei rolls his eyes and slaps her across the face. Not hard enough to make a mark, but in anger all the same. He has the decency to look ashamed for a moment, then stomps out of her rooms, muttering to himself about the uselessness of having a wife. She says nothing, does nothing, as he goes, the voice reminding her, not long now, not long.

      She has always known it would come to this, that someday he would hit her. His father knew it too. Konstantine knew who his son was, knew he was a disappointment, and yet still he made him heir, because of her. Because he believed she could guide Loramir into a richer future. Because the children he fathered were all weak fools who married more weak fools, and she alone is strong.

      Brew the tea now, the voice reminds her.

      Yes, it has been ten minutes. She gathered the herbs herself, an unpleasant task that took days of trial and error, referencing many books of herbal lore until she found just the right combination to stop her monthly flow from arriving. When Melity returns, in just a few days’ time, their first union will occur, but in the meantime, Alexei must believe she is pregnant.

      She spoons the herbs into the pot and pours the hot water and waits. Seven days of the vile brew. Just seven days to suppress the bleeding, and then when he is sure to stop looking for evidence of her failure, she will allow herself to menstruate… At least until Melity can make her pregnant himself.

      Then you’ll be safe, the voice reassures her.

      She drinks the tea down in one foul gulp and then pours herself a glass of wine. If no one will come to amuse her, she will amuse herself. Lately, the court has sensed the rift growing between her and Alexei. While he was somewhat discreet to begin with, now he fucks courtiers in the halls for all to see.

      He thinks to make one of them pregnant with an heir and to dispose of her. That much is obvious. It is Melity’s growing influence and the fact that she is seen twice a day praying at the temple of the True God that keeps him from simply annulling the marriage. Only last week the temple of Ogneyna Matroya was sacked by acolytes of the True God, all the nuns driven out into the street without their meager possessions. Now it too is an altar to the God of Gods.

      She smiles thinking of the nuns. They would have nowhere to go, having renounced their families and outside lives to devote themselves to the Mother. Sarka has always hated nuns, ever since she was a child and her mother… well, perhaps it is better not to think of Mama now, or ever. A rustle of paper in her solarium distracts her from such thoughts. Has Alexei returned?

      “My love,” she calls, making her voice sweet for him as she winds through her apartments to the solarium. “What do you…”

      She nearly faints at the sight of the child, rustling through the papers on her desk. When the little girl looks up, the skin on her face is sunken in, and a bloody gash streaks across her forehead. Sarka’s breath comes in ragged gasps and her heart pounds wildly. The solarium is suddenly too bright. Air cannot seem to reach her lungs and try as she might, she cannot hear the voice that comforts her. The child steps forward, staggering a bit, as though injured.

      “Hello, Sarka,” the child says. Its voice sounds as sweet as the last day Sarka saw her little sister.

      “Irina?” she whispers.

      Irina’s voice is soft, sibilant. Too mature for the little girl’s six years. “Yes, Sarka. I’ve come to watch over you.”

      The child’s eyes glow with menace. Her words are sweet, but the meaning behind them is anything but. Sarka cannot take a breath. It is as though she is being choked. Though the child has not moved any closer to her, she can feel the little hands squeezing her neck, wringing it hard.

      “You are not… Not…”

      It is all Sarka can say before the world goes dark. When her eyes flutter open, she is on the floor of the solarium. The sun has gone down. No one has brought her dinner, or come to fetch her to eat with the others. Now the servants are avoiding her.

      She remembers Irina and sits up too quickly. Her head throbs painfully and she touches the goose-egg forming on the back of her skull. She must have hit her head when she fell. There is no little sister in the solarium now. She rushes from room to room, calling for Irina, but no one answers. Not even the voice she’s grown used to.

      “Tell me what is happening,” she insists.

      No one answers. Sarka Zharina is utterly alone.
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      The day I’ve been dreading since my return home has arrived: the day of goodbyes. Tomorrow we’ll go our separate ways. If all proceeds the way it ought to, we’ll be together again in Kilm for the Reaping Moon, Miyala will kill the Warlord, and the rest will fall together in the long months that follow. The world will be safe from the Devourers and the hard work of bringing the ten realms together will begin.

      Though I’m loath to part, the faster we go, the faster we’ll be back together, and perhaps by then, I’ll feel safe enough with myself to let my life begin again. I’ve been avoiding Morgaine as though she has an infectious disease, and it would seem the feeling is mutual. It is as if we have a silent agreement not to be in the same place at the same time.

      Last night, Malikai and Yoonai worked together to tattoo my Raothami mark onto my back. Malikai did the work, and Yoonai sped the healing along as best she could with an herbal poultice. While they worked, I asked Malikai to tell me stories of the Veratra, of Hadran, of Sephine and Kythrea… Of Marzana. I wanted to know how it all began, how Malikai went from being Kohrrm, the Elemental, to Malikai, the Raothami Master. Their story was long, and for no one’s ears but mine and Yoonai’s, but I have a better idea of who Marzana is now.

      The trouble is, I want to hear her side. It isn’t that I don’t believe Malikai. I do. But they are so resentful of her that I need to hear what she has to say, what she believes started all of this and how I fit into her story. I hate the thought of spending time with her, but I need to do this before I go. Bayun offered to go with me, but I declined. I want to do this alone.

      It gets hotter the lower I go down the stone stairs to the dungeon. The guards outside the door to the last cell block nod at me as I pass through the heavy door. It takes both of them to open and close it behind me. It’s the only way out of the hole, and my skin crawls as I hear the bolt fall into place and the metallic creak of the locking system snick into place.

      Marzana waits for me. She’s apparently just had a bath in the copper tub in her cell because she is damp and naked, reading in a chair. If she thinks she’ll shock me with my own body, she’s mistaken. I barely glance at her as I sit in the chair outside her absurdly luxurious cage. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      She smiles. It isn’t one of my smiles, which makes it strange to see on her face. My face? It is dizzying to try to keep up with how I might think of her. Is it my body if she inhabits it now? “Tell me your side of things,” I say when she doesn’t reply to my first statement. “I’ve heard Malikai’s. Tell me yours. Tell me how you came to be held in such low regard by everyone who trusted you.”

      She gets up and slips into a robe that looks like it cost a fortune. I have no idea how she’s convinced my sister to let her have all these things, but she is living it up here in the “dungeon.” More like a luxury hotel, I’d say, despite the fact that I think imprisoning people for any offence is morally reprehensible. If there were any other way, I know Miyala would have chosen it.

      Marzana folds herself into the overstuffed chair she’s dragged to the front of her cell. “Why should I tell you anything?”

      I shrug. “I guess you don’t have to. I can leave if you want to be alone.”

      She sighs, and I know I have her. At the very least, she’s bored. I sense there’s some part of her that wants to tell me her side though. I have an inkling that what Marzana wants most is to be seen. “Go on,” I urge. “Tell me about Verane, Malikai and the Veratra.”

      “Oh, those old windbags. You want to know about all that?”

      I narrow my eyes at her—Marzana knows exactly what I want to talk about. I wait, but she says nothing. Finally, I shrug, then rise from my chair. “Fine then. I’ll see you on the Reaping Moon.”

      I start to walk away, but she sighs. “Come back. I’ll tell you.”

      Her auric energy is strange. Easier to read than Sephine’s, as she’s occupying a human body, but still not so clear that I can read it easily. If I had to guess, I’d say she feels shame for something, and perhaps fear.

      Something falls away when she begins to speak. Whereas before I could hardly see the humanity in her, only the elemental force, now she looks drawn, haggard, and ancient. “When your Malikai, my little Kohrrm, and I were younger, we wanted to see the universe. Having Anemoi parents made us restless to see other realms, especially the one our parents were indigenous to.”

      This makes sense to me. I itch to ask her who Malikai’s parents are, if my theory about Hadran is right, but I shove the desire down. I will not interrupt her with questions. Not now, when she appears to be somewhat cooperative.

      “We searched for a portal, a spacecraft, anything that would take us to Interra, but found nothing on Kythrea that could help us until we found the gate you came through. The one the Veratra guard now. Back then, no one knew it existed. The Anemoi settlement was elsewhere on the planet.”

      All this is much the same as what Malikai explained to me. Marzana glances at me, seeming to remember that I am still in the room. “You’ve been there, of course, so you know. It’s not exactly a hospitable place. Kythrea is overtaken with ice and snow, but there are less dangerous places to live. The portal had been lost, but Malikai, Sephine and I found it.”

      I raise my eyebrows, urging her to go on, though everything she’s said has aligned with what I’ve been told, so far. “So you went through it?”

      Marzana shakes her head. “No, we understood that not every portal led to a good place. That other worlds were potentially dangerous, especially for incorporeal creatures.”

      This is new information—I don’t think Malikai left it out on purpose, but that wasn’t important to them when they told me their side. To them, what was most important was the things Marzana did, the way she betrayed them, and Sephine.

      I ask her, “How so?”

      A slow smile spreads over Marzana’s face. Now we are playing again. I knew it wouldn’t take long for her to try to manipulate me. “You have a clever mind. It’s one of the reasons I chose you. When you were a little girl, you saw patterns so easily, asked so many questions that troubled your wretched mother.”

      I flinch at the mention of my mother. I knew this was a possibility, that she might bring her up in this conversation, but because I’ve struggled so much to feel the true depth of my feelings, I didn’t expect it to hurt this way.

      She leans forward in her chair, licking her lips hungrily, as though my reaction is a decadent meal. I struggle to regain my composure. “That’s right, Echo, stay cool and calm.” Her chuckle is all-knowing. She has all the information, and I have none. Yes, I know Malikai’s side of this, the bare facts, but they can’t tell me why she did it all.

      “I did you a favor, by the way. Your father was good for nothing. He left your mother as soon as she was pregnant with you… And she… well, it would have been better for you if she’d left you on the side of a road. She feared you before she ever saw me. You shone in a way that little gutter-rats should not and she worried you’d end up in trouble no matter how she raised you, so she tried to browbeat you into submission.”

      Her words sting. But as much as I want Marzana to be lying, they all ring true. “She didn’t want you, Echo. But I did. I wanted to make you into something else. Something better. I loved you from the first time I laid eyes on you.” There it is, the manipulation. The mix of truth with coercion. She thinks she knows me, but she doesn’t know how many liars I’ve known in nearly twenty years of life, how easy it’s become to spot them.

      “I guess our mothers were cut from the same cloth, weren’t they?” My comment is blithe, hurtful on purpose, but I want to see how she reacts. Faedra never once talked about Marzana in the short time I was on Kythrea, never seemed to care about her one bit.

      Marzana’s eyes glitter and some unidentifiable emotion bleeds into her aura. She snaps up the mug on the little table next to her chair and holds it out to me. “I’m not allowed to boil water for myself. Make me some tea?”

      She’s not ordering me. In fact, she almost sounds polite. Strange. I take the mug and go to the little stove near her cell and pour water from the cistern into the kettle. I came prepared. I’ve heard how much she likes lovely things and this is the loveliest I can offer. Her nostrils flare as I open the cork top on the jar of one of Yoonai’s most delicate blends. She wants this tea, very badly, if I’m not mistaken.

      “Keep talking if you want the good stuff,” I say with a smile.

      Her smile reaches her eyes now. She’s pleased by the bribe, but she keeps talking. “When we found the portal we did everything we could to figure out what was on the other side without actually crossing. I’m sure Malikai filled you in on all the tedious details of that already. But what Kohrrm probably hasn’t told you is that when we determined the portal led straight to the home of the otham, layered right on top of the Anemoi home world, we knew our Anemoi parents would kill for access to it.”

      She’s wrong, Malikai has told me this. This, as I see it, is Marzana’s fundamental problem: she doesn’t understand love or friendship in the slightest. I wonder if she’s ever loved someone, if she is even capable of it. The idea is sad to me, and a flood of pity for her rushes me. I wonder if we feel so related because she, like me, was never wanted by the people who made her. The truth of that thought sinks into me and I swallow it.

      The kettle begins to sing and I take it off the burner, spooning tea into the teapot. As I pour water over the blend, Marzana closes her eyes, the picture of bliss. “We hid it from our parents. By that time the Elementals understood more about the Anemoi, why they’d been expelled from Interra, they wanted them off Kythrea. But as they’d sired children—us—the Elementals found it difficult to ask them to leave. Children are precious to the Elementals. Parenting is a rare, sacred rite, and they foolishly believed allowing the Anemoi to experience it was important.”

      I pour the tea and offer her the mug, saying, “I doubt the Anemoi would have left, even if asked politely.”

      Marzana sips her tea, nodding. “You’re right about that. They are dangerous, Echo. I’m sure you’ve been warned about me, but the Anemoi are who you should fear.”

      She believes this. It’s the only clear thing in her auric field. I don’t know how much of what she says I should believe. We agree that the Anemoi are dangerous, at least. She flings her legs over the arm of the chair and grins at her cup of tea. Seeing the smile on my own face, her face, is disconcerting.

      “Well, they didn’t find out before Kohrrm, Sephine and I had all been through the portal to the spiriti valem, and into several different worlds. When we found the way onto Interra, we understood that its proximity to the spiriti valem made it difficult to exist in non-corporeal form for long.”

      This is why the Legionnaire needs a vessel. It’s why she needed a vessel.

      “Something about the otham’s nearness forces that which is not quite real in this plane into corporeality, and if it cannot, it destroys it, albeit slowly and painfully.”

      She notes the way my eyes flicker with interest and her mouth spreads into a wicked grin. “When we found Interra we were pleased to have found our parents’ home world, and we wanted to stay, but found it difficult since we are half Elemental. We tried many things that did not work. Those were mostly Sephine and Kohrrm’s ideas.”

      Malikai was clear with me that from the beginning Sephine had worried that Marzana would do something impulsive. According to them, Sephine believed Marzana took after her Anemoi side far too much, especially as Faedra is her mother. Both of them are obsessed with power. Everything she’s saying mostly lines up with what Malikai has told me so far. I wonder if coming here was a waste of time.

      Marzana continues. “Eventually, I visited the Ravenni in Urukhesh, and met a young witch named Verane DeMarais. She seemed eager to help me, as I appeared to her as a deity. I regret that I disillusioned her of the notion.”

      Marzana’s face shifts from rueful disapproval to a satisfied smile. “She showed me many texts about how an incorporeal creature might gain a more permanent body. Kohrrm and Sephine were afraid, as many included gruesome rituals, but I was not. I tried them all. To be fair, Verane never told me how much it would harm the humans. They are so fragile in comparison to the people I’d known my entire life. I didn’t understand, at first anyway, that they would die.”

      She doesn’t have to tell me about this part. I don’t want her to. What Malikai told me about the humans she slaughtered while trying to possess a body turns my stomach, even now.

      “Ah, you already know about all that, don’t you? But did Kohrrm tell you how much Verane liked it? How much she enjoyed watching the humans suffer as I tried to take them over?”

      No, Malikai had not mentioned that. I don’t think they know, and I’m not sure I want to be the one to tell them. Their story had been sad enough. “Skip that part and I’ll make you another cup of tea. Tell me how she betrayed you.”

      “A fair trade,” Marzana says as I begin to boil more water. “None of Verane’s other methods worked, and to be honest, I think she knew they wouldn’t, because when I grew tired of trying her ways, suddenly she knew about how to create a limenara. I wasn’t interested in the carnage our experiments created, you understand? I simply wanted off Kythrea and to have a body of my own. I wanted to live in peace on Interra.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her, letting my suspicion infuse my expression. I don’t know how she expects me to buy that.

      “Believe it or not, Echo, I wasn’t always such a monster. But you’ve met my mother. Faedra is cruel. I wanted away from her and I’m ashamed to say that back then I didn’t much care what the cost was.”

      My head bobs in sad comprehension. I don’t approve of what she did, but gods and saints, I hate to admit I understand it.

      “And so I found my first limenara, a child, and I began the process of preparing them for my arrival. Verane said this was a sure way the human wouldn’t be harmed. I was foolish to believe her. I convinced Sephine and Kohrrm to try with me, and they agreed.”

      This is a part of the story Malikai slid by quickly, their shame at their actions clouding their ability to give me details.

      “Sephine recognized instantly what she’d done, that she wasn’t sharing the body with her limenara, but that she’d expelled their soul in the process, condemning them. She left her host immediately and went home. Kohrrm couldn’t bear to let the body they chose die, they’d come to love Malikai Idrisani, the real Malikai. And so they stayed, foolishly believing they could find the human’s soul.”

      Malikai hadn’t said that was why they stayed, that they’d been searching for their limenara’s soul. That was the part of my teacher’s story I couldn’t understand, why they didn’t go home to help the Veratra and the other Elementals stand against the Anemoi and testify against Marzana at her trial. Sephine went instead, and Kohrrm’s parents never forgave Marzana for the loss of their child. They fought for years to have her imprisoned, and were successful.

      I finish making the tea and pour Marzana another cup. “How did Verane betray you?”

      “Isn’t lying to me about how our efforts would affect the humans enough?” she asks as she sips from her mug.

      “It is, but that’s not what you’d consider a betrayal, or you’d have stopped sooner.”

      She smiles. “She’s the one who told Faedra where I was. When I had what I wanted, I left Verane. She was a horrifying little creature back then, desperate for any information she could find about the powers of the universe, and I knew better than to tell her much. I knew she was dangerous.”

      I sit in the chair, not drinking my tea, not taking my eyes off her. The longer I look at her, the less she looks like me. I don’t know who or what she looks like, but I no longer recognize myself in her, only the affinity between us, the likeness we share. “So she is the reason you were imprisoned.”

      Marzana nods. “And she will be the reason you all fail, Echo, not me.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, suspicious. “And why is that?”

      She shakes her head. “Because even back then she was looking for the Prophecy of Alcyone. She was looking for it and destroying copies of it. The copy she claims to have? She altered it. If the Solarans truly have one, it’s likely she’s altered it too.”

      My intuition screams. This is what Verane wants us to know. This is what she wants us to be unsure of. If the librarians at the Court of Woods do have a copy of the prophecy, if they share it with Raven, Verane wants us to worry that we will not be able to trust it, that we will not be able to make the right choice when the time comes.

      “Why do you think she wants to see the world, all worlds, destroyed?” I ask on a whim.

      Marzana had set her mug down and swung her legs over the arms of her chair, staring at the ceiling, but her head snaps up at my question. “Finally, you ask the right questions.”

      “Then answer,” I insist.

      “You understand it will take hundreds, if not thousands of years, for the Devourer to consume all the energy the otham holds, do you not?”

      I nod. I understand that as well as I possibly can; it’s a difficult concept to imagine.

      “She wants to be there for it, to be one of their chosen. They will need… overseers, shall we say, to cultivate the misery the Legionnaire plans to inflict on all people, on all living things with a soul. Verane wishes to be one of those overseers.”

      Bile rises in my throat. “Did she tell you that?”

      Marzana looks as though she pities me. “No, Echo, she didn’t have to tell me. I’ve spent enough time with her to know. It’s an opinion, but an educated one.” Now she looks ancient again, and exhausted. “This was an unpleasant conversation. I am going to take a nap.”

      Something about her aura interests me. I can’t make it out, but I know there’s something there I should push on. “Would you help us kill the Legionnaire’s vessel? Would you do it of your own accord, without anyone binding you?”

      She’s gotten into her bed and turned away from me. “Even if I said yes, no one would trust me enough to find out.” Marzana is probably right about that. I sigh and leave her to her nap.
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      Morgaine is on her way to find lunch for herself and Urkayn when she spots Echo coming up from the dungeons looking haggard and drawn. She nearly turns the opposite direction, but something about Echo’s expression doesn’t let her. She hasn’t seen her yet, and it would be so easy to walk away, but instead she calls out to her. “Echo, wait up.”

      Echo turns; her long blue-black hair is pulled into a ponytail and it whips around as she spins. Her hazel eyes are hollow and her cheekbones are sunken in with the way she’s biting the inside of her cheeks. She is in distress and Morgaine cannot leave her. Besides which, instead of simply walking on, or pretending she hasn’t heard, she’s stopped.

      Morgaine jogs to catch up to her, Urkayn trailing behind, and Echo begins walking again, winding through the crowded limestone hallways until they come to the library. No one is inside. Echo closes the door behind them and then falls into a chair, petting Urkayn, who presses his face into her lap. Morgaine isn’t sure what to do.

      Did you ever love me at all, gorgeous?

      Yes.

      The memory of clutching Echo’s body to her own as life flees from it pulses through her. Twice now. Twice now she’s held Echo as she slipped away and it is two times too many. She understands Echo’s commitment to her sister, to the world, but she cannot agree that it is worth her life. Morgaine wants to comfort her now, but the fear of that limp body in her arms keeps her standing on the hearth.

      She doesn’t know what to say, so she waits, hoping Echo will speak first. Hoping she will say all the things Morgaine needs to hear. She stares into the fire, waiting, but no words escape Echo’s lips. Soft tapered fingers lace through hers though and she looks down to see the round ovals of Echo’s fingernails. The sweetness of the gesture, the mere hint that Echo still feels for her lights a blaze in her she can barely tamp down.

      “Please. Can I just hold your hand for a moment?” Echo’s voice shakes a little, as though she is on the verge of tears.

      Morgaine nods and holds very still. She isn’t sure what will harm Echo’s connection to the body the gods made for her, so she lets her guide the way.

      Echo’s hand drops from hers. “I’m sorry.”

      Does Echo think she doesn’t want to hold her? Morgaine spins and kneels in front of her, pushing her ponytail away from her face. She’s crying. “What happened?

      Echo shrugs. “I talked to Marzana.”

      Morgaine snorts. “That would make anyone cry.”

      Echo’s lips turn up slightly. “Poor you. You spent the most time alone with her.”

      “Oh, I got my revenge. She hates pancakes with a fiery passion.”

      “On that we can agree. Waffles are the superior food.”

      The banter is half-hearted, but half a heart is good enough for Morgaine right now. She’ll take it for both of them. They’re talking, that’s what counts. Urkayn settles in next to the fire, blinking sleepily as he flops onto the hearth.

      “Neythe came to see me,” Morgaine says softly.

      Echo’s eyes widen and her expression sharpens. “What? When?”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? What did she want?” Echo asks, her focus narrowed closely on the business at hand. This isn’t the reaction Morgaine was hoping for.

      “She wants me to do something for her… to find help for us…” She trails off, Echo’s expression is so impatient, so irritated.

      Her voice is shrill when she asks, “And you trust her? After what I told you?”

      Morgaine sighs, drawing back from Echo, sitting on the floor across from her chair. “No, I don’t trust her. But I believe what she told me, that the other Devourers might be waking up and that there are doors to other worlds that need to be closed to keep the spiriti valem safe.”

      All the sharpness falls away from Echo’s face. She deflates. “She told me a similar story. About her family.”

      Morgaine nods, wishing they could go over it all in detail, wishing they could be in the same room for more than these short amounts of time before Echo draws her walls up so high Morgaine can’t stand to be near her.

      “So you believe her? That you’re the one who has to do this? That it’s some kind of… destiny?” Echo’s voice is flat, but at least she isn’t argumentative.

      “I don’t believe in destiny,” Morgaine says softly, staring into the fire. “But I do believe that I can find these doors, and her niece, who she says can help us—help me—close these doors so that the other Devourers can’t come through. So that when Mi kills Joram, we don’t have to do it all again.”

      Echo’s hands flutter to cover her mouth. “So you’ll just… what? Go searching for her? Where?”

      “There is a portal in Zoravo,” Morgaine admits. “To Earth, where the princess is.”

      “I see.” Echo’s jaw tightens as her arms wrap around her body. “And you’ll go through it. Without question. To find some princess.”

      The words spring to Morgaine’s lips before she can stop them. “Are you jealous, gorgeous?”

      She regrets the words immediately. They aren’t bantering; this isn’t a couples’ spat. She’s supposed to be careful with Echo’s feelings, not bait her into being upset. Echo’s skin pales and Morgaine’s entire body recalls what it felt like to watch Echo’s soul detach from her body. She speaks quickly, trying to correct her mistake. “I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know how to do this.”

      She watches Echo’s face move through emotions: sadness, fury, despair. Tears make trails down her pale cheeks, rosy with the range of feelings she is experiencing. Then it is as if a curtain drops, and Echo’s eyes go blank. The tears stop. It isn’t calm that comes over her, but an absence of anything. The effect is so disconcerting that Morgaine sits back, leaning against Urkayn. It is as if a palpable chill is emanating from the girl she loves.

      Echo’s raspy voice is flat when she says, “Do what you have to do. Get as far away from me as you possibly can... Just let me go.”

      Morgaine pushes down the angry arguments she wants to make, sucking in several ragged breaths to quell the fury she feels at being accused of doing something so preposterous. Didn’t Echo hear anything she just said?

      She doesn’t know how much of this is Echo’s fear of losing her connection to the fetch and how much is the obvious fear she carries of being truly loved, but she knows getting angry right now will help nothing. “Would that help you, if I let you go? If I left?”

      Echo’s eyes have dropped to the floor, but now they lift. The lifeless look in them, the dull absence of anything resembling the vibrant girl Morgaine met in Port Thraice, scares her. The emptiness of her voice when she says, “Yes. It would help,” chills the marrow in her bones.

      But Morgaine nods. Sometimes this is how it is. She’s seen it before, on explorations. People who’ve seen something terrible, experienced something awful, react like this. They empty out for a time. They need space to find themselves again. And much as Morgaine doesn’t want space for herself, she will give it to Echo.

      She nods and steps closer to the door. “Then we let each other go.”

      “Yes.” Echo answers, but the emptiness is gone. Only sadness remains. Morgaine nods again, unable to form words. If she speaks, she will argue, she will bargain, she will overstep, and none of that is what Echo asked for.

      She steps outside the library and closes the door, walks a few steps, and then sneaks back to listen. Inside the library, Echo is crying. Morgaine shoves down the impulse to rush in and fix things. Instead, she heads to the kitchen. There are other ways to help.

      When she enters the lower-level kitchens, she finds a buzz of well-ordered activity. People laugh and joke as they bake and the energy here is so light, so airy and positive, it is a welcome relief after the heaviness of speaking with Echo. Morgaine finds the auburn feline exactly where she thought she might, curled around Birdy’s feet, eating a hunk of raw chicken.

      “Hi Birdy,” Morgaine says in greeting.

      Birdy smiles at her, but does not speak, seeing her attention is fixed on the thirty pounds of fluff and muscle weighing their legs down.

      Morgaine sinks into a crouch to speak to the lynxcat. “Echo needs you. She spoke to Marzana and I don’t think it went well.”

      The cat finishes the last bite of chicken and then sits up, swiping its face with giant paws several times. It blinks at her slowly, and then she hears a voice in her mind. Thank you for telling me she’s returned. I will go to her.

      Morgaine nods and begins to walk away, having done what she can for Echo.

      Don’t give up on her. She needs time to heal.

      Morgaine looks down at the cat, who follows her. “Is she injured?”

      She was at peace, Voyager, and now she is not. She must adjust.

      Morgaine pauses, crouching down again to get closer to Bayun’s face. “You called me Voyager, and so did Nyx. Do you know what Neythe wants me to do?”

      Bayun looks up at her, his topaz eyes ancient and kind. My kind know that you are with us. We believe a Voyager, such as yourself, can help to save us all.

      “So it’s not some weird destiny thing?”

      Bayun’s amusement, an impression in her head, ricochets through her. Humans see time so differently than we do. Your linear understanding of how things occur is limiting.

      “Do you know what’s going to happen?” Morgaine breathes.

      No. Our conception of the linear flow of time is simply different from yours. We see more. More possibility, more of our affinity for one another.

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      Bayun puts a paw on her knee. Our perception of events is wider than yours, but not different. We see more, but not all. And so we know to trust you, Morgaine. Because you are a Voyager, capable of doing a great many things that will help the three. Do you understand now?

      Morgaine shakes her head. “Perhaps a little more. You should go to Echo. I’ll let my human brain puzzle it out.”

      Bayun’s eyes blink slowly and his boxy jaw seems to lift slightly in a smile. They are in the hall outside the kitchen now. Morgaine watches the cat spring into a sprint and disappear. Bayun’s words confirm many things she’s wondered about in terms of Echo’s life before, and her death, as well as comforting her about her choice to do as Neythe has asked. She isn’t sure what to do with the information yet, but she’s willing to let it sink in and take root.

      Morgaine walks to the kitchen garden and finds Fenric. He’s shirtless, in breeches, digging holes for a new fence. If she were attracted to men, this might fluster her. It’s still a pleasing view; Morgaine can appreciate beauty in any gender. She sits on a rock to watch him dig, or rather to watch the group of people, just slightly younger than herself, watch him.

      When he sees her, he hands the shovel to someone else and accepts a glass of water from an onlooker. “Yarlo, we could use your help.”

      Morgaine laughs. “Looks like you have plenty of help already.”

      Fenric comes over to her, draining the glass and setting it down. “Ah, but if you helped, you’d round out my appeal. Some of my audience might appreciate the view better if you were here.”

      Morgaine snorts. “Are you suggesting we start some kind of troupe?”

      “The Shirtless Wonders. Digging holes and attracting girls all over the ten realms.”

      Morgaine’s head falls back as the laughter escapes her throat, vibrating deep into her belly. The tension she’s holding releases. He sits next to her on the rock, accepting a refill of his glass of water gratefully. The crowd disperses, back to their various garden chores.

      “Are you allowed a break?” Morgaine asks playfully.

      Fenric gestures to the people in charge, a farmer named Lorenze, from Iorma, and his husband Pietro, who is an arborist. “They’ll want me back at work in a few, but I think they’ll allow me respite.”

      Morgaine is happy to sit quietly next to Fenric, feeling the cool breeze on her skin, even as the sun warms it. Being this far north is pleasurable for a Taigal girl such as herself. She dreads the hot trip into Loramir, right at the climb towards high summer.

      “I’m going to need your help with Echo on our journey south,” she says in a quiet voice. “I just spoke with her and she needs time and space from me. From us.”

      Fenric nods, his jaw tight. Morgaine places a hand on his sweaty shoulder and then flicks the sweat back at him. “Here, have this back.”

      He snickers, but his eyes shroud with sadness.

      “I’m sorry to ask. I know it’s still hard for you.”

      Fenric shakes his head. “It’s not. Or at least not the way you mean.”

      Morgaine lets silence fall between them. He will explain if he wants to. She watches his chest rise and fall, in forced evenness, in her peripheral vision.

      “It’s not her… My feelings for her have changed. I care for her, but I understand. She was always going to choose you. And that’s the right thing for her to do. She and I—we’re too alike in many ways.”

      Morgaine bobs her head. “You are.”

      “But you are good for her, good with her. And she’s good for you too, I think.”

      Morgaine shrugs. “Maybe once, but we may never find out now.”

      Fenric shakes his head, getting up. “Give her the space she asks for, and give yourself some too. That’s what I’m worried about, you.”

      Morgaine looks up. “Me?”

      He claps her on the shoulder. “Yes, you. You’re my friend and you’re in pain. Of course I’m worried for you. If you need to talk, I’m here. And of course I’ll help on the road.”

      Morgaine takes Fenric’s offered forearm and clasps it, deeply appreciative of his gesture of loyalty. She thinks back to the first night she met Echo in Port Thraice—the way he acted. Drinking himself into oblivion to protect Echo and to try to find the way out of the mess he was embroiled in with the Sirinvila. He was in pain then, and neither she nor Echo had noticed. It stings to remember. Perhaps she can make up for that now and be as good a friend to him as he is offering to be to her.

      She squeezes his arm and he hers. “Thank you, Fenric. Just… Thank you.”

      His cheeks flush pink as he smiles. “It’s my honor.”

      As he walks away, picking up his shovel and beginning to dig again, she believes him. Fenric Hohlt is a good man, and a good friend. The journey ahead will not be easy, but at least they have each other.
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      The air in Yoonai’s tower workroom is so thick with tension that breathing feels like sucking thick mist through a tiny hole. Malikai is angry with me for talking to Marzana, and even angrier that I’ve suggested we try to find another backup plan for killing the Legionnaire, in case Miyala can’t kill Joram before the Legionnaire takes hold. They’re pacing as we wait for Miyala to bring Marzana for the Binding, and I’m getting dizzy watching them.

      We’ve put this off, but as we’re leaving tomorrow, we must do it today to ensure that the Binding takes hold and Marzana cannot escape when Miyala takes her to Kilm. The ritual will make it painful for the two of them to be physically further apart than a block or two away. It’s not a perfect solution, but the magical alternative that didn’t risk Miyala’s pain involved magics that Yoonai warned were unalterable, choices once made that couldn’t be taken back. This at least is reversible; if Miyala kills the Warlord in time, she can set Marzana free.

      Raven and Yoonai are tucked away in the alcove window-seat, playing a popular Solaran card game, pretending they don’t hear us.

      “I think Marzana might help us without you Binding her,” I reason from my seat atop the workroom’s heavy marble-topped table at the center of the room.

      “You spent nearly an hour with her, of course you think that,” they say, glaring at me.

      I roll my eyes slightly and they stop, catching the expression. Their countenance is enough for me to school my face into a more neutral spot, my child-self warning my adult-self that I am about to get myself in deep trouble. I hedge a little, trying to get us back on easier ground. “I know she was being manipulative. That’s who she is. But I also know that you might be a wee bit biased.”

      Malikai stops pacing again and throws their hands in the air. “Is there no convincing you?”

      Yoonai glances up from her hand of cards briefly, shaking her head ever so slightly at me. Warning me not to keep pushing. Raven’s eyes stay carefully trained on her cards. I glare at them both, but shrug, feeling slightly defeated. “Let’s see what Mi thinks.”

      As if I’ve manifested her, the sound of footsteps trudging up the long spiral staircase echo in the hallway. When Miyala enters, she’s followed by four guards who hold Marzana chained between them. Marzana’s head hangs, and though she is clean and dressed well, her aura is dull, lifeless.

      “What I think about what?” Miyala asks as she enters the workroom. “I thought we were Binding her this afternoon, is that not what we’re doing?”

      I shoot a pointed look at Malikai, who answers in an exasperated tone. “Your sister thinks it’s cruel to do so. She thinks Marzana will help us of her own accord.”

      Miyala looks back and forth between us several times, trying to gauge the tension in the air. Yoonai shakes her head again and Raven bites her bottom lip, eyes wide in warning to Mi about what she’s walking into. My eyelids flutter as I sigh, exasperation flooding me. Mi looks to the guards, who are waiting with Marzana in the hallway. “Could you give us a moment?” she asks. When they agree, she shuts the door.

      “And you disagree?” she asks Malikai.

      They stop pacing to glower at all of us, but their eyes rest on me when they speak. “Of course I disagree. I’ve had hundreds of years to get to know Marzana’s ways and she’s fooled Echo into thinking she deserves some kind of mercy.” Malikai steps close enough to my seat that I feel the whisper of their movements as they cut through the air left in the room. The intensity of their ruby eyes burns me to my bones. “She told you she helped Verane DeMarais torture humans. You remember that part, don’t you?”

      I nod. I haven’t forgotten.

      “These are the kinds of people we used to kill in Neythe’s name,” Miyala reasons, her voice soft. From the window seat, Raven’s aura fills with compassion; she doesn’t like this argument either. “A year ago, you would have killed her for less. Now you object to us Binding her so she can’t get away?”

      I shrug. She’s not wrong. I’m not entirely sure why I object now, when I definitely wouldn’t have before. But I do. I know Marzana has done terrible things; it’s not that I believe she is good, or that she even wants to do good. I’m simply unsure how doing the wrong thing now makes us the heroes.

      Miyala stands next to Malikai, her amber eyes focused in that analytical way that tells me she is deep in strategy-mode. “When we confirm that Joram is the Legionnaire’s vessel, I may be able to kill him without involving her, but if he eludes me, more than just Interra is at risk. Even she admits it.”

      Again, I nod. I know all this. It’s just that Binding her, imprisoning her, all of it feels like the wrong thing to do. “I think the fact that there’s a prophecy involved makes it seem like there’s only one way to do this… And that doesn’t seem right to me.”

      Now it’s Malikai’s turn to roll their eyes. “Would you rather I give myself up? I’m just as much a product of the Starfire as you are, maybe more. And I’m ‘brimfull’ of elemental energy. Should I die in her place?”

      “That’s not fair,” I say. “I didn’t ask that. I just asked if we could consider other options.”

      Miyala raises her eyebrows. “So, can we? Consider other options?”

      Malikai runs a hand through their hair and stares out the window. “We can, but we still need to Bind her. We need to make sure she can’t get away in case you are not successful in killing the Warlord, Miyala.”

      Mi looks at me, as if to ask, “Is that a good compromise?” and I feel like I can do nothing but agree. Everything Malikai says is right. Everything Miyala said is right too. I still don’t like it, but I know these are the kinds of hard choices Miyala needs us to support her on.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I say.

      When Mi invites the guards back in, my resolve dies. The slump in Marzana’s shoulders wounds me. I am aware that the fact that she resides in my body intensifies this feeling, that I am biased, but the revolt in my mind against doing this is like a bell clanging, drowning out all other sounds. I don’t notice that Raven and Yoonai are standing next to me until the bell-shaped sleeve of Raven’s sweater brushes my arm.

      Yoonai takes my hand, interlacing her fingers with mine. “It will be all right.”

      Raven tenses next to me, and I know she doesn’t believe that any more than I do. “Maybe it’s good,” she murmurs so softly I wonder if she’s talking to herself. “Maybe it’s good to feel so conflicted about this. Maybe that’s how we should feel.”

      Malikai looks up from the basket of thread they are sorting through and I see it. They don’t want to do this either. My eyes shift from my teacher to Miyala, who wears the same look of tired resignation I see mirrored in Yoonai’s face. None of us wants this, but the world is at stake. I swallow my last protest and nod, releasing us from the argument we could continue for hours, knowing we would be right back here. The world, all worlds, locked in centuries of pain and devastation, torture and flame. We can’t risk it.

      Malikai hands Miyala the thread for the Binding and cuts a lock of hair from Marzana’s head, which hangs at an unnatural angle. She’s being remarkably quiet. I expected her to start talking any time now, but she hasn’t. When I catch sight of her eyes, they are dazed and cloudy.

      “Did someone drug her?” I ask.

      Malikai looks up, something like guilt flickering through their aura, and I know I’m right. This is wrong. We shouldn’t do this, not this way. We should be brave enough to let her fight us for her freedom, to let her try to talk us out of all this. I steel myself against those thoughts as Yoonai’s grip on my hand tightens. Raven glances at me, her face twisted in the same conflict I’m battling. Miyala takes the lock of Marzana’s hair and cuts one of her own. She begins to make the knots that will Bind Marzana to her, making her unable to even desire an escape.

      I know I should keep my mouth shut, but there’s something about the way Marzana is slumped over that cuts me to my core. “You’re sure there’s a loophole in the spell?” I whisper to my sister. “One that will let you let her go? You know, once we don’t need her anymore.”

      Miyala’s smile is ragged around the edges, exhausted. This is taking a toll on her too. “That’s not a loophole, bayami. It’s part of my spell. The otham would not agree otherwise. There must always be conditions on such a spell, ones I must meet, as well as ones that confine her.”

      That makes me feel slightly better. “What kinds of conditions?”

      Frustration flares in Mi’s aura, and I have interrupted her while she’s making a particularly complex looking knot in the long cord. “Like, that I have to treat her humanely, make sure she’s taken care of, all the things I’ve already been doing.”

      Yoonai draws in a deep breath as Malikai starts to chime in. She raises her eyebrows and their mouth closes. I hear her warning to them as though she’s spoken aloud. Let them be sisters. Let them work this out on their own.

      I’m grateful for her intervention. “And it won’t force her to act in any certain way? She’s free to argue with you? You can’t force her to say or do unseemly things?”

      Now Miyala understands. Her tone is more patient when she answers. “She only has to go where I say and stay if I ask her to stay. I cannot harm her in any way until the moment I need to kill the Legionnaire—and she can’t harm me, if that matters at all.”

      I take a shaky breath, nodding. “Of course it matters… And I didn’t think you’d do anything terrible to her. That cell was beyond nice… I just…” Malikai sighs and I shoot them a look. “I get it,” I say to them. “You think I’m weak for feeling this way, but I… She’s in my body. I can’t… I can’t…”

      Malikai’s expression goes soft, all irritation dying in their aura. “I don’t think you’re weak. I’m thinking all the same things you are. This is not right. We should not act this way. But we have to. I just want it over quickly.”

      “Don’t lie to her, Kohrrm,” Marzana says, her words slurring a bit from the drug that makes her docile. “You want revenge for what I did to Malikai Idrisani. The real Malikai. Have you found his soul yet, little one?”

      Malikai tenses and I spring in time to grab their arms as they lunge for her. “Stop,” I murmur. “Stop, or you’ll prove her right.”

      Miyala looks up. “The knots are made. It’s time.”

      Malikai refocuses and Marzana seems to lose some of her fight. We form a loose circle around Miyala and Marzana. She slumps again and my stomach clenches. Mi holds up the cord and hands it to Malikai. Then Miyala takes Marzana’s hands in hers and Malikai wraps the cord around their wrists in a complicated, weblike pattern. The magic has not even started but I can see in the pattern shadow of the spell the way it will connect them.

      Malikai steps back and joins hands with me and Yoonai. I take Raven’s hand in mine and she takes Yoonai’s in her free hand. When we are connected in a tight circle with Marzana and Miyala in the center, Raven, Yoonai, Malikai and Mi begin to chant in a language I cannot recognize, nor keep track of. My ears cannot seem to catch the individual words, as though I’m forgetting them as soon as I hear them. Sapphire smoke, the otham, creeps into the room, curling around their feet, around Mi and Marzana’s joined hands. They don’t seem to see it, but I do. The spell is a communication with the otham, a beseeching of its will.

      Hello, Knot-Breaker.

      The creature is here. I look around, and see nothing but the usual clouds of smoke, behaving as it usually does. Somewhere in the distance, the creature laughs, amused at my distress. I watch the normal otham wind itself around Miyala’s wrist, and then Marzana’s. When it winds around her, her eyes fly open and she is thrown out of her slump, as though something shocked her.

      Her eyes are wide, terrified. She makes eye contact with me. “What did you do?” she manages to choke out. “What did you do to the otham, Echo?”

      Miyala’s eyes open, but she doesn’t stop chanting. And then Marzana begins to scream. Miyala looks worried, but Malikai shakes their head, continuing to chant along with Yoonai and Raven who appear to be deep in a trance. My sister continues and I step backwards, as if by instinct, but do not break my grip on my friends’ hands.

      Marzana is convulsing slightly now, and my heart clenches with sorrow and shame for what we are doing—has the creature found some way to use the real otham to do harm? I am about to stop the ritual when Marzana quiets and I watch the otham recede. The locks of hair have disappeared and the web of cord that Binds them shines brightly with a cold blue light. Then it reduces in size and wraps thrice around Miyala’s wrist, of its own accord.

      I’ve never seen anything like it. This is what real magic looks like. My sister really is a witch. It isn’t that I didn't believe it before, but it’s more real now. Marzana goes boneless and slides against Miyala, who catches her effortlessly, sinking to the ground with her.

      They are talking, and I see tears shining in both their eyes. There’s something about the spell Miyala didn’t say, something that gives Marzana the hope I see in her aura. A promise between them, beyond what I can know. I see Marzana nod and she clasps hands with my sister.

      “Give us a few minutes, please,” Miyala says, and she has never sounded more like a queen.

      Malikai and I leave the workroom together, as Yoonai and Raven settle Marzana and Miyala into comfortable chairs, serving them a pitcher of a cool tisane that smells of lavender and chamomile. Malikai dismisses the guards, as Marzana will not need to be confined anywhere now that she cannot attempt to leave Miyala. Malikai looks older than I’ve ever seen them, their ageless face drawn and body tight.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, though I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for.

      Malikai loops their arm through mine, their head resting against my shoulder as we walk to the library. “I’m sorry too.”

      There’s no need to say more. We both regret what had to be done, but there was no other way. I find myself resenting Alcyone and her abominable prophecy—and the world for being such that there are no other choices.
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      The goodbye dinner we’ve planned looks excellent, the tables piled high with dishes made from the last stores of winter vegetables, cold cheeses and fresh bread. Everyone who lives in the keep at Lyonesse eats together in one big dining hall, which is noisy right now. When Marzana and Miyala enter the hall, conversation stops for a tense moment, then resumes when they sit, piling their plates with food and talking softly to one another.

      It is a curious sight, but something about the spell and that moment after changed things between them. Marzana’s aura is peaceful, with hints of resignation, grief and regret. When her hazel eyes, the twin set to my own, meet mine there’s so much emotion in them I nearly choke on my mashed potatoes. From across the room she mouths four very clear words, I don’t forgive you. Then she laughs merrily at something Fenric says to Morgaine, who are sitting at the same table as she and Miyala, and I shake my head in disbelief. I can’t get a handle on her, no matter how I try.

      I try to spend time with my entire family throughout the evening, but especially with June and Birdy. Since they’re staying here for the foreseeable future, I don't know exactly when I’ll see them again. I find them seated with the blonde Ravenni, Cressida, who has decided to stay on with us, despite my protestations and arguments against it to both Raven and June.

      She looks much better than when she arrived, talking animatedly to my parents. I sit down with them, and though I try to break into the conversation, apparently the story she’s telling them about a lost cynae chick is too interesting. I feel a pang of jealousy. They are enraptured by her.

      I try to read her auric energy but find myself blocked. I push harder, wanting to know what’s so special about her. But every time I try, it’s as though my spirit eye slides over her entirely. The mask she wore in her aura before is gone, replaced by a slippery nothingness I’m all too familiar with. It is a near mirror image of the numbness I’ve forced on myself since Kythrea. I wonder if I’m seeing her aura at all, or if it is somehow a reflection of my own. The thought is troubling enough that I try to push through again, only to create a dull ache in my head.

      Careful, careful, Knot-Breaker, whispers the creature. I look around the room for it; how has it gotten here? Near the door, I watch a cloud of blue mist pull away, as though retreating down the hall. I get up to go after it.

      When I reach the hallway, it’s empty but for Morgaine, who is looking out the windows at the setting sun. The square set of her broad shoulders, with her hands tucked into the pockets of her loose, low-slung pants, and her cropped sweater revealing a sliver of her muscled back set a low thrum of desire vibrating lower and lower in my abdomen. She turns and the rosy light hits her tawny skin, lighting her in such a magical way that the breath is stolen from my body.

      I step towards her as she moves, my fingers drifting toward her, driven by instinct to touch her, to feel her smooth skin under the pads of my fingers. But as she turns, my desire dies, replaced by something else. Something I cannot identify. For as she faces me, shadow overtakes her and her skin takes on a bluish-gray cast that sets off warning bells in my mind. I start to say something, but she glares at me. The force of the glare, the ferocity of it, nearly knocks me over.

      “Morgaine,” I say as she walks away. She turns and I think she will say something to me, but her aura is full of anger, and something worse: fear, and behind that, deep, deep resentment. All of it directed at me.

      I step back, sorry I stopped her. My heart is beating too fast and my vision swims. This isn’t good for the fetch, and I try to calm myself. She walks away, disappearing around a corner. When she’s gone, and I’ve collected myself, I go back to the dining room to do the work of saying goodbye to my family. We leave in the morning to go our separate ways. There will be time enough to deal with the pain of being around Morgaine. Tonight is about the people it’s safe for me to love.
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      A warm summer breeze floats into the courtyard, smelling of sea salt and the riot of flowers blooming in the garden. The sun is gentle on Miyala’s shoulders as she kisses Raven and Bori goodbye. They are the first to leave, before breakfast even, and the weight of sending her family off into the world on dangerous missions presses on her even now, while Bori makes jokes about having to repack Raven’s stash of books.

      “We are going to a library, after all,” he says with a smile so lavish that Raven merely kisses his cheek.

      Echo hugs them both, then June and Birdy. Yoonai holds back at first. Her usually unflappable exterior melts when she finally hugs Raven. “Be careful, witchling. Remember everything we talked about,” Miyala hears her whisper.

      Raven nods, hugging her mentor so hard Miyala worries she’ll crush Yoonai. Her ability to sense aura is growing and she sees the way threads of affinity swirl between them, tying them to one another in ways she could have scarcely imagined a few months ago. She knows from talking with Echo that this is not like her ability, which is more like another sense, separate from sight and sound, nearly indescribable to anyone who cannot do the same.

      No, this is more like sight and sound, mingled somehow, and Miyala sees the relationship between auric energies best, while Echo mostly senses emotion. Miyala opens her spirit sight fully to sense the connections between her family and friends now, something she’s hesitated to do, worried that it might open up some kind of chasm in her heart that could not be filled once they’re gone.

      The magnitude of the web of love between them causes her to take a sharp breath in—the beauty of it is staggering. Even Marzana, who is sulking on a bench by the door, is somehow woven into the tapestry of these relationships.

      Malikai hands Bori a map. “Be careful on the road. Watch for the cult of the True God, rumor has it that they’re migrating out of Zoravo, Mulikov and Sorleione, mingling with the Midsomar revelers.”

      Arquessa nods, confirming as she enters the courtyard. She holds a piece of paper that appears to have been smoothed out, as though she’d initially crushed it in anger or frustration.  “Yes, I’ve had the same reports from the Front, just this morning. The “believers” appear to be mobilizing. It’s hard to pin them down, as they’ve become adept at infiltration. The Front eliminated two possible cultists last week.”

      “Eliminated?” Echo asks.

      Arquessa shrugs, pulling a small envelope out of her pocket, handing it to June. “This came for you. I brought it right down.”

      June nods, slipping the message into his pocket as Bori and Raven say their last goodbyes.

      “We’ll be careful,” Raven promises, as Bori helps her onto Fenra, his golden hysan. When they ride away Echo sighs as she takes Miyala’s hand, hugging her arm to her chest. Morgaine and Fenric are finishing loading the saddle bags of the common equine Malikai procured for the trip. They don’t look so different from the hysan on their own, but standing next Nyx, the differences are staggering. They have the same horned heads, and physiologically are very similar, but Nyx shimmers with heightened intelligence and awareness in Miyala’s spirit sight, while the common equine are rather dull.

      “You’ll be careful too?” Echo asks. “Kilm isn’t safe these days.”

      Miyala lets out a dry laugh. “Kilm has never been safe.”

      Echo’s chest heaves with the deep breath she sucks in. Miyala feels her sister’s slow, steady heartbeat under the flexible Solaran armor she wears. “That’s true, but Joram Markona is a bomb waiting to go off, Mi. I know you’re doing the right thing. We have to be sure it’s him. But be careful, if we’re wrong somehow, you know he has other reasons to want you dead. To want us all dead.”

      Miyala nods, glancing at the tattoos on her wrists. Breaking the Binding is only one of the half-a-dozen reasons the Warlord might have to kill them. Her resolve thickens as she counts all the reasons she has to want him dead as well, Baba’s murder first among them.

      “We’re not wrong,” she hisses. “It’s him.”

      Echo kisses her cheek. “It probably is.”

      Miyala balks. “Are you unsure now?”

      Echo lifts her shoulders and her gaze gets a faraway look Miyala can’t discern. “No, not unsure exactly. But don’t you feel like there’s something just out of reach? Something we’re not seeing?”

      Yoonai snorts behind them, and when the sisters turn she and Malikai both shake their heads. “We’re missing quite a bit of information,” Malikai says, mounting their own hysan. “It’s why we have to move fast.”

      “What are you doing in Thyall?” Echo asks.

      Malikai shakes their head. “Better for none of you to know.”

      They don’t say it, but Miyala hears the end of the statement all the same: in case anything goes wrong. In case you are captured by the wrong people.

      “We have a little over a month to get this right,” Malikai reminds them as they urge their hysan forward. “I’ll see you all in Kilm, just before the Reaping Moon.”

      Echo takes her teacher’s hand, kissing their palm. “Walk with luck.”

      “Saints keep you,” they reply, and then they’re off, never one for long goodbyes.

      Morgaine and Fenric have said their goodbyes and mounted. Echo is last to go, hugging June, promising him she’ll take care as he wipes tears from his eyes. Then Birdy and Yoonai, who both kiss and hug her multiple times. This is the harder goodbye.

      Bayun and Nyx seem to be conversing with Aryx in a last silent meeting. Then Bayun trots over to Miyala and rubs his head against her calf. It’s one of the first times he’s ever shown her open affection.

      Be watchful and wise, Miyel’karai, sounds a voice in her mind.

      She crouches down to rub the big lynxcat’s ears. “Take care of her. Keep her safe.”

      He bumps his cheek against hers, purring. Then he springs out the front gate, as though he cannot stand to say goodbye. Fenric and Morgaine follow, but Echo still hasn’t mounted Nyx.

      She hugs Miyala tightly. “I should be going with you,” she whispers. “You need someone to protect you.”

      “I can protect myself, I was trained as well as you were,” Miyala replies, only slightly grumpy.

      Echo kisses her cheek. “True enough. Have fun with Aramis Duval. Make her tell you all Yoonai’s secrets.”

      Miyala laughs. She, Arquessa and Marzana will be staying with Yoonai’s friend Aramis in Kilm, as it isn’t safe to return to their own house. “I’ll do my best to get all the gossip, and after this is over, we will take the house back, and get ready for our favorite season in Kilm.”

      Echo’s hands shake as she gives them one last squeeze. “We’ll be eating caramel apples on the roof by Ingath.”

      Miyala steps forward as Echo mounts, taking her sister’s hand one last time. “I’ll see you for the Reaping Moon, and we’ll make him pay, Echo.”

      “For everything he’s done to us,” Echo replies. “Yes. He’ll pay.”

      Echo glances at the remainder of her family in the courtyard. “I love you all,” she says, and then Nyx takes off, swift as the wind, to catch up with Fenric, Morgaine and Bayun, who are disappearing down the road into the city.

      Birdy is already walking back into the keep with Arquessa, but June and Yoonai stay outside, watching Echo disappear. Aryx seeks out a patch of sunshine, flopping onto the cobbled stone of the courtyard, spreading his wings out behind him to bask in the light like a housecat.  Miyala sits on the bench next to Marzana. They are silent for long moments, watching Aryx’s eyes grow heavy and close, until Miyala asks, “What do you want to do today? I have the rest of the morning off and a late afternoon shift in the kitchens, but we could go somewhere.”

      Marzana startles at the question. “What?”

      Miyala shrugs. “We can’t be far from each other and I want to get out. Don’t you?”

      The Elemental’s brow wrinkles. For a moment, Miyala thinks she’ll say wants to stay at the keep, just to spite her, but when she speaks there’s a wistful tone in her voice. “Could we go to the beach? Swim?”

      Miyala laughs. “Are you hoping I’ll get eaten by the saltwater crocs?”

      Marzana’s left eyebrow arches. “A little.” She sighs. “Isn’t there anywhere to swim that’s safe from them?”

      “Yes, there’s a little cove I know of. We can go there. Maybe have Birdy pack us a lunch?”

      The suspicious look that fills Marzana’s eyes pains Miyala. “Why are you being kind?”

      June glances over his shoulder. He and Yoonai are listening to them. “Because it’s the right thing to do. If you want to make things miserable between us, I’ll understand. But I meant what I said last night.”

      “About letting me go, if you kill the Warlord?”

      Miyala nods.

      “What if you can’t do it? Then I just die for your cause?”

      “Then you die to save all worlds from endless suffering. Maybe it should be your cause too.”

      Marzana glares, but not at Miyala, at a point on the horizon. Miyala can’t help but wonder if she’s thinking it over. “Think I can make it to the library? Without the two of us feeling terrible?”

      Last night they’d practiced, finding out just exactly how far they could get from one another before a dull pull on the Binding became screaming pain. A variety of factors seemed to affect it, and they still don’t know all the particulars. “You could try. I’ll come find you when we have our picnic basket.”

      “Fine.” Marzana stands, gives Yoonai and June a toxic grimace and then disappears within the keep.

      June shakes his head, and then pulls the note Arquessa brought him out of his pocket. As he reads, his expression darkens. Yoonai follows him as he drifts towards Miyala and sits next to her on the bench. When he hands her the note she reads it quickly, covering her mouth with her free hand, to keep from gasping.

      “What?” Yoonai asks.

      “It’s from Mercutia,” Miyala explains. “She, Franco, Lieu, Kolya and Badar all want back in.”

      “Back in?” Yoonai breathes. “To the Vindicata?”

      June’s arms cross tightly around him, his dark eyes serious. “I should go with you. To Kilm.”

      Miyala hands Yoonai the note, so she can read it for herself, and slips her arm through Papai’s. “Everyone will be so much safer with you here though. What should we do? About the crew?”

      June grumbles incoherently, then licks his lips. “I don’t know. They betrayed us. My first instinct is to go back to Kilm and kill them all.”

      “Mercutia says the Warlord tricked them,” Yoonai reasons. “She rarely lies, you know she hasn’t the talent for it, even in letters. And Miyala would be safer with the crew to back her up in Kilm.”

      “I’ll think about it,” June says. “We have a few days until you have to leave. Let me mull it over.” His expression darkens further as he gets up, stalking into the house.

      Miyala yawns as she watches him go. “I need a nap.”

      “Take one on the beach with your new bosom friend,” Yoonai teases.

      They laugh together, a hollow sound, as they walk into the keep. Miyala is determined to have a pleasant last few days at home.
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      At the gates to the courts of Air Sen’ai, a division of the Bureau of Documents checks the papers of everyone who enters the floating city in a wood pavilion, surrounded by gardens and pools filled with bright aquatic life. Potted plants inside the pavilion spill over with colorful shade plants and fragrant flowers. The sound of various fountains is amplified by the peaked ceiling.

      The winding line is divided by various art installations and information boards that update travelers on news and various restrictions and regulations inside Air Sen’ai. Bori and Raven queue for nearly two hours, waiting for their turn to speak with a customs clerk. While the Solaran Empire is open to travelers from the Northern Reaches and the Southerlies, both Rygul Lo’a and Air Sen’ai heavily regulate traffic into the main cities of the Empire in response to the growing threat at their southern borders from the Midcountries.

      When it is finally their turn to speak to a clerk, they show their identification documents and the letters written from Commander Mori and Master Kimura explaining why they are entering the city. All foreigners entering the Courts must have a sponsor within. The clerk says nothing as they read each document carefully.

      “Either of you carrying produce from foreign states?” the clerk finally asks, with absolutely no inflection in their voice.

      Both shake their heads.

      “You must answer verbally,” the clerk commands.

      “No,” they reply in unison.

      The clerk writes something and then turns the page in their ledger, looking at their identification papers closely. “And you have a Relequan equine in your company?”

      Bori nods. “Yes. Just one.”

      The clerk looks up for a moment, appraises their clothing, squints their eyes at them suspiciously then sighs, as though it isn’t worth their time to ask more questions. They stamp each of their entrance papers with a loud thump and declare in the driest voice possible, “You may enter, Matsuda Bori and Novitiate Akira.”

      “Rodrigal,” Bori says softly. “I am Bori Rodrigal. It says it there on my identification papers. I am the child of Paulo and Arjune Rodrigal.”

      Raven’s heart aches at the sound of Paulo’s name. She knows how much Bori misses his Baba, how much his parents mean to him.

      The clerk shrugs, as if to say, “I don’t really care,” and pushes their papers at them. “Welcome back to Air Sen’ai.” The clerk’s face doesn’t move a muscle as they point to the benches beyond the customs desk. “Next!” they shout as Bori and Raven walk away.

      Bori’s hysan, Fenra, meets them near a bench. She’s been grazing outside the queue, after being examined by the Solaran veterinary experts, and a group of small children follows her, attracted to her equine beauty. Bori and Raven will have to take separate dirigibles to get to their final destinations. They’ve committed not to send messages unless absolutely necessary in Air Sen’ai, as they have no way of telling if Verane DeMarais will be able to track them here.

      “In two weeks, I will see you at the Botanic Gardens, by the fountains of light...”

      Raven finishes, “at noon. And we’ll decide what our next move is from there.”

      The different levels of the city’s floating islands are difficult to navigate, and Solaran bureaucracy makes it complicated to travel easily between courts. This way, they can learn as much as possible, and decide to stay longer if need be, or leave immediately for Kilm.

      “Are you worried about seeing your father?” Bori asks softly.

      Raven sighs. “Yes. But I worry more that he won’t come to see me at all, especially as I couldn’t make it home for Mama’s funeral.” The letters General Akira had sent to the Alabaster Spire informing his daughter that her mother was ill had been lost in transit, or so Raven had believed at first.

      Now she doesn’t know, and by the time she got her father’s final letter, it had been too late to travel to Air Sen’ai—and then everything else happened, and she hadn’t been able to go home. Not after what happened in Loramir. But she’d rather not think about all that. Not now, not in her last moments with Bori. He takes her hand and squeezes hard, pressing his lips to hers. An announcement sounds over a megaphone that the dirigible for the Court of Woods is boarding.

      Raven kisses Bori harder, clinging to him, as he does her. “It’s only two weeks.”

      “I’ll see you in the gardens,” he whispers.

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Raven replies. She turns quickly and walks towards the airship waiting to carry her to the great library complex of Air Sen’ai. She doesn’t look back, but she feels Bori’s eyes on her. Only once she is up the gangplank does she turn to blow him a kiss.

      He and Fenra look small from here, but he returns her kiss. She lingers a moment too long and stalls the line. People begin to grumble and she hurries inside to find a seat by the window, so she can wave at Bori. But when she finds the spot where he and Fenra were standing, they are gone. His dirigible must have arrived as well. After a few minutes of orderly ascension onto the dirigible, an attendant announces that they will take off and asks everyone to stay seated for the remainder of the journey.

      Raven peers out the window to look up at the city. From the underside, it is all roots and rock, but she knows that once they rise, she will see the many wood and glass buildings that make up the various courts of Solara, along with the towering cedars and lush gardens of each court. While the courts exist everywhere in the Empire, Air Sen’ai is where each has their seat, where their ruling bodies dwell. Rygul Lo’a has the secondary seat, and then each is represented in a court-tower throughout the various small cities and towns of the realm.

      Raven presses her face to the dirigible window, wanting to take in the early summer splendor of Air Sen’ai on their approach. As the vessel rises, the rocky underside of the floating islands is all she can see, until they crest the first small island, a residential haven for court officials, where the wisteria are all abloom, along with a late-blooming variety of cherry blossom trees cultivated only in Air Sen’ai.

      And then they crest the main island, where the four main Courts hold their seats, including the Court of Woods. Elegant wood buildings are nestled amongst the tall cedars that dominate the main island, integrating with the lush greenery and shade plants to the point that some are hardly noticeable. As the dirigible descends to the landing platform, Raven smells salt air and the unmistakable smell of sun-warmed cedar. She is home.

      The passengers file out of the dirigible and Raven follows them down the gangplank. Near the bottom a tiny crimson draconae with feathered wings tipped in iridescent purple feathers, and a body that resembles a common lizard’s, buzzes in her ear. The dracolia. It flits away as a grin spreads over Raven’s face.

      A voice calls out through the crowd, “Novitiate! Good, you are here!”

      She glances up to see the tiny, round frame of Master Kimura. She makes a generous bow, immediately. “Master. It is good to see you.”

      “It is good to see you too, Novitiate!” The Master’s voice is crinkly, like the sound of a candy wrapper. The familiar sound of it causes Raven’s heart to soften even more than usual, as does his use of her Ravenni designation as a novitiate. He had been so proud of her when she entered the second level of her training. Many children do not make it past the initial ten years of schooling in Urukhesh, finding it tedious to only learn about magic, and never get to practice it. Raven had found it comforting.

      She smiles at the elderly librarian as she follows him through the crowd of people waiting to greet the newcomers from below. A narrow path opens in front of them, many bowing low when they see Master Kimura—and not just because he has risen to the rank of arch-chancellor, but also because he is the kindest, most empathic person Raven has ever met. She’s known him since before she discovered the particular reason she would never be a dragon-rider, at the age of five.

      He was not even a chancellor then, but a children’s librarian, and had been for the majority of his career, passing promotions up left and right to devote his time to finding the very best books and scrolls for the children of Air Sen’ai. His interference on her behalf is the reason she left Air Sen’ai to join the Ravenni, as the Court of Decisions had ruled that the Court of Scales would maintain their statute that only boys could train to be dragon-riders. Master Kimura had argued that if the Court would not allow all genders to train to be riders that they must concede to let magically inclined girls be sent to the Ravenni instead.

      Her parents had been devastated, wanting her to stay at home with them, even if she could not train to be a rider any longer. But Raven had known that magic was in her blood. Though the dragons had not been seen for nearly a century, the riders still trained as though they might return at any moment, learning magic and training physically to ride. She was as sad as her parents to leave, but sadder still that they did not fight harder to change the law. They had not been cruel, by any means, and medial genders are recognized and honored in Solara, but they had felt she abandoned her lineage by leaving, and it drove a wedge in their relationship that had, for many years, felt unmendable. Her eyes cloud with tears at the memory, obscuring her view.

      Master Kimura leads her to the gravel pathway that winds through the great cedar forests to the library complex. He glances back at her as they begin to ascend the stone steps that ascend upward towards the libraries. “Step carefully, my dear. It would appear that Initiate Takeda has not yet been out to clear the moss today. Some steps are quite taken over!”

      Raven’s conscious mind races to the present moment and her breath stops short. There are few places in the world so magical to her as the Court of Woods. A cryptogamic paradise, with hundreds of species of moss covering every surface and ancient towering cedars, the library complex stands in harmony with its surroundings.

      The cedar buildings, built from the wood of fallen trees exclusively, are each perfectly round in construction. Each of the libraries are constructed in the same manner, round towers with many windows on the ground floors, allowing as much of the lush green forest light in as possible, with dedicated desks and work tables for the scholars and librarians that reside here permanently, along with plenty of seating for guests as well. Interior spaces are simply decorated with spare but comfortable furniture to allow the splendor of the forest and the huge spokes of the cedar beams in the peaked, round ceilings to dominate.

      Each library is cozy and completely geared towards productive scholarly work. All but the children’s library, at the edge of the complex, which Raven and Master Kimura walk past now. Children are encouraged to talk, read aloud and play, both in the library and without, in the many fantastical wooden structures built in the forest directly outside the library. This is a place for littlings to let their imaginations run wild.

      The majority of the thirteen libraries of the Court of Woods are open to the public and are scattered in a loose spiral, ascending the hill the Court is situated upon. Between each library are water gardens, full of special breeds of giant fish, only found on Air Sen’ai, and many species of ferns. Hammock chairs hang from the branches of trees, and as Raven and Master Kimura pass the public libraries, she is gratified to see the special chairs are nearly all occupied with readers.

      As they finally reach the apex of the complex, she grins, knowing what is coming. They ascend out of the trees to find the Library of Mysteries sitting atop the highest point of the Court of Woods, looking out over the sea. Master Kimura nods to her, his eyes wrinkling with joy, and she runs past him, dropping her bag.

      Her Orinian shoes clatter loudly on the cedar deck of the library until she reaches the spot she’s been dreaming of for weeks now, the lookout point. This deck curves outward, past the cliff face, making it feel as though one is floating between the sea below and the misty forest. She leans as far as she dares onto the balcony, letting the fresh, salty sea air hit her directly in the face.

      She hears Master Kimura’s footsteps following some ways behind. Raven closes her eyes and grins, smelling the warming cedars as the sun emerges from the clouds. Below, the mists are clearing slightly and she can see the clear green water of the bay below. Deep in that water, something enormous shimmers with iridescent light, before disappearing into the depths. Raven nearly falls, but pulls herself back, just in time.

      She spins to Master Kimura, eyes wide. “I think… I think I just saw…”

      The old man nods. “Yes, child. You saw a dragon. They have returned.”

      Raven’s heart swells with emotion so intense she nearly faints. She cannot breathe, so many thoughts are crowding her head at once. The night she dreamed of Echo and the wyrm… could a dragon have rescued her from her fall? It isn’t impossible, but it would imply many things the Court of Scales don’t seem to think are possible.

      She has so many questions, but only one slips out. “Have they made contact?”

      Master Kimura shakes his head. “No, but they are sighted with more and more regularity. We believe they want us to understand that they’ve returned, but are biding their time in making contact for some reason.”

      Raven’s heart flutters with dormant hope she hardly dares acknowledge. “Many exciting things are happening here in Air Sen’ai. Why did you not warn me?”

      Kimura smiles gently, taking her arm as they walk the deck, back to the front of the library, where there are tables for scholars and librarians to sit and talk. It is midday, and everyone is at lunch, so the tables are empty. Kimura bypasses the tables and plops into a hammock chair. “These are my favorite seats.”

      Raven arranges herself in one next to him and waits for the Master to answer her. Birds sing in the forest and tiny forest spirits appear and disappear. One, shaped like a toadstool, appears at her feet and she allows it to climb upon her shoe as she swings the hammock gently. It makes a gentle trilling sound and then fades from sight.

      Kimura smiles gently at the tiny spirit. “The little folk have always loved you. You were destined to be a witch.”

      Something about the statement bothers her, especially with what she knows about Verane DeMarais and the allegiances of the Ravenni. She counters, “I was destined to be a dragon-rider.”

      Kimura swings his feet in his chair, and it sways gently with the movement. “What is the difference?”

      Raven glares at Kimura. “You know the difference as well as I do.”

      Kimura smiles. “I know what humans say the difference is. Humans have forgotten that dragons never minded one way or another who their rider was, as long as they flowed with the otham and understood the ways of the elements. This is what a witch is, is it not?” Raven nods; as usual, Kimura is correct. “So it would stand to reason that a witch would make a suitable rider for a dragon. Would it not?”

      She sighs and leans back in the hammock chair. “I suppose. If only the Court of Scales saw things the way you do.”

      “The Court of Scales does not pair rider and dragon. They choose one another. Your great-great-grandfathers made many decisions after the dragons disappeared that the dragons themselves never consented to. Besides which, I believe the Court of Scales may have had a change of heart.”

      Raven’s eyes narrow with suspicion. “What makes you say that?”

      Kimura smiles yet again. This time his eyes sparkle with secrets. Raven has missed the cheerful librarian and his many smiles. His eyes drift from hers to a point just beyond her chair, on the deck. “See for yourself, dear one.”

      When Raven turns to follow the librarian’s gaze, she feels him before she sees him. The proud aura, the fluid grace, the keen intelligence. Her eyes fill with tears and her chest shakes with emotion. Her chin quivers as she locks eyes with a pair she knows as well as her own. Part of her wants to run to him, to throw her arms around his sturdy bulk, but she hesitates, not knowing how he might react to that. It has been years since she spoke to her father.

      “My baby girl,” General Akira cries, tears slipping down his cheeks. In two long strides, he closes the distance between them, sweeping her into a fierce hug. “My baby girl,” he whispers again, pressing his lips to her forehead. “Thank claw and scale, you’re home.”

      “Papa,” she breathes, clinging to her father. “Papa… I’m so sorry… I didn’t make it home for Mama’s funeral.”

      All the grief she’s locked away comes tumbling out of her as her father’s familiar scent of leather and the windswept sea fill her senses. They sink to the deck of the library, their shared sorrow mingling in their auric energy, fusing the connection between them that runs deeper than blood.

      “I was angry when I thought you chose another life,” he says. “I was wrong. So wrong.”

      “I should have come home when she was sick.”

      All the unspoken words, the unsent letters, come spilling out of them and when Raven looks up, Master Kimura has gone, but not far. She spots him napping in a springy patch of moss underneath the cedar trees, or at least he appears to be napping. Raven would bet good coin that he’s communing with the little folk or listening to the conversation of the trees.

      When the tears slow, General Akira pulls his daughter into another hug, and then they walk together to the deck overlooking the sea.

      “So they’re back,” Raven says, scanning the water for another glimpse at them.

      “Yes,” her father replies. “They are back.”

      A long silence passes between them, and Raven senses the rough edges of her nerves, wondering what her father will say next.

      “We made a mistake, Raven. The Court of Scales, all the courts. Much has changed in Air Sen’ai in the past year, and I can’t claim we’ve got the right of things, but I think we are making progress you’d be proud of.”

      Raven watches her father scan the seas, looking for dragons, just as she is. “What kind of progress?”

      The General smiles faintly, mostly in his eyes. “The courts have all agreed that rescinding gendered restrictions on vocations will begin immediately. The amendment to the imperial constitution goes effective this week.”

      Raven raises her eyebrows. “That seems remarkably fast.” To pass any kind of law in Solara is a slow process; to make such a sweeping change to the constitution would usually take years, though it is not unheard of. The Empire is not inflexible, but it takes ample time to allow citizens to voice concerns and cast their vote.

      “Solara recognized the need for decisive action and widespread change when the dragons returned. It should not have taken so long. An official apology has been issued.”

      The General’s words hold so much meaning, so many layers of feeling, that Raven very nearly starts to cry again. When Master Kimura approaches, she gives him a watery smile. “You should have told me all of this in your letters.”

      The look exchanged between the librarian and the General worries her. “We were worried about rumors we’d heard about Verane DeMarais and a new form of tracking magic. We’ve tried to keep these changes secret from the Spire… as well as what we’ve found.”

      Raven’s heart beats faster. “What is it?”

      Kimura’s eyes gleam with a keen light and the General grins. Neither have lost their edge. The General laughs as he says, “Many things that would make the High Priestess very unhappy. Shall we begin?”

      Raven nods, unable to laugh with her father, feeling the weight of what’s before them heavy on her shoulders. But she takes his outstretched hand with the kind of confidence she’s only dreamed of since she entered the Spire. As they walk into the cool, quiet library together, following Master Kimura, she whispers, “Yes, let’s begin right away.”
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      The heat of a humid Lorami summer makes the damn riding costume I’m wearing nearly unbearable. The skirt is split down the center so I can ride astride, but there are so many unnecessary layers that I’m sweating through my chemise as we ride towards Zoravo.

      It doesn’t help that Bayun insists on curling around my shoulders like a stole, but he’s been sad since we left Urkayn with some of Morgaine’s Chimani friends. The pup was simply too young for this mission, but Nyx and Bayun were sad to leave him, all the same. The road to the city is crowded and as we wait our turn to show our papers at the gates, a small child in the wagon in front of us waves delightedly at him. His tail flicks gently, an answering greeting for the small, pale creature.

      It’s too hot here, he complains.

      “Then don’t ride on my shoulders,” I mutter under my breath.

      I enjoy the view from here, he reasons.

      Morgaine glances back at us as the line moves forward, pausing to let Nyx catch up to her equine. “Everything all right?” she asks.

      “We’re hot,” I explain. She’s been polite on the trip here, quiet and aloof. I haven’t dared bring up what happened on our last night in Lyonesse. The resentment in her aura was nearly too much to bear and I’ve been trying to convince myself that there’s no reason to talk things through with her. No reason to try, if she’s that angry with me.

      But the softness in her eyes right now is unbearable. Her Iorman clothes remind me of the night we met in Port Thraice, she’s so dashing. All handsome beauty and swaggering grace, the suit gives her the air of a dangerous rogue, while Fenric just looks stiff and uncomfortable.

      They’d both had to help me into my own getup this morning; the many laces and buttons of an Iorman lady’s riding costume were too much for me on my own. The pained look she’d given him, the one she thought she’d hidden behind my back but had reflected in the mirror of my room at the little inn, nearly sent me into a fit of tears, and my chest aches with longing now, but there is no sign of the telltale loosening of the fetch.

      The line moves forward and we stay a respectful distance away while Fenric shows the guards our papers. My heart thumps loudly as the guard looks us over, suspicion clouding his aura.

      Morgaine shifts on her equine and grins at me. “Unbutton your jacket if you’re hot.”

      “What?” My question comes out in a surprised squeak.

      “I said unbutton your jacket if you’re hot.” Her voice is warm, flirtatious, and her eyes drift over me as I blush deeply, my breath coming in quick gasps as she maneuvers her equine closer to mine. Our knees brush.

      “Careful,” the guard laughs. “Or the Kaziti prince will steal your girl.”

      Fenric’s answering laugh is rough. “She’s my sister. She’ll be stolen from me a thousand times before she’s married. Falls in love every other day, that one.”

      I stifle the annoyed sound that threatens to escape my throat, as the guard snickers and hands our papers back to Fenric. “Keep a close eye on her then. Ones like that seduce easy and their virtue’s gone in an instant.”

      “It’s a thankless job,” Fenric complains with a cheerful sigh.

      “With such companions, she’d be quite a prize,” the guard says.

      His tone has a sinister edge I don’t like, but Morgaine bumps my knee with hers again, as she smirks at me, open lust in her eyes. She’s not faking it, but there’s fear there too, pulsing behind her eyes and flooding her aura. If the guard looks too closely at our papers, or gets too interested in Nyx and Bayun, we might find ourselves in a detention center. The forgers June hired are the best, but this is our first true test, making it through the gates.

      I want to gag, but instead I roll my eyes, and return Morgaine’s grin. “A little flirting never hurt anyone.”

      “Mind your brother,” the guard says in a tone so patronizing I consider all the places I’ve stashed knives, and whether I might cut him just a little before we make it through this.

      I nod demurely instead as we pass through the gates and into the city. A feeling of dread makes its home in my gut. Memories of Zoravo flicker in the back of my mind, but I push them aside. Thinking of the rest of the crew, or worse, Saint Monika’s, is not an option. Demon child, my memories whisper, but I do not heed them. Instead, I focus on the road ahead, the clean streets and my persona as a rich Iorman, Nyx’s warm body under me, and Bayun’s weight on my shoulders. Solid. Heavy. Reliable.

      Fenric glances back at me, an apology in his aura, for the charade at the gate, I assume. Morgaine rides ahead, without so much as a glance back. Soon she and Fenric are deep in conversation as we ride slowly through the crowded streets. A few people in the crowd look up at them, eyeing them with admiration. When a rosy cheeked flower-seller hands Morgaine a red rose that she tucks into her equine’s mane, white hot jealousy burns in my belly. And though many give Nyx and Bayun admiring looks, no one’s eyes linger long on me, which is just as well, in my opinion.

      The roads here are cobbled with slate-grey stone that contrasts beautifully with the limestone buildings that line the streets. Window boxes burst with colorful blooms and baskets of cascading flowers and vines hang from every street-lamp. The knockers on each neatly painted front door look as though they’re made of brass, or costly iron. We pass meticulously groomed parks that smell like expensive flowers, where ladies dressed as fussily as I am walk in lazy circles with their tiny, yapping dogs. We are in the richest of the merchant districts, the poorest of the truly wealthy districts of Zoravo.

      I’ve never stayed here before, but I never kept company with a Relequan hysan and a small god before and in most circumstances their presence marks Midlanders as wealthy, especially upon entrance to the city, which is always closely monitored by government officials and criminal enterprises alike. In a few days, we will disappear into the lesser districts for our meeting with the Resistance, but for now, we are posing as wealthy merchants from Iorma, as our forged identification papers claim.

      The city guard roams the streets of this district in the kind of numbers that make my outlaw blood boil. How dare they protect these assets, won by exploiting the masses? It sickens me, but I keep my face smooth and calm, trying to look like a bored Iorman, used to this kind of clean splendor. From somewhere in the crowd, I sense eyes following us, but when I casually scan the streets for signs of a tail, I catch nothing amiss.

      Fenric glances back, calling to me, “We’re almost to the hotel.” A flicker in his aura alerts me to the fact that he also senses that we’re being followed. He grins, but the worry in his eyes shows as he goes back to his amiable-seeming conversation with Morgaine.

      Someone is watching, Nyx warns. But they are slippery. Can you make them out, Bayun?

      No, the lynxcat answers. But there’s more than one, and they’re moving fast. Away from us now, I think.

      We knew we’d probably be monitored, I respond. The Lorami are even suspicious of the Iormans these days.

      I am startled when Nyx halts and nearly have to right myself. A tall limestone building, with a green tiled roof and carved arched doorways and windows looms imposingly, taking up a quarter of the block. The Grand Savoi is one of the posher hotels in the city, and also one of the busiest. When we leave, we will be able to disappear.

      Morgaine slides off her equine and leads it and Nyx into the stables.

      My least favorite part, Nyx complains.

      I know, darling. I reply, trying to comfort her.

      We shall see what I can glean from the commoners, she muses, gazing towards the other equines.

      Nyx has promised to talk with the common equines in the stables to find out what their riders know of the news here in Zoravo. She insists they are too dull to talk to socially, but that they may know valuable things. Despite their many similarities in appearance, from their horned visages to their body composition, their intellect is dim compared to her bright mind. She’s convinced herself this is a spying mission for her, and I will not deter her from this line of thinking. She may well discover something valuable.

      Morgaine helps me down from Nyx’s back, careful not to touch me more than she has to. She hands me off to Fenric, as though I am an object to be passed around. And here, I suppose I am. A lady of the stature I am impersonating would be in Zoravo to be fitted for dresses, go to the theater, and be seen in society, not to do business.

      A concierge rushes out to meet us. “Monsieur, Madame…”

      “Vionnet,” Fenric replies imperiously. “And Madame is Mademoiselle, my sister, not my wife.”

      “Many apologies.” The concierge flips through a small notebook, looking for the information. “Yes, yes, here we are. Vionnet and your valet Monsieur…”

      “Not my valet, my business partner. Monsieur Rosari.”

      “Rosari?” The concierge bows low.

      The House of Ishtal is respected even here; it’s why we chose Mak’s surname. Since the Kaziti rarely pay much attention to the men in their houses, and the Lorami can’t seem to tell the difference between a Relequan or a Kaziti, it makes things all too easy. Sons are easily forgotten in Kazit, making it difficult for people in other countries to keep track of them all, since only daughters may inherit royal property or preside over the ruling houses.

      “A seventh son of a seventh son,” Morgaine says, a rough indolent tone in her voice. She does the Kaziti accent perfectly, and her shrug is all swagger. “You needn’t bow so low. I’m no one.”

      “Ah, kind sir, but here in Zoravo, you are elevated! Here a man can make his way in the world!”

      I want to vomit at the implication, but Morgaine simply shrugs. “The pleasures of the Midcountries never cease.”

      “Let me show you to your rooms,” the concierge says. “I have three grouped together, our best rooms.”

      Fenric interrupts. “Yes, yes, we are tired from our journey.”

      I’m impressed by the imperiousness of his tone.

      “One moment please, Monsieur. The boy will bring your luggage inside.”

      Fenric nods, and Morgaine looks bored. Bayun purrs softly around my shoulders, jumping down as we walk indoors. Inside the hotel, ornate flourishes of gold decorate every creamy white wall, and expensive oil seascapes rest inside gilded frames. The furniture is upholstered in the plushest navy velvet I have ever seen. We’re led up soft carpeted stairs, and trying to move the full skirt of this infernal costume in a way that appears elegant nearly foils my disguise as a fashionable Iorman, but somehow I manage. We wind up two more staircases, the air getting ever-hotter as we rise, until we reach what must be the top floor of the building in this wing.

      The concierge unlocks the door to what appears to be the only room on this floor and leads me inside. Bayun rushes ahead of me to explore. The “room” is a suite. Sure enough, I was right; it is on the top floor of the building, the roof easily accessible from the balcony. Morgaine and Fenric have rooms near mine across the hall and I watch carefully as they disappear inside.

      The concierge seems to be waiting for me to speak, and when I do not, he prompts me: “This will do for your purposes, Mlle.”

      “It will indeed. Thank you.”

      He bows and steps aside for the two young men who carry my bags. “You traveled light, Mlle.”

      I smile. “I plan to shop while I’m here.”

      “Of course, Mlle. We can arrange shipping home for you, if you like.”

      I shake my head. That might give away my true identity, or at least something about me, for even a lie gives something about the liar away to a clever mind. “That will not be necessary. I can do so for myself. But thank you.”

      The concierge shrugs, but I see a flicker of suspicion in his pale eyes, and his aura shows signs of appraisal. I’ve gone against a norm for Mademoiselle Vionnet’s class, insisting on doing something for myself. I will have to tread more carefully from here on out, especially with the concierge. He asks, “Will you eat in the dining room this evening, or would you prefer to rest? I can have food sent up.”

      I inject a bit of petulance into my voice and flutter my hands, as though I’m exhausted and flustered by the heat, which doesn’t take much pretense. “Please, have food sent up for myself and my companions. We will eat together.”

      “As you wish, Mlle.” The suspicion in his aura dulls a bit. I imagine he thinks I am tired from the road.

      The concierge bows and then leaves me to the room, with a soft click of the door as he goes. The bed is dressed in an emerald green coverlet and is richly draped in a heavy damask canopy of the same shade. A bathing chamber that appears to be made entirely of white marble adjoins the bedroom and a small dining and sitting room are open to a wide terrace, with arched doors that have been thrown wide open.

      I walk outside where red geraniums grow in hanging baskets alongside bright green sweet potato vine that droops over the balcony’s railing. It is a short, easy jump to the next rooftop. I smile; the ability to come and go as I please, via the roof, is certainly appreciated. Bayun informs me that he wants to get the lay of the neighborhood and find a snack. I kiss the top of his head and remind him not to fight with neighborhood toms, and then he’s off, trotting away on the rooftop.

      I run a bath and take the pins poking into my head out of my hair and brush it out. Finally, I am alone. It’s only been a week since we left Lyonesse, but between riding hard for so many days and the tension between Morgaine and I, it feels like years. I need a little time to myself to find my center again. Undressing is difficult, the many buttons that line my back a struggle to unfasten on my own, but I manage.

      I decide to unpack a little as the water continues to fill the tub slowly, leaving weapons hidden throughout the room. I leave the doors to the terrace cracked open for Bayun, but review where I’ve stashed my knives several times. The nearness of the roof is convenient for leaving, but I know well that it works both ways and I refuse to let my guard down. The bathwater is steaming when I slip in, and after I’ve washed my hair, I doze off.

      “You shouldn’t sleep in the tub,” an unfamiliar voice warns.

      I don’t allow the cadence of my breath to change a measure, though now I am fully awake, nor do I open my eyes. I listen, pinpoint the intruder’s location by their breath and in one fluid movement I am out of the tub, with the knife I left on the shelf under the sink at their throat.

      “Excellent,” the intruder says. “You’re as good as Quess said. Truly, I thought you were still asleep.”

      The youth is nearly my height, with a similar build to my own, with a slightly narrower waist and fuller breasts. Their hair is a riot of red-gold waves and their eyes a deep shade of blue some might call sapphire. They’re wearing a smirk on their pretty face so smug I nearly press the knife in harder than I mean to.

      “Careful, Morbida. I come bearing velvet peonies.”

      I roll my eyes at the silly phrase Arquessa warned me the Zoravan Liberation Front uses to identify themselves and step back a measure, a threat of violence in my stance. “What’s your name? How do you want me to refer to you… all that..?”

      The intruder laughs. “And you’re as rude as they say. Good. You’ll need that attitude here. Zoravo is a nest of vipers. I am Natassa Lissova, you may refer to me as she and her, and you are L’Echo Morbida.”

      “Just Echo, please,” I sigh, wrapping a towel around me, discarding the knife. Natassa hands me another to dry my hair, noting where I’ve left it. “There are others,” I warn.

      Lissova chuckles. “I’d expect nothing less.” She flops into an emerald green chair near the dressing table in my bedroom as I walk out of the bathing chamber. “You’re also quite lovely. They don’t say that about you, but they should.”

      Her voice is lusty and soft, and I sigh in irritation. “I’m too much trouble for you, Lissova, I promise.”

      She smirks again and I must admit, it enhances the dimples in her rosy round cheeks in an alluring way that I can appreciate. I step closer to her and she doesn’t move, but locks eyes with me. I drop the towel as I walk past her. She watches me carefully as I go, and I feel her eyes caress my bare body. I can’t say I mind the attention, but it makes me feel guilty, despite the fact that I am supposed to be taking time away from Morgaine.

      “So, you’re with the Liberation Front?” I ask as I slip into a plum-colored silk dressing gown that grazes the floor.

      Natassa nods. “Leader of the Order of the Velvet Peony.”

      “Leader? Really?”

      “Don’t act so surprised, Echo. I’m the same age as you.”

      “And I’m not the leader of anything.”

      She snorts. “All right then.”

      I glare at her. “I’m no one, just an assassin. And I haven’t killed anyone in quite some time, so don’t tempt me.”

      She laughs then, a full throaty sound that shakes her soft belly. She’s wearing what the Lorami consider “menswear,” I notice. I wonder how she gets away with that. But then I note the time of day. The sun has set; she’s moved under cover of darkness.

      “What time is it?”

      She smirks, and I can’t help thinking how pretty she is. Perhaps not conventionally so, by Lorami standards anyway, but I think she’s delightful to look at. Her voice is musical, light and lilting when she says, “Your dinner won’t be up for another hour or two at least. There was a little accident in the kitchens. We have time to talk.”

      I wonder if she was the cause of the accident. Likely so, if the smirk carving those dimples in her cheeks is any indication. I briefly ponder stabbing her for delaying dinner. My stomach is hollow, as we skipped lunch. I sigh as I tie the dressing gown a bit tighter. “We’re not supposed to meet for another few days.”

      Her voice is breathy and sensual when she replies. “I know, but I couldn’t wait. I wanted to meet you. I’ve followed your whole career.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her and climb onto the bed, pushing the robe aside to bare my legs, as I run a tortoiseshell comb through my damp hair. A cool breeze floats in through the open doors, but it’s still stuffy in here. “Why would you want to do such a morbid thing?”

      “Because you’re a girl, and you’re like me.”

      “Like you?”

      She motions to her body. I shake my head. I have no idea what she means. “Fat,” she says finally, sounding miserable.

      I laugh. “Well, yes. We do have that in common.”

      She looks puzzled. I am surprised by her. We are the same age, but I feel eons beyond her, ancient somehow, compared to this bubbly, vibrant person.

      Her large blue eyes are full of sorrow. “Everyone underestimates me because of it.”

      I shake my head. “Why?”

      She looks incredulous. “You truly don’t understand?”

      I shrug, though some memory tugs at my mind. While my grasp on my emotions is better these days, some of my more unused memories struggle at times to sputter to the surface. It clarifies for me: Lorami don’t just think it is unfashionable to be fat, they believe it is a moral failing somehow. “I apologize, Lissova. I endured a head injury last winter and some of the particulars of how things work here are harder to access than I’d like. I had forgotten.”

      She smiles again, this time with her mouth open, showing a set of straight white teeth. “That’s all right. I wanted to meet you. You’re a legend.”

      “I’m just a person. No different than you.”

      “But what about the jewel heist four years ago in Verseil? The baron you killed was evil. You changed the whole region. Or the assassination of the scientist in Thyall—the one trying to create guns that would fire automatically. That was you, wasn’t it?”

      She isn’t letting me get a word in. Her face is animated and her hands flutter elegantly as she grins. “Or the absolutely legendary street brawl in Sorleione with the Nom de Guerre and the Petit Chaton. They say you killed and injured dozens of the gangs on your own! The entire lower city is better off now than ever before. Did you know they started a guild system after you left? They protect the streets now. Not the gangs.”

      “I had help,” I murmur, thinking of Franco, Mercutia, and the rest of the crew. “All those times… I had help.”

      She doesn’t seem to hear me. “Or what about…”

      “Lissova, could we perhaps not discuss all the people I’ve murdered?”

      She looks surprised. “You think you murdered them?”

      “There is no other way to see it.”

      “They were all, every one of them, horrendous human beings though. They deserved it.”

      I stare past her, into the sparkling night. The spires of Zoravo are lit up against the navy sky and a part of me wishes I was Echo Vionnet, here to shop and socialize and watch my brother buy a vat of diamonds. I’ve never hoped for anything like this before. Though killing has often been difficult for me, I’ve always loved being an integral part of the Vindicata’s mission to enforce justice across the ten realms.

      Tears spring to my eyes, which surprises me. I used to think the same way Natassa does. I used to think what I did was justified. Now, I’m not sure. “Did they deserve it? Was there no other way?”

      She shrugs. “There certainly didn’t seem to be.”

      Maybe in this world there was no other way. “Perhaps not.”

      “You’re different than I expected.”

      “I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you,” I murmur.

      “I’m not disappointed,” she says and when I look up I see Natassa’s real smile. Her aura is finally clear of all the bravado and I see her. Honest, hardworking, a heart the size of a mountain ram, and just as strong. A leader.

      “There you are,” I whisper. “How lovely.”

      “So it’s true. You read auric energy.”

      My skin prickles with discomfort; not many people know this. Arquessa must have told them. I feel strangely disquieted thinking of this, as I wouldn’t have thought she would do something like that, but I nod.

      “Is it like reading minds?”

      “No, nothing like that. I can simply read the essence of a person’s emotions, and sometimes, if they are especially open, I can understand something about who they are as a whole.”

      “Am I open?” she asks, her sapphire eyes wide.

      “You are,” I remark, reading her aura in all its vibrancy. “The world, as hard as it has been for you, hasn't quite hardened you the way it should. You still wish for… love? And peace?”

      She wipes a tear from her eyes and nods in answer to my questions. “That’s a powerful trick, Echo.”

      I slide off the bed and sit in the chair next to hers. “You’re letting me see.”

      She bites her lip and looks down at her hands. “I think I’ve been a little in love with you.”

      I chuckle. “You want to be me, Natassa. Or at least your version of me.”

      “So you don’t think I… Well, my parents said it was unnatural for a girl to feel this way about other girls. Maybe I just admire them a lot?”

      I laugh again. “What were you thinking about while you watched me sleep in the bath?”

      She blushes deeply, shame clouding her aura. What would it be like to be denied something so basic as who you are attracted to? My whole life I’ve held such disdain for Midlanders and their narrow ways of thinking that I rarely stop to consider what it would be like for those like me, like my family, to live out their lives here.

      It’s so far removed from my own experience, it’s easy not to consider. But Natassa Lissova is an excellent reminder of exactly why we need to help them. Miyala’s mission is more important to me than ever. It isn’t just eliminating the threat of the Legionnaire, it’s helping people like Natassa, Arquessa, and all the dissidents find the peace and safety to simply be themselves in the communities in which they were born.

      Natassa closes her eyes. “I was thinking about… I can’t say it…”

      I take her hands; they’re trembling. “You can say it to me.”

      Her eyes stay closed and her porcelain skin turns beet red as the words tumble out of her mouth. “I wanted to touch you. All of you... I really can’t say the rest, Echo.”

      I smile and squeeze her hands, before letting them go and leaning back in my chair. “You definitely like girls and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

      She puts her head in her hands to hide her crimson face. “I’ve never told anyone that before. But I knew you did too.”

      “I thought the Resistance didn’t care about that kind of thing.”

      “Some of them don’t…” she pauses, and I wonder just exactly what we’ve gotten into. Something about the way her emphasis falls on the word “some,” makes me nervous. She’s still talking and I turn my attention back to her. “...it’s so confusing. I like men that way too.”

      She’s flustered now, jumping up to walk on the terrace. I follow her. Some people might find it unusual to be having such an intimate conversation with a stranger, but this is how things have been my entire life. People tell me things they’d never tell another soul. Perhaps it’s my empathy with auric energy, or something more native to me, I’ve never known.

      Out on the terrace the air is warm and the breeze cool, unlike the stuffy hotel room. My hair is still damp but the drying pieces begin to drift on the cool breeze. The pleasure of the nighttime air is sublime, after such a hot day. I lean on the wrought iron railing of the balcony, next to the Resistance leader, resting my chin in one palm. The heat of her body warms my side and I bump her hip with mine. “I enjoy men, women, the medial genders. Anyone who catches my fancy, if I catch theirs as well.”

      She turns to me, looking astonished. “Truly? And they don’t care? That you haven’t chosen one ‘side’ or another? Most of the queerfolk I know here go one way or another.”

      I shrug. “I’ve met some who don’t like it, but they’re not for me. As I am not for everyone.”

      For a long time she appears to think. She leans harder into me, turning to face me. Her eyes are soft and serious, and her aura is full of longing. Not for me, but for something deeper, experience, confirmation, the depth of knowing herself more deeply. I know what she wants, and though I think of Morgaine briefly, I want to give Natassa Lissova what she craves. Not because I think it will make her trust me, but because I sense she’s had too few of these moments in her life.

      Her breath comes in quick shallow gasps as I turn my body to face hers. Our breasts pillow against one another and she flinches slightly as my belly presses against hers. I push her hair back from her face and her lips part. Her pupils dilate as I smile wickedly at her.

      “Can I kiss you?” I murmur, my voice soft and husky.

      Her breath quickens and her body presses harder into mine as she nods eagerly. I lean in slowly, giving her every chance to pull away, but I feel her hands slide tentatively over my hips and up my back as she tips her head towards mine. Her mouth is warm and soft and I pull her to me, letting our tongues dance against one another. She tastes like summer, like dandelions and sunshine. When she pulls back she smiles.

      “No chemistry whatsoever.”

      I laugh because it’s true. “Not a bit.”

      She’s attractive, but my body wants another. I want Morgaine, and even the lovely Natassa Lissova can’t change that, though kissing her felt good—being touched felt wonderful.

      She hugs me then. “Thank you, Echo. You’re the second girl I’ve kissed, and even though it’s clear we’re not meant for each other, I appreciate you letting me try.”

      I hug her back. “I wanted to.”

      She pulls away and sighs. “Someday, when we liberate Zoravo, I am moving to Orn. I’m going to live in the Starfire and wear pants whenever I please.”

      I chuckle. “That sounds like the perfect plan.”

      She skips over the edge of the balcony and drops onto the roof, all scrappy grit and fluid grace. “I’ll see you again in a few days, for our official meeting.”

      I wave goodbye, watching as she skims the rooftops expertly. “I hope we live long enough for all your dreams to come to pass,” I whisper, feeling ancient again.
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      There’s a knock at the door. I run across the chamber to open it and when I open the door a warm flush spreads through me. Morgaine has bathed and is dressed roguishly in slim pants, with polished boots pulled over the top that reach her knees. She’s failed to wear the various neck accoutrements the fussy Lorami wear, and instead has left the top buttons of her shirt undone. Something about her sense of fashion reminds me of Joram Markona, and for once that’s not a bad thing. The man has style, after all.

      My breath refuses to find my lungs. She is devastating. Every inch of my body floods with heat, so different from the way I felt with Natassa in my arms. She isn’t even touching me and I am undone.

      I swallow hard. “I’m sorry… I fell asleep in the bath. I haven’t dressed.”

      Her gaze runs over the silken material of my robe, over the raised peaks of my aching breasts. She averts her eyes, clearing her throat. “Dinner is going to be later here than we expected. There was a kitchen fire. It will be after ten before we eat.”

      I nod. Natassa’s accident. Morgaine turns to go, but I step further in the room and ask, “Would you like to come in?”

      This is not what I am supposed to be doing. I am supposed to be letting her go. She turns back towards me and her eyes glide over the dressing gown again, as though she cannot stop herself. The thin fabric leaves little to the imagination—though it is opaque, it grazes every curve of me. A faint blush creeps into her cheeks, and without a word she follows me inside.

      She makes an attempt to keep her voice casual, though her aura floods with conflicting feelings I struggle to make sense of. “This is nice. You definitely got the best room.”

      I walk to the terrace and she follows me out. I point to the rooftop below, just a short jump away. She nods. “Very convenient.”

      I feel as though I should tell her about Natassa, but if I do, we’ll be talking about work, or worse, we’ll be talking about something personal that will bring us both more pain. Lights have come on all over the city and somewhere in the distance, someone is playing a harp. Morgaine leans against the balcony, much as I had been just a few minutes before, with Natassa. Her eyes drink me in. The breeze flutters the hem of my dressing gown and her eyes glisten in the dim light of the city.

      When she catches me watching her, her gaze shifts away from me. This disappoints me more than I can bear. I’ve grown more adept at recognizing what will endanger my connection to the fetch, and there might not need to be so much distance between us. I don’t know how to tell her I want to try. She accepted it all so easily, and has been so cold towards me. Maybe I am a burden she is relieved to be free of.

      A smile quirks my lips. This is a way of thinking about things I’m used to. Just not in the fetch. In the fetch, I’ve rarely second-guessed myself. Now, here with Morgaine, I feel like my old self. Not a part of myself I particularly like, but it feels blessedly normal. The relief I feel is so strong I step forward, towards the warmth of her slender, sturdy body.

      She doesn’t step back, and now her eyes are locked on me, no shifting, no averting. I don’t bother to read her aura; I see the desire in her eyes, the way her fingers twitch toward my hips as I step closer. Again, I’m struck by how different this is to being near Natassa. Slick heat gathers between my thighs and a sweet ache travels lower and lower in my abdomen, the longer she looks at me.

      “This is a dangerous game you’re playing, gorgeous.”

      “I know,” I whisper.

      She steps closer now and pushes hair out of my face. Her eyes are drunk with lust and she smells incredible. I step into the realm of her heat, my belly and breasts pressing against her muscular torso. Her arms go around me, one pinning me to her, another at the nape of my neck, pulling my hair.

      I close my eyes and wait as I feel her breath graze my collarbone, my neck and my ear, until finally her lips graze my jaw. When her mouth meets mine I arch into her and she practically purrs in response. She pulls me into the bedroom and looks me deep in the eyes.

      “Are you sure about this? Is it safe?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      She backs away, looking distressed and flustered. And scared. I read her aura now and it is bursting with terror. She is afraid to hurt me. Oh gods. It all makes sense now, the coldness, the distance. She was trying to keep me safe.

      “Wait. Wait. I don’t know if it’s safe. But Mor, I’m sure.”

      Morgaine pauses. “You’re sure? About what?”

      I nod, reaching for her, my fingers begging to touch her. “If we go slow, I think… I think I’ll be able to tell if something is going wrong.”

      She steps into the gravity of my orbit, moving towards me like there is no other possible destination for her. Her fingers slide over the silk of the robe, grazing my hips, my waist, the edges of my breasts, then my neck and jaw. “You promise you’ll tell me if something doesn’t feel right?”

      She isn’t just talking about my connection to the fetch, but nothing she could do could be wrong. “I promise.”

      She pushes me gently to the end of the bed. I slide onto it, opening my legs to pull her closer to me. Now I am as tall as her and I take the opportunity to look her deep in the eyes. She is so beautiful, a balance of feminine and masculine energy, and all the wild freedom that makes her Morgaine. I reach for her and she takes my hands in hers, kissing each of my fingertips.

      She drops my hands and her thumbs slide over my jaw and down my neck, until her hands cradle my head. Her eyes never leave mine. My body responds with wet heat, opening for her. I lick my lips and she hums softly in my ear.

      “We don’t have the time I’d like.”

      “You said dinner wouldn’t be ready until ten. How late is it?”

      “Seven,” she breathes in my ear. “Only three hours. It’s not enough.”

      “So leave,” I dare her, pulling the sash of the dressing gown. It falls open, the slippery material sliding away from my breasts.

      She groans, sliding her hands inside the dressing gown, pulling me further into her embrace. One hand slides up my bare back as she kisses me. The kiss is deep and slow, our passion mounting as we move against one another. I’ve lost track of her other hand as I begin to unbutton her shirt, sliding my hands inside to feel her smooth skin. She moans in my mouth at my touch and the missing hand reappears, cupping my breast as I moan with pleasure.

      This is the reunion we should have had in Lyonesse. I begin to wrap my legs around her but she stops me, gently. “Are you all right?”

      I nod and her mouth is on me again. On my neck now, leaving a trail of kisses down the center of me.

      “Scoot back,” she murmurs.

      I obey, letting the dressing gown fall away as she climbs into bed with me. We lay next to one another for a moment and she smiles, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “I’ve thought about this every day since you came back.”

      I cannot speak, but I nod. I wrap my arms around her neck and kiss her, my mouth desperate for hers. She shifts her body so she hovers above me and I help her out of her shirt. When her now-bare skin grazes mine, I whimper at the contact. Morgaine pulls my hair gently as she nips at my neck. She runs her hand over my soft belly and I moan with pleasure. Her mouth is on mine again, and her tongue massages mine as her fingers find their way between my legs. I nearly cry out as she dips one finger then another into me. She slows the pace, checking with me again. I nod.

      “I love you,” she says, pulling her mouth from mine to look into my eyes.

      “I love you, Morgaine.”

      And with that, there is no turning back. No letting her go. No being safe. Dangerous as this may be, I will not turn back. She is the only one for me, and I believe I am the only one for her. As she moves inside me, I know I’ll never love anyone as I do her.
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      When Fenric arrives with dinner, we are both dressed, but somehow he knows. He grins and slaps Morgaine on the back. It isn’t bravado, or congratulations for bedding me, I realize quickly. It’s relief and joy. Joy for us. I can hardly believe my luck when he says, “Finally. Can the three of us live in peace now?”

      I laugh heartily, nothing at all to say but, “Yes, please.”

      Morgaine takes my hand and kisses the center of my palm. There is a sadness in her eyes I don’t quite understand, but the love is there too, and that’s all that matters. As we eat the bland meal of chicken and boiled potatoes, I tell them about Natassa, even the kiss. Morgaine feigns jealousy, but we all laugh, even if it’s to cover a bit of embarrassment.

      “I didn’t know we’d make up tonight…” I murmur softly to her when Fenric wheels the cart of our dirty dishes outside the door.

      She pulls me onto her lap, kissing me. “It’s nothing to worry about, gorgeous. I’m glad you could help her. If I were at all confused about how I felt about women, I’d love to have your help.” Her breath is warm against my ear as she whispers, “come to think of it, I might be confused… Think you could help me figure things out?” My skin warms as her hands skim my thighs, which part immediately at her touch.

      Fenric sits back down, oblivious to us. I nearly giggle as Morgaine reluctantly lets her hand drift to somewhere more appropriate. We watch him sip his lemonade and I feel Morgaine’s fingers drift under my skirt, making long languorous strokes up the back of my calves. In the sensitive place behind my knees she traces small, wicked circles that remind me of where I wish she had her hands.

      Fenric completely ignores how distracted we both are. “I feel so sorry for these Lorami. To live like this, starved for their truth. It is not an honorable way to live, being forced to be dishonest with yourself.”

      I rest my head on Morgaine’s shoulder and snuggle into her lap. She found me a comfortable shirtwaist and full silk skirt to wear, nothing like the heavy riding costume I’d worn earlier. Still fashionable by Iorman standards, but far more comfortable, the hem of the skirt is quite a bit higher than the more formal traveling gown. This too is an Iorman fashion, where women quite often ride bicycles and get exercise as a matter of habit.

      Morgaine’s arms go around me, leaving my legs in peace, as I settle in. Fenric shakes his head. “If you told me six months ago I’d be relieved to see the two of you cuddling in front of me, I’d never have believed you.” He gets up, a calm smile on his face. “We can talk over our plans tomorrow. Enjoy yourselves tonight.”

      I walk with him to the door, and Morgaine heads to the terrace to give us a private moment. “Thank you for being so generous with your friendship.”

      “Would it be strange to say I love you both?” he asks, his handsome face thoughtful.

      I think for a moment, then see what he means. I love him too. Not desperately, not passionately, not romantically, but I love him all the same. Nor is it the way I love Bori, but something all its own. Deeply platonic, but more somehow. I see he cares for Morgaine as well, and she cares for him too. They are like siblings, I realize. More than friends as well.

      “I think it’s the best thing I’ve heard in ages,” I say, smiling.

      He presses a kiss to my forehead. “Goodnight, Echo.”

      “Goodnight,” I say as I close the door.

      I join Morgaine on the terrace, tucking myself between her and the railing.

      “You were amazing earlier, you know that?” she whispers.

      I shiver with delight as her body presses confidently against mine. “Let’s do it again,” I beg, my voice a rasp.

      “As my lady commands,” she says with a laugh, pulling me into the bedroom.
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      Morgaine wakes just before dawn. There is just enough light for her to see Echo’s face, peaceful in sleep, with her arms thrown around Bayun, who is snoring softly, his head tucked into the crook of her arm. He must have crept in during the wee hours. She reaches out to touch Echo then pulls back, rolling away from her in bed. What did she do? She was supposed to let Echo be at peace. Let her regain herself and her strength, and above all else, not break Echo’s heart by disappearing through a door to another world.

      Though they’d talked about it briefly in Lyonesse, they had to discuss it in more depth today, hard as it would be to do so. If anyone would understand why she needs to go—why she needs to play her part in this, it’s Echo. After all, hadn’t she been in nearly the same situation a few months ago? An arm snakes around her waist and that soft, sensual body presses against her back. A soft thud hits the floor and Morgaine watches Bayun jump into one of the chairs near the dressing table and curl back up, falling back asleep instantly. She rolls over and takes the girl she loves in her arms, winding her naked body around Echo’s.

      “You’re worrying about something,” Echo murmurs in her ear.

      Morgaine doesn’t put much effort into the lie. “That’s not true.”

      Echo had been in the process of stroking delicious trails up and down her spine, with those perfectly tapered long fingers. At the sound of Morgaine’s lie, she stops, sitting straight up in bed, asking, “What’s wrong?”

      Morgaine grins at the sight of her. Her hair swirls around her shoulders and as the sun rises, it makes a perfect crown of light around her dark head. She looks like a divine being. Morgaine doesn’t want to ruin this, but Echo pulls the sheets around her.

      “Stop looking at me like that. Tell me what’s wrong. You were brooding before I woke up. I felt you flopping around and heard you sighing.”

      “Fine, gorgeous. I’ll tell you. But come back down here and snuggle in. This will be easier to talk about if I can hold you.”

      “You’re not angry with me?”

      Morgaine shakes her head. “No, I just want you near me.”

      Echo nods and curls into Morgaine’s body. She feels her trembling and kisses her forehead. “We have to talk about the portal.”

      “I know,” Echo murmurs, kissing her shoulder. “I wasn’t very good at listening the last time you tried to tell me. Can we have breakfast while you tell me? I’m starving.”

      She lifts her face to be kissed and Morgaine’s mouth meets hers, softly at first, then deeper as Echo’s soft body writhes against her own. When Echo dips beneath the covers, sliding down her body, all wet mouth and silken skin, Morgaine forgets everything but the feeling of Echo against her, and the whispered words of love that float up to her on waves of pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      Over another disappointing meal from the hotel kitchens, Echo makes her recount Neythe’s visit several times. In addition to the over-scrambled eggs and scant use of spice, breakfast is a decided let-down after the way the morning began.

      Finally, Morgaine stands. “That’s all there is, gorgeous. I don’t think there’s another way to tell the story. Like I told you, some parts feel fuzzy. I remember what she said, but it’s a struggle to remember the details. Something she did affected me, made me less likely to question her or argue with her.”

      Echo kisses her palm and leans against Morgaine’s side, her brow wrinkled in frustration. “I know. I keep thinking if you tell me just one more time I’ll see something I didn’t before, or I’ll be able to fill in some gap. Figure out what she and the Anemoi really want.”

      Morgaine sighs, stroking Echo’s long tresses. “Do you really think that’s possible?”

      Echo shakes her head, her fingers teasing the back of Morgaine’s thighs, her breath warming the air around her hip. “No, but it bothers me that we don’t know what they’re really after. Do you believe the other Devourers might be waking, trying to get in?”

      The slow thump of Echo’s heart as she hugs Morgaine’s legs steadies her. “I do believe that. But I think you’re right. There’s something else, something they’re not telling us. I don’t think she would have bothered to weaken me otherwise.”

      Echo pulls Morgaine’s arm until she meets her waiting mouth. The kiss is sweet, Echo seeking comfort. “I hate it that she did that to you,” Echo breathes. “I could… stab her.”

      A laugh escapes Morgaine’s chest. “You are very violent sometimes.”

      Echo smiles wickedly for a moment, but then her eyes soften and worry replaces her humor. Morgaine kneels in front of Echo’s chair. “I don’t know if we can change this, gorgeous, or figure everything out before I go. But I promise you, I’ll return.”

      Echo’s arms slide around her neck, her fingers winding in her hair. “And you’ll tell me before you go?”

      Morgaine’s heart aches. “I wish I could, but if I find the door, I may have to go quickly.”

      Echo’s chin quavers for a brief moment, and she breaks eye contact to stare past Morgaine as she breathes steadiness back into her body. Morgaine is starting to understand how this works. Echo isn’t repressing things, she’s feeling everything at once, and it is excruciating. She can’t imagine what the inside of Echo’s head and heart must look like.

      Finally Echo seems grounded and she gestures to her half-eaten eggs, now cold. “They don’t do breakfast well here.”

      Morgaine laughs. “Maybe the kitchen fire affected things?”

      Echo makes a face that indicates she doesn’t think that’s it. She seems in relatively good cheer, but Morgaine would like it to be better. “Why don’t you go take a long bath and by the time you’ve dressed, I’ll have found us some decent pastries?”

      Echo smiles, a sleepy smile Morgaine could wake up to for the rest of her life. “Thank you.”

      Morgaine dons the frock coat she’d retrieved before procuring breakfast and pulls the silk necktie out of the pocket. Echo shakes her head. “You’ve forgotten the waistcoat. I think some of your wardrobe got mixed in with mine in Lyonesse. Bori did the packing and you know he doesn’t care for Midlander fashions, so he probably got confused.”

      Morgaine smiles. “Or he thought I’d end up dressing in your room at some point.”

      Echo smirks. “That sounds like my brother.”

      She goes to the wardrobe and pulls out a matching waistcoat. When Morgaine is suitably buttoned and tied, Echo stands behind her before the mirror, tucking those beautiful fingers into the waistband of her trousers. “I liked it your way better. But you’ll fool them like this.”

      Morgaine’s cheeks warm at the feeling of Echo’s words in her ear. She liked her way of wearing this getup better as well. Truth be told, she’s always liked the Orinian practice of taking Midlander fashion and turning it upside down. Echo is right though, properly fussed up, she plays the part of an Iorman man well, especially because a clean shave is a must in Iorma.

      She turns quickly, sweeping Echo into a dramatic dip, kissing her so deeply Echo’s body goes limp in her arms. She pulls back, gazing into those hazel eyes as she sets her girl back on her feet. “Can I be your man, gorgeous?”

      Echo giggles uncontrollably, pink flushing her cheeks and ears. She bites her lip and though Morgaine can see she’s trying, she can’t stop smiling. Echo grabs her and kisses her, hot and demanding. Morgaine nearly drags her to bed again, but Echo pushes her away, still laughing. “You can be my everything, Yarlo, as long as you bring back pastries.”

      Now it’s Morgaine’s turn to smile uncontrollably. She runs her fingers through her hair and slips out of the room before she can be drawn into Echo’s web again. The thought of her in the bath is nearly enough to make her forget the pastries entirely. But Echo needs time to process things on her own. If she’s learned anything about her lover, it’s that she needs time to herself. In many ways it makes them a perfect match, because Morgaine desperately needs her own independence.

      She walks carefree down the steps of the hotel, and through the lobby. Several well-dressed young ladies whisper as she passes and she nods to them in greeting. The roses blooming on their cheeks tell her the effect Echo’s created is universal. She’s believable as a handsome young man. As she steps onto the street, she considers the strangeness of the Midcountries’ stifling ideas about gender. Why shouldn’t she dress as she pleases? Why shouldn't everyone? She walks for a few blocks, looking in shop windows and enjoying the summer morning.

      Finally, she smells the yeasty scent of freshly baked bread and cinnamon, floating on the breeze. She rounds a corner to find three city blocks, lined on both sides with bakeries of all kinds. Apparently Zoravo has an artisanal bakery district. Morgaine chuckles to herself—what good fortune. She walks up and down the street several times, but cannot decide which one is best. She walks slowly back up the first block again, listening to two older women talk. They’re speaking Lorami, rather than Quotidian, but she can make out most of their conversation.

      “They say the Zharina loves Vasily’s.”

      “She would. Melity Khodorov favors it as well, and you know how she feels about him.”

      “Do you think they’re having an affair?”

      “That’s what everyone in court is saying. Of course the Zhar is screwing anything that moves, but they say he’s afraid to put her aside because of Khodorov’s influence.”

      “Because of the True God nonsense?”

      “Shhh… You don’t want anyone to hear you speaking that way… Their influence…”

      The pair round a corner and Morgaine does not follow; she’s heard enough to know where the best pastries can be found, but the snippet about the True God worries her. The bakery in question is two blocks behind her, so she tracks back towards it, chewing on what the women said about the Zharina and the True God’s priest. Before she can walk inside, she feels gentle fingers grip her arm, and a soft voice says, “I am so glad I found you.”

      Morgaine looks down at the person dressed in a beautifully made lavender walking skirt and frock coat in dove gray. She’s never seen this person before in her life, but their wide blue eyes are pleading. They flicker behind her, though they do not turn, a subtle indication that Morgaine reads as a belief they are being followed. Morgaine looks, but sees no one at first. Of course, that doesn’t mean the pretty young person isn’t being followed. Sure enough she catches sight of two shadows, lurking in an alleyway.

      “Yes,” she says in a voice she hopes is comforting. They’re definitely being followed. “I’m glad you did too. I must have lost track of time. My apologies.”

      The person slips their arm into Morgaine’s and looks behind them, furtively. Morgaine does the same, albeit more subtly, but still sees no one, not openly anyway. She scans the street carefully, but there are no signs of pursuit. The shadows have disappeared, whoever was following her likely saw Morgaine and hid. And yet, the young person’s eyes fix on a particular spot. When Morgaine follows their gaze, there is no one there. Peculiar.

      “Shall we pick out pastries?” Morgaine asks, gentling her voice for the frightened creature. Clearly something is wrong. The young person doesn’t seem to hear her at first, their attention is fixed on the empty spot in the road. Then they focus. “Yes, Vasily’s is my favorite. They know me here.”

      The last sentence they say softly, as though to themself. Morgaine leads them inside the bakery. As soon as they enter, Morgaine realizes the precarious situation she’s stumbled into. Every person in the shop falls to their knees, pressing their foreheads to the floor, including the patrons.

      “Rise, rise,” the person who has ensnared Morgaine says, flustered.

      A youth wearing an apron is the first to do so and they murmur, “Welcome back, Zharina. May we prepare your usual?”

      The Zharina looks at Morgaine and smiles. It is a charming smile, if a bit wary. “Yes, Petyr, please do, but also get us some tea and a sampling of your very best… well, give us some of everything. My friend has never been here before, isn’t that right?”

      The Zharina. Morgaine nods, every muscle in her body tensed to run. “I apologize,” she says softly. “I am from Iorma and did not recognize you, your imperial highness.”

      “There is no need to apologize, my friend. You saved me from that fellow following me.”

      “The fellow?” There had been no one in the road, but the Zharina was definitely being followed by at least two others.

      “Oh yes, didn’t you see him? He was wearing a red waistcoat. I’ve been seeing him everywhere today.”

      Morgaine had not seen anyone wearing a red waistcoat on the street, but it wouldn’t do for the Zharina to know. “I was most worried about you, your imperial highness. I must have missed seeing the man following you.”

      “Oh please, do stop calling me that. You may call me Sarka. Or Zharina if that feels more appropriate to you.”

      “All right, Zharina,” Morgaine says, gentling her voice again.

      The poor thing is trembling with nerves. This is not the woman described in the reports Miyala has been getting at Lyonesse. Morgaine has read through them all in anticipation of her trip, knowing at some point she would have to find a way into the palace. The woman described in the reports is arrogant, confident and cruel—a lyoness. This scared rabbit cannot possibly be the woman who danced to a fever pitch at her coronation ball, while thousands lay dead and dying in the streets. It simply doesn’t seem possible.

      They sit together at a small bistro table and business resumes, almost normally, though it is clear the rest of the patrons are trying to hurry away as soon as they can. Petyr brings tea and a sampling of the bakery’s best pastries. Morgaine tastes them all and rates them according to the Zharina’s wishes. Morgaine swallows a growing sense of disquiet with each bite of pastry. Something about the Zharina’s sweetness and fragility is cloying, thick as the sugar left on Morgaine’s tongue. She breathes deeply, attempting to calm her pounding heart.

      When they’ve chosen a half-dozen varieties, the Zharina asks Petyr to box two dozen of them up for Morgaine. He bows and disappears into the back of the bakery. In fact, everyone has disappeared. The Zharina doesn’t seem to notice, sipping her tea placidly.

      Morgaine must tread carefully, but wasting this opportunity would be foolish. “Zharina, may I ask you an impertinent question?”

      “Why of course… Oh goodness, I just realized I haven’t even asked you for your name. What is it?”

      “Morgan, Morgan Rosari.”

      “Of the House of Ishtal?”

      Morgaine nods, then adds, “Mine is a distant relation to the high family, but yes.”

      “How perfectly lovely. And you reside in Iorma now?” Her voice is soft, breathy. So alluring that if Morgaine hadn’t just come from the most perfect girl in the world’s bed, she might consider the risks of seducing the Zharina. Again, Morgaine nods. Better for the Zharina to think her a stoic than to give anything away.

      “Well, Monsieur Rosari, please ask your impertinent question.” As she speaks, the allurement of her tone dissipates, and Morgaine is struck again by the sense that the Zharina’s sweetness is something choking and sticky.

      “Where are your guards?”

      The Zharina’s face falls, and Morgaine worries she’s made a terrible mistake.

      “Alexei says I shouldn’t leave the palace anyway, but if I do and someone harms me it will be my own fault.”

      “What?” Morgaine’s reaction slips out in genuine horror.

      Though all reports suggested the Zhar is a philandering prick, she hadn’t thought he’d put his wife in mortal danger. But then again… The shadows in the alleyway. Perhaps those were the Zharina’s guards. It is possible this is a game the Zhar is playing with his wife, one of intimidation, an attempt to strike fear into her heart.

      While reports of the Zharina painted her as callous, selfish and proud, reports of the Zhar had been downright depraved, much like those of Iorman public officials. Midlander men in seats of power were so often brutish degenerates by her estimation, craving only pleasures that brought others pain. She wouldn’t put it past the Zhar to make the Zharina fear for her life. Perhaps the Zharina’s saccharine mask is a defense mechanism against a cruel husband, drunk with power. Morgaine knows all too well that in the Midcountries women are little more than their husband’s property, and for all her power, the Zharina is no different.

      The Zharina’s long eyelashes flutter against her pale, rosy cheeks. “Things are not… easy between us right now. Because I am not carrying his child. Not yet. But Monsieur Rosari, I believe I may be… well, you know.” She smiles demurely, and there’s no hint of the sickly sweet demeanor she displayed before. This is confusingly genuine.

      “With child?”

      The Zharina nods, smiling conspiratorially. “I have not yet confirmed it, but I believe the next week will tell the tale.”

      “Then you must let me walk you back to the palace,” Morgaine responds, making a quick decision. She is on unsure footing, but this is an opportunity she cannot pass up. She must find a way into the palace.

      Petyr returns with two boxes. One for the Zharina and another for Morgaine. Morgaine reaches into her jacket for coins, but the Zharina shakes her head. “Oh no, dear friend. This will be on my account.”

      Petyr bows and scurries away before she can say more. Morgaine helps the Zharina up and carries both boxes as she follows her onto the street. They walk together towards the palace until Morgaine can tell the Zharina has grown tired. She pauses to hail an open cab, one that would not be inappropriate for a man and woman who do not know each other well to ride in together. “You are tired, Zharina. And we must protect you from fatigue.”

      “Please ride with me,” Sarka Zharina asks as Morgaine helps her into the carriage.

      “As you wish,” Morgaine agrees.

      The ride to the palace is short. Morgaine hadn’t realized how close they were, merely blocks away. They barely have time to speak, but the Zharina appears to be lost in thought. When they pull up to the gates, Morgaine helps her out, handing her the pastry box. The Zharina’s blue eyes are wide, innocent and sweet when she asks, “Will you call on me, Monsieur Rosari? It has been a long time since anyone was as kind to me as you have been today.”

      “Call on you?” Morgaine asks, nearly stuttering. It is impossible to believe she’s being invited into the very place she needs most to be. Cold sweat slips down her back.

      “Oh yes,” the Zharina responds placidly, her curls bouncing slightly in the breeze. “It is completely appropriate. I hold public socials with those of lesser rank each week in the throne room.”

      Wariness creeps over Morgaine, slowly but surely warning her this was too simple. Too coincidental. But she nods and makes a deep bow to the Zharina, who takes a card from her bag and hands it to Morgaine. “Present this at the gates, a week from today at this time.” She checks her wristwatch. “Or a bit later. You’ll probably be the only person there. I am mostly alone these days. At least until Melity returns from Urukhesh.”

      The high priest of the True God. Wariness turns to outright suspicion now, but the Zharina’s eyes are wide and guileless. Is it possible this is some wild joke of the universe? Morgaine has always been exceptionally lucky, but this feels too lucky. When she notices the sheen of sweat on the Zharina’s skin she calls to a guard, “Excuse me. Please escort the Zharina inside. She is not feeling well.”

      The guard rolls his eyes in brazen disrespect, but leaves his post to help the Zharina. Morgaine can hardly believe his behavior. Things must be terrible between the royal couple, if the guard is so openly hostile towards the most important woman in Loramir.

      “Thank you, Morgan,” the Zharina says, a bit breathlessly over her shoulder as she is led inside by the palace guard.

      As Morgaine watches them go she is disturbed by the rough way the guard handles a member of the royal family. Though Morgaine knows the atrocities the Zhars of Loramir have imposed on their people, Sarka doesn’t seem that way at all. She may be as much a victim of the imperial family as anyone else. Morgaine is surprised by it, but she feels sorry for the Zharina, who isn’t much older than Echo.

      She waves once at Sarka, who raises a hand to Morgaine before disappearing inside. Morgaine pays the cab to make it back to the Grand Savoi, in double time. She has much to discuss with Echo and Fenric.
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      When I got out of the bathtub, Morgaine still hadn’t returned and Bayun was also gone. At first, I thought he’d gone to get his breakfast, but as the morning wore on and neither returned, I began to worry. I knocked on Fenric’s door and he went to search the hotel for them, to no avail.

      Now, I pace my room like a caged animal, while Fenric watches from one of the chairs, as I worry over all the mistakes we’ve made so far in this mission. All the protocol for secrecy we’ve violated. All the ways my distraction may have endangered Morgaine, who isn’t used to operating this way.

      “You’ll wear a hole in the rug,” is all he says, but he’s as concerned as I am. After a few more moments of my pacing he catches my hand. “Do you want to go look for her?”

      I nod and as I search for my jacket, there is a soft knock at the door. When Fenric opens it I hear Morgaine’s voice and rush to her. She smiles sheepishly at me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be gone so long… I’ve had a strange morning.”

      She’s lost in thought, a puzzled look on her face. Fenric takes the box of pastries from her and opens them. When I glare at him, he just takes an enormous bite from something that looks like a chocolate croissant. I have to admit, they do look good, and they smell even better. The scent of butter is thick in the air as Fenric chews. I ring for tea and we all sit around the little fireplace in my room. Slowly, Morgaine comes out of her thoughts.

      “I met the Zharina at the bakery. I’ve been invited to the palace next week.”

      Fenric and I gape at one another in astonishment.

      “That was too easy,” Fenric says. I’ve apprised him of Morgaine’s mission, as I was worried she might have somehow stumbled into another world.

      Morgaine nods. “I know. I met her on the street. She approached me, asking for help.”

      “That is too convenient,” I murmur.

      Bayun finally comes bounding in from the terrace. “Where were you?” I demand as he pushes his way into my lap.

      The palace.

      I smack my forehead in frustration. We’re doing everything wrong. Everything. I miss Mercutia, Kolya and the rest of the crew horribly right now, Lieu especially with her knack for secrecy. I wouldn’t have had to explain to them why all of this was a bad idea, if they were here. If they were here, I wouldn’t have been so distracted.

      I nearly shake Bayun. “The palace! Why would you be so reckless? Anyone might have seen you.”

      I followed Morgaine this morning. After she had tea with the Zharina, I wanted to know why the Zharina sought her out.

      I have a strong urge to scream. It isn’t a good enough reason to have taken the risk, but what’s done is done. Hopefully he found something valuable out. Something that will balance out the peril he put himself in, make it worth it. “And?”

      Sarka Zharina is hallucinating.

      “Hallucinating what?” I ask aloud.

      “That would make sense,” Morgaine murmurs.

      “You are all going to have to tell me what is happening here,” Fenric says, between bites of flaky pastry.

      “In a minute,” Morgaine and I say in unison.

      “What else did you see at the palace?” I ask Bayun.

      She is talking to herself. Sometimes she hears a voice that is not there, others she sees something that isn’t there, and speaks to that.

      “Does the Zhar know?”

      I did not see him. I only followed her. She is alone, no one tends to her.

      “Is she ill?”

      Morgaine adds, “She said she was pregnant.”

      From her scent, I determined she is not pregnant. Nor is she physically ill, that I can tell. I believe whatever she is seeing is real, but perhaps not what she believes it to be. I slipped between to see it from the other side. I hold my breath, fearing what it might be. There was very little to see, but on the paths there was a shimmer, of an elemental energy. What it is, I could not determine.

      “Elemental… Like on Kythrea?” I ask.

      No, simply of the elements. It could be anything, a spirit, a god…

      “Could it have been Neythe?” Morgaine asks.

      Fenric frowns. “Did Neythe orchestrate her running into you?”

      He and Morgaine discuss the plausibility of this idea, while I fight off a sinking feeling, my intuition screaming at me.

      Bayun looks dubious as he cleans a spot on his chest, as though it is an emergency, though I see nothing dirty about him. That is not our biggest problem.

      The growing feeling that we’ve done everything wrong comes crashing down on me. “What is our biggest problem then?”

      Morgaine was followed, by both palace agents and ones I assume are from the Alabaster Spire. They reeked of Urukhesh. I believe we’ve been identified.

      I suppress an urge to scream, swallowing hard. “Did they follow her here?”

      Bayun looks so irritated I think he’ll roll his eyes. Of course.

      Fenric doesn’t need a translation. My expression says it all. “Shit,” he swears softly, wiping crumbs from his shirt. “Shit.”

      “Are they watching the hotel?” I ask.

      Yes, but only the ground entrances.

      “So we could leave by the roof…” I muse. “But how will we get Nyx out?”

      Morgaine stands. “I’m so sorry, Echo. I didn’t think.”

      “It’s fine. Really. It’s my fault.” I give her a watery smile. How could she be expected to think this way? She’s always done honest work, exploring. She isn’t a practiced liar, like me. Fenric understands though, and I can see he’s already planning our next move, as I should be. But I am frozen in my fear, unable to move past the thought that I’ve been incredibly foolish to take my attention off the mission for even a few moments.

      “Bayun,” he asks. “Can you slip down to the stables unseen and prepare Nyx?”

      Bayun nods once.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask, scrambling to keep up.

      “We behave as normal for the rest of the day,” he says. “We’ll order dinner in your room again and slip out under cover of night.”

      “How are we going to get Nyx out?” I ask while Morgaine watches us scheme. She looks more distressed by the minute.

      “I’ll take care of that,” he mutters. “Bayun, you’re with me.”

      The lynxcat blinks, agreeing to help.

      “Do you need a translator?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood.

      Fenric pulls a face at me that reminds me of Bori. “We’ll be fine. I’ll see you both at dinner. Morgaine, gear up under your clothes. We’ll change once dinner’s been delivered.”

      Morgaine nods and I press a kiss to her forehead. “Why don’t you go take a bath?” I suggest. “My tub is huge.”

      She takes my hand as she rises, and her eyes are sorrowful when she faces Fenric. “I’m sorry. I feel like this is all my fault.”

      He claps her on the shoulder. “It’s not. They were bound to catch onto us sooner rather than later.” It’s a kind thing for him to say to her, to us both, though we both know we should have been more careful. We wait until the water starts to run in the tub before speaking.

      “I’ll do better,” I say softly, not wanting Morgaine to hear. “I just needed some time to be…”

      “Human?” he asks.

      I feel my face pull into a grimace and he is across the room in three strides, hugging me tightly. “Stop telling yourself that because the Anemoi made this body for you that they made you. You are allowed to fall in love, forget things, make mistakes, be angry... all of it.”

      I nod, grateful for his friendship. I know many in his position wouldn’t be so kind to me.

      “Pull yourself together, Rodrigal. You’re just as human as anyone else, and you’re going to make mistakes. Do what you do best and recover from them.”

      I want to cry, I am so grateful for the push back into myself, but I punch him in the arm instead. “I like that you called me Rodrigal.”

      He rubs his arm. Maybe I hit him harder than I meant to? His answering smile is wan, but genuine. “This is a fresh start for us. I want it to feel like it.”

      “Friends then?” I ask.

      “Yes, always.”

      I bend down to kiss Bayun on the forehead. “Be careful,” I insist. “Both of you.”

      As Bayun follows Fenric out, his answer floats back to me: I am always careful.

      I shake my head as I shut the door, shedding my clothes as I make my way to the bathroom. It’s true that I’ve just bathed, but I can’t see why Morgaine wouldn’t want a little company, and besides which, we have a few hours to while away.
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      After Morgaine leaves me limp and satisfied, I work at getting dressed, sorting through my weaponry, and the currency I’d carried with me for bribes. I can’t bring everything with me, so I make do with what’s most important: knives and the small bag of precious stones June imparted to each of us as we left Kilm. The coin is practically worthless anyway.

      Morgaine returns, ostensibly dressed for a casual dinner, though I know she wears light, flexible Relequan-made armored gear under her clothes, just as I do. Fenric and Bayun haven’t returned yet and I’m starting to worry.

      “Get changed,” I whisper when she’s safely inside the door. “They’ll bring dinner any minute now and I want to be ready as soon as they get back.”

      She nods and goes into the bathroom to discard the outer layer of clothes she’s wearing. I slide my robe on, fastening it tightly around my body to hide my gear. I can simply shed the robe when they’ve delivered dinner. Outside the door, I hear a ruckus from deep within the hotel. I peek out and hear shouts from below and a clatter that sounds like a fight. Two bellhops wheel our dinner down the hallway and I wave genially at them. “I think that’s for me. What’s going on downstairs?”

      They don’t answer, and I wonder if they haven’t heard me. I squint. Something is odd about their faces. They’re close enough for me to see that their eyes are sewn shut with coarse black thread, wicked scars showing where a needle must have punctured their skin. Their auras are haloed in darkness so black it seems to suck light out of the air around them. Breath rasps through my lungs and I freeze as terror grips me. A golden streak of fur speeds past them into the room.

      Everything went wrong, Bayun screams in my head. Shut the door.

      My body knows what to do before I do, and I spring into action. I bolt the lock and immediately begin to push a heavy dresser in front of the door, shouting for Morgaine, who rushes to help me.

      “What happened?” I cry. I can’t see Bayun, but I feel his presence behind me. “Where’s Fenric?”

      Freeing the equines. It was the Spire, they attacked and there are more of them than we thought. If he can, he’ll meet us outside. We have to go now.

      Morgaine glances at me, eyes wide with fear as I shrug off my robe.

      “Let’s go then,” I say, my mouth pressing into a grim line.

      “Wait.” Morgaine grabs my arm. “We can’t leave Fenric alone.”

      He’s not alone, Bayun yowls. He has Nyx. She’s better than ten hardened soldiers. They’ll make it, but we might not. They sent the Shadow Walkers after you, Morbida.

      I don’t know who the Shadow Walkers are, but one glimpse of them was enough to terrify me into running, rather than fighting. From the way Bayun’s fur stands on end, I assume he feels the same. Morgaine doesn’t ask twice but gives me a weak smile as we run to the terrace. The door to my chambers shakes and the dresser flies from its spot in front of the door on its own accord, as though it’s made of air.

      “Go,” I scream as Morgaine hesitates, her jaw dropping at the astonishing bit of magic the Spire’s agents have just used.

      Bayun is already running across the rooftop. Morgaine’s focus seems to snap back to the task at hand, and I’m glad she’s already leapt because the Shadow Walkers are even more frightening up close than they were in the hall, moving at an unnatural pace, as though they are blipping in and out of the corporeal realm. I’m nearly incapacitated by fear when they enter the room, but I slam the terrace doors shut. They seem to struggle with entrances for some reason.

      As they reach the terrace, I drop to the roof and scramble after Bayun and Morgaine. The Shadow Walkers are close at my heels, moving in that terrifyingly fast way, disappearing then reappearing as we rush across the narrow stretch of rooftop. I catch a whiff of a nearly unidentifiable scent, something a little like ozone and old paper that I’ve only smelled in the most dangerous parts of the spiriti valem. It makes me move faster, and then I see it: the huge gap between this roof and the next. Bayun can make it, but Morgaine hesitates. I should have scouted the roof last night, made sure I understood how to get down.

      The Shadow Walkers are catching up and I make a wild decision. “Morgaine, grab Bayun,” I yell. Blessed be the saints, she doesn’t argue or ask questions and he leaps into her arms. I barrel into them, wrapping my arms around them tightly and hope for the best.

      I don’t realize I’d squeezed my eyes shut until I need to open them. A tepid, humid breeze brushes my face, and I hold Morgaine and Bayun in my arms.

      “Where are we?” Morgaine whispers, looking at the dark world around us, shapes looming in the mist. We are all completely solid in the dim light, for which I am completely relieved. I don’t have time to think over what I’ve done.

      We’re on the spiriti valem, and we need to leave fast. Bayun warns. The Shadow Walkers can easily find us here.

      “Where should we go?” I ask. “And… how do I get us out?”

      Morgaine’s eyes are wide. “You don’t know how you got us here?”

      I shrug. “Sort of…”

      We don’t have time for this. Do you remember the bridge in the Blight? The one near Saint Monika’s that goes over the aqueduct?

      I don’t know how he knows it, but I nod. It’s right beyond the gate from the lesser districts into the most dangerous part of Zoravo, the Blight, where I spent too much time as a very small child.

      Get us there, now. They come.

      It’s not just the Shadow Walkers we have to worry about. Deep in the mist, the fractured creature stirs.

      Knot-breaker, it whispers, sensing me.

      Morgaine’s arms tighten around Bayun. “Let’s do this,” she whispers as the Shadow Walkers materialize. But I cannot do anything. I’ve wrapped my arms around them, but nothing happens. I don’t know how I did it before, and I’m too terrified of the Shadow Walkers to go through the proper breathing techniques.

      I let go, drawing my knives. “We’ll have to fight them.”

      You can’t fight them, Bayun snarls. They will massacre us here, where their magic is strongest. We’re too close to the Void.

      They’re drawing their magic from the Void? People have called the unknown territories of Interra the “Void Lands” since time immemorial, because they are unknown and full of terrifying creatures. But the actual Void is something else entirely, a shadow realm deep within the spiriti valem, where even the bravest of Raothami refuse to tread, even in their spirit bodies. The idea that these witches are drawing magic from that place chills the marrow in my bones.

      Do something, Bayun cries. But I’m immobilized, just watching them come for us. They will kill us all. My blood roars.

      And then something screams out of the mist, surrounding the Shadow Walkers in a mass of nauseating inhuman noise. I think it may be the fractured otham, the creature, but I cannot be sure. Suddenly, my instincts seem to switch back on. I sheathe my knives and grab Morgaine’s waist, pulling her and Bayun against me. I close my eyes and step between.

      Time moves slowly, and a bone-deep cold penetrates me. I’ve stepped into the Void, or through it, rather. When my vision clears, Morgaine and Bayun are both gasping for air, but we’ve appeared on the bridge, and somehow Fenric is there waiting for us with Nyx and the two common equines we brought with us.

      “What in seventeen hells?” he swears as we materialize in front of him.

      Morgaine hugs him, and I take hold of Bayun with one arm, throwing my other arm around Nyx. You smell of the Void, she says. But you escaped the Shadow Walkers.

      “I think the otham-creature helped us,” I murmur as we follow Fenric down the stairs that go under the bridge.

      “We don’t have time to discuss this,” Fenric says, pulling us into the shadows. “We need to get someplace safe.”

      The bridge smells of rotting refuse and Morgaine wrinkles her nose. “Where are we?”

      I meet Bayun’s eyes and hold his gaze. “Near where I grew up.”

      The look Morgaine gives me here in the dim light is searching, but we don’t have time to talk about this. Fenric is right, we need to find shelter.

      “Someone’s coming,” Fenric hisses, and I hear it too, footsteps, falling quietly. I immediately think of the Shadow Walkers, but there were two of them, and they moved in perfect silence. I draw my knives. After everything that’s happened in the past hour, I’m ready for a fight.

      A tall, slender frame slips out of the shadows. Their long hair glows silver in the moonlight and a wicked smile is plastered all over the elegant planes of their face. I squint; they are familiar. I lower my knives slightly, stepping forward. Fenric catches my arm, but I shake it off.

      “Lohke?” I ask softly. I recognize the Sirinvila who tried to help us at the Cloisters.

      Fenric steps forward, standing next to me. “So it is,” he says bitterly. “What are you doing here?”

      Lohke’s smile widens even further. I wonder if they’re aware of how disturbing the expression is. From the delight in their voice, I assume so. “Natassa sent me to fetch you.”

      “You’re working with the Front?” Fenric hisses. “You expect us to believe that?”

      “I’ve always been with them,” Lohke says, faux indignation in their voice. “Do I have to say the whole thing about velvet peonies to convince you?”

      Everyone is silent for a moment, and then Bayun twists around their legs, curling his tail around their calf. His golden eyes glow in reassurance.

      “Ugh, please don’t,” Morgaine replies. “You people can’t lie anyway.”

      Lohke’s aura flickers, and, like in the Cloisters, I cannot read it accurately. “You’re half human,” I murmur.

      “Don’t spread it around,” Lohke warns. “There’s two palace stooges after you and they should be rousing from the nap I helped them into shortly. We should move.”

      Fenric shrugs as Bayun rubs his head on Lohke’s calf again.

      Nyx? I ask.

      This Sirinvila is of the People, she says simply, and that is good enough for me. Fenric shrugs and Morgaine follows suit.

      “They can’t be any worse than the Shadow Walkers,” she mutters.

      Lohke smirks and gestures for us to come along. We follow on foot, allowing Nyx to lead the common equines. Bayun jumps into Lohke’s arms and winds around their shoulders. They appear to be speaking. This makes me slightly uncomfortable, but I do nothing to correct it. We need whatever information we can get.

      Lohke leads us through increasingly disgusting alleyways, avoiding the main roads. Here, people are forced to throw their bodily waste onto the streets, as there is no running water, and since no one collects trash, in many places refuse rots on the ground. Not all parts of the lesser city are so miserable, but the Blight is occupied by those who’ve given up, who have nothing left to lose. Even I am eventually lost by Lohke’s twists and turns, not remembering enough about the terrain from my childhood to track our route. I know this is their intention, and I am annoyed that it’s worked. I glance at Fenric, who winks. He is not lost. Good.

      Morgaine slides her hand into mine and I give her palm a quick kiss. The Sirinvila makes her nervous, and I can’t blame her, but we don’t have much of a choice. Finally Lohke stops in front of a large, heavy wooden door and knocks softly in a specific pattern of raps.

      There is a long pause and then the door opens slowly, proving how heavy it is. Lohke ducks inside, beckoning all of us, even the equines, to follow. When we enter, I see the back of the building is a facade; we are actually in a small courtyard, with a main-floor stable. Clever.

      Natassa is behind the door and she bars it with not one, but two expensive looking, heavy iron locks and a wooden bar that looks as though it would take hours to chop through with a common axe. No one else is in sight.

      “Welcome to the headquarters of the Order of the Velvet Peony,” she says with a smile.

      Fenric listens hard and I follow his attention. We’re the only ones here.

      “Where is everyone else, Natassa?” I ask.

      She looks mildly flustered by the question. “They’re… gone.”

      Anger flashes in Morgaine’s eyes. Arquessa led us to believe the Front would provide us with a team of people to help us. “Gone! Where?”

      “Come inside and I’ll tell you everything.”

      “I’ll take care of the equines,” Morgaine mutters, giving Lohke a glare.

      “First, tell us what you were doing at the palace,” Lohke insists. “You were seen with the Zharina.”

      Natassa’s eyes are sharp as she gazes at Morgaine. “Were you trying to make a deal with her? Is your queen planning to double cross us and ally with the aristos?”

      Morgaine rolls her eyes. “No, it was a strange coincidence. She needed help and so I helped her.”

      “Why would she need help?” Natassa laughs. “She was being followed by her own guards.”

      Morgaine starts to argue, but Bayun is talking to Lohke, sharing something with them, though I don’t know what. They chuckle softly, placing one long hand on Morgaine’s back. “The girl is innocent, Nat. A bit of a fool, tricked by a pretty piece of ass and wide eyes, but innocent. She meant no harm.”

      Natassa glares at Morgaine, but her blue eyes soften slightly. “You’re sure?” she asks Lohke, who nods. She shrugs and points to the stables. “You can house the equines anywhere. There’s grain and hay for feed, if they need it.” There is a small storeroom, just visible through an open doorway. “Come upstairs when you’re ready, you’ll find us easily, this place isn’t all that big.”

      Morgaine kisses me swiftly. “I didn’t think she was a pretty piece of ass,” she mutters.

      I raise my eyebrows at her. “Are you sure?”

      She rolls her eyes as her hand slides to my ass and she squeezes. “Just one ass I’m interested in,” she whispers in my ear, then leads the equines away, Bayun trotting after them.

      Don’t you want to come upstairs with us? I ask him. I’ll try to find you some dinner.

      No, I want a nap with Nyx, he answers as he disappears into the stables. So be it.

      Fenric and I follow Natassa and Lohke upstairs into what appears to be a common room. The house is bigger than I expected from what we saw outside, and nicer than I thought it might be, given the part of town we’re in. There’s not much furniture. Just a simply made table and chairs, pulled close to the open window to the courtyard, and a rickety desk. Two oil lamps cast pools of golden light into the room.

      A kettle sits, already steaming, on a small stove, and Natassa pulls it off, readying a pot of tea. Her unbound waves of reddish-gold hair shine in the lamplight and I catch Fenric’s eyes following her with more interest than is technically necessary. I can’t say I blame him; she is a picture. Even in the stuffy heat of the common room, Natassa looks crisp somehow, unlike me. I’m covered in a sheen of sweat as I peek out the small, dingy windows as she pours cups for each of us. The street outside is dark, but I can tell most of the buildings are tenement houses, full of people.

      “Where is everyone else?” I ask Natassa.

      “They’ve been transferred to another group, a covert operation, for the time being. Right now, it’s just me and Lohke.”

      Fenric sips his tea and grimaces, then shakes his head at me as I sit. It’s too late though, I’ve already taken a drink. It’s terrible. I set it down quickly and wait for Natassa to explain. I’m not making introductions until I know where we stand.

      But she is strangely silent.

      “The Front doesn’t trust us,” Fenric says finally, guessing. “They emptied this place and left the two of you to negotiate with us.”

      Lohke rolls their eyes. “Of course, he’d be the one to figure that out.”

      Fenric doesn’t respond, instead crossing his arms and glaring at the Sirinvila.

      “All right,” I say, ignoring Lohke and looking straight at Natassa. “Do you have the power to make decisions, or are you just the messenger?”

      Her face twists in frustration. This is probably just the kind of question she hoped I wouldn’t ask. She doesn’t have to say a thing; I know where we stand now. The Front is playing things close to the vest, and I don’t blame them, but I expected more. “I see,” I say, even though she hasn’t responded.

      “I’m not a lackey,” Natassa says, looking at her hands. “But you’re right to assume I have no power to negotiate.”

      Fenric looks supremely agitated as he rises. “I’m going to help Morgaine with the beasts, lass.”

      My mouth forms a grim line as he goes, though I notice the flicker of interest in his eyes behind the irritation. He is attracted to Natassa. I turn my attention back to her and Lohke. “This isn’t quite what we were expecting. We were told you’d have a team ready to help us… not this.” They both nod and the Sirinvila looks chastened as I continue. “Is there an opportunity for us to meet someone with decision-making power directly, or will you be the go-betweens?”

      They glance at one another. “We don’t know,” Lohke replies. “They don’t tell us much.”

      I am sympathetic. They’re both young. It’s true that they’re probably around my age, but they grew up in different circumstances, whereas I’ve trained for meetings like this since I was a child. Though I suppose making assumptions about how they grew up is unwise. I think carefully before saying anything else. “I have letters here for your leaders, from Miyala directly. I trust you can get these to them?”

      Both nod.

      “Please also let them know that I do have the power to negotiate on my sister’s behalf.”

      They nod again.

      “Now. I am sure you’re accustomed to being left out of the loop. I am going to do you a favor, in the hopes that you will return it in kind. I’ll tell you what we’re offering, and I hope you’ll provide counsel on how to best approach your leaders.”

      Natassa’s eyes widen, and Lohke looks surprised. “Why?” Lohke asks. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      “Because the two of you seem too cunning to be used as cannon fodder.”

      “We aren’t—” Natassa starts but Lohke shakes their head.

      “You are,” I say. “Clearly they think you’re expendable, and I think that’s a mistake.”

      Now Natassa looks pleased. Lohke looks suspicious, but they aren’t contradicting me.

      “I’ll assume you understand that what we know of the Prophecy of Alcyone indicates my sister must kill the Legionnaire’s vessel in order to save all worlds from destruction.” I watch to make certain they understand and when I’m convinced they do, I continue. “War is coming to the continent whether or not Miyala can manage this task. She will manage it, but it won’t stop what your governments have wrought. Do you agree?”

      Lohke nods, and Natassa sighs. “Yes. We know this. The Front’s original goal was to stop the prisons and the hangings, to try and work towards better living conditions for commonfolk here in Loramir and Iorma. Now, we are mostly concerned with how we’ll be used in a war.”

      I nod. They have the right of it. Their governments will use the commonfolk mercilessly, if it comes to it. “As you should be. Loramir’s standing army isn’t large enough to fight a full-scale war. Your people will be conscripted. We propose that you begin to make efforts to move your people to Lyonesse to keep them safe. If you fight with us, when the war is over, Miyala will ensure that your people are able to form a government that addresses the needs of the people.”

      “Lofty promises,” Lohke muses. “What’s to stop her from ruling us herself if she’s able to win this war?”

      “Miyala has no interest in ruling the Midcountries, only in being the voice of the people.”

      Natassa snorts. “Thought she was gonna be queen of everything.”

      “That isn’t what the word ‘queen’ means in Ravenni. It means ‘voice,’ and Miyala takes that seriously. When all is said and done, she will only rule the Ravenni, but she does mean to broker a peaceful end to the conflict here.”

      “How are our people to trust that?” Lohke asks.

      I smile, attempting to be reassuring. This is a good question. “We invite you to Kilm at the Hallowed Moon Festival this autumn to a consortium of world leaders and their representatives. There we’ll plan our next move.”

      Natassa cackles, her teeth shining in the lamplight. “You expect your Warlord to take part in that?”

      I narrow my eyes dangerously. “We do not.”

      Now I’ve shocked them. I’m not to tell them any more than this, but the implication should be enough.

      Lohke raises their pale eyebrows. “That is impressive, Morbida. Will you be the one to kill Joram Markona?”

      I feel mischievous. “Who said anything about killing Joram? I only said I don’t expect him to participate. Leave the Warlord to us.”

      Natassa holds up the envelopes I gave her. “These outline the details of your operation?”

      I smile. “Of course not. They’re letters of state. If your leaders want to know details, they will have to speak with me directly.”

      She nods and gets up from the table. “Very good. I’ll deliver the message now. Lohke can show you where you’ll sleep. You’ll be safe here for a few days, if you stay in the house.”

      I nod. “Of course. We won’t risk your safety.”

      When I hear her leave, and the cynae call from Morgaine that signals the all clear, I turn on Lohke. “Tell me what your interests are here, Sirinvila.”

      Lohke sighs and tips back in their chair. It reminds me so much of both Miyala and June that my chest constricts painfully. When they speak, their lavender eyes get a faraway look. “My father was a servant to the former Zhar, a human, and a handsome one at that—by Lorami standards anyway. He was sold to Sirinvila. And he was happy to be sold, I might add, because everything that happened there was with his consent, at least. Unlike with the Zhar.”

      My stomach turns in reaction to the tale. Short as it is—and by no means does it need to be longer—it’s succinct in explaining why Lohke spied on the Sirinvila and why they are moving against the Lorami government. “And you?” I ask. “What was your life like in the Cloisters?”

      Lohke shakes their head. “Better than my Pa’s. As wretched as the Sirinvila are, children are rare for them, and so they cherish them. No nonsense about ‘half-breeds,’ I was treated like a full sister, in every way except one.” I swallow hard, not sure if I want to know. “They wouldn’t let my father go. He died in their care. That’s what they called it. I don’t blame your Fenric for hating me. Everything that happened in that place was twisted and wrong.”

      Protective fury springs into my chest, like a caged beast, waiting to be unleashed. “Did you harm him? Have… trysts with him?”

      Lohke shakes their head. “No, Ilseka kept him for herself. Acted like he was her real lover. None of us were allowed to touch him. And I wouldn’t have. I didn’t do that with humans.”

      I raise my eyebrows incredulously, remembering the way they spoke to me in the Cloisters. The things they promised to do to me. “You expect me to believe that?”

      Lohke shrugs. “Do or don’t. I was a notorious prude. I only ever contributed to their precious energy reserves with other sisters.”

      Their face turns to a hideous grimace when they say the word “sisters.” Without my say-so, my hand reaches out. I take their unnaturally long fingers in mine and lace them through. When Lohke’s eyes meet mine, they are full of tears. I squeeze hard and they squeeze back.

      “I’d kill them all again if I could,” I whisper, my voice rough with emotion. This is why it was all worth it, even if the fractured otham creature becomes a problem. “Twice, three times. Slower, more painfully. Anything to make them pay for the things they did, the things they made you do.”

      Lohke nods, biting their bottom lip, fangs protruding. “Thank you. Believe it or not, that means something to me.”

      When I look up, Fenric is standing on the stairs, tear stains streaking his face. His eyes close and he nods to me, mouthing, Thank you, Echo, as he places his hand over his heart. It isn’t enough, these words, these empty threats. Nothing is enough.

      I see Morgaine’s arm slip around Fenric’s waist and he falls into her arms, shoulders shaking as they sit at the top of the stairs. Emotion grips me and for a split second I worry that it might endanger the fetch, but when I look into Lohke’s eyes they shake their head. “It’s yours now. It will be yours forever.”

      “How did you get to Kythrea?” I ask. “Why did they build you a body?”

      Lohke gets that faraway look in their eyes again. “They thought I was full-blooded Sirinvila when they took me. There were… experiments… and my original body expired. They built a new one, and then there were more experiments.”

      “Why?” I ask with a strangled sob. “Why?”

      “Because to them, the Sirinvila are evil. They didn’t care that I was half-human. They knew and it only made them more interested in me. They wanted to learn to build replacement bodies, and they used my people to do it. Understand, the Sirinvila are evil by human standards, but the Anemoi are not better, for all that they have souls.”

      Lohke’s head bows in sadness, or possibly shame, at the memory. Their aura is difficult for me to read, especially as it is clouded with so much pain. The horror of everything they've endured seeps into me, slowly at first, then rushes at me like a river freed from a dam.

      I stand, hurling my teacup at the wall, stifling a scream as it shatters. Why? Why is anyone with a modicum of power in this universe so unforgivably awful? What is it about those who thirst for power that causes them to forget how to be decent? I feel hands on my arm and turn to find Lohke, trying to comfort me. I throw my arms around them and we cling to one another as we sink to the ground, both of us crying.

      “I’m sorry,” I say through my tears. “I should have been there sooner. I should have done something more. I’m sorry.” It feels selfish to say, but I can’t stop the words.

      Lohke seems to understand and I hear their voice, calmer now. “Thank you, Echo. It isn’t yours to apologize for, but thank you anyway.”

      The four of us gather around the cold hearth, leaning against one another. “Does Natassa know all this?” I ask Lohke, watching as Fenric leans on Morgaine, his eyes hollow with the horror of reliving his past.

      Lohke nods. “She’s a good friend, Echo. And she’s just as committed as you are to making the world a better place.”

      I bite my lip. “She’ll be better equipped to do so, as she’s not a murderer.”

      Morgaine takes my hand. “You’ve done the hard things nobody else could, Echo. You used the only tools you had. You and the Vindicata. It shouldn’t have to be this way, but you’re not a murderer.”

      Fenric just shakes his head. He understands; he’s killed people in the name of justice. Morgaine’s words may be technically true, but my soul is still stained with the deaths on my hands. There’s nothing I can ever do to change that. I can commit myself to justice, bind myself to Miyala’s cause, and spend the rest of what may be an immortal life fighting for a better world, but she’s wrong. I am a murderer. Having the heart to know what I’ve done is wrong doesn’t make me any less a monster.

      The difference between me, the Anemoi, the Sirinvila and all the corrupt rulers of these cursed realms is that I know what I am and I am willing to drench myself in their blood to stop them. I will bathe in the blood of those who’ve done wrong before this is over.

      When Morgaine is gone, I will take the mantle of Morbida off the shelf and wear it proudly. When she cannot see the creature I can become, I will make the evil pay for what they’ve done. I thought I wanted out. I thought I wanted to stop killing, but I don’t. I want it with a feverish thirst now, the kind that can only be slaked with blood.

      I think of Natassa, saying how much she admires me, my ability to bring about change, and my stomach clenches in anger. No more of that. I will do whatever it takes to keep people like Natassa Lissova from ever having to be like me. In the lamplight, Lohke’s eyes meet mine, ablaze with the same brilliant desire for vengeance. In unison, we nod, a silent bond forged between us in that moment to even the score of blood on both our hands.
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      It is unreasonably hot in Kilm, and being locked in Aramis Duval’s townhome in the Starfire for the past week with Arquessa, Marzana and the crew has been an exercise in patience. Duval herself is charming, and the townhouse would be spacious if it weren’t inhabited by a pack of anxious outlaws. Hot outlaws, who are not enjoying being stuck in a townhouse together, unable to visit the nameless lake for a swim, or a tea house for a cool drink. Everyone’s tempers walk a fine edge.

      Miyala and Aryx are napping on the hidden rooftop terrace when she wakes to Mercutia shaking her shoulder. “What?” she mutters, groggy from a mid-afternoon nap.

      Merc’s umber skin glows with a golden sheen in the summer sun, her long box braids twisted into a thick plait down her back. Her generous mouth is set in an anxious line. “It’s the Warlord. He’s agreed to meet.”

      Mercutia rubs her wrists. Since Miyala freed the rest of the crew from the Binding, they’ve all been suspicious of the magic that replaced the Warlord’s. Lieu won’t speak more than a few words at a time to her, but Lieu is notoriously stoic until she warms up, so it doesn't worry Miyala much. Kolya and Badar both make the Thyallan sign against evil when they see her, though they laugh and joke with her the same as they always have. Franco is the only one who seems relieved.

      It’s been a strangely easy adjustment, being back together again. When June agreed they could return to the fold if they promised to pledge themselves to Miyala, she’d been surprised, but not shocked. He’d agreed that if she planned to be open about requesting a meeting with Joram Markona that it would go better if she went in with a fully armed, experienced retinue.

      And there is no one more deadly in the ten realms than the Vindicata, even at half-strength. Apparently the rest of the crew joined up with the Crimson Mark and the pirate queen, Willow Iwasaki, after learning June had cut them out. Miyala can’t say she blames them; Iwasaki’s fleet of nearly eighty thousand is legendary.

      Aryx snores under Miyala and she gets up, ducking into the door to the house with Mercutia to talk. “When?”

      “Tonight.”

      Miyala inhales a sharp breath. “That doesn’t give us much time to prepare. What time?”

      “We’re to come to his house after dinner. He says it’ll be cooler this evening.”

      A sheen of sweat collects on Miyala’s brow. “He’s not wrong about that. Any terms?”

      Mercutia’s smile is enigmatic. “No, but look at this.” She hands Miyala the note. It is short, and in Markona’s own hand.

      Miyel’karai,

      Join me tonight for drinks on the terrace, when the heat of the day dies down. Perhaps cooler heads will prevail. Pity the Morbida is on her way to Zoravo. I would like to have seen her.

      —Joram

      She thinks for a few moments, reading the note twice more, then nods. “All right. Send a message that says we accept and get everyone ready to go. Baths, dressed to kill, the whole works. We do this as paragons of the Vindicata. You understand?”

      Mercutia’s grin is wicked. “I do, your highness.”

      “Then get at it,” Miyala says, with a roll of her eyes. Mercutia skips down the stairs, passing Duval on the way.

      “Hello,” Miyala says.

      “Just got back from the market. Franco said you’re headed to the Warlord’s mansion tonight?”

      Miyala nods. Duval motions to a small metal table and chairs, shaded by the house. A cool breeze filters through the trees on the rooftop terrace. Miyala isn’t sure how Aramis Duval got a small forest to grow on the roof of her townhouse, but she is grateful for it, because it allows everyone a little time outside to themselves each day.

      She agreed when she left Lyonesse that she wouldn’t “traipse around the city,” as June had put it, but stay put until Markona agreed to a meeting. They’d asked for one based on the pretense of finding common ground, perhaps even making an alliance, but waiting for a response had been harder than she anticipated. Miyala hadn’t realized just how much resentment she bore toward Joram Markona, not just for murdering Baba, but for forcing them to leave Kilm, for putting all their lives in danger, for betraying everything Orn stood for. The days with nothing to do but wait—nothing to research, no chores to complete, nothing to distract her—have intensified these feelings.

      Now, as she sits across from Aramis Duval, who is the picture of serenity, she understands fully: even the thought of killing Joram Markona turns her into a cornered creature, snarling for release. As though reading her mind, Duval’s birdlike head tilts to one side as she says, “it’s all right to want to kill him.”

      Miyala looks into Duval’s grass-green eyes and shrugs, watching Aryx nap in the rooftop grove. Then, on some deeper instinct, she lets all pretense drop. “I’ve wanted to kill him since the day June told us what he’d done. I’ve imagined it a thousand times.”

      The smile on Duval’s face reminds Miyala of Yoonai, somehow, even though they look nothing alike; cunning, and full of mystery. Miyala wonders if, when she is Yoonai and Duval’s age, she will be similarly edged, dangerous and full of wisdom. She hopes she lives to be their age. Miyala shakes off those thoughts, taking in a purposefully cleansing breath.

      One of Aryx’s eyes flutters and she hears his voice in her head, reminding her she needs to prepare for her meeting. I will be ready when you are.

      She nods, communicating silently in return. Thank you, my friend. We’ll leave an hour after nightfall. Out loud she says, “I should go get ready.” She takes Duval’s pale hand as she rises. “Thank you for letting us stay here.”

      Duval smiles faintly as Miyala’s fingers slip through her grip. “Anything for my little fox.” Yoonai is the little fox, Miyala thinks, and a rumble of amusement emanates from Aryx as he adjusts, orienting his enormous body into the shade of the trees.

      There is a story between Aramis Duval and Yoonai which Miyala hasn’t been able to draw out of her yet, but now she knows Aryx is aware of it. As she makes her way downstairs, she reminds herself there will be time for this mystery later. If Aryx thought it was her business to know, he would tell her, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t curious.

      Inside the bedroom she’s sharing with Marzana and Quess, the other two are getting dressed. Since everyone went their separate ways, Miyala has seen Marzana less and less as Echo’s evil doppelganger. Now, when they talk, she barely notices that Marzana looks just like Echo. “Have you both bathed already?” she asks.

      They nod, and Miyala notices that Marzana has laid out several sartorial options for them. Her expression is soft when she meets Miyala’s gaze. “Mercutia said to dress to kill, so I’ve been putting together some options.”

      Miyala smiles in return, moving to stand next to her bed, where she’s laid out choices for all three of them. All black, elegant fabrics mixed with sharp edges, hard lines that will show just exactly how dangerous the Vindicata still are.

      “Do you think he’ll believe it?” Miyala says softly. “That you’re Echo?”

      Marzana shrugs. “I don’t know why he wouldn’t.”

      This is Miyala’s wild card. From what the Whispers have gathered, Markona seems to fear Echo more than the rest of the Vindicata, though they cannot determine why, exactly. Hopefully the sight of Marzanna will unsettle him enough to show his true colors. If he’s as agitated as the reports say he is, just seeing the Morbida might shake him out of his usually slick demeanor.

      “I’m going to go change,” Marzana says, picking up her clothes. “Unless you want a bath first?”

      “No, go ahead, I’ll rinse off in a minute.” When the door to the bathing chamber closes Miyala turns to Quess. “Do you think we’re ready for this?”

      Arquessa nods. “I do. As ready as we’re ever going to be anyway.” She pauses for a moment, her bright blue eyes narrowing. “You promise me you won’t try to kill him tonight?”

      The plea in her voice saddens Miyala. “We’ve been over this. We don’t have the force to fight our way out of his home, and if everything we’ve learned is correct, I wouldn’t even be able to tonight. He might be invulnerable to mundane weaponry. It’s not worth the risk. This is just recon. I promise.”

      Arquessa arches one eyebrow, suspicious.

      “I promise. We get in, surprise him with Marzana, see if he loses it—try to get any information we can out of him, then we get out. Everyone stays safe. No violence.”

      Arquessa sighs. “Then I suppose we’re ready.”
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      The Warlord’s mansion would be nothing particularly impressive, but for the bit of land it sits on. The house itself isn’t overly large, or lavishly decorated, but it’s situated at the edge of the nameless lake, in the Dark Quarter on a significant lot, with a forested garden that makes it feel like a country home rather than a walled estate in the middle of a bustling city. As the Vindicata walk through the heavily guarded gates and up the neatly-tended gravel path, eerie quiet rings in Miyala’s ears, disorienting her.

      Somewhere, deep in the trees, she hears what sounds like an eagle’s scream and startles slightly. Marzana, who walks behind her, hidden behind Kolya and Badar’s bulk, whispers, “Just a raptor hunting, nothing more.”

      Miyala looks over her shoulder and Marzana peeks out from behind Kolya’s golden muscles, which are on marvelous display this evening, to smile comfortingly at her. Thank you, Miyala mouths, before turning around. Somewhere above, Aryx is circling, glamoured to be invisible. He’s too far away to communicate, but it’s a comfort just knowing he’s there. If anything goes wrong, he will swoop in, a nasty surprise for the Warlord’s forces. As far as the Vindicata know, the Warlord doesn’t know about Aryx, or at least, he doesn’t know the full extent of his glory.

      Kolya mutters something and Badar laughs. Miyala glances back at the twins, who grin mischievously at her. “No funny business,” she warns.

      Badar shrugs. “No one can stop me from stealing something back that’s mine.”

      “It’s mine,” Kolya corrects her brother. “I lost a family heirloom in a card game with Markona a year or two ago. A knife.”

      “If I see it, I’m taking it back,” Badar says, his grin as feral as Kolya’s. Miyala has no idea where the two of them are from—they’ve never said—but they’re massive, fast, and their dark hair and golden skin are beautiful enough to make even Miyala swoon a little. Badar is one of the only people Miyala ever had romantic feelings for as a child. They faded as she grew up, but she loves him for it anyway. He gave her something by doing nothing at all: a touchstone of the things Bori and Echo seemed to feel for others so easily.

      Tonight, it’s hard to tell him and Kolya apart. They both wear their shoulder-length dark hair in neat buns, and sleeveless, lightly armored tops that reveal their impressively muscular arms. Weapons are strapped to nearly every available plane of their hard forms, but the pair of twin blades—forged in Thyall, if rumors are true—strapped to each of their respective backs is what enemies fear most. The twins fight as one, and those twin blades have a deadly reputation.

      To those who don’t know them well, the twins seem like the Vindicata’s most dangerous threat, outside of Echo. But it’s Lieu the Serpent that everyone underestimates. As though she can hear Miyala’s thoughts, the tiny, voluptuous archer glances behind her, then nods as she slips away from the group, fading into the shadows as she goes, as if by magic. Lieu is deadly with her bow, and nearly undetectable when she wants to be, but somehow is the life of the party with her closest friends. Miyala misses the archer’s friendship acutely as she disappears from sight. She hadn’t let herself miss them, had hardened her heart against them when they’d betrayed the Rodrigals to the Warlord, but now that they’re back, all that repressed longing for her friends comes in waves.

      Lightning bugs blink softly in the forest, golden pinpricks of light in the perpetual twilight of a summer evening in Kilm. Mercutia and Franco walk a few paces ahead of Miyala, their fingers brushing slightly as they go. Miyala wonders if they’ve finally acted on the pining they’ve been doing for one another for so many years. The two of them took full responsibility for betraying June and Paulo in a humbling conversation when Miyala, Quess and Marzana first returned to Kilm. The story they’d told her elicits a dull ache in her chest, even now.

      Joram spent much of summer before last wooing the two of them, both in his bed and out, from the sound of things. Making them doubt Paulo and June’s intentions, using the secret of Miyala’s true heritage and purpose against them, until they believed Paulo had a dangerous mission planned that would get them all killed—that he planned to use them as cannon fodder. When they’d told Miyala everything they knew her heart sank. Joram hadn’t lied to them, not exactly; Paulo and June had always plotted for this day, for what was happening right now. But they hadn’t let their crew in on the plans, hadn’t trusted them to keep Miyala’s secrets, and Joram had used it all against them.

      When Franco and Mercutia got word in Iorma that Miyala was the Miyel’karai, they knew instantly Joram had tricked them, had used them to reveal as many of the Rodrigals’ secrets as possible. Franco explained to Miyala that if June and Paulo had told them the truth, they would have been even more invested in the Vindicata, or at least the five of them that are here now would’ve been. The others, the ones who joined the Crimson Mark? Maybe not so much; those were the more transient members of the crew. But these five had been with June and Paulo for over a decade, since they were each in their late teens, making names for themselves in Kilm.

      June and Paulo had been like their parents, Echo, Miyala and Bori, their younger siblings. They’d felt betrayed when they learned Paulo and June were keeping something big from them, something that might put them all in more danger than they could ever imagine. Miyala understands. She knows the way Markona tends to twist things, the way he can spin the truth, make what’s good sound bad, and what’s evil sound pure. She’s seen him do it dozens of times, and it is why they have to be careful tonight.

      Arquessa bumps Miyala’s shoulder with her own as they approach the mansion door. “Are you ready for this?”

      Miyala nods. She has no words right now. She’s saving them all for the dance she’s about to do with Joram Markona. Franco and Mercutia both look back as they stand on the front steps of the mansion. There are no guards anywhere to be seen, but Miyala feels their eyes, tucked away, inconspicuous, but present. She sends Lieu a Saint’s plea, and hopes she walks with luck in the treetops. She knows a contingent of Joram’s guards are likely already tracking her, trying to find where the archer disappeared to. This is all part of the plan. Lieu is their failsafe if anything goes wrong.

      Mercutia knocks and all is silent for a long moment, and then Joram himself opens the front door. The Vindicata’s formation tightens to hide Marzana, and guard Miyala. The Warlord is dressed casually in leather pants and a loose linen top that is unbuttoned to his navel. His dark hair is effortlessly mussed in a way Miyala assumes must take a lot of work to achieve, and his beautiful dark eyes glisten with malice.

      “Welcome,” he says softly, his voice a seductive rasp. A bare, brown arm snakes around his waist, dark eyes and sensual lips curving upward in the face that appears over his shoulder.

      “They’re here!” the figure that’s appeared behind Joram chirps, their voice rich and musical. They step forward, pushing through Mercutia and Franco, holding out their delicate hand. “I am Sloane Eastwing, you may refer to me as she and her. Welcome, Miyala Rodrigal.”

      Miyala takes the silky hand, shaking it firmly, but she does not bow, or even incline her head. Sloane grins and Miyala’s heart skips a beat—a warning, this woman is dangerous.

      “Please, come inside,” Sloane beckons, taking Joram by the arm.

      “We have drinks ready on the terrace,” Joram says pleasantly, his smile calm. There’s not even a hint of tension about him or Sloane.

      They turn their backs on the Vindicata, as though they have nothing at all to fear, and a chill slips down Miyala’s spine in the still-warm night. They’re clearly relaxed, so obviously not worried, even as they know they’ve invited one of the most deadly crews in all of Orn’s history into their home. A crew with a bone to pick with them, every reason to want them dead.

      This, more than anything else that might happen tonight, convinces Miyala that Joram is what she thinks he is. She’s seen the fiercest mercenary crews in Kilm shrink from the sight of just Kolya and Badar. The fact that Miyala arrived with five of the deadliest criminals Orn has ever known hasn’t caused even a flicker of worry from Sloane or Joram is telling. She believes they’re good actors, but not that good. Joram Markona isn’t worried about them being here because he cannot be harmed, not until the Reaping Moon anyway. She’s tempted to leave now, but something in her gut urges her on. They still might glean something from this meeting, gain some edge that will help later.

      The hall that leads past several darkened rooms is long. Joram has had the walls taken down on the main floor of the house to allow free movement through the various spaces in the mansion, which is sparsely decorated, but the few pieces of art and furniture that are visible look priceless. Miyala is smart enough to know that threats to their safety must lurk in the shadows of each of these rooms, just waiting for them to make a wrong move.

      Joram pushes open arched glass doors to the wide stone terrace, where four low upholstered couches are grouped around a similarly low coffee table, covered in candles and the accoutrement for making a variety of cool beverages, including several copper bowls full of crushed ice. Franco and Mercutia have fallen in closer to Miyala and Arquessa and she can feel Kolya and Badar at her back, Marzana just behind them. She knows Marzana’s hood is still pulled up over her head, hiding her face.

      They pause, waiting for Sloane and Joram to sit. Sloane motions to the other couches. “Please, join us. There is no reason tonight cannot be a peaceful conversation between us. We share many of the same goals.”

      The Warlord smiles faintly as he plays with Sloane’s long chestnut-brown hair. “My lover tells true,” he says simply, gazing at her with a look that surprises Miyala, if slightly. The softness of his brow, and the curve of his lips as he gazes at her… He truly loves her.

      Something stirs in her—worry? Doubt? She doesn't know, but it gives her the edge she needs. Mercutia and Franco part, allowing her and Arquessa to sit in the couch directly across from Joram and Sloane, which will allow Miyala to gauge the Warlord’s reaction when he sees Marzana.

      Her heart begins to thump as Sloane nods to the others. “Please, sit, all of you. There is no need to protect your queen. We wish her no harm.”

      Franco and Mercutia sit first and Miyala feels Kolya and Badar behind her, feels when they separate to reveal Marzana, and her eyes lock on Joram’s as his head tilts in slight surprise.

      “What’s this?” he asks. “A surprise guest. How delightful.”

      There’s the note of concern she was hoping for. She hears the slight movement of fabric that signals Marzana is dropping her hood, revealing her face. Miyala holds her breath, waiting for Joram to lose his temper. His expression flickers, first into confusion as he sees who Miyala can only assume he believes is Echo; as it registers that she’s brought the Morbida to this meeting, a clear threat against him.

      The Vindicata tense, knowing this is the moment he’s most likely to call his guards, order them to attack. The air is thick with tension as Sloane scans her lover’s face, concern filling her eyes as she strokes his leg. She murmurs something Miyala can hardly hear, but it sounds like, “It can’t be… is that?”

      Joram’s confusion clears and he brushes a quick kiss on Sloane’s mouth. Then he stands, grinning. “What in seventeen hells are you doing here, Zan? I never thought I’d see you again, not on Interra anyway. When did Mother let you out?”

      Miyala spins to look at Marzana, whose mouth has fallen open in shock. “Lytus? How… How did you get here?” she rasps in Echo’s voice. “And why are you interfering in human politics? Faedra will have your head if she finds out.”

      What are they talking about? Miyala’s thoughts race, but she can barely keep up. Faedra is one of the Anemoi, Marzana’s mother, if she understands correctly, which would make Joram… But how can this be?

      Joram steps toward Marzana, but is blocked by Kolya and Badar. He holds his hands up in surrender. “I wouldn’t hurt my sister.”

      “Sister?” Arquessa hisses.

      “Is this true?” Miyala barks.

      Marzana’s eyes meet hers, breaking from Joram’s. “Yes, it’s true. Your Warlord isn’t the Legionnaire’s vessel, Miyala. He’s my little brother, an Elemental like me… And Kohrrm.”

      Joram laughs now, his hand on his flat belly. “Oh… Oh…. You thought I was…” Tears stream down his face as he plops onto the couch, taking his place next to Sloane again. “Oh, that’s so good. You must be so angry right now.” His voice takes on a slightly shrill note as he laughs.

      Everything spins and Miyala thinks she might vomit. Have they made a terrible mistake? “How? How have you hidden this from Malikai?” she asks through clenched teeth.

      Marzana comes to sit next to her. “Kohrrm has never met Lytus. My brother was born after Kohrrm assumed the body of Malikai Idrisani.” She looks at Joram, who is still laughing and shakes her head. “I almost didn’t recognize him, to be honest with you, he’s buried his true nature rather deep within the host, melded his consciousness nearly seamlessly with the man who was once Joram Markona… Have you managed to keep a hold of his soul?”

      Joram’s eyes sparkle with intelligence. “Tell me why you really came tonight, and perhaps I’ll tell you how I did it.”

      Sloane smirks next to him. None of this is a surprise to her. Miyala shakes her head, burying her face in her hands. She wants to cry, hit things, destroy things. They have less than four weeks to find out who the Legionnaire’s vessel actually is, locate them and make a plan to kill them… And that is impossible. Absolutely impossible.

      Miyala knows she’s spiraling, knows her ironclad grip on her self-control is slipping when she feels hot tears on her cheeks. Joram stands. “Leave us, all of you. I wish to speak to the Queen alone.”

      Arquessa laughs. “Not a chance, Markona. I don’t know what you think you’re pulling here, but we’re not leaving her.”

      Miyala puts a hand on her friend’s arm. “I’ll talk with him.”

      Kolya steps forward, around the couch and in front of Miyala. “The rest of them can go, but I’m staying.”

      Marzana nods. “Me too.”

      Miyala sighs. “Then go make yourself some drinks. I’d like to talk to Joram privately for a bit.”

      Sloane rises. “Come with me. I have someone I’d like you all to meet.” Everyone tenses and she sighs. “Believe it or not, we actually thought to make an alliance this evening. A representative from the High House of Ansolo is here to meet with us. We had no idea you thought Joram was the Legionnaire’s vessel.”

      “Is this true?” Miyala asks. “Is Romaric Ansolo here?”

      Joram nods. “He said he sent you a message. Did you not receive it?”

      Miyala groans softly, understanding the layers of meaning behind her returned earring. Romaric Ansolo had meant he’d see her back in Kilm, where they first met. “I did.”  Her mind races, trying to see any other points she’s missed, thinking Joram was something he is not. “You can all go with Sloane. All of you.”

      All obey but Marzana, who stays, her eyes locked on her brother’s. “Don’t think to try and trap her or hurt her, Lytus. You’d do well to remember that I can make things very difficult for you.”

      Joram’s eyes sparkle with delight as he sprawls at the end of Miyala’s couch. “I never forget that, dear sister,” he says, taking her hand in his and kissing her palm. “Did you know I tried to fuck your host?” He shudders. “That’s a little twisted, isn’t it? I had no idea you’d chosen Echo as your limenara… I wonder what that says about me that I was so attracted to her.”

      Marzana steps forward, snatching her hand from Joram’s. “This is exactly what I’m talking about, Lytus. No mind games.”

      He throws his hands in the air with a look of mock innocence on his handsome face. “Saints preserve us, you are even more wretched than you were the last time I saw you. I was just being honest.”

      Marzana turns to Miyala. “Be careful of my brother’s honesty, my queen.”

      Miyala nods, and she projects gratitude in her aura, hoping Marzana can sense it. When the Elemental nods, she knows she’s received the message. She watches Marzana go, following the others down the terrace stairs into the forest, which is now lit softly with lanterns.

      “So you’re not the Legionnaire’s vessel. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you anyway,” Miyala says as she turns to face Joram.

      Joram’s smile is seductive, but his charms don’t work on Miyala. “I can help you win this war, if you can find the actual vessel, anyway. You understand that no matter if you do or don’t, there will be a war now, don’t you? We can’t stop what Loramir and Iorma have started.”

      He is so damn condescending it makes her teeth hurt. “Yes, Joram. I understand that. But you were ready to build prisons for Loramir a few months ago. Why would you help now?”

      Something shifts as he moves, some artifice falling away. Some deep sadness haunts his voice. “I was trying to help us stay out of what was brewing. I made a mistake, but I did it because I wanted Orn out of Loramir’s attention. It backfired, largely because of your family. I told Paulo to back off, and he didn’t, and then the rest of you just wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t leave things alone.”

      Every muscle in Miyala’s body tenses at the mention of Baba’s name. “What do you mean you told him to back off?”

      Joram shakes his head. “I found out Paulo was asking a lot of pointed questions about both the Ravenni and the Sirinvila. I warned him to stop. Our relationship with the Alabaster Spire has always been tenuous and we couldn't risk it.”

      Miyala works to keep her face smooth as understanding dawns on her. Baba had been trying to find out more about how Verane and the Sisterhood were connected. He must have pushed too hard.

      Joram continues. “But he didn’t stop when I asked. He just kept prodding his sources until he found out that Verane DeMarais sold Urukhesh’s guardian, your Watcher, out and in doing so he tripped so many wires in my information networks that you should be grateful he was killed by one of mine. The Shadow Walkers were coming for him, Miyala, and they would not have made a quick end to things, not with everything he knew. I asked if he’d rather let them come or be killed swiftly in an accident. He asked to be surprised.”

      He asked to be surprised. That sounds like Baba. Full of secrets, full of plots. Full of as many terrible ideas as he was brilliant ones. Miyala’s chest clenches, and the back of her throat burns. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      Joram shrugged. “It didn’t seem like any of your business. He didn’t ask me not to, if that’s what you’re about to ask, but he didn’t tell me I could either. So I respected him enough to say nothing.”

      Her chin quivers and she sniffles, looking down at her hands. “He tried to keep us safe.”

      Joram hands her a hanky. “Yes, he protected all of you. He knew the Walkers would find out that you didn’t know anything. They’re gruesome hags, but weirdly fair about meting out punishment. Even Verane can’t make them abandon their honor in that way. None of you had betrayed the Spire, only Paulo. So they lost interest, though of course you know by now that Verane did not.”

      Miyala’s hands unclench, and when they do, she realizes she’d been about to draw her pistolas. She places her hands firmly in her lap. Joram Markona is a premier shithead, a true villain, but not her enemy. “Was it quick?” she asks, her voice barely a whisper.

      “Yes. Very. Your Baba was my friend. I hated to kill him.”

      There’s a surprising amount of sadness in Joram’s countenance. His shoulders slump and she senses the thrum of his grief in the thin thread of affinity strengthening between them. When she turns her second sight on it, she sees how it builds by the second, his love for her father, their shared burden of making terrible choices that affect the people they love.

      “We will never be friends,” she warns. “But we could try to be allies.”

      Joram nods thoughtfully. “That seems fair. I have some conditions, and some perks.”

      “Of course you do,” she sighs. “Out with it.”

      “The Vindicata can’t come back here. When the war is over, I mean. There can’t be a queen in Orn. No aristos, and I don’t want to hear any bullshit about queen meaning ‘voice of the people’ in Ravenni. You can visit when you like, but you may not maintain a residence here.”

      Miyala’s heart breaks for Echo, for herself, for their home, but she nods. “What else?”

      “I’ll host this little consortium you’ve been planning at the Hallowed Moon this autumn. We’ll do things my way, or not at all. You worry about killing the Legionnaire’s real vessel and I’ll worry about hosting a bunch of pompous world leaders in our city.”

      Miyala rolls her eyes but nods again. “Fine. Get to the perks.”

      Joram grins. “Don’t you wish Orn had a navy… Like Loramir?”

      Miyala drums her fingers on the arm of the couch. “Loramir’s navy is the largest in the world. They have fifty thousand seafaring soldiers.”

      Now Joram’s smile is wicked. “What if we had eighty thousand?”

      “No.” Miyala’s eyes widen. “How did you get her to agree?”

      Joram stands, beckoning Miyala to follow. They walk to the terrace’s stone balcony. In the yard below, Sloane and the others stand talking in a tight group with three tall Fanubans. Sloane turns and waves, smiling sweetly at Joram. The Fanubans look up, still dressed in the loose clothing and high boots of the hot Southerlies. Miyala recognized the tallest of them, a handsome, athletically built person, who raises a hand in greeting as his eyes lock with hers. Romaric Ansolo.

      “What does any of this have to do with Romaric Ansolo?” Miyala asks.

      Joram leans against the terrace wall. “Nothing. Sloane and Willow Iwasaki are lovers. She filled Willow in on the hell the Midcountries are about to rain down on all of us with their obsession with their True God, and she agreed to help.”

      “Oh,” Miyala says softly. “You don’t mind that Sloane and Willow are…”

      Joram frowns. “Lovers? No. We’re not monogamous. Thank you for your concern though.” He bumps her shoulder with his and Miyala steps back.

      “That wasn’t what I…” She’d thought he might be worried that his lover has such a close relationship with Iwasaki, a woman whose ferociously loyal fleet of outlaws rivals any force in Orn. Miyala dismisses the thought as none of her business. “What is Romaric Ansolo doing here?”

      Joram smiles, raising a hand to the Fanuban prince. “Wait…”

      Romaric lifts something that looks like a gold whistle from a cord around his neck and blows. Miyala hears nothing but the trees rustling their needles, shivering in response as a dozen enormous silver eagles, with bright yellow faces and talons, shoot out of the trees and into the night sky.

      “The Harriers,” Miyala gasps. Her favorite childhood tales were of the Harriers of Fanuba, the great raptors that spoke aloud, providing sage advice to the House Heads of old. She hardly knows what to make of this.

      “Yes,” Joram says. “We need more help than just the pirates, or the other countries.” He moves closer to her now, glancing about as though he expects someone to jump out from behind the curtains. “The portals, the ones the Anemoi prince and princess opened so long ago, are destabilizing. Whatever the Legionnaire is doing to prepare its vessel, it’s causing some very strange things to happen. Mythical, impossible things. We are going to need the same kinds of allies to win this.”

      “You don’t think I can kill the vessel in time, do you?” Miyala asks.

      Joram shakes his head, incredulous. “Do you even have another idea of who it might be, beside me?”

      He’s not wrong, but his words sting. “No, do you?”

      Joram Markona smiles as he begins to walk down the stairs, toward the yard. “Someone wants a word with you, your highness.”

      Miyala glances behind her, where one of the Harriers has landed on the terrace wall. They blink patiently at her. Miyala grins at the eagle, then turns back to Joram, her voice commanding. “Who do you think it is, Joram?”

      He’s almost reached the bottom of the stairs now, but he looks up. “I think you’d better have our little Morbida check on the new Zharina. That’s what I think.”

      She watches as he walks into the yard, pieces fitting together quickly in her mind. She’d missed it, dismissed the princess because of her relative youth and the fact that the Lorami wouldn’t see her as a leader, because she was just a girl. She slaps her own forehead, remembering the reports she’d read about the young ruler being seen talking to herself frequently, and inappropriately associating with the High Priest of the True God. It was so obvious, but she’d been blinded by her hatred for Joram. They all had. She nearly staggers under the weight of her mistake.

      “Are you well, my queen?” asks a sharp voice.

      Miyala looks up to find the eagle staring at her, head tilted to the side. “Did you just… speak to me?”

      “Of course, your highness,” the bird says, inclining its head. “I am Kairon Movantri and along with my siblings, I shall be assisting your communications efforts.”

      The bird makes a small bow and Miyala notices the bright contrast of the bright yellow feathers around the draconae bird’s eyes that coordinate perfectly with the color of their bright talons. Kairon is larger than a common eagle, with onyx eyes that glitter with keen intelligence.

      “My communication efforts?”

      The great eagle hops forward, its feathers rustling. “Yes, Miyel’karai. Harriers cannot be observed by magical means, nor are we affected by spells. We cannot be compelled to speak, nor can we be contained by any method of imprisonment. We heard you have a problem with your communications being magically monitored. We can help with that.... And we are very fast. Faster than cynae.”

      Miyala’s heart warms with pleasure. So many things have gone wrong today, but this is something worth delighting in. “I am most pleased to meet you, Kairon Movantri.” She bows slightly, remembering her manners. “I am grateful for your offer of help. How soon can we begin our work together?”

      Kairon hops forward, onyx eyes glittering. “We can begin whenever you have a message you wish to convey. Do you have something you need told?”

      Miyala nods, her crushed hope for the future reassembling in her chest. “I do, Kairon. I need to get a message to Zoravo as soon as possible. Oh, and can your siblings go to Air Sen’ai and Lyonesse as well?”

      “Yes, Miyel’karai. We can do that. Shall we go down to talk with them?”

      Miyala grins. “Yes, please. I would like to meet them all.”
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      The sea breeze floating in from the open sliding doors is cool on Raven’s skin as she carefully places the last of the books she’s prepared on its wooden cradle. The arch-chancellors of the twelve primary courts of Solara will be here in an hour, and everything needs to be perfect. There might not be enough to go on to convince them to join Miyala’s alliance, but she is determined to use what the librarians have found to its best advantage.

      She checks the enormous brass orrery at the center of the room that shows the alignment of Interra in relationship to its moon and the primary planets of this system; the date is set for the Reaping Moon.

      “Everything is where it should be, Pip.”

      Raven smiles at the sound of her childhood nickname, so unlike the name she was given at birth. The General had asked before using it with her, making sure it would not hurt her to hear it. But the only memories the nickname brought up were happy ones with her parents, especially her mother, and she’d said yes. Every time she hears it now, she hears her mother’s voice, strong and rich with feeling, and it warms her soul.

      When she turns, she sees her father is dressed in his finest riding leathers, his beard and moustache neatly combed and his hair braided in a tight plait down his back. He is everything a dragon-rider should be.

      General Akira hugs his daughter’s shoulders, being careful not to muss the careful crown of braids she’s constructed for today’s meeting. “You look beautiful,” he murmurs. “Which is good, because you have a guest.”

      Raven looks past her father’s shoulder to see Bori, looming in the doorway. She glances up at her father, who smiles and adds, “We’ve just spent the morning together.”

      Her heart flops and her father laughs at the horrified look on her face. “We were fine without your hovering.”

      She stifles a laugh of her own. She’d wanted to go to the morning meeting between the Court of Scales and the Court of Fangs, but preparing for this afternoon had been more important. She feels suddenly shy in front of her father, who pushes her gently towards the door, whispering, “I like him.”

      Then she runs straight into Bori’s open arms. It hasn’t been quite two weeks yet, but it feels like ages. He hugs her tightly, kissing her forehead. “I am so glad to see you,” he whispers. “Things went well this morning. Commander Mori and your father are good friends. I think we can convince the arch-chancellors to join us.”

      Raven nods, but barely hears him, or cares about the political machinations about to take place. She’s thought of nothing else for the past nine days, and now she just wants to revel in Bori’s scent and the feel of him close to her. The sound of flapping wings interrupts her from doing so, and she opens her eyes to find an enormous silver eagle landing on the balcony railing.

      Bori pushes her behind him, and General Akira moves so fast she hardly sees him, but he and Bori have both dropped into defensive crouches. She pushes past them. “Stop,” she murmurs, remembering lessons on draconaeic creatures of legend from the Spire. “I believe this is a friend. You are a Harrier, yes? From Fanuba?”

      The eagle nods, its keenly intelligent eyes appraising the situation. When it speaks, its voice is harsh and halting, but clear. “I am Cymbre Movantri, sibling of Kairon Movantri, High Wing of the Harriers. I come from Kilm and your sister, Bori Rodrigal. She says to tell you to stay out of her sock drawer and that the cheese rides at dawn.” The eagle adds, with a solemn blink, “she said you would know what these messages mean.”

      Bori snorts and relaxes, shrugging at the General who gives him a quizzical look. “My family has some very unique jokes.”

      Raven covers her mouth with her hand, then bows slightly to the Harrier, who inclines their head. “Lady Raven, the Miyel’karai has asked that I bring you a message. May I speak freely?”

      “Yes, Cymbre, you may, but can I offer you water, or something to eat first? If you came from Kilm, I assume your journey was long.”

      Cymbre’s onyx eyes blink twice. “It was not a long journey at all, Lady, and I have fed and watered with my cousins below. Thank you for your concern.”

      “Your cousins?” the General asks.

      “The dragons,” Cymbre replies. “Please, I must deliver my message and inquire as to your response. Time is of the essence.”

      Raven’s heart thumps harder at mention of the dragons, but she forces herself to table her questions. The Harrier is focused on their mission and she would not distress it. She nods.

      “The Miyel’karai bids I tell you that Joram Markona is not the Legionnaire’s vessel.” Cymbre continues speaking, but Bori’s swearing and her father’s frustrated growl drown out the eagle’s voice.

      “I’m sorry, Cymbre,” Raven apologizes, stepping closer to the Harrier. “What was that?”

      “The Miyel’karai and her retinue have determined after careful examination of the evidence that the vessel is truly the newly crowned Lorami Zharina. Joram Markona is a Kythrean Elemental, brother to the one you know as Marzana.”

      Raven can only hear the sound of her heart, as both her father and Bori are quiet, processing this information. She nods, urging the Harrier to continue.

      “Your queen asks that you come to Zoravo as quickly as you can, with whatever force you can muster, in time for the Reaping Moon. I have the particulars for your meeting as well, but I can wait for you to fetch a writing implement.”

      The General nods, and leaves the terrace, presumably to fetch such an implement. Raven’s nimble mind works quickly. “Cymbre, would you mind following me inside for a moment? I’d like to make an adjustment to something before I tell you my message for Miyala.”

      Cymbre flaps into the orrery chamber that has been cleared for the meeting with the arch-chancellors. Raven motions for Bori and Cymbre to follow her to the orrery. She resets the location coordinates for the continent and the cogs slowly begin to turn, shifting the huge brass orbs above their heads.

      “What’s it doing?” Bori asks, clearly delighted by the celestial contraption.

      “Showing the astronomical alignment for the day of the Reaping Moon. I had it set in Kilm for the meeting, and the evidence was compelling, but not…  Well, now you can see what I mean.”

      Bori shakes his head as the orrery clicks into place then plays a sequence of the moon blocking out the sun several times. “Is it an eclipse?”

      Cymbre’s wings ruffle. “It is a total eclipse, at high noon. It would not have been as easily seen in Kilm, but of course the eclipse itself would be full anywhere, and the effects will be felt in all the ten realms.”

      Raven motions to Cymbre to continue following her to the table where the three cradles are set up. “Come and see what we found, so you can tell Miyala.”

      Cymbre complies, looking interested in the books. Raven doesn’t know if the Harrier can read, and feels it might be considered rude to ask, so she begins with their most compelling evidence. “This book is called Ephemera Cosmigraphica, and was translated by…”

      Bori gives her a pained look. She rolls her eyes, but skips the longer explanation she had planned for the arch-chancellors. “It’s a Kaziti collection of odd cosmic ephemera, essentially random astronomical knowledge, written by a very prominent court astronomer... anyway… This passage is the one we are most interested in. It reads: When the sun goes dark on the days of the first reap, the ascension begins, after which the Rubrum may only be exterminated with a vessel of starfire.”

      Bori squints at the text. “Didn’t we already know this?”

      Raven smirks cheekily at him. “Yes, but look at these illustrations.” She points to a series of brilliant illuminations. “These are all known vessels of starfire. The first three have been destroyed, but the fourth—well, the fourth is missing. They were all made for the queens of the Larai’haraim, the Anemoi battle-witches.”

      “They’re knives…” Bori breathes, peering at the illuminations. “They don’t mention the vessel being a person?”

      Raven shakes her head. “No, not once. These knives are powerful on their own, but when they are ‘brim full’ of a true Larai queen’s power, they can do things like cut through the fabric of the universe and kill unkillable creatures—when wielded by the right person. The rest of the book is wildly useless knowledge, we are very lucky to have found it.”

      Bori looks confused. “Why? How does this help us?”

      “It means that if we can find this knife, we’ll have a surefire way to kill the Legionnaire, if anything goes wrong on the Reaping Moon. All you have to do is stab it with one of these things, and the power stored inside will do the rest. We still haven’t found a spell to channel the power of a ‘brimfull’ limenara.”

      “So if Mi fails, even though we have Marzana, we still don’t know how to use her to kill the Legionnaire.”

      “Right,” Raven says. “But she won’t fail, and now that we know it’s the Zharina, we can make a plan.”

      “The plan is already in motion,” Cymbre comments. “What does the other text show?”

      “This is the Prophecy of Alcyone. Though it was not labeled as such—this book is a collection of ancient spells from Alcyone’s era.”

      “Is that a mistake?” Bori asks.

      Cymbre hops carefully in front of the book the Prophecy is in. “I do not think so. My people once had a close alliance with the Sirin. Their language is difficult to understand, and even more difficult for humans to translate. I wonder if Atalanta translated it incorrectly.”

      “Or if Verane tampered with the versions we’ve seen, as we believed before. This is written as a set of conditions that must occur before something else will happen,” Raven answers.

      Bori looks to Cymbre. “Will you be able to memorize all of this?”

      Cymbre inclines their head. “I remember all spoken word perfectly. Will you read it aloud to me?”

      Bori nods and Raven smiles encouragingly.

      
        
        Systeri, listen well, for a curse is wrought by the One Most Wretched that may bring ruin upon us all. We must prepare ourselves for the fight ahead, and in doing so, the world. That which swirls invisible in the midst of celestial making and unmaking shall be wrought into terrifying reality in the last days of the world. And so must a great alliance go to war against the forces of the four.

        Behold, the cosmos set before them open doors, which no one may ever shut, though shut they must, by the Voyager’s hand. And by the Miyel’karai’s power, shall the brimfull Vessel of Starfire and Vessel of War meet their end. When the last witch queen rises from battle, there shall be born a new world, bright and terrible as a newborn star and in it shall she guide the People. Seven are the seals that must be broken to weave my spell, and from them arise the last battle of good and evil, though neither may be vanquished. To protect us all, I will tell them to you now.

        Commit these acts to memorie, Systeri of the Ayles. Whisper these words to the wind, so our systren in the North may answer the Miyel’karai’s call. Guard this knowledge with your lives from the Order of the Raven, the sect of the Great Betrayer.

        The first broken seal sets the curse we must fight against in motion. From it emerges the Equitum Rubrum, Legionnaire of Animus, dreadfull and red as the dying star, and the creature is given the power to drain peace from the land, and drive the people to destroy one another at all cost.

        The second seal shall break slowly, and into the world shall ooze an endless hunger. They who cannot abide difference will chain themselves to the Beast, and they who can shall drive the Beast forward, whipping its back, the vile lashes of fate undeterred. And the Beast shall roam throughout the land, gathering the willing and unwilling alike, chaining them all to the turn of a most inhumane wheel. The equity of the People shall be forgotten and the Beast shall consume all in its path.

        In secret is broken the third of the seals, and thus shall reveal a beast of thine salvation and at once shall the Vessel of the Devourer ascend the throne. A crown of flame shall burn upon their alabaster brow and they shall be called righteous, as they cultivate the destruction of their own people.

        When the fourth seal does break, come the unquiet dead to walk the earth in agony. Only shall the one born of sea and scale, of wood and wind, the Strider, hear them. And while they walk this plane, none harmed by them shall have peace and their cries will rise to the heavens, heard by gods and demons alike. Whomst shall answer? I cannot say.

        And when is broken the fifthmost seal, Death shall emerge from the aether to walk once more among the living. Upon the midnight steed shall she ride to turn the tide of the war, blessed by the Burning One through the Voyager’s hand, accompanied by the claw of truth.

        You shall know the breaking of the sixth seal by the quaking of the earth. Day will turn to night and the Hallowed Moon shall rise bloodred to signify the becoming of the three, the Ophanir returned. The Miyel’karai to spell the Devourer into stillness, the Strider to guide it between, and Death to ease its passage. For naught goes quietly without help, and the Devourer’s hold on this world will be deep and tight, wrought from centuries of pain and suffering.

        

      

      “Who is the One Most Wretched?” Bori asks when he’s done reading.

      Raven shakes her head. “We don’t know yet. That name hasn’t appeared in any of our other research, though the librarians are still looking.”

      “What about the seventh seal?” Bori asks.

      Raven sighs. “We don’t know. That’s all there was.”

      Cymbre tilts their head, appearing to be reading, but has nothing to add and turns back to Bori and Raven.

      “And you are the Strider?” Bori asks, as Cymbre watches them. Raven nods, unsure of how Bori will react. He drags her into his arms. “You are amazing,” he says, breathless with enthusiasm. “Truly, you are.”

      Cymbre nods, bowing low. “I am most honored to serve you, Lady Strider. If there is naught else, I have one last message for you and then I will give your General the coordinates and plans for meeting your kin in Zoravo.”

      The General has indeed arrived back with a pencil and paper. The reassuring smile he gives Raven fades into widened eyes and gaping mouth as he gazes past them onto the deck. Cymbre turns. “My Lady, please meet my most distinguished cousin, Sophos. They have been waiting to make your acquaintance.”

      Raven’s throat tightens as she glances up at Bori, afraid to look out onto the observation deck. His eyes shine with tears. “I never thought I’d see it,” he murmurs. “And I thought showing you my shifting would be the big magic of the day.”

      “I can’t look,” she whispers.

      Please come, my little witch, I have been waiting so long to meet you. The voice is crystalline as the water in the bay, soft as a cloud, and sharp as lightning in her head.

      She turns slowly, fists clenched tightly to her heart. The dragon hovers in the air, just above the deck, effortless and steady. And enormous. Its silvery blue scales and obsidian talons are familiar to her. This is the creature who rescued her from her fall at Lyonesse.

      “It was you,” she says, walking forward.

      Yes, it was not time for us to meet, but I could not let you fall. Nor will I ever. Come, witchling. We have time before the arch-chancellors arrive. Let us fly.

      “Sophos wants to fly,” she says softly, glancing at her father for approval. She’s heard everything he had to say about the Courts revoking the gendered vocational standards, but still, if there was any lingering doubt in him, this would be the moment for it.

      The smile plastered on the General’s face is so childlike in wonder, the tears streaming down his face as he falls to his knees are so pure, she goes to him, putting her arms around him. “Go,” he says, his voice full of joy. “Go and meet your destiny, Pip.”

      “I will finish here with your father and then take your message to our queen,” Cymbre adds. “Enjoy yourself, my Lady.”

      Bori nods vigorously and Raven turns, standing to face Sophos. Waves of unconditional love emanate toward her, the bonds of affinity between them solidifying by the second. She runs lithe and strong, taking one long, graceful leap into the air, off the balcony. Sophos adjusts to meet her and as though by instinct she is astride their great neck, burying her fingers in their silken mane.

      “I will bring her back in time for your meeting,” Sophos says aloud. They shoot into the sky, into a small bank of fluffy clouds. Though I do not think you will need to try very hard to convince them to help you now, they add privately.

      And as they disappear into a cloud, emerging into a celestial clearing, far above Air Sen’ai, she sees why. Hundreds of dragons are waiting. The aerial legion of the Court of Scales shall be reborn.
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      After nearly two weeks hiding in the Liberation Front’s safehouse, we are finally having our meeting with their leaders this evening. This is excellent, because if I have to stay locked up in this stuffy house another day, I may lose my good sense. I’ve vowed never to come this far south in the summer again, unless I’m traveling to the Southerlies, where they know how to make the heat tolerable.

      These Lorami houses are built foolishly, letting almost no airflow through, and tempers are severely on edge. After spending two weeks with Lohke and Natassa, we’ve been able to glean more than we’d like about the Front as an organization, and it’s lucky for them that they’ve finally agreed to meet, as I’m ready to tear their organization apart from the inside.

      From what I gather, the Front is run by bigots, only slightly better than the aristos they hate. And in that, I fear if and when they do take power, they seek to simply replace their royalty, not completely dismantle the systems they’ve built. Nat and Lohke are at a loss for how to address this. Though I’ve asked why Arquessa would not have warned us about this factor, they have no answers for me. They share my concerns, but fear the consequences of disloyalty.

      They won’t tell me what happens to those termed “disloyal” to the Front, but Fenric picked up some disturbing rumors during his time with the Brotherhood of Ghosts. He, Morgaine and I have been trying to figure out what we’ll do if they don’t seem trustworthy, but ultimately, we need this meeting to determine if we can work with them. Nyx and I are talking all this over together in the courtyard, trying desperately to catch any stray breeze, when the sound of wings from above catches her notice.

      A Harrier approaches, she warns me.

      I reach for a knife, but she whickers, nudging my hand away from it. Harriers are of the People. They are messengers and friends. This one hails from your sister.

      She presses her nose into my shoulder in reassurance. I trust her completely. If she says this is a friend, they are. I look up to find a silver eagle descending swiftly into the courtyard at a speed that worries me. When it lands smoothly atop a low wall in the courtyard, I’m impressed enough to make a small bow. “Greetings, Harrier.”

      “Hello, Morbida. I am Kairon Movantri.” The eagle inclines its head towards Nyx. “Greetings, Dark One.”

      Nyx makes a small bow, opening her mind to us both. The Claw comes.

      Indeed, Bayun enters the courtyard, blinking sleepily. Hello, Harrier.

      “I come from your sister, and have news from Air Sen’ai.”

      “May I offer you refreshment?” I ask, worried the bird has traveled far.

      “No, but many thanks for your kindness. Your family is quite generous… My people appreciate that you treat us as equals. I come with news. Your sister travels here for the Reaping Moon.”

      Surprise licks at my temples. “What happened to meeting in Kilm?”

      “Will you sit, so we may talk?” the eagle asks.

      I loom over them, standing here like a lump. To correct this, I sit atop the low wall the Harrier perches on, crossing my legs so that Bayun may sit comfortably in my lap, as I sense the Harrier is quite business-like and would like to tell us their news in one straight shot. When we are settled, the Harrier begins.

      “The Miyel’karai met with Joram Markona. He is not the Legionnaire’s vessel, but Marzana’s sibling.”

      I nod when they pause, urging them on. Clearly, they’ve been warned this news may disturb me. If Miyala is coming here, I know another solution has been found, so I try to stay patient until the eagle is finished speaking.

      Kairon continues. “Through the research your sister has procured, along with news from Air Sen’ai, we have determined the Zharina is our best candidate, but we would like you to confirm.”

      I nod. “We may already have the evidence you seek. Tell me everything you know so far.”

      The Harrier recounts everything Mi and Raven have learned since we parted. I’m strangely heartened to hear that Mercutia and the others have rejoined them. I’ve missed Lieu and Kolya terribly. “This is good,” I say when Kairon pauses. “The Crimson Mark. Dragons.” For the first time, I think we may have a shot at winning this, which encourages me. “Mi and the Vindicata will be here for the Reaping Moon?”

      “Yes, we envision a covert mission. Not all out battle. In and out quickly. Your sister and the Vindicata prepare to leave, even as we speak. We anticipate the celebration of the first harvest will slow travel into the city, but Miyala plans to use the Watcher to transport everyone here under the cover of their glamour. The dragons will join us, as well as the Crimson Mark, in case there is trouble, though they will stay well off shore unless there is need for their aid. Your sister fears showing too many of her alliances too soon.”

      Bayun nods, blinking at me. It all sounds plausible.

      “What have you found that might help us so far?” the eagle asks.

      I tell Kairon everything I know about the Zharina, including Morgaine’s oddly coincidental meeting with her. “You’ve arrived on an important day for us. I’m meeting with the Front, and Morgaine is headed to the summer palace today.”

      “The Voyager must take care. We should assume the Zharina is aware of who she actually is.”

      My stomach tightens with worry. “Will you go with her?” I ask Bayun. “Help to keep her safe?”

      Of course, Bayun replies. Kairon, will you stay until we return?

      “Yes. Might I roost in the stables? I find I am a bit worn after all.”

      I glance up to find Fenric and Natassa watching from the house door. They’ve heard most of our conversation then. I nod to them and they disappear into the house. “Of course,” I say. “There is water for the equines in there as well. Do you need food?”

      “No, thank you. I will procure my own sustenance.” The eagle flaps into the stable, settling near Nyx’s things, and appears to fall immediately to sleep.

      “What a useful talent,” I muse, mildly jealous. Falling asleep has always been difficult for me. “Will you stay with Kairon?” I ask Nyx. “Make sure they have everything they need?”

      My sweet hysan presses her face to mine, careful not to nudge me too hard with her horns. Yes, they will regale me with tales of their aerie when they wake. I have long wanted to hear tell of their home.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, kissing her nose. “I guess you and I should get ready to go.”

      Bayun jumps up and I follow him into the house to help Fenric and Natassa explain the changes in our plans to Morgaine and Lohke.
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      When we’re done discussing things, Natassa and Lohke both show signs of mild shock and awe in their auras. “Your sister must be a powerful witch,” Natassa whispers. “To treat with such creatures. Dragons? Harriers? Watchers… She sounds like the stuff of legends.”

      “That she is,” I agree. I need some time to think my strategy with the Front leaders over again. “I’m going to lie down for a bit.”

      As I walk up the stairs, I hear Fenric tell the story of how my sister rescued the Watcher of Urukhesh and the Black Sands in the Dark Quarter. Hearing him tell it makes me miss home more than ever. The news that we won’t be allowed to return after the Hallowed Moon consortium is devastating. I need time to process and my head has started to hurt.

      Morgaine follows me. “Are you all right?”

      I rub my aching temples. “No, not really. I always thought that at the end of this we’d go home. I know that’s foolish, given who Mi is and all that, but I thought… I thought I might be able to go back with June and Birdy at least.”

      She takes my hand. “And now everything’s changing so fast.”

      I know she means more than just Joram Markona’s expelling us from Orn. She’s going to leave too. Pile that on top of the idea that I might not be the vessel the Prophecy referred to and… it’s a lot to take in.

      “Can I tell you what I think?” she asks as we lay down together on the cot we’re sharing.

      “Of course,” I murmur, loving the way her fingers feel in my hair.

      “I think there’s very little chance that Miyala will kill the vessel before the Legionnaire takes hold.” When I grimace, she presses her fingers to my lips. “I think it’s possible, but I think what I’m meant to find is through the portal in the summer palace—I think it’s the real vessel of starfire. The knife.”

      I take a sharp breath in. “You think that’s what Neythe wants you to find?”

      Bayun enters and curls up between us. I think he will fall asleep, but his eyes fly open when Morgaine speaks. “No, she told me to find her niece. Someone called Ouriel Melanippe, or she might be going by the name Ava Aurildis. I think this Ouriel, or Ava, whatever she’s called, might be the one with the knife we’re looking for.”

      Bayun’s tail bristles like a wire brush and he trembles between us. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Ouriel? Penthe told you to find her?

      I know Morgaine must hear him, because she nods. “Yes. Do you know anything about the knife? The true vessel of starfire?”

      Bayun turns three times, an incredibly irritated look in his topaz eyes. I know he’s thinking, sorting lifetimes of information through. The knife that cut through worlds belongs to Ouriel. I have never heard it called a vessel of starfire, but Ouriel’s primary element is elemental fire, the same as a falling star, so perhaps this is accurate.

      Without him saying a thing, I understand why he is so disturbed. Ouriel is his princess, the one who disappeared. It all makes sense. His aura is full of grief, as though he is losing her all over again. I pick him up and hug him.

      “I hate this,” I whisper.

      He growls in my arms, but I know he isn’t angry, just agreeing with me. Morgaine looks deeply sympathetic. “Poor little love,” she says, pressing a kiss to the back of his head.

      We’ve been exchanging stories for the past few days while we wait for the leaders of the Front to name a time for our meeting. I’ve told her all about the things Bayun mentioned while we were on Kythrea, and his reluctance to tell me more. I think we both understand now that he’s probably been brooding over Ouriel since we got back from Kythrea.

      “Could you give us a minute?” I ask Morgaine.

      “Of course,” she says, kissing my forehead and scratching Bayun’s chin. “I’m going to go clean up. We’ll need to head out soon.”

      When Morgaine’s footsteps fall away, I cuddle Bayun closer to me. He stretches out, his back pressed against my torso, despite the stuffy heat of the bedroom. He purrs softly, the way he does when he’s distressed.

      “Are you all right?”

      I do not know. I feel frightened.

      “Of what?”

      He doesn’t answer and my heart skips a beat. Now I am frightened. “What is it?”

      When Morgaine goes through the portal, I need to go with her.

      I feel so sick, I think I will vomit. A riot of emotions clouds my head, my heart, my aura. Jealousy, fear, grief. “I… I… Will you come back?”

      Yes! But I think things might be easier with Ouriel if I helped Morgaine. We will leave together and return together.

      A silent sob nearly chokes me. “You promised we’d never be parted again.”

      I am sorry to break that promise, but Ouriel is dangerous and difficult. Penthe risks Morgaine by sending her alone.

      Now my blood runs cold. I’ve warned Morgaine about the Anemoi, passing on what Hadran told me at the gate, but I get the impression she thinks this will all be a big adventure, like her trips to the Void Lands. And the Anemoi? She trusts them far too much in my opinion.

      “You’ll protect each other?”

      Yes. I promise you, Echo. I wouldn’t leave you if I thought there was another way to keep her safe. I love her too.

      My heart clenches in bittersweet ache to hear him say it. “Fine,” I agree. “But I don’t have to like it.”

      He flops onto his back and purrs louder. Now he is soothing me, not himself. His topaz eyes shine with love for me, and I press my face into his fuzzy chest to keep from crying. “You’d better go tell Nyx,” I whisper. “She won’t like it.”

      Bayun licks my forehead and hops down. I’ll bring Morgaine home safe and when the war is over, we will find our place. All of us. Together.

      I wait until I hear the last of his soft pawsteps on the stairs to cry my heart out. When Morgaine returns from washing up, I’ve composed myself and changed clothes.

      She rubs her damp hair with her towel and she smells of soap. “Bayun says he’s coming with me. To Earth.”

      I nod, unable to make eye contact with her.

      Her arms go round my shoulders. “It’ll all come out just fine, gorgeous. We’ll be all right.”

      I hug her close, smelling her neck and hair, kissing her jaw and lips. “I know you will. It’s me I’m worried about.”

      “Will you keep track of Urkayn for me? I know he’s a silly pup, but he needs you.”

      “I’ll get him right after the Reaping Moon. I promise.”

      “You remember where we said we’d meet the Chimani?” she asks.

      “Yes, in the summer camp, outside Kilm. I know it well. I will take him with me to Kilm. He’ll love it. Nyx… Well, you know how she feels about him.” Nyx had treated Urkayn like her foal the entire time we traveled together. She will probably have him speaking mind to mind by the time Morgaine returns.

      “Are you going to try to go through the portal today?” I ask softly, not wanting to know the answer.

      “Perhaps, if the moment seems right. Since Bayun’s coming with me, I may have to go. But I’d like to be able to let you know what you’re getting into with Sarka. It will all depend on the situation, but I think we’ll try to just scout its location today.”

      I hear it then, the excitement in her voice. “You understand that this is dangerous, don’t you? That Ouriel is dangerous? That Earth is dangerous?”

      A smile infused with so much arrogant swagger that I cannot help but think of the night we met spreads over her face. She kisses me, swiftly, her tongue dancing against mine until my knees buckle.

      “You’re what’s dangerous here, gorgeous,” she murmurs in my ear as her fingers deftly move over the buttons of the shirtwaist I’ve donned for the meeting with the Front leaders. I cannot wait to get back to a civilized country where I don’t have to compromise movement for propriety. Even Natassa agrees that I have to wear at least a walking skirt to the meeting with the Front leaders.

      “Don’t change the subject,” I plead, without much conviction. I’m so distracted by her hands that I don’t hear the footsteps in the hall.

      “It’s time to…” Lohke smirks at the sight of us. “You two, you’re worse than Fenric and Natassa.”

      Both of us look up, surprised. “Are they...” Morgaine’s words trail off, as she watches my face.

      Lohke laughs. “I don’t think they’ve done anything yet, but you haven’t noticed all the looks they’re giving each other?”

      We both shrug. I noticed, but haven’t wanted to remark on it. It’s not any of my business. I brush a kiss on Morgaine’s cheek. “Be safe,” I murmur, checking the clock in the hallway. “I think you need to go if you’re going to make it on time.”

      She nods, slipping away from me. Lohke loops an arm through mine. “Everyone’s abandoning you but me,” they say lightly. It isn’t a cruel statement, and there is a playful tone in their voice.

      “We are stuck together,” I respond, the same lightness in my voice that covers all the hurt.

      “And when they’re gone, you and I are going to make some trouble of our own,” Lohke says.

      I look into their inhuman lavender eyes and smile, reflecting the cold mischievousness I find there perfectly. “I’m so glad we’re on the same page.”
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      The ride through the lesser city to meet the Liberation Front leaders is bewildering. Burnt out buildings are boarded over, with messages detailing the former residents’ “sins” on the doorways, reminding the commonfolk what actions will see you hanged on Gallows Hill. When we ride through Water Street in Bohoeme, once my favorite district in the lesser city, my heart drops into my stomach.

      What used to be there? Nyx asks as I gape at the section of the city that is simply gone, reduced to rubble.

      Great artists, brilliant academics. All the beauty this city had to offer. It was all there, a haven in this awful place for people like me.

      People like us, she responds with a sweet whicker of support.

      I pat her neck and lower my body to hug her. “Yes,” I say aloud. “People like us.”

      The Claw may leave us, but I will remain. I know how to keep a promise.

      “You’re angry,” I murmur.

      Of course I am angry. He should stay here. They both should. People should not travel to other worlds. They should stay put on the ones they belong in.

      I switch back to our form of mindspeech, as the streets are growing more crowded in this part of the city and I don’t want to draw more attention than necessary by conversing with my equine. We’ve already set a temporary dye on her coat and mane, to dull the indigo sheen that marks her as a hysan. She hates it, but it is necessary. Nothing can change the elegant lines of her body, but we’ve done the best we can. She’s a valuable fighter, and I cannot be parted from her.

      They’ll be all right. They’ll protect each other. As we will, on our own.

      She snorts, sending me images of Bayun as a tiny kitten. All her memories of him flood my mind, mixing with her memories of Morgaine. She loves them both beyond measure and it breaks my heart to feel her sadness. There’s nothing I can say to comfort her, because I feel the same way.

      Lohke trails us on foot, watching to ensure we aren’t followed, while Fenric and Natassa ride ahead. I watch them as they ride, their common equines walking close to one another as they talk, and every so often their knees brush. A blush creeps over Fenric’s cheeks and onto his ears. He likes her, and I think she likes him too. When he looks away, to call out to some children to watch out, she steals a longing glance at him.

      Well, Nyx huffs. He moved on quickly.

      It’s good, I say, and it is. I only hope she’s good to him, if that’s what they both want. He deserves it. When we reach the inn that houses the Front’s operation, Nyx and I both quiet down.

      Remember to stay on guard, I say as I pass her off to a hostler in the yard.

      I don’t need reminders, Echo, she says testily as she walks away.

      “I was reminding myself too,” I mutter as I follow Fenric and Natassa into the inn. Since I became the Vindicata’s assassin, this is the longest I’ve gone without going on a major job. I feel out of practice and out of sorts. After what happened at the Cloisters, it feels strange to be glad for a Sirinvila’s help, but I’m relieved to have Lohke watching my back. I feel for their aura, just to see if I can, now that I know them better, and indeed, I can tell they’re just a few blocks away. When they move further off, doubling back to check on something, I assume, I lose track of them.

      We are led to a back room, behind the inn’s common room. Noise from the bar and dining area dulls as the heavy door shuts behind us. The room is empty, save for a table and chairs. Natassa motions for us to sit. “They won’t all come,” she reminds us. “Just two or three of them. Maybe just one.”

      I nod as we sit. She’s told us not to expect the full cohort of Front leaders. They have a policy to never be in the same room at the same time, apparently, to avoid leadership being wiped out entirely if they’re attacked. The room is painted a dingy white and there’s nothing special about the table or chairs. No one speaks as we wait. Fenric and Natassa are nervous, I can read it in their auras, but their anxiety seems directed at one another, rather than the situation we’re in.

      I try not to smile by focusing on shapes in the plaster of the dull white walls. I sense Lohke’s aura entering the inn, mingling with Nyx’s. They’re in the stables. I don’t expect them to join us. Apparently, they are not well-trusted by the Front’s leaders, due to their heritage.

      Eventually, there is a noise on the other side of the door we entered. I don’t like that there’s only one way in or out of this place, but they did not forbid us to be armed, so I’m fairly certain we can win if it comes to a fight. When the door opens, a tall, slender person enters. They are pale, with faded brown hair and pale blue eyes. It would be impossible to pick them out in a crowd; their face is so usual, sharing so many common Lorami features that no matter which way they turn, they seem both familiar and like no one at all.

      Natassa rises quickly, nearly toppling her chair. She bows as the person enters, which surprises me. She nudges Fenric as though she wants him to stand and bow with her. “This is Cato, leader of the Front. Show him your respect.” The plea in her voice makes my stomach turn.

      Fenric gives Natassa a sympathetic look, and he rises, as I do, but neither of us bow. Cato is not our leader. Both of us incline our heads slightly to show proper respect, as is common in the Northern Reaches. Cato looks immediately displeased by our performance and my unease grows.

      “Sit,” he commands.

      Fenric and I exchange a glance, but we do sit. Cato holds the letters of state Miyala sent and, as he sits, he tosses them back to me with a sneer. “Your ‘queen’ is a Fanuban child. You are nothing more than criminals. The Front is over seventy-five years old. What do you think you could possibly offer us?”

      So there will be no pleasantries. That is fine with me, but Fenric’s jaw clenches and his hand drifts to one of his knives. I kick him sharply under the table, reminding him to let me speak. “You’ve had seventy-five years to solve Loramir’s problems, and I was sold to a home for wayward children fifteen years ago. The Front didn’t rescue me, the Vindicata did.”

      A flash of anger passes through Cato’s aura. I need to tread carefully. I’m not here to make enemies, but what I’ve heard of these people thus far does not impress me, and with the news we received this morning, I’m not certain how much we need their help any longer. Still, I remind myself of my commitment to help people like Natassa and Lohke. This is my best opportunity to do that. “With the imperial situation, it’s no wonder, and we know you’ve done the best you can. As we have. We believe a unification of our efforts will yield better results for everyone.”

      Cato laughs dismissively. “You hope your Fanuban queen will rule the world in favor of people like you, not people like us.”

      Natassa sucks a sharp breath in and I spare a glance for her. Fury clouds her aura, and from the look in her eyes, it’s all for Cato. I shake my head. This Cato seems like the exact kind of person who makes up codes like “velvet peony” and who thinks they’re clever, when in reality they are a paragon of mediocrity, only slightly better than the aristos. People like Cato simply want the power transferred to them, not to break the structures that oppress people, not to make people’s lives better.

      “People… like you?” I ask. “What does that mean?”

      Cato sighs, glaring back at Natassa, the venom in his voice pointed. “I think you know very well what I mean. We may not want to be oppressed by aristos, but we do not want to turn into the cesspit of criminals Orn has become since your revolution either.”

      He doesn’t say “unnaturals”—using the word “criminals” instead—but I do know very well what he means. I glance at Natassa, whose auric shame is nearly overwhelming her fury. So, I was right in assuming the Front is divided in how they feel about what they call “queerfolk” and people who don’t share the same pale skin their leaders do. I notice he’s emphasized Miyala’s Fanuban heritage more than once, and it is clear to me what he means. This isn’t entirely a surprise, but it does sadden me. I’d hoped they were better than this.

      I let out a long breath. “So you’ve ignored all my sister wrote in her letters to you. I’m sorry to hear you don’t share our goals. Perhaps we should reassess our offer of alliance.”

      Cato is uncomfortable now and Fenric is tense enough to spring across the table. I kick him again. Cato will either accept what we offer or he will not.

      “Of course we do not want those of un—erm, unusual persuasions, to be imprisoned or killed.”

      I raise my eyebrows and tilt my head to indicate that I am listening.

      “I only meant that we wish to make laws and live by the morality we see fit.”

      I nod. “Ah, the morality you see fit. And who will decide which morality that will be, when the time comes? You? The Front leaders?”

      Again, Cato appears uncomfortable. I’m not sure what he was expecting, but apparently I am not it. Now he utilizes silence, hoping, I assume, to bait me into saying something uncontrolled. I pull the familiar mantle of the nothing-feeling around me on purpose, dulling the anger that makes me reactive. “If the Front agrees to hold free elections when the monarchy is overthrown, we will ally with you. Do you have the authority to agree to such a thing today?”

      Cato bristles, resenting the jab, I suppose. “Free elections were always a part of our plan.”

      He shifts in his chair. I am well aware that the Front needs our aid, needs the sheer mass of fighters that have joined us already. We know this already from Arquessa. With their numbers so diminished from the most recent crackdowns on “unnaturalness,” they need the people we’re amassing, and their own refugees are already flocking to Lyonesse, reducing their force even more significantly.

      When Cato doesn’t say anything else I take it as agreement to our terms, allowing a smile to spread over my face. “Wonderful. Then we’ll be in touch with further details about the consortium on the Hallowed Moon in Kilm. The Warlord will host, and we’ll plan what comes next for the Ten Realms.”

      “Will your queen have dealt with the problem of the Devourer by then?” Cato asks.

      I shrug. “It’s a complicated process, but the Devourer shall be dealt with.” I’m absolutely not willing to say more. “I believe we are done for today. If I may make a suggestion, it would be wise to bring leadership a bit more representative of the dissidents to the consortium. You know... women, those of the medial genders, queerfolk. People like us.”

      Once again, Cato bristles as though I’ve said something repulsive. “The Front is led by men such as myself. That is who shall attend the consortium.”

      I shrug. “As you wish.” Rage burns in my veins, but this is a moment to get something more out of him, not make him angry for no reason. “We have one more stipulation in order to agree to an alliance.”

      Cato glares. “What is that?”

      “Natassa Lissova and the Sirinvila Lohke will lead a team of their choosing to aid us. We have a mission in the city at First Harvest, which will create quite a stir. If you prove to us you can help us now, we’ll agree to help you when the war begins. Natassa and Lohke will be your official liaisons and will represent the Front’s interests to the queen.”

      They need us. They’ve already agreed to our other terms. He has no choice but to agree to this. I can feel Natassa’s held breath from here.

      Furious at the request, Cato spits out, “How many?”

      I look to Natassa and grin. “As many as Nat thinks she needs.”

      Cato pushes back from the table, his chair teetering with the force of his anger. “Fine. We’ll see your queen in Kilm.”

      When he disappears, I know I’ve made another enemy, but it feels like a victory all the same.
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      The summer palace is beyond anything Morgaine has ever seen. She traveled extensively in Kazit when she turned sixteen, where the Sarayas of the royal houses favor expensive building materials, preferring to impress by spending money on the most prominent artisans and architects, masters of their craft. By contrast, the Zhars clearly prefer a more literal show of wealth and power.

      The interior of the palace is decorated in soft, candy-colored pastel hues, as well as an abundance of gold. Everywhere Morgaine looks, intricately carved leaves, flowers, animals and ocean life are covered in gold. Gilded nude statues line the entryway to the throne room, and the crystal chandeliers that are clustered in close proximity to one another are hung so low that Morgaine feels if she were a tiny bit taller, she could tickle the crystals to see if they’d chime.

      When she’d handed the guards the Zharina’s card they laughed in such a way that Morgaine’s chest had clenched with fear. She isn’t sure what to expect from today. Bayun is nowhere to be seen, but he’d assured her when they parted ways that he would be nearby. They’d agreed it would be prudent to approach the portal carefully, if they can find it, and make every attempt to report back to the Vindicata. Neither mentioned the fact that they both are beginning to regret agreeing to this mission in the first place, but it was there between them, a silent worry.

      When she enters the throne room, Morgaine’s focus narrows. At first, she can’t find Sarka Zharina. She isn’t on the grand dais that holds two gold thrones which are surrounded by more gilded statues and filigree. Instead, she’s seated in a windowsill, knees drawn to her chest. She wears a shirtwaist and walking skirt, much like the ones Echo left in today, and something about the image pulls at Morgaine’s heartstrings.

      When the Zharina sees Morgaine, her eyes light up. “Oh, Morgan, you’ve come,” she says, her voice soft. She rises and Morgaine goes to her, bowing low as Sarka Zharina offers her hand.

      Morgaine kisses it, and Sarka offers her a seat on the windowsill. “No one else is coming, of course,” Sarka says, but her eyes dart to the same two corners of the room. “No one but us.”

      She shudders slightly as she says “us,” and Morgaine remembers what Bayun said about her hallucinations. Morgaine wonders what she sees.

      “It was kind of you to come. When you didn’t arrive on time, I thought you’d probably decided not to.”

      Morgaine glances at the pocket watch she is wearing today. She is right on time. “I must have misunderstood what time you said to call, your majesty. Apologies.”

      Sarka glances at the watch, sees the time and looks confused for a moment. Then she murmurs, “They’ve been changing my clocks again.”

      Her mouth screws up in frustration, her pale skin pinkening at the cheeks. Sarka Zharina is the epitome of what the Lorami consider beautiful: pale, thin to the point of gauntness, with a perfectly symmetrical face. Morgaine feels nothing but pity when she looks at her though, pretty as she may be. Dangerous as she is, Morgaine reminds herself. It’s hard to imagine the soft, vulnerable girl in front of her as the Devourer’s host, but perhaps that is part of the trick. It’s certainly fooled everyone—until now, anyway.

      “Would you show me around a bit?” Morgaine asks. “If no one else is coming, why don’t we amuse ourselves?”

      Sarka’s pale blue eyes light up. “That is an excellent idea. Of course, I can show you the throne room and the portrait gallery. Both are open to the public at various times, so that would be all right.”

      Something shifts in the Zharina’s face then, as though she is listening to something, and a sharp flash of malice in her eyes changes her face, before it smoothes into her sweet demeanor once more. “And I can give you the real tour. Tell you all the secrets of the Zhars. Would you like that?”

      Morgaine smiles as though they are sharing a delicious secret, though a droplet of cold fear rolls slowly down her back. “I would love it.”

      Sarka nods and begins walking towards the dais, where she obviously expects Morgaine to follow. A few long strides, and she’s caught up to the Zharina, who is detailing how many kilograms of gold leaf were used in construction of the summer palace. Morgaine struggles to listen.

      Somewhere close by, she feels the portal. But it isn’t in the throne room. Sarka has paused. “Shall we head to the portrait gallery? So much more interesting than how much gold leaf we smothered everything with.”

      Morgaine forces a polite laugh. “Is the gallery beyond the throne room?”

      Sarka nods, “Yes, just this way. You’ll see.”

      They walk down a short hallway and enter the gallery from the end closest to the throne room. Each step they take, Morgaine feels the portal tugging at her, beckoning to her. The gallery is overwhelming. Every square inch of every wall has been covered in framed portraits with a few large landscapes scattered in, a blessed break from all the eyes staring out of the gilded frames. There is only one enormous set of glass doors in the room to let light in, which Sarka explains is because gradually all the windows have been covered to make room for more portraits. Outside the doors is a large terrace with a table and chairs.

      “We’re running out of wall space. It has a pleasant effect though.”

      Morgaine nods, examining the portraits as well as she can while Sarka tells salacious stories about her favorites. When Morgaine turns to see the rest of the room behind her, she stifles her urge to cry out. At the opposite end of the room hangs an enormous painting, vastly different from all the rest. The frame has been fashioned to look like an ornate golden archway. The painting inside is not a portrait of Lorami aristocracy, or a classic landscape, but a forest clearing that overlooks the sea. It is painted in such a realistic fashion that Morgaine openly gapes at it.

      “Ah, yes. That one is special, isn’t it?” Sarka asks when she catches Morgaine’s attention. “It has a bit of magic to it. Look closer.”

      Sarka’s voice is sibilant and soft, and the dangerous game Morgaine plays clarifies in this moment. Sarka knows why she’s here, knows who she is. But does she know that Morgaine knows she knows? The line of thinking is dizzying enough to nauseate her, not to mention the fact the portrait’s call is now impossible to ignore.

      Morgaine steps closer and the painting begins to hum. She glances at the Zharina, wondering if she hears, but she is talking about how it is the oldest painting in the palace. When Morgaine is close enough to see the brush strokes in the paint, she understands that Sarka did not use the term “magic” as a euphemism. The ocean in the distance of the painting is moving faintly, waves rippling the water.

      “Alexei says nobody needs actual windows when we have the magical landscape,” Sarka murmurs. This is the first time she’s mentioned Alexei, but Morgaine can hardly think clearly enough to ask a clever question. Somehow, the painting is the portal, the place itself is real, and the magic is that it looks like a painting to the casual observer.

      Sarka comes to stand next to Morgaine, who does her best not to shudder. “It changes time of day as well. The silly thing isn’t coordinated to what time of day it is here, so the artist clearly wasn’t a very good magician, but the effect is still charming.”

      Morgaine nods to show she’s listening. She has a strong sense that they should move away from the painting. “Artists,” she scoffs. “Tell me about this creature… She looks a bit like you.”

      Sarka looks at the portrait Morgaine is pointing to, on the opposite wall and smiles faintly, though there is another emotion in her eyes as well—fear? “That’s Mama,” she whispers.

      The frame looks ancient, undusted, and is gathered with several other portraits that Sarka has already explained are hundreds of years old. Morgaine frowns. “Your mother?”

      Sarka’s eyes clear. “Sorry, no. Obviously not. My great, great grandmother. Alexei’s great-great-grandmother’s second cousin, thrice removed, or something like that. Our family fell into some disfavor for a number of years after her death.” Sarka continues, and her voice is distant now. “But I brought the grandeur back to our family. I captured Alexei’s heart, and now… Well, it’s like one of those romantic old folktales, isn’t it?”

      The lie is so plain that Morgaine’s heart hurts for the girl, despite everything she knows about her. Morgaine can’t help but wonder who Sarka was before the Legionnaire got its claws in her.

      Sarka’s eyes are unfocused now, her expression wan as her hands flutter over her chest. “Leave us be, Irina,” she whispers. “Leave us be.”

      “What’s that?” Morgaine asks casually.

      “Do you see her?” Sarka asks, pointing to an empty corner near the gallery door.

      Morgaine shakes her head. “No, your majesty, I don’t, but that means nothing. I’m rather unperceptive.”

      Sarka nods. “So you believe me then?”

      “That you see someone in that corner? Oh, yes. I believe you are a sensitive person. I believe what you see is real. Would it comfort you to tell me what it is?”

      The Zharina shakes her head. “No, no. I don’t think so. But may I ask you a serious question?” She clasps Morgaine’s hands in hers. “Have you read One Hundred Stories of the Saints?” Morgaine nods, though she hasn’t. This may be the only way to keep Sarka talking. “So you know then, about the saints. About what made them saints. Their abilities? The things that happened to them before they reached sainthood?”

      “Of course,” Morgaine says gently.

      “Do you think it’s possible—oh, no… I can’t even say it.”

      Morgaine wonders. She takes a risk, given she hasn’t actually read the book. “Do I think it’s possible that you might be a saint?”

      The Zharina laughs with relief. “Oh, do you?”

      Does Sarka know what’s happening to her? Morgaine tilts her head to the side slightly, as though she is appraising the Zharina. “You know, I think it is.”

      Sarka’s eyes are too big, too glossy, as she clasps her hands to her heart, but if Morgaine had to guess, she genuinely believes what’s happening to her is a religious experience of some kind. Her words are a riot of uncontrolled enthusiasm. “When the voice returns, it will be so pleased to hear that I've figured it out. I shall be the True God’s saint. His holy vessel.”

      Morgaine wonders if Sarka knows how true what she’s saying actually is. From the happy tears that shine in her eyes, Morgaine wagers not. Footsteps echo down the long hallway, eliciting a fleeting look of pure hatred on Sarka’s face. Again, she smoothes it into demure sweetness when Alexei enters the gallery.

      “What in seventeen hells is this?” Alexei shouts, glaring at Morgaine. “Guards!”

      Sarka steps closer to Morgaine, whispering, “You should go. If you go out to the terrace, the path through the garden will take you out to the old city-gate. You should be able to slip out through there. Alexei thinks it’s permanently locked, but I use it often.”

      “Thank you,” Morgaine says, meaning it. “Will you be all right?”

      Alexei is storming towards them now, and the sound of guards approaching should worry her, but something still concerns Morgaine about the human woman the Legionnaire has taken over. It feels dishonorable to leave her here with Alexei and her guards.

      “Oh, I’ll be fine,” Sarka says, her voice changed. Dread pools in Morgaine’s stomach but when the Zharina looks up at her, there’s nothing suspicious about her face. Only worry in her eyes. “Go, please. But will you come back for tea on the day of First Harvest? I’m not allowed to attend the festival. Everyone else is going, so we shall be alone.”

      “Yes,” Morgaine agrees and then slips out the gallery doors, disappearing into the garden.

      That was close, Bayun says, seeming to materialize out of thin air.

      Morgaine nods as they slip out the old city-gate, unsure of what to make of the Zharina’s strange behavior.
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      When this is all over, Miyala promises herself, she will never agree to crowd herself into a structure with anyone outside her immediate family in the high heat of summer ever again. The reunion between Echo and the Vindicata was sweet, especially between Lieu, Kolya and her sister, but aside from that, the last day has felt a week long.

      Natassa Lissova’s people are scared of the Vindicata, and Miyala can’t really blame them. They’ve got potential, but the Vindicata are potential realized and surpassed. And to these people, they are legendary fighters, which makes Lissova’s people irritating.

      Kolya and Badar are enjoying the attention, but Franco and Mercutia are annoyed by it and their snapping makes Lissova’s people jumpy. Lieu is simply… absent. She and Aryx use their considerable talent for glamour to hide on the roof, claiming they are keeping watch, but Miyala knows the truth: they’re escaping the tension in the house.

      At least Fenric had the foresight to get Kolya and Badar to teach Lissova’s people some hand fighting this morning, and the two crews are in the courtyard training together while they have this meeting. Morgaine kisses the top of Echo’s head as Miyala enters the kitchen.

      “You don’t need me for this, gorgeous,” Morgaine murmurs. “I’ve told you all I know…”

      Echo pushes her toward the door. “Go on.”

      Echo and Miyala were up until the wee hours last night, hashing out this plan, but they’ve got to get Lohke and Natassa to agree. There’s a strange tension between Quess and Natassa that Miyala doesn’t dare question, but even now, they’re avoiding one another.

      Miyala sits next to Echo at the little kitchen table, and Echo whispers in her ear, “Do you think they were lovers? Is that it?” The sound of Echo’s voice, combined with the strange way she smells, startles Miyala. She pulls back sharply and Marzana smiles. “Tricked you, didn’t I?”

      When Echo comes downstairs in only a towel, she glares at Marzana. “You stole my clothes?”

      Marzana laughs. “Just a bit of fun.”

      Echo rolls her eyes and pulls a floor-length dress off the makeshift line they’ve strung up across the courtyard, slipping it on over her towel. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Finishing up their turn in the bathing chambers, I assume,” Miyala snaps. The constant taking-turns has wreaked havoc on her nervous gut.

      Both Marzana and her sister wear the same look of sympathy.

      “Oh, that’s disturbing,” Miyala laughs.

      Now they both look the exact same amount of annoyed, and when they make eye contact, both glare at one another. And then both seem to find the situation uncomfortably amusing and laugh. But their laughs are different. Echo’s is raspy and breathless, while Marzana’s is rich and throaty. The mirroring is unsettling. While Marzana seems to find the scenario genuinely amusing, Echo's eyes betray her discomfort, which only makes Marzana laugh harder.

      Lohke appears, hair still wet, wearing fresh clothes. Miyala can’t quite get used to the strange way their auric energy refuses to mingle with the others, as though they are deliberately keeping it separate. She wants to ask them about it, but it seems rude, given everything Echo’s told her about the way the Sirinvila operated at the Cloisters.

      They sit next to Echo and the two of them pass one another tea accoutrement in the same practiced dance as the Rodrigals. Miyala understands the way Lohke’s aura mingles more easily with Echo’s than the others. They are kindred spirits, both spirits fused to bodies that were not theirs to begin with. When Lohke’s lavender eyes meet hers, they shutter quickly, but she senses their discomfort with how comfortable they’ve become with her sister.

      They are afraid to let anyone in, she thinks.

      Natassa and Fenric come up from the courtyard, laughing together, and Miyala watches Echo carefully as Lissova touches Fenric’s arm. It’s a tentative, but intimate touch. A smile plays on her sister’s lips. So she is happy about this outcome.

      Bayun leaps into Echo’s lap and as everyone gets settled, Miyala’s nerves flare. Natassa spreads a map over the table, jumping straight into things. She points to several spots where her people will create a variety of distractions tomorrow, mostly in the “greater” district marketplaces, where chaos will spread quickly, given the amount of people in Zoravo for the First Harvest festival.

      Natassa explains this will draw the city guard’s force and the outer royal guards away from the palace, leaving Echo and Miyala to slip inside the gates, where Morgaine will have drawn the Zharina out onto the terrace.

      “And then you’ll take your shot, Miyala,” Lissova says, rolling up the map. “Hopefully, she won’t even see you and you all can slip away before anyone knows what’s happened. The Zhar is speaking at the exhibition hall with the True God’s high priest at noon, so he won’t be there, which should help things as well.”

      “And the Front will back our people up in the city?” Echo asks.

      Arquessa forces a smile. “Of course they will, Echo. They said they would.”

      Echo’s eyes narrow at Arquessa briefly, then her face relaxes into a mask that Miyala wants to warn Quess about. “Why are you so sure of that? They weren’t very enthusiastic about helping us.”

      Arquessa’s eyes widen. “Are you questioning my loyalty?”

      Echo’s head tilts dangerously. “Should I be?”

      When Marzana snickers, it breaks the tension. “You all are so much fun.” She sounds almost wistful.

      Everyone ignores Marzana and begins talking at once. Miyala’s head spins, trying to make out what they’re all saying. “Stop,” she finally shouts.

      To her surprise, they do. Each looks slightly sheepish, except for Marzana, who just looks smug. “We have a plan. Let’s try not to rip each other apart in the meantime. What are our contingencies?”

      “Contingencies?” Natassa frowns.

      “For if everything goes wrong,” Echo says, her voice gentle.

      Natassa shrugs. “Retreat to the safehouses, hole up until the danger passes. Same as always.”

      Lohke senses Echo’s concern. “I know it’s not much, but it’s worked for us for years. Our people know where to go and what to do. We rarely lose anyone on these types of missions. I know it seems too simple, but it works.”

      “All right,” Echo replies. “This is your city. We’ll trust you.”

      Natassa gets up, snatching up her map. She’s angry at being questioned. “Thank you.” Lohke follows her upstairs, shooting Echo a look of apology.

      When they’re gone, Fenric sighs. “They’re right, you know. The Front’s been doing things this way for a while and it works.”

      Echo shakes her head at him. “They don’t rarely lose people. Gallows Hill is full of them.”

      Arquessa lets out an offended huff. “Are you saying we don’t take care of our own?”

      Echo turns to her, anger flashing in her eyes. “You seem awfully comfortable with the Front’s leadership. Why is that?”

      Miyala’s chest clenches. What is Echo talking about?

      Quess throws her hands up. “What do you want from me, Echo?”

      “An explanation for why you seem to be so cozy-feeling towards a bunch of bigots.”

      Quess shakes her head, her cheeks flushing deeply.

      “What is she talking about?” Miyala asks.

      When Arquessa doesn’t respond, Fenric answers. “The Front’s leadership is not friendly to what they term queerfolk, and they seem to share the same prejudice against different skin tones as the rest of Loramir.”

      “And you knew this?” Miyala touches Arquessa’s arm.

      Quess flinches at the contact. “I hoped they’d change. If we prove ourselves to them, maybe they will.”

      “Oh, Quess,” Miyala murmurs. “That’s not how this works. You know that.”

      Arquessa pushes away from the table, stalking off to the attic room she shares with Natassa’s people. Fenric presses a hand to Miyala’s shoulder. “It’s not easy managing all these personalities,” he says softly as he drifts back out to the courtyard.

      Marzana shrugs. “Like as not, you’ll all die anyway. I’m going to take a nap.”

      Echo snorts as Marzana goes. “Well, that went well.”

      Bayun hops up on the table, spreading out now that everyone is gone. Echo rubs his belly and he nips at her fingers.

      “Should we have told them about Saint Monika’s?” Miyala asks, her voice barely a whisper.

      Echo shakes her head, scooting her chair closer to Miyala’s. “I think Arquessa underestimates the Front’s leadership.”

      “You’re worried they’re going to betray us,” Miyala breathes.

      Echo lifts her shoulders slightly. “I don’t know. Maybe. At best, they’re unreliable allies. Nat and her people are good. I think they’re wholly with us.” Echo stands, going to the door that overlooks the courtyard below. Miyala joins her, watching the group of nearly thirty fighters train in tight quarters.

      “They’re the ones who’re most dissatisfied with what the Front is offering,” Echo explains. “The strangest of them, the least accepted. Quess passes with the Front when she wants to. They can accept her ‘unnaturalness’ because it’s not threatening to them.”

      Miyala nods, seeing it. The people below are what the Lorami consider the most “unnatural,” though in Kilm, they’d just be regular folk. Her throat tightens. “So we’ll make our own contingency. If the Front hangs us out to dry tomorrow, they come with us. All of them.”

      Echo nods. “It won’t be easy to get them all out of the city safely, but I think that’s a good plan. Are you sure you trust Arquessa?”

      Miyala nods. “I am. She’s our family now, Echo. You don’t know her like I do.”

      Her sister hugs her, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Kairon Movantri told me you made Cymbre tell Bori that the cheese rides at dawn.”

      Mirth dances in Miyala’s aura. “It was too good an opportunity to pass up.”

      Echo’s arm loops through hers. “We’ll be together again soon.”

      Miyala rests her head on Echo’s shoulder, watching the tiny fighting force below. “The sooner the better.”
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      In what Morgaine calls a strange turn of fate, Marzana makes us all pancakes for breakfast before we begin to ready ourselves for the mission to the summer palace.

      “These are… good…” Mi says.

      Marzana scowls. “No they’re not. Don’t lie.”

      “You tried though,” Mi says, smiling sweetly.

      To my surprise, Marzana smiles back, and I know her smile is genuine, because there is warmth in her aura. She actually likes my sister. I watch her go sit by Arquessa, who has just entered the common room. Morgaine says something about it being her turn to shower, and then it’s just me and Marzana.

      “What are you going to do when you’re free?” I ask. If Morgaine can find the knife, Miyala will let her go.

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I can’t be like Kohrrm. I know where this body’s soul is, so I guess I’ll have to skip having a self-righteous mission.”

      I snort. She has a good sense of humor and I like the way she takes jabs at all of us. Somehow she isn’t mean about it, but honest and raw in a way humans rarely are. “Will you disappear?” I ask her. “Or will you help us win the war?”

      “I’m not helping you with anything. You kidnapped me and held me against my will.”

      “Did we?” I ask her.

      She is quiet for so long I think she’s going to ignore me. Something flickers in her eyes though, as though she’s made a decision. “How did you know?”

      I shrug. “Morgaine saw you use your flames against Malikai. Why didn’t you resist in the dungeon, try to escape? Any time before the Binding, you could have left.”

      “But where would I have gone? Kohrrm is my family… And even if I’d known Lytus was here…” she grimaces. “Who’d want to be with him?”

      I laugh, but it doesn’t reach my eyes or my heart. “You just wanted to be with Malikai? That’s all?”

      Her forehead crinkles, and I think I see tears prick her eyes. She blinks quickly and they’re gone. “I don’t have anyone who loves me anymore, Echo. It’s why I stayed with Morgaine for so long. It was nice to have people treat me decently. They all knew what I was, but they were kind, and even fake kindness is better than cruelty.”

      “Then join us. Let us make things right,” I suggest.

      But she shakes her head, getting up to take her dishes to the sink. “No.”

      I am slightly ashamed at how much I wanted her to be the villain of my story. She isn’t a good person. She’s made terrible mistakes, but also? She’s paid for them. She spent hundreds of years imprisoned by her people. Shouldn’t that be enough? I exhale, trying to let it go.

      After we finish eating, in yet another strange turn of fate, Marzana offers to clean the dishes. Morgaine returns, shooting Marzana a suspicious look. “Come talk to me, gorgeous?”

      I nod, following her to our room. We hardly slept last night, saying our goodbyes, but I want a few last moments with her. I have things I need to say, and then I need to go find Bayun.

      When she closes the door, I sit on the cot. “Do you remember our last night in Lyonesse?” I ask softly.

      She grimaces. “How could I forget? I accidentally ate Birdy’s apple loaf and ended up in the privy all night. I’m slightly allergic to apples. Have I ever told you that?”

      “No,” I laugh. “You haven’t. I was talking about when we ran into each other in the hallway outside the dining room. You were so angry with me, and I thought we’d never get here.” I laugh again. “Maybe you just really had to poop and I read the whole thing wrong.”

      Morgaine frowns. “No, I ate the apple loaf at lunch. I was in my own bathroom from mid-afternoon on. I didn’t go to dinner.”

      Goosebumps raise on my arms. “What do you mean? I saw you. I was in the dining room, talking to Birdy and Papai…” I try to remember what happened, but it’s all fuzzy now.

      Morgaine sits next to me, taking me into her arms. “And then what? Who else was there?”

      I struggle, but I cannot remember. Every time I think I can, it slides away from me. “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe it was the fetch. You were still struggling with it a lot back then.”

      It’s possible, I guess, but it’s strange that I cannot remember. Morgaine brushes her fingers along my jaw. “Do you want to talk about it? I’m sure we can figure it out.”

      I smile at her. “I don’t want to spend our last few minutes together that way.”

      “They’re not going to be our last few minutes together,” she whispers, kissing me deeply.
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      Bayun and I spend a much shorter period of time saying what we need to. He, Nyx and I prepare to leave, spending our last moments together before we part ways. Nyx will go with Fenric today and they’ve already said their goodbyes. In the end, Nyx folds her long legs under her and lays down in her stall and I lean against her belly, with Bayun in my lap. The three of us fall asleep together, just until it’s time to go.
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      Morgaine shakes my shoulder. “It’s time,” she says as the three of us slowly gain consciousness. I nod, kissing Nyx and Bayun in turn.

      Until we meet again, Nyx says. She leaves first and Fenric takes her. He and Natassa leave together with the rest of the Vindicata and Natassa’s people.

      Miyala and Marzana are standing in the courtyard when Morgaine and I join them.

      “Leave shortly after we do, all right?” Miyala says.

      It dawns on me that we haven’t accounted for how Marzana and Miyala will be apart for so long. I start to address it, but something flickers in their auras. Where they were connected yesterday, the Binding visible in their auric energy, now they are separate. Miyala set Marzana free. I’m stunned into a frozen stupor, watching them. We didn’t discuss this as a possibility.

      Marzana nods. “Yes, yes. You’d better get going. Stab her hard for me.”

      Miyala rolls her eyes. “I’m going to shoot her, silly.”

      The way she says it makes my heart skip a beat. She talks to Marzana the same way she’s always talked to me. Marzana’s eyes slip to mine. She hears it too and she nods at me.

      “Walk with luck,” she murmurs as she passes me, going back upstairs.

      “You too,” I whisper as I watch her go. I wonder what she’ll do now, all the trouble she could cause impersonating me. But I have to trust Mi’s judgment.

      It’s just the four of us now. I miss Raven acutely. This morning I was glad that she and Bori aren’t here, and now a stab of fear at doing this without her rocks through me. I shove it down.

      “Let’s do this,” Morgaine says. She clasps our forearms.

      Miyala locks eyes with me. “For all they’ve done.”

      I smile. “We’ll make them pay.”

      I turn to Morgaine, who smiles sadly at me. Her kiss is long and sweet, full of promises I hope she can keep. I pry my fingers off her, holding onto myself as I beg, “come home.” Bayun looks up at me, his topaz eyes full of love. “Both of you. No matter what happens. Come home to me.”

      We will, he promises. When they walk away together, I am tempted to pull the nothing-feeling around me, but instead I let myself feel the pain. Watching them leave feels like the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I let it happen.

      Last night she’d told me how excited she is to see Earth, and maybe even other worlds, which scares me. But I know I have to let Morgaine be free. Holding on too tight will only cause problems between us, and I’m determined that we’ll be happy. So I let my emotions roll through me, a storm passing. Painful, yes, but bearable.

      Now it's just me and my sister. I take her hands in mine. “We only have an hour until we have to be at the palace. We’d better get going, or we won’t make it in time.”

      Miyala nods, pulling the hood of her jacket up over her hair, which she’s plaited into two thick fishtails, just like mine. I raise my own hood and we disappear into the streets of the Blight.
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      There’s already not much left of the place. The last time I was in Zoravo, someone told me it had been years since Saint Monika’s Home for Wayward Children was operational. Now the building is empty, nearly falling apart. Miyala’s eyes glaze over as we walk through the rooms, sprinkling kerosene we bought along the way as we go. Somewhere above us, Aryx flies, keeping close watch, invisible due to his glamour.

      It makes me feel better to know he’s there. Miyala gets a match out and starts to light it. “Wait,” I murmur.

      “For what?” she asks sharply. Then her eyes soften. “I’m sorry. I hate this place.”

      “But this is where it all started,” I say, smiling. “You and me.”

      She smiles back, looking unsteady. “I guess you’re right. But I prefer to think those years in Wall City are where it all started. I hate remembering this place.”

      I nod. I can understand that. Her parents loved her and she remembers that love; this place was nothing but horrors and misery for her. But for me, this is where I was born. This is where I learned what I can do, who I could be. This is where I saw Baba and Papai for the first time, and all the crew. This is where I first saw Bori, watching him fight with such grace and beauty, wanting to be exactly like him. This is where I found my sister, the first person I ever loved.

      And because this is where I found her, and I still love her so much, I don’t need her to feel the same as me, like this is coming full circle. I have everything I need, because just like that day almost sixteen years ago now, I will walk out of here with her.

      “Set it ablaze,” I say.

      She lights the match, dropping it onto the kerosene. She whispers a few words and then says, “run!”

      I follow her, sprinting from the intense heat that bursts into a blast behind us. “What did you do?”

      She looks back at me, grinning as she pulls her hood back up. “I told you. I hate that place.”

      “That should get their attention,” I say, chest heaving, as we duck into an alley.

      She doubles over laughing, breathless from our run. “Listen. They’re coming. We need to get to the palace.”

      Bells are ringing. Someone’s spotted the fire. Miyala grabs my hand and we run.
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      Our distraction worked so well the guards at the palace gate look about ready to flee, but they don’t run. It’s just the Blight, after all, and from this vantage I can see it. The whole district may catch fire. Necessary sacrifices, I remind myself, while simultaneously sending up a rare saint’s plea for the people in the neighborhood.

      We slip into the palace garden unnoticed, through Sarka’s secret gate. The garden is bigger than I imagined, and we wind through foliage for what seems like forever until we hear voices on the terrace. We crouch behind a large lilac to watch. There are several shrubs obscuring my view, but I see the back of what I assume is the Zharina’s head, and I can just make Morgaine out, sitting next to her, just where they are supposed to be.

      Overhead, the eclipse is nigh. We’ll have a short few minutes when it begins for Miyala to take aim and shoot the Zharina. I’d offered to do it myself, but Raven had warned that might not work, that it might have to be Miyala. We can’t risk me trying and failing, so we’ll do it this way. As we crouch in the bushes, I see there’s a third person with Morgaine and the Zharina, sitting directly across the table from them.

      I gesture silently to Miyala, who crouches next to me.

      “Who is it?” she signs.

      I shrug, signing to her that we’ll have to get closer to see. We move a few shrubs closer. Now we can hear them perfectly. The third person is Alexei, and he is speaking in a heated tone.

      “... not embarrass me again, Sarka. Tarrying with men in the garden. People will talk about you, even more than they already do. They’ll call you a whore.”

      Miyala raises her eyebrows at me. He’s supposed to be at the exhibition hall. This is a complication, but it’s not impossible. We could kill them both and cut the head off the Lorami snake entirely. It would send the country into chaos, giving our side a decided advantage. I see in Miyala’s eyes she’s thinking the same thing. She nods. We’re a go, and Alexei’s still berating Sarka.

      “And they wouldn’t be wrong, would they? You’re fucking that string bean of a priest too, aren’t you, you barren little slut.”

      Miyala’s jaw tightens at the same time mine does. A man with a mouth like that deserves to die. She’s about to stalk forward when I yank her back. She doesn’t see the child yet, but I point at the little figure, emerging from the doors to the portrait gallery—the thing, for I realize it isn’t a child at all when it steps into the light, is carrying Bayun, whose body is limp in its grip.

      The world spins out of control. He cannot be dead.

      “What in seventeen hells is that?” Miyala hisses, her voice barely audible.

      I can’t think clearly. I just move. In a flash, I’ve knocked Alexei over as I head for the demonic creature holding my small god. Miyala is behind me, pistolas drawn, but she doesn’t shoot. The eclipse hasn’t begun yet.

      I attempt to sweep the demon child’s feet out from under it, to pull Bayun out of its arms, but it flashes out of existence, and then back in a few feet away. I twist and turn as it moves, trying to track it until it stands next to Sarka Zharina, who has a knife to Morgaine’s throat.

      She’s smiling, perfectly lucid. “Hello, Echo,” she says sweetly. “So good of you to join us.”

      Miyala still has guns on both her and Alexei. “Let them go and we’ll let you live,” she warns. “You may not have heard of me, but my aim is true.”

      Morgaine starts to shake her head, and Sarka presses the knife in deeper, drawing a tiny bead of blood.

      “Oh, I know exactly who you are and what you want, Miyel’karai, that's why I lured you here. And you all came so easily. It was hardly any effort.” I want to kill her, now, but she shakes her head at me, pressing the knife harder into Morgaine’s throat. “You aren’t going to stand in my way. None of you are.”

      Movement in the corner of my eye draws my attention away from Morgaine and Bayun for a split second, right as Alexei yells, “Get that gun out of my face, you Fanuban piece of—”

      The gun goes off several times and he falls over. When I turn, a person who can only be Melity Khodorov, high priest of the True God, has my sister in his grip, one of her pistolas to her forehead. The other is in the Zharina’s hands, and she’s giggling, nearly manic with joy. I look at the sun. The eclipse has started. We only have a few minutes to kill her; when the sky returns to normal, she will have ascended.

      “You’re too late,” Melity laughs. “But do not worry, you can be my Master’s first meal.”

      Sarka Zharina glares at him. “Hush, Melity. What have we talked about?”

      His cheeks redden, but he doesn’t answer her.

      Sarka shakes her head. “So defiant. Say it right or I’ll have Irina wake you up with her sharp little teeth again.”

      He cringes. “My Mistress’ first meal. You can be my Mistress’ first meal.”

      “That’s better, Melity,” Sarka whispers. “Much better.”

      I glance at the sun, then at Miyala and Morgaine. I pray to all saints they’ll know what to do when I move. I dive for my sister, as Morgaine twists out of Sarka’s grip, kicking her sharply in the shins. Miyala stomps on Melity’s foot, breaking his arch as I knee him in the groin. He goes down as Miyala yanks her pistola out of his hand. The other one has flown across the terrace. I stomp on his hand, smashing the bones with a fantastic crunch. He screams in pain.

      Miyala goes for Sarka at the same time I do. When we tackle her to the ground I see that Morgaine has Bayun in her arms. The demon child is nowhere to be seen. “He’s alive,” she shouts. “Just knocked out.”

      I nod and Miyala aims her pistola and shoots at close range. Nothing happens. She’s out of bullets. She lunges for her second pistola and I dive for Sarka, thinking to knife her myself, despite what everyone thinks. As soon as my knife strikes her skin, it’s like it’s hit a wall of adamant. It simply bounces off her, sending reverberations of the impact up my arm. Raven was right.

      Sarka pushes me with inhuman strength and I crash into Miyala, whose hands are shaking as she reloads. “Now,” I urge her. “Shoot her now.”

      Time seems to have sped up. The temporary dim light the eclipse created is brightening now. Miyala shoots and Sarka dips out of the way, smiling. Miyala shoots again and again, but cannot hit the Zharina, who moves with increasing speed as the sky brightens.

      “You’re too late, Miyel’karai, my old nemesis.” The voice that leaves Sarka’s lips sounds nothing like her. Yes, her vocal chords make the noise, but the voice itself is ancient. “Did you ever think we’d meet again like this? Two human girls?”

      My sister doesn’t respond. She’s frozen, trembling. Despair at our failure threatens to bowl her over. I see it in her aura, feel it in my own. But we don’t have time for despair. I have to get her out of here. Guards stream onto the terrace from inside the palace, guards wearing red uniforms, with the crest of the Alabaster Spire on them, led by a tall, regal Ravenni, who can only be Verane DeMarais.

      My gaze flies to Morgaine and Bayun. She’s been inching back into the portrait gallery this whole time, clutching my small god to her chest. She mouths, “I love you.”

      I don’t move a muscle, because right now all the guards and Verane are trained on me and Miyala, but I hope she knows. I hope she can see it in my eyes that I love her too.

      I try not to look at her. She’s so close, but Verane follows my line of sight and screams, “Get her! She’s about to use the portal!”

      But my Morgaine is too fast for them. As she and Bayun disappear into the portrait, I remember that I am Death, and my sister is the Warkiller, the last witch queen. We won’t go down without a fight. I press a knife into Miyala’s hands. “Make them pay, Miyel’karai. Your people are depending on you.”

      Years of training kick in and Miyala moves, jolted by my reminder. She drops into a defensive position, as I sprint into the portrait gallery, deftly avoiding the guards that writhe towards me and launch myself towards the ones who are headed after my love. I remember how the demon child blinked in and out of existence, and I wonder if I can make my own blinking work, winking back in to kill the guards more easily.

      I slip between, onto the spiriti valem. Instantly, I realize my mistake: the vale is crowded with spirits, angry spirits from the looks of things. Worst of all, the fractured otham creature nearly has form now, a slender, terrifying presence.

      Knot-breaker, it purrs. We are so glad you’ve come to the ascension party.

      The creature lunges for me, the angry spirits streaming towards me, and I blink back into the portrait gallery. The portrait has changed. I don’t see Morgaine, but a tall human approaches from within the painting. They are dressed strangely, their clothes hugging the generous curves of their body, coppery red hair waving gracefully away from their beautiful face. Their eyes blaze with starfire as they meet mine. They’re saying something I can’t make out at first. Then I understand, though I cannot hear them: I have them. They’re safe.

      The redhead sees the guards closing in on me, and I think they may step through the portal. “Are you Ouriel?” I ask, drawing closer to the portrait.

      She nods, and tears fill my eyes. “Close the portal,” I beg, knowing the guards are coming.

      I hear her voice. “I heard your cry for help, in the dark of the cosmos. I’ll find a way to help you all.”

      I don’t know what she means, but the guards are coming at me now. I move quickly and one slams into the portal, now only a portrait of a clearing in another world. I laugh with relief as they fall to the floor, senseless, and then begin to fight my way back to my sister.

      I cannot take the time to process all that’s happened now, but something in my mind unlocks, and I remember the night before we left for Zoravo clearly. I remember the kick of intuition I kept having about Cressida. I can’t think further; I’ve run out of time. As I fly through flesh, my limbs moving faster than my conscious mind can keep track of, I look to the terrace. Upon Sarka Zharina’s brow, a crown of flames bursts to life.

      We have to leave. Now. I slide a knife into the belly of the guard who’s flailing towards me—they do nothing to stop me, only clutch their wound in surprise. Who in all saints are these people? They can barely fight. The next one tries to run me through with a sword they can barely raise.

      I don’t have to do much. I step out of the way and kick their knees in from behind. They crumple to the ground, and I’m fairly certain they’ve cut themselves on their own sword. Frankly, this is confusing. There are so many of them, but they’re… They’re not soldiers, I realize as I fell another and another, with barely any effort. These are conscripted commonfolk, not professional soldiers. They don’t know how to fight, and from the way they’re moving, I have to wonder if they’ve been drugged somehow.

      “Stop killing them,” I scream to Miyala, hoping she hears as I make a run for the terrace. “They’re commonfolk.”

      Her eyes meet mine as she kicks another off her. We’re surrounded, but the commonfolk are no longer trying to fight us. I push through them to get to her side as she asks, “Then what are they here for?”

      I don’t have to answer her; Sarka is showing us. She prowls through the crowd of seething, frightened people, ripping their throats out with her teeth and drinking their blood.

      “Shit,” Miyala says softly.

      We are still surrounded, but the commonfolk are focused on not being eaten by their Zharina. I look around, but Verane DeMarais is nowhere to be seen. Melity Khodorov, however, is sitting on the patio table, watching Sarka with glee, encouraging her.

      “Yes, my love. Feed,” he croons.

      “Oh, that’s disgusting,” Miyala groans.

      Apparently, Sarka thinks so too. She spins towards him, her mouth covered in gore, blood staining the front of her white day gown. And then Sarka Zharina springs, sinking her teeth into Melity Khodorov’s throat.

      “We need to go,” I murmur. “While she’s distracted.”

      Miyala nods. “Try not to kill them if you can help it.”

      I turn and realize we won’t have to fight. The commonfolk have panicked. Some are frozen, watching the Zharina. Others seem confused, wildly running in circles. And slowly, as Sarka drains more and more blood from Khodorov, incorporeal beings wink into sight. They appear in varying states of decay. Some are doing impossible, horrific things, ghostly insects crawling out of their mouths, or impaling themselves repeatedly with their own limbs.

      “Are those what I think they are?” Miyala whispers.

      “Let’s don’t find out,” I insist, pulling her arm as I begin to run.

      Her feet follow, but she is still looking behind us. I turn for a split second to see them, the unquiet dead. They moan, stumbling closer and closer to Sarka, surrounding the small crowd of commonfolk, pressing them ever closer to her. They are no longer incorporeal, but real as we are. I know why Verane disappeared now. She was simply leading the lambs to slaughter, Melity Khodorov included. We were meant to be part of the feast.

      Outside the palace gates we slow down. A few blocks away, there’s the sound of fighting. Our people are being attacked, probably by the real palace guards and Verane’s people alike. This whole plan was a monumental mistake. We read everything wrong and we can’t afford to make another mistake.

      I take Miyala by the shoulders. “Call Aryx. Now.”

      “I won’t leave you,” she says, tears streaming down her face. “I failed. But I won’t leave you here alone.”

      I shake her. “You will. You have to get back to Lyonesse. Now.”

      “No,” she insists. “No, I can help.”

      “You will be helping. That damn girl, Cressida. She’s alone with Papai and Birdy… and everyone else.”

      Miyala looks confused. “What?”

      My mind is a jumble, but I try to explain. “I couldn’t remember until just now. The night before we left, I tried to talk to Papai and Birdy and she was there. There was something wrong with her aura. I couldn’t read it. And then I thought I saw the otham. It distracted me, so I followed it out in the hall, where Morgaine and I had a heartbreaking interaction.”

      Miyala shakes her head. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Morgaine wasn’t there. She’s allergic to apples…” I’m breathless, trying to get her to understand.

      “Birdy made apple loaf for lunch. Oh… That’s right. She was sick all evening. I brought her a tonic. Oh, Echo, you don’t think Cressida…”

      “Is one of Verane’s agents? Yes! She did something to me, so I couldn’t remember how I felt about her, and she’s alone with our people, with Papai. Call Aryx, now.”

      She closes her eyes. “He’s helping Nat’s forces. They’re holding their own for now. They’re in the square a few streets over. You can make it and help them.”

      “How fast can you get home?” I ask.

      “Fast. I promise. No one is faster than Aryx.”

      “No one but them,” I whisper, looking past her.

      Down the hill, near the port, something is happening. There are ships, at least a dozen of them, gliding faster than any ship I’ve ever seen. They all have crimson sails. And they are followed by fourteen enormous creatures that can only be dragons.

      I hear Aryx’s wings before he materializes. “Get going.”

      Miyala climbs onto her Watcher and he springs into the sky, disappearing before he’s even left the ground. I know he’ll keep her safe. I could wait for the dragons and the pirates to get here, but I won’t run from a fight. Not when there are real enemies to kill.
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      Smoke rises from the city of spires—Zoravo is ablaze. As the eclipse ends, Raven feels it in her soul: Miyala hasn’t managed to kill the Zharina. From behind the bank of clouds the small unit of dragons is using as cover, Raven’s belly feels leaden.

      It is time, Sophos says. Our forces need us.

      “Send the signal,” Raven says.

      Artyomos, Sophos’ third, breaks formation, their opaline scales reflecting light as they slither silently through the clouds to signal the pirate queen’s people. The thirteen other dragons descend into the city, on Sophos’ command. Wind rips through Raven’s twin braids as she holds on tightly to her dragon’s mane. Sophos sweeps into the city, picking enemy soldiers up by the clawful and tossing them aside.

      Raven screams to the people on the ground, using a bit of magic to amplify her voice. “Get to the ships. Now!”  It’s easier to use magic astride her dragon. Master Kimura was right; her Ravenni training prepared her as much for this as staying in the Court of Scales might have.

      Verane has three legions flooding into the city now. The fourteen dragons of Sophos’ elite unit surround the fight, and the Solaran Wolves riding them shift as they leap into the fray, becoming lupine creatures the size of a Relequan hysan as they go. Raven follows a shining black wolf as he runs through the crowd.

      “Be careful, my love,” she murmurs to Bori.

      Then Raven spots Fenric and Nyx. “Those two,” she says, pointing to Fenric and the person fighting between him and Nyx, an auburn-haired Lorami fighter. They are holding their own, but they’re outnumbered and surrounded. “Tell Nikandros to get them, and the hysan.”

      Sophos communicates silently to their second in command, and the emerald green dragon drops out of the sky, plucking Fenric, the Lorami and Nyx out of the fight and flying back to the ships. The rest of the dragons are pulling as many soldiers off the Lorami fighters and the Vindicata as they can, and grabbing Miyala’s people, flying them away from the battle—some look afraid as they’re lifted into the air, others merely relieved to be pulled from the melee.

      “Where is Echo?” she whispers.

      There, Sophos says, showing her in their mind. Sophos flies lower and she comes into sight. It’s too tight for me to grab them. You’ll have to get down and get them to the square. Bori will join you. He’s just a block over.

      Raven slides from her dragon’s back, and lands in a crouch in the middle of Echo’s fight. The soldiers that surround her and the Sirinvila she fights with step back, right into Bori’s waiting jaws. He rips them to shreds and Raven feels a flutter of pride in her belly.

      “Raven?” Echo gasps as she straightens from her defensive position, knives dripping with blood.

      “Hello, love!” Raven chirps. “Ready to go?”

      Echo laughs as she wipes her knives on her pants and sheathes them. “You have no idea.” She looks to the obsidian wolf and reaches out for him. “Bori?” The wolf nuzzles her neck. He’s taller than her in this form too.

      “Yes, we should go. Sophos, my dragon, will meet us in the square. Where’s Miyala?”

      Echo’s eyes flash with concern as the Sirinvila covers both her and Raven, fighting off attackers as they duck into an alcove to talk. “I sent her back to Lyonesse. Raven… Cressida isn’t who we thought she was.”

      Raven nods. “I know. We don’t have time to talk about it now, but we’re late because we were dealing with her. I’m glad Mi got out though. We need to leave. Things didn’t go as we planned, did they?”

      Echo shakes her head, but she looks as though she might protest.

      “The city is lost, Echo. Verane has three legions descending on Zoravo as we speak. We have to go or we risk losing not just this battle…”

      “I understand,” Echo interrupts, as Lohke silently fells one attacker after another. “Lead the way. This is Lohke, by the way. They’re with us.”

      The Sirinvila nods to Raven respectfully, looking over their shoulder as they drive a sword into yet another of Verane’s soldiers, their lavender eyes sparkling with mischievous energy. “I hate to leave a party early,” Lohke says. “But I like my limbs firmly attached to my abdomen, you know?”

      Raven nods, laughing. Bori will think the fae creature is hilarious. It’s just the kind of joke he would have made if he were in human form. Her love kneels to her, offering to let her ride. She swings onto his back and he leads the way toward the square, scattering attacking soldiers with his giant, impenetrable lupine body.

      Their swords and knives glance off him, and Raven smiles to herself. She knows her pleasure will be short-lived. Verane will arm them with silver next time, and the danger will be real, but for now she rests easy, knowing he is safe.

      When they reach the square Echo stops short, her face a mask of panic.

      “What is it?” Raven asks as she and Bori catch up.

      “The Front,” she says. “They’re fighting our people. They’re fighting with Verane’s people.”

      She rushes into the crowd to help, as though she’s spotted someone she knows—Arquessa. Raven slides off Bori’s back. She sees what Echo does not: Arquessa isn’t fighting against the Front. She fights with them.

      “You see it?” she asks Bori, who snarls in agreement. Raven pushes Bori’s side gently. “Go get our girl.”

      He races into the fray, knocking attackers aside, pulling Echo back by force, dragging her gently by the arm in his jaws, before she can reach Arquessa. As he does, Raven watches her friend realize her mistake. Her face crumples when Arquessa turns, shaking her head and then fading into the bloody crowd.

      Once Bori pulls Echo out, it takes seconds before she and Bori are scooped into one of Sophos’ huge talons, Raven and Lohke in the other. As they rise above the city, Raven is sad to see how much of it is on fire. The commonfolk will be the ones to suffer most in this. They always are. But for now, the people she loves most are safe.

      She makes eye contact with Echo, whose face is still crumpled in confusion.

      “Morgaine and Bayun?” she mouths, not wanting to scream, but needing to distract Echo from what’s just happened.

      “Through the portal,” Echo mouths back, a deep sadness filling her eyes.

      Raven watches as Lohke gets Echo’s attention, pointing to something below. Echo nods and Raven wonders what their friendship might grow into in the days to come. She looks toward the port at the fastest vessels Willow Iwasaki could offer, powered by magic and steam. They’re already retreating, and the Lorami navy hasn’t even reached their ships. It’s time to go home.
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      Sarka feels too full, like she’s eaten too much dinner, about to burst. She laughs to herself. She did eat quite a lot at the ascension feast, didn’t she? It was so difficult to stop once she started; the blood was simply too delicious, too life-giving. But that isn’t where this too-full feeling came from; this is something else entirely.

      For now, she shares this body with herself and another, and she cannot tell where her own consciousness and the presence that used to be the voice in her head begins and ends. Perhaps it is not important. They want the same things, after all: power, and more to eat. She throws the latest serving girl to the floor, drained of blood.

      Verane DeMarais, who is seated on the patio, calls to her. “If you’re done eating, my dear, might you like some lemonade?”

      Sarka wipes her mouth with her sleeve. “That sounds refreshing.”

      She steps over the bodies in the gallery and joins Verane outside. Melity and Alexei lie sprawled on the lawn like broken dolls. She sighs. “Someone should clean this up.”

      Verane nods. “We could burn them.”

      “Oh no. Well, the bodies perhaps. But let’s put the heads on the gate, at least some of them anyway. The rest can join my army of souls. I’d like to send a message to my people about who rules Loramir, and what the consequences are for displeasing me.”

      Beheadings are one of the few ways to stop someone from becoming what Sarka plans to turn the dead into, so she won’t spike too many heads on the gate, just a few. A few days ago, she might have cringed at the thought, but now… Now that she and the voice are of one mind, one heart, one single-minded desire, she finds she is pleased with this idea.

      Verane hums happily. “What a charming idea, Sarka! You will make such an excellent Empress.”

      Sarka loves the sound of that. Empress. Except… for that she will need an empire, not just this little country. “I think we need to make things clear with Iorma and Thyall first, don’t you? About where they stand, that is.”

      The high priestess smiles. “Yes, dear. Of course. I’ll have my people start writing letters of state straightaway. And as for the army…” Verane glances at the gardens, where the unquiet dead have gathered, corporeal now that Sarka has ascended. They are softly moaning, some muttering their grievances. Verane seems troubled by this.

      “Quiet, please,” Sarka calls out to them. They go instantly silent, though their mouths still move. She smiles at Verane. “Is that better? I know they can be a bit distracting.”

      Irina climbs onto her lap and snatches Sarka’s glass of lemonade, smelling it. “It smells terrible,” she complains.

      “Verane, please meet my little sister, Irina. Irina, greet the high priestess, please.”

      Irina grimaces and her wounds seep a little. She laughs heartily when the high priestess’ nose wrinkles. The woman is all elegance and Sarka gets a good deal of amusement from the fact that her army of restless souls repulses her.

      Irina whines. “Sarka still hasn’t said sorry. Say sorry or I’ll bite you.”

      “Hush now,” Sarka soothes. “I have made my apologies, and this fight between us is practically ancient. Might we simply get along?”

      The little girl bites Sarka’s arm, latching on with sharp teeth, shaking hard like a dog with a bone. Though she draws a little blood, Sarka’s arm heals instantly. “I’m sorry, my darling. You cannot damage me now. I see other children by the rose garden, perhaps you’d like to go destroy Alexei’s roses with them.”

      Irina nods and runs towards the destruction the dead children are wreaking. Verane appears nonplussed. “Your sister wears a very old style of clothing.”

      Sarka nods, a placid look of contentment on her face. “As I killed her two hundred years ago, I imagine she does. It feels like yesterday.”

      Verane’s eyebrows go up, intrigued. “How did you manage to make everyone think you were sixteen when you met Alexei?”

      Sarka shrugs. “People are foolish. I murdered my family during the Orinian Aristos War, making it look as though the Orinian Resistance had broken through Loramir’s borders. It happened in many places.”

      Verane smiles as though the thought pleases her. Why shouldn’t it? Sarka has asked the voice in the past few days if she killed them herself or if it was their influence that made her do so, but the voice’s answers were vague. She supposes it doesn’t matter now. Her father and mother were cruel, ruthless people, grooming her strange little sister to be a monster, just like them. Sarka is glad she killed them. Glad she killed Alexei and Melity as well. Yes, Sarka is very pleased with the results of her handiwork, past and present.

      Verane appears to still be speaking, which grates on her nerves. “Who are the people Konstantine thought were your family?”

      A smile creeps over Sarka’s face. “Commonfolk. I gave them the estate in exchange for pretending I was their child through several generations. Under me, the estate grew and finally prospered. By the time Konstantine fathered Alexei, my ‘family’ was producing enough crops to be considered respectable again.”

      “So you waited until Alexei was in line for the throne and then came to Zoravo to participate in the season?”

      Sarka nods, sipping her lemonade. “Yes. He was destined to be married to me. I truly believe that.”

      “How clever of you.” Verane’s smile is placating. The woman is infuriating. Sarka hates witches, especially the Ravenni. It doesn’t matter which world they live on, they are always such trouble. That memory comes as a slight surprise, but she enjoys it, this duality inside her.

      The high priestess is talking, prattling on about plans, strategies for conquering the continent. Sarka is bored already. None of this will be particularly hard; there is nothing humans love more than to hate one another and fight. Their brutality is part of what she loves best about them. Their brutality and the sweet taste of their terror. The music of their screams.

      She will bathe in a symphony of agony until her siblings arrive. Her other siblings. Her ancient siblings. Even now, she remembers the power they wield when they are together and her skin hums with excitement. Soon they will feed on endless suffering.

      Verane is still speaking. Will the witch ever run out of words? Sarka smiles and nods as though she cares. Inside, she imagines carving Verane open and all sorts of other delightful pastimes they’ll engage in when the Ravenni outlives her usefulness, which Sarka desperately hopes will be soon. The taste of a witch’s fear is lovelier than a mere human’s; their contact with aethereal forces sweetens the flesh.

      Until then, she might as well go find someone else to eat. She rises from the table without excusing herself. There is no need for niceties anymore. No one in the world can stand against her. Sarka can finally do as she pleases.
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      The Fanil is dark, comforting, blessedly cool in comparison to the stifling heat of the Midcountries. Urkayn bounds next to me as I walk, pressing his nose into my hands every so often for head scratches. Nyx was injured in the battle for Zoravo, and she is recovering at Lyonesse, with the rest of my family. I had to come get this little fool before I could return, and I can’t say I’m sorry I did. After the battle, I needed some time to myself. His cheerful company is just the balm I needed, after watching Morgaine disappear through the portal with Bayun limp in her arms.

      Our failure in Zoravo is somewhat less painful now that I know what happened in Lyonesse before Raven arrived in Loramir with the dragons. At least our people succeeded somewhere that day. Cressida had let a small legion of Verane DeMarais’ troops into the city, under cover of night. But the people of Lyonesse fought back, and Raven, the dragons, and a company of Solaran Wolves showed up just in time to turn the tide of the battle. When the Rousália rose from the sea, riding a host of deadly crocodiles, Raven thought she’d seen a miracle. They’d beaten them back, out of the city, where they’d been surrounded by a band of Thulian warriors, the Ultima. That had been the end of the High Priestess’ soldiers.

      According to Raven, the Ultima fought like no warriors she’d ever seen. As strong as the Solaran Wolves, as fast as me, and as clever as Miyala, they’re also talented witches, using a form of battle magic that laid the legion of the Alabaster Spire to waste in a few short hours. None were left, and now Lyonesse is safe—for now anyway.

      Raven killed Cressida herself, with Sophos’ help. I can’t help but be proud of her. I know it must have been hard, given their relationship. More than that, I’m so glad my friend has finally met both of her destinies, to be a legendary witch and a dragon rider at once. I can’t wait to get back to Lyonesse and meet her father, and Bori’s Commander Mori and the Solaran Wolves. The next few months will be busy, getting ready for the Hallowed Moon consortium, and trying to fight Verane and Sarka on multiple fronts.

      I sigh, slightly exhausted just thinking about all of it, and scan the sky for dragons. We’re meeting Sophos’ second, Nikandros, closer to the heart of the Fanil to get a ride back to Lyonesse. I’m relieved not to see them yet though. For now, I want to walk a familiar road. The faint sound of footsteps behind me causes me to turn, but there is no one there. When I glance down at Urkayn, the fur on his back is standing up in a ridge.

      “I know, bub, I heard it too,” I murmur as I dig my fingers into the ruff at his neck for comfort. When we turn back in the direction we’d been walking, an Anemoi materializes in the road.

      “Hello, Neythe. Or should I call you Penthe?” I ask, as I continue walking. I can’t stop her from coming with me, but I sure as hells am not slowing down for her winged, incorporeal ass.

      “You can continue to call me Neythe,” she says, keeping pace. “I like it.”

      “Penthe it is then,” I mutter.

      “Are you angry with me, Echo?”

      I laugh bitterly. “You sent the love of my life and my small god on a mission and the last I saw them they were injured, tripping through a portal to saints know where, and I have no idea when they’ll return. Yes. I’m angry with you.”

      “I see,” she replies.

      We walk in silence for a while and then she says. “Would it make you feel better to know they reached Earth safely? That they’ve made friends?”

      “I’ve heard. But how did you know that?” I ask.

      “The lekanomance has many uses. Though it is unreliable, I was able to track them to Earth and see that they are safe and cared for.”

      “Fucking lekanomances,” I mutter.

      “Verane DeMarais never had one. You know that don’t you?”

      “Yes, yes,” I grumble. “Cressida told plenty of lies. Can’t say I’m sorry Raven killed her.”

      “Hmmm… Perhaps not.”

      “What? She and Sophos tossed her off the promontory.”

      “True. But did they see her body?”

      I groan. Why do all these immortals love to talk in circles? I hope I’m not like this in a hundred years. “Do you have any more bad news? I was having a pleasant day before you arrived, and with the war beginning, I doubt I have many more in my future.”

      The Anemoi sighs, a long self-righteous sound that makes me want to smack her. “I am only trying to help. It’s all I ever wanted to do.”

      I stop then and spin to face her. “That is a lie and you know it. Nobody helps like you do for nothing. What do you really want, Penthe?”

      She looks mildly surprised, then smiles. It’s a different smile than the ones I’ve seen before. She’s not pretending now. This is what she really looks like: ambitious, clever... no, not clever, cunning. Like a lyon with prey in its grasp.

      She begins to fade. “We won’t speak again for some time, Echo. Walk with luck.”

      When she disappears I shout obscenities into the forest until I’m hoarse.

      “Anyone could find you, shouting like that,” Lohke says drily, emerging from the forest.

      “Well, lucky me it’s just you.”

      “I waited ‘til the angel flew away.”

      “Angel?” I ask, rolling the unfamiliar word in my mouth. “What is that?”

      Lohke smiles. “Oh Echo, you know so little of the universe. Someone should probably educate you on what Earth is like.”

      I loop my arm through theirs, and Urkayn bounds ahead, happy now that the Anemoi pest is gone. “We’ve got a long walk ahead of us. I guess you’ve got time.”

      Lohke smirks and begins to tell me tales of another world, one I can scarcely imagine.
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      If you love this book, or any other, please rate and review wherever you purchased and on Goodreads. Reviews are the lifeblood of bookish algorithms and help authors continue to publish books that you love, because reviews help readers find them.

      

      Thank you for being here. Readers like you mean the world to me. To say thank you for reading, if you’d like a free peek at deleted scenes from this book, sign up for my newsletter at www.allisoncarrwaechter.com
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      Please see www.allisoncarrwaechter.com for a full glossary

      

      Alcyone: A famous Sirini oracle. Most of her work was translated by Ravenni high priestess and scholar, Atalanta.

      Bayami: A Solaran term of endearment that loosely translates to “troublesome little sister.”

      Binding: A blood ritual that binds participants to one another in a variety of ways.

      Chimani: A group of nomads that traverse the Midcountries and Northern Reaches. Some Chimani bands create semi-permanent settlements in realms that allow this (such as Orn). The Chimani are purveyors of fine crafts, foods and performance art. Often artisans from each realm join them and integrate into the life of the band.

      Cynae: A large draconae bird, with black feathers, a long, curved beak, and iridescent wing feathers. Cynae often work as messengers, as they adore sparkling stones and shiny glass pieces.

      Demonae: Creatures indigenous to Orn, with mostly mammalian characteristics, though they can exhibit chimeraeic qualities as well. Like the draconae, they are highly intelligent and independent and have a strong connection to the otham, which gives them extraordinary abilities. Draconae: Creatures indigenous to Orn, with avian and reptilian characteristics. Southern draconae exhibit highly chimeraeic qualities.

      Elementals: Non-corporeal denizens of Kythrea.

      Equine: An animal resembling an Earthen horse, with the exception of horns protruding from their foreheads.

      Equitum Rubrum: See Legionnaire.

      Glamour: A spell that obscures or changes the way something looks on the surface. Its true nature does not disappear, but depending on the strength of the glamour, may or may not fade over time.

      Hetaira: A member of the House of Hetaira, who act both as courtesans and social planners. They wear distinctive gold bracelets to signify when they are open to be approached for work and are the richest organization in Orn.

      Hysan: Equine demonae that resemble Earthan draft horses in form and size, though they are lighter, more nimble, and, most notably, have a set of ridged horns that protrude from their foreheads.

      Legionnaire, the: One of four legendary harbingers of destruction. Interrans know them as the Devourers. You may have encountered them in your elsewhere as “horsemen” or “riders.”

      Limenara: A human vessel for an Elemental being to inhabit. Once inhabited, the human’s consciousness typically aetherates, and they no longer exist (even in the otherworlds or afterworlds).

      Medial Genders: Each of the ten realms understands gender a bit differently, but since the Midcountries’ belief in binary gender (based only on “biological traits”) is so dangerous for all other Interrans, there is a basic understanding of gender on the continent that puts “masculine” and “feminine” genders at linear ends of a binary, with anything in between being understood as “medial.” This does not indicate that there are three genders, but that there is a spectrum of gendered ideas, and that it varies by culture, location, and the individual person.

      Opynicus: See Watchers.

      Otham: The lifeforce that powers all worlds. In some elsewheres, otham can be used to do obvious magic. In others, it is the force behind creativity, hope, and prayer.

      Raotham: A spiritual practice that aligns the practitioner closely with the otham, resulting in greater clarity about the self, and the practitioner’s surroundings. The chief aim of Raotham is to unite the mind and body. Advanced Raothami practitioners and masters may sometimes develop extrasensory skills such as sensing auras, slight precognition, and what may appear to be “mind reading” abilities.

      Ravenni: A society of witches, closely aligned with Raotham practitioners, with the difference that instead of more passively aligning with the otham, the Ravenni seek to work with the otham actively and utilize it to wield power.

      Relequan: A nomadic desert people who primarily reside in the Black Sands region. They are known for their extraordinary equine companions, the hysans.

      Rendyr/Dyr: A giant species of demonae deer who primarily reside with the Taigal bands of the Solaran Empire, as well as the Valkun.

      Shadowed Ones: Sometimes loosely classified as “Elementals,” the history of the Shadowed Ones and their origins is complicated. The Shadowed Ones are often worshipped as gods on Interra.

      Sirinvila: One of the primary people of Sirin, the Sirinvila are adept at manipulating power for their own purposes. They are rumored not to be able to lie, though they certainly are able to avoid the truth. Their morals are difficult to understand, but they are not wholly evil.

      Spiriti Valem: The world between worlds. The spirit paths. The spiriti valem is the home of the otham.

      Small Gods: Demonae or draconae who choose to spend a significant portion of their lives devoted to a place or person.

      Watchers: The eleven Watchers of Interra are draconaeic and demonaeic creatures devoted to a region or group of people on the Continent.
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