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CHAPTER ONE


There was a sound to the darkness.

Not an actual sound so much as a pressure that worked against the darkness of night, creating what I referred to as the dissonance—a discordant feeling that worked through me, leaving my skin awash with an almost raw sensation. It carried through me, worming its way into my chest and stomach, giving me the ability to observe and monitor what could not be observed otherwise.

That dissonance had changed, which was how I could identify the undercurrent of power that was here.

The path ahead was dimly lit. Moonlight streamed down, creating a silvery path across the ground, and a bit of wind whispered through the nearby trees and tall grasses, all of it murmuring with its own sort of connection to that dissonance but not carrying anything that would alarm me. It was my own heart that hammered, pounding softly in my chest, mixing with my steadied breath—a combination that also should not be mingling with the dissonance, but for some reason it seemed as if it were.

Still, it was the dissonance that drew me.

I crept forward, staying low, using the grasses around me as shielding. They were tall enough that if I were standing, they would be nearly up to my waist, and some of the blades were sharp enough to cut were it not for the thick leathers I wore. I strummed a muted chord on the small box instrument I carried in one hand, a device called a ukelin that allowed me to perform a chording—a type of power I could create using sound. I needed to do it carefully because if I played too loudly, my target might recognize I was coming. And if nothing else, I needed to be careful they did not know.

The chording I performed was a muted one, using a mixture of a single dampened note to create what was called the harmony of silence. I mixed that with an alternation of the nocturne of nightfall, another chording that would allow me to shroud myself in the shadows around me, but I had to do so carefully. Unnatural shadows would definitely draw attention.

Moving forward, I continued to feel for the dissonance.

It left my skin awash with some of that raw energy, making it difficult for me to move without testing whether anything was up ahead. I struggled to identify what was out here, if anything, but I could feel that pull of power and the way it was drawing on me.

I tapped on the ukelin once more. Subtle, soft, adding to the harmony of silence, still trying to shield my passing.

Then I caught a glimpse of my target up ahead.

They were foolish. The fire flickered, the flame dancing and calling attention to them. Even though this game trail was narrow and unoccupied most of the time, the fact that they were comfortable creating a fire out here suggested they didn’t expect any difficulty.

Another tap, and I could feel some of the dissonance beginning to shift, some of the power around me and the flow within it. Something here didn’t strike me as quite what it should be.

That was odd. Maybe it didn’t need to be, and maybe it was just my imagination, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was missing something.

It was instinct, I knew, and I had long ago learned to trust that instinct. Training had honed it and taught me that if I picked up on something like that, I needed to listen to it. And the dissonance I was feeling told me even more about it and warned me that if there was something there, I needed to be cautious.

I hesitated for just a moment, then shifted the chording I was using.

This one was slow, careful, and rhythmic. There was no real name for this chording, at least not that I’d learned in my training, but it did allow me to feel for the rhythm of the dissonance and see if there was anything else that would change. My skin felt like it burned as I played, even though the leathers should protect me from the effect of it. That was what I detected when I tapped on the ukelin, and what I detected when I picked up on the dissonance moving and flowing around me.

Something was off.

I stayed low, tapping again. The fire, which initially looked like some sort of mistake, was not that at all.

It was a trap. They knew I was coming.

Interesting.

I stayed down and softly tapped on the strings, adding to my nocturne of nightfall using the shrouding around me, then collected myself. I had to steady my breathing, steady my heartbeat, and I had to listen.

Everything added to the dissonance surrounding me. That was a lesson I had learned to hone at a young age when I was at the Academy, then had harnessed it even more once I joined the Guild. When I had taken the position I currently had, it had become even more significant because of my natural ability with it.

As I focused, feeling the different energies around me, I recognized that what I had felt was real. What was out here was real. And dangerous.

Then I tapped again and darted forward.

I used what was known as a resonance shield—a simple, vibrating sustained note that created a pressure that would expand outward the longer I tapped on it.

The grasses nearby rustled, and a figure lunged toward me.

He was dressed all in black, had a single dagger in hand, and seemed to be using his own nocturne of nightfall to shroud himself in the shadows. He was quick. But he hadn’t expected I would’ve drawn upon a shielding.

When he slammed into it, I twisted and rolled off to the side. Then I tapped the string of the ukelin again, before stuffing the ukelin into my pocket and withdrawing a spool of wire, my primary weapon. Each end could be stretched taut.

I tapped on the strand of wire as he circled me. The resonance shielding formed, although it was a little less solid with this. It didn’t need to be solid, though. All I needed at this point was to hold it and ensure I was protected.

“Who sent you?” he asked. “Was it the Hand? Was it the Stripefox? Or the Jestin Card?”

He circled, trying to get a better look at me in the darkness. I knew what he’d see—average height, lean but athletic build, nothing remarkable about my features. It was one of my advantages. I could disappear into a crowd as easily as I could into shadows.

He glanced at the spool of wire. It was an unusual weapon, I knew, and part of the reason I chose it was because it was not something the Guild favored. If somebody were to find me, they wouldn’t realize who I was or who I was with.

“It matters little,” I said softly.

Everything I said, every word I spoke, was meant to avoid shifting the dissonance. At this point, I needed to continue to understand that power, and I needed to be able to feel it so he didn’t get the jump on me again. He had already moved quickly enough that I knew I had to be cautious.

“How did you know I was out here?” I asked him. “Who spoke?”

He lunged again, his blade flashing. He was quick. The strike slammed three times into the shielding before I had an opportunity to fortify it. Another tap of the strand, and thankfully, it managed to hold. If it didn’t, I had another trick in mind, but I wasn’t wanting to have to do that if I could avoid it.

I said nothing, watching, assessing, and debating what the right strategy was. He was quick, so I was going to need to be quick too. But I also had to time it the right way. Not only did I need to deal with him, but I needed answers as well.

He came at me again.

Rather than augment the shielding, I flicked the wire, and a harsh, discordant chord echoed from it.

A dissonance strike.

His eyes widened, and I suspected he recognized the chording, but I wasn’t trying to hide the fact that I was using one anymore. Really, all I wanted to do was get past him and send him back. He jerked his hand, pulling away from the dissonance strike as if he had been burned. I flicked again but angled lower, catching him in the knees. He staggered, stumbling back into the grass but catching himself before he fell.

“The Guild?” he said. “We don’t attack each other.”

I didn’t say anything. I flicked again, and though he tried to move, my strike was true. It caught him in the legs and knocked him back farther. The dissonance strike was sharp, painful, and had enough force that it could cut no differently than any blade.

My next strike caught him in the thighs, and he crumpled.

I waited, then drew the shielding around me using the wire again. As I suspected, he tossed his dagger at me, thinking he could incapacitate me through such mundane means.

I moved toward him. As I did, he withdrew another blade from his sheath and pointed it at me.

I was close enough now, and given the strikes I had used on his legs, I knew he wasn’t going to be able to do anything. I casually kicked the blade out of his hand. Then I flicked the strand—a sharp strike that caught his arm, and the bone snapped.

A shock of icy numbness shot up my own elbow, stealing the feeling from my fingers—the cost of such direct force. He cried out.

The sound rubbed against the dissonance, irritating me even more, but I ignored it since this was the only sound I had to be concerned about.

“The Guild doesn’t attack the Guild,” he said again, but this time he seemed scared.

“Where is it?” I asked. “Is it near the fire, or do you have it on you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I completed the assignment.”

“I’m sure,” I said.

The assignment had been a merchant who was going to challenge the mayor of the town. It was a simple job: Remove the merchant, despite the security he hired, make it look like an accident, and keep a measure of peace in the town so the dissonance remained stable. At least, that was how I viewed it, though the Guild viewed it as a different technique. They didn’t see things in terms of dissonance the way I did.

“The job was done. I was just going to report…”

He tried to move, but I had shifted the shielding again. I could feel it—the pressure, the power—as it swirled around me, and I attempted to make sense of what was there. The dissonance began to shift and move, and I could feel some part of it. I wasn’t entirely sure what he had done, but I suspected he had some instrument similar to what I had that allowed him to play in some way.

He was no longer a threat. He couldn’t stand. He couldn’t use his arms. But he could talk. That was necessary.

“Here’s how it’s going to go,” I said, crouching down in front of him. The movement shifted his tunic, revealing a strange, jagged symbol branded into the skin near his collarbone. “I want to know where you brought the item you took, and then you’re going to tell me who you intended to sell it to.”

“Why do you even care? It has nothing to do with the Guild.”

“It has everything to do with it,” I said. “Do you know what you did? You betrayed the Guild.”

I knew that, but I wasn’t sure how much to share with him. It was an unusual assignment for me, but then again, I had gotten accustomed to unusual assignments, especially after I had shown my predilection for feeling the dissonance. Most of my jobs had been straightforward. This was the first time I’d been given an assignment that had made me question, and it wasn’t until I had done my research on what happened that I felt more comfortable with it.

Because, like him, I knew the Guild did not attack the Guild.

“I didn’t betray anybody,” he insisted.

“You went outside the Guild to profit. That is betrayal.”

“Who says?”

“The Maestro.”

His eyes widened. “And does he know the Celebrants are rising?” he asked.

I wasn’t sure what that meant. But I knew it didn’t make a difference.

“Does it matter?” I said. If the Maestro decided you had betrayed the Guild, you were dead.

I didn’t wait for his answer. I rifled through his pockets until my fingers brushed cold metal. A coin, but not currency. On one side, the Guild’s crest; on the other, a set of coordinates and a musical notation stamped into the silver.

A summons. And a location hidden in the poor district.

I looked at the shivering man. This wasn’t just a hit. It was an invitation.


CHAPTER TWO


The stone building stank. It smelled of damp air, mold, and the sharp, chemical bite of ozone that lingered beneath the dust and old paper, seeming as if it were all conspiring to irritate me and the dissonance. I knew that was not the case, but it just left me awash with annoyance.

I stepped inside, pausing for a moment at the table near the entrance. A gray-haired, elderly man looked up and greeted me, thin spectacles hanging along his face, his short hair wild though incongruous with his neatly pressed jacket and pants.

“May I help you, sir?”

“Silas Karsson here to meet with him.”

I didn’t need to say who he was. We both knew who I was talking about, even if the man might want to pretend that he didn’t. Then again, I wasn’t about to challenge him because the only reason he would be permitted to serve here was if he was of high enough rank to do so. It was dangerous for me to challenge somebody like him otherwise. I didn’t feel anything with the dissonance, but then again, it was unlikely that I even would because the person I was coming to meet would know all about the dissonance and how to counter it.

“You may wait there,” he said, motioning to a tall wooden stool in the corner.

I took a seat, feeling a bit like a child as I strummed a muted chord on the ukelin in my pocket. I needed to be careful with that because I didn’t want to draw the wrong kind of attention to the fact that I was tapping on the instrument and run the risk of angering the man. After all, he served the person I had come to visit.

The small fabrications I carried—protective charms I’d made during my Academy days—rested in my other pocket, a comfort even if they likely wouldn’t be needed here. The inside of this space looked like any sort of general store. There were rows of shelves with various items—fabrications, items that contained magical energies engineered to hold them, and different plants, medicines, and other necessary supplies. My appraising gaze lingered over everything before I settled back on the stool. There was a door leading to the back room, which was what I was waiting for, I presumed.

The man had not gone anywhere, though.

He simply moved around the counter, his motions unhurried, and I had the distinct feeling that he was trying to be casual about it, but I also had the feeling he was watching me. I had no idea if he had alerted the person I had come to see yet or not.

I kept turning over what I was going to say and what I had done. The information I had was not particularly useful, and it wasn’t particularly surprising, either, but it did leave me with questions about whether or not I would find anything more. Or if it even mattered.

Eventually, I began to feel something else. It was soft, subtle, and at first I thought that maybe I was imagining it. It did strike me as a little bit of the dissonance, but I was left with questions about whether I was picking up on something new or if it was something tied to this place. When I looked over to the man, I found him with his back to me, continuing to wipe at the counter and arrange items.

Odd.

This was almost certainly the place I was told to come, especially given his reaction and what I felt here. I just didn’t know what I would find.

I knew better than to question. It was something that had been trained into me from my very first days at the Academy, and ever since I had joined the Guild. Sit, wait, observe.

And listen.

I hadn’t needed to be taught that, however. The understanding of listening had come from when I was very young and when I had first started to pick up on some elements of the dissonance. One lesson from the Academy had stayed with me: You could learn from anybody, but you just had to pay attention. That had been a subtle thing at first and had been something I wasn’t even entirely sure how to describe or explain to others I interacted with because it had always struck me as something natural. But I knew better. I had always been alerted to changes and unexpected turns that had been unusual. It was difficult to surprise me because of it. Over time, I had learned what that was, and even to hone that ability, but part of that came from the fact that what I learned at the Academy and through the Guild had been tied to trying to help harness that and giving me ways to add to what I innately was able to do. The transition from student to operative had been jarring—less time to study and refine, more time acting and surviving.

When the man turned to me, he pointed to the door to the back room. “You may go.”

I hadn’t seen or felt any sign of a shift, nothing to suggest that there was any sort of messaging that would explain why I now could go, but I wasn’t about to argue. I got up, my back and legs stiff from sitting even for a little while, and made my way to the door. There was no latch, no handle, nothing, but as I approached, the door slid open.

A fabrication, I suspected, and it was neatly done. The level of engineering that had gone into that must have been complex. Either that, or it was simply engineered and not actually a fabrication. The man at the counter might have triggered a latch that caused the door to slide open.

On the other side was a staircase leading down.

That was unexpected.

An arcane lantern—a small, rectangular-shaped box that glowed with a white light—hung on the wall. It was exquisitely made and far nicer than some of the common arcane lanterns that one could purchase, for quite a bit of coin of course, in the markets around town. I had a tiny arcane lantern that I carried with me, but it would not radiate much power, as doing so would potentially expose me. And most of the time, I didn’t need to release that much power because the only thing I really had to do was listen to the dissonance.

I started down the stairs. The dampness I had noticed outside was more prominent here, and I wrinkled my brow, trying to ignore it.

After a dozen stairs, there was a landing that angled back.

I was heading beneath the building now.

Then the stairs led to a door that was a solid slab of stone, much like the one up above. I stood there for a moment, trying to figure out what I needed to do to open it, when the door slid open with a grinding of stone. On the other side was a brightly lit room that held the smell of smoke, flowers, and something almost savory.

It was unusual, and I remained on edge for the possibility that there was going to be something odd waiting for me inside.

When I stepped into the room, the door began to grind closed once again.

I looked around.

The light came from what looked to be a dozen or so arcane lanterns hanging around the room, which displayed a level of wealth that was rarely found anywhere else. The walls were all paneled wood, which struck me as unusual, especially in an underground place like this. The ground was tile, but a smooth sort, and it was muted as if trying to mask anything moving through here. That was odd and a little unexpected.

I stepped forward, and I didn’t need to go far before a large, plush rug greeted me. Chairs were set around a hearth in the corner.

“Don’t just stand there,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

I turned and caught a glimpse of Nyban. He was one of my first mentors, and his eyes carried a sharpness that made him even more intimidating than his otherwise average build would have done. His dark hair had started to gray at the temples since I’d last seen him, and he wore the same understated clothing he’d always favored—nothing to draw attention, everything to blend in. Then again, I knew better than to underestimate somebody like him because I had trained with him long enough to understand what he was capable of doing, though I doubted that many others did.

I looked around once more. “An interesting choice.”

He shrugged. “Interesting or not, it is what it is.” He smiled. “I wasn’t sure if you would find it.”

“It’s not the typical Guild meeting hall.”

“No. Nothing about this place is typical at all. You completed the assignment?”

I wasn’t terribly surprised that he decided to immediately get to the heart of why I was here.

“I completed the assignment. It wasn’t any more difficult than the others.”

He sniffed as he held out his hand, and I gave him the leather satchel I had taken off my target. I’d searched through the man’s belongings and found the items that had been taken, mostly to confirm that they were there.

“Were there any complications?” Nyban asked.

I knew exactly what he meant by complications, but as far as I knew, and as far as he knew, there had not been.

“No,” I said. “It went about as I expected. I didn’t expect there to be any difficulty since I don’t think he anticipated that anybody was following him.”

“Something that must change,” he said, though I wasn’t sure if it was for my benefit or his own. Either way, there was a look of irritation in his eyes. He motioned to the chairs near the hearth, and I went over but waited for him to give me permission to sit. When he did, he turned and left me.

This was not at all like any of the other meeting halls where we had spent any time. As a member of the Guild, I was accustomed to plenty of unusual locations, only this was odder than even those.

I watched the fire, feeling the warmth, and just listened to the crackling of the flames in it. There was something soothing about it as I listened and waited.

It didn’t take long before Nyban returned, and he surprised me by setting a bottle of wine on the table next to me, along with a pair of wineglasses. He motioned with his hand, which gave me leave to pour. I filled one glass before carefully filling another.

I was cautious as I swirled the wine, feeling some bit of tension. I didn’t detect anything in the liquid, but then again, I didn’t really expect to. I doubted he was going to poison me. It would run counter to the reason I was here.

He settled down in the chair next to me, grabbed one of the glasses, and then brought it to his nose, swirling briefly before taking a sip.

“I find that I can only relax in places like this.” He smiled, though it looked tired more than anything else. “It’s difficult. You get so used to being on edge, exposed, that having an opportunity to actually relax is considered a luxury.” He inhaled again before taking a slow sip. “But sometimes, that luxury is necessary. You need to have an opportunity to relax. Otherwise, you may find that the world begins to catch up to you.” He set the glass down on the table next to him and looked over to me. “You found this place without any difficulty?”

“It was about as I expected,” I said.

Not really, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. The building was not quite what I had thought it would be, especially considering that it was supposed to be a Guild safe house. And were it not for the unusual nature of the dissonance I had been able to feel, I wouldn’t have expected this place to be anything of note.

But again, that wasn’t something I was going to tell him.

“There have not been many who have been able to find us here. I have asked several to try, but none managed to accomplish it.” He spread his hands, as if to tell me how disappointed he was. “Unfortunately.”

I shook my head. “Unfortunately,” I agreed.

“And yet, here you are.”

“Is there something I need to be doing differently?”

“On the contrary. You did exactly what I hoped you would do.” He took another sip of wine, studying me over the rim of his glass. “The assignment I gave you—Walthon—that wasn’t just about recovering stolen items or dealing with a rogue member.”

I’d suspected as much, but hearing him confirm it made my chest tighten slightly.

“It was a test,” Nyban continued. “To see if you would act without question, or if you would investigate first. To see if the training I gave you all those years ago had truly taken root.” He heaved a sigh of disappointment. “Sadly, most operatives would have simply followed orders. You didn’t.”

“I needed to make sure,” I said cautiously.

“You succeeded in the task I asked of you, and I understand that it was a bit unusual.”

“A bit,” I agreed.

“And I suspect that if the instructions had come from anybody else, you would’ve questioned them.”

I nodded. “I would have.”

“Yet you still questioned anyway.”

Maybe this was the reason I was here. He knew I had acted with hesitation and had taken the time to investigate first.

“I needed to make sure the assignment was accurate and the reason behind it was valid,” I said.

He gave me a small smile. “You questioned. I trained you, and still you questioned.”

As I sat there, carefully trying to come up with what to say next, I found I didn’t need to.

“Which tells me that I trained you as I intended,” Nyban continued. “I did not want somebody to act without evidence or thought. You have never been that person and have always contemplated your strategy and your moves, but I have also wanted somebody who has the capability and the capacity to handle threats.” He swiveled, looking at me. “The Guild has many threats.” His eyes held that familiar sharpness, the same intensity I remembered from my earliest training sessions when he would test not just my skill but my thinking.

“I’m aware,” I said.

I wasn’t, not really, but then again I wasn’t sure what he was going to tell me. This was somebody who’d trained me when I had first come to the Academy. He had taught me some of my earliest lessons on how to access the dissonance. Nyban had been the one to help me understand the concept, to recognize that what I’d been feeling since childhood wasn’t just instinct but something I could learn to harness and refine.

“You aren’t,” he said. “Not yet, but I do want you to know that things are changing. Sometimes good, sometimes not, but regardless, there have been changes. Walthon, the man I assigned you to deal with, is but one member of the Guild who has started taking liberties.”

“Then the Guild needs to deal with it.”

“As you are aware, it’s difficult for the Guild to deal with its own members. Many are trained similarly and have similar styles, techniques, and experience.”

“I suppose that’s true enough,” I said.

“But not all. And there are those within the Guild who have served as much as they need to serve.” He turned, regarding me. “Which is why I put you through that small test.”

“That was the test?”

Some test. Poor Walthon.

“Yes, but for good reasons, as you yourself were able to ascertain, I imagine.”

“The job was appropriate,” I said carefully.

He smiled, and then he took a sip of his wine, laughing softly. “Appropriate. I suppose that would be one way of putting it. You did what you thought was necessary, and what you thought was right. I’m not going to disagree with you, as I also feel like what you did was right. In this case, however, I also believe that there will be other situations where someone with your skills is necessary. There is a subgroup within the Guild—one that deals with outliers, meaning members of the Guild who have decided to take their own approach. I would like you to join their number.”

I’d heard rumors about them. Admittedly, I had also suspected that this job would’ve been better handled by somebody like that, not necessarily me.

“You want me to be a Hunter?”

“Yes.”

“How many are there?”

“Only a handful. Not enough, but in order to do the job, you have to be capable. Hunters deal with problems that standard Guild operations can’t touch—members who’ve gone rogue, threats from within that require… discretion. There is a dark faction rising, Silas—the Celebrants. They have infiltrated the Guild, and they must be stopped. You are tasked with high-level assignments and other issues that are of particular significance to the Guild.” He took a drink. “Are you interested?”

I had felt as if I wasn’t necessarily a part of the Guild for a while. At least, not a traditional part of it. While I was skilled with the dissonance, my ability with the chording was not the most potent. I could feel the dissonance in ways most couldn’t, pick up on subtle shifts and changes that others missed entirely, but when it came to pure power—the kind of chording that could shake walls or stop hearts—I knew my limitations. More powerful than Walthon, it seemed, but not more so than everybody else.

“Why me?”

“Because things are changing, and the Guild needs to be ready.” He paused, his expression growing more serious. “The world is shifting in ways most don’t see yet. But those who can feel the dissonance, those who can sense the undercurrents—they’ll be the ones who matter when it all comes to a head.”

“What sort of things are changing?”

“I can’t fill you in on that yet, but you may need to be a part of it. That is, if you want.”

I didn’t know if I had much of a choice. As I looked around, I realized that if I said no, I likely would not be permitted to leave. Or maybe I would. Maybe this really was just a test. Regardless, it wasn’t one I wanted to fail.

“I’m happy to serve in whatever way you need.”

“Good. Then we should begin your training.”


CHAPTER THREE


Stone walls surrounded me—I could feel their rough texture when I brushed against them. I didn’t have anything on me and was fully nude, my leathers stripped away, with my senses heightened because of the darkness of the room. The air was cool against my skin, carrying the faint scent of damp earth and mineral-laden stone.

The silence pressed against my eardrums like water—thick, muffled, wrong. It reminded me of stories of the ancient Inarak power, or even the fae they served, though no fae had been seen on this side of the Twilight Gates in ages. All that remained were stories. Even my breathing seemed swallowed by the darkness, each exhale disappearing into nothing.

But even without my tools, I could feel the dissonance around me humming beneath the silence, a frequency just below hearing that made my teeth ache.

This was a test. I had to find a way out. First, I needed light.

I doubted I would be able to create light in this darkness. But perhaps I could work with the shadows instead.

I rubbed my hands together, skin whispering against skin. The sound was small, pathetic—but it was sound. I thought about the chording known as the serenade of starlight and began to whistle.

Soft. Slow. Careful.

The first note died instantly, absorbed by whatever dissonance filled this place. The second note lasted a heartbeat longer. The third note caught—barely—and I felt it push against the wrongness in the air.

I whistled again, adjusting the pitch, bending the tone until it fit the spaces between the dissonance. The sound scraped against my throat. Each note cost me something—a tightness in my chest, a pressure building behind my eyes. This was the price. The magic wanted payment, and I was giving it reluctantly, holding back.

The light that flickered into existence was weak, grudging. Pale illumination spread across the space—not from any source I could see, but from the air itself, responding to the serenade.

The room took shape around me: rough-hewn stone walls, perhaps fifteen paces across, with a ceiling that disappeared into darkness above.

Then I saw the opening overhead.

I had fumbled around in the dark, finding the walls barricaded, and would never have noticed that opening without the faint glow.

I moved carefully to the section of wall, then attempted to jump up and grab for the lip. I managed to get my fingers over the edge of it and pull myself up. The stone bit into my palms and scraped against my chest and thighs as I hauled myself upward, but I continued to whistle the serenade softly—each note a sharp payment extracted from my lungs, the pressure building in my head as the magic fed on my effort.

There were other openings. At least four more that I could now see, dark mouths in the walls at varying heights.

This was part of the test, then.

I turned, listening. Really listening. Beyond the whistle of my serenade, beyond my own breathing, there was something else. The tunnels each held different sounds—or rather, different silences. One hummed with residual power, a low vibration I could feel in my molars. Another swallowed sound completely. A third resonated oddly, as if it led to a larger chamber.

But one tunnel… One held pure emptiness. An absence so complete it made my ears ring.

That emptiness was the key.

Maybe this was not about the dissonance at all. Maybe it was about what wasn’t there.

I climbed to the empty tunnel and scrambled in. The whistle died on my lips as I entered, and darkness swallowed me again. But I didn’t resummon the light. Something about this tunnel wanted silence, and I would give it that.

I moved by touch and sound alone—the scrape of skin on stone, the quiet rasp of my breathing, the faint echo that told me the tunnel continued ahead.

Then the walls closed in.

What had been a crawl space became a squeeze. My shoulders scraped both sides now, a double-tracked whisper of flesh against rock. My breathing grew louder, more labored, each exhale bouncing back at me from mere inches away.

Was this all part of the test, or was this the challenge—testing whether I was resilient enough or foolish enough to slide myself into a space I wouldn’t fit?

The stone pressed tighter. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, and beneath it, that wrongness—that dissonance—waited.

I needed the serenade again. I needed light. But to whistle meant to breathe deeply, and there wasn’t room for deep breaths anymore.

I tried anyway. The first note came out strangled, pathetic. The pressure in my chest built immediately, though not from the magic this time but from simple lack of air. I stopped, gasping, and the darkness pressed closer.

No. I couldn’t do this. Not like this. I was not going to pay with my body when the tunnel was already taking everything.

I tried to back out. My hips caught. My shoulders wedged.

The point of no return.

Panic flared, hot and immediate. I was stuck. Actually stuck. And without the serenade, I couldn’t even see how stuck I was.

I forced myself to stillness. Listened. The tunnel around me creaked, or maybe that was my imagination. But beneath that, I could hear something else. A whisper of air. Movement. The emptiness ahead, calling.

This was the choice, then. Go back, if I even could, or pay the price. All of it. Not just the easy cost of a whistle in an open room, but the full payment. My breath. My body. My willingness to hurt.

I sucked in what air I could—barely a thimbleful—and whistled.

The sound was broken, agonized. It clawed its way out of my throat and hung in the narrow space, quivering. The dissonance pushed back hard, and I pushed harder. The magic wanted more. Fine. I’d give it more.

I whistled again, forcing the notes out even as my ribs compressed, even as my lungs screamed. The serenade of starlight built slowly, painfully, each note costing me breath I couldn’t afford to spend. But with each note, I felt the dissonance shifting. Not disappearing—it would never disappear—but bending. Accommodating.

The pale light flickered back into existence, and I could see the tunnel ahead. Still tight. Still impossible. But I could see the angle now, the way I needed to twist, the exact position that would let me slide forward another inch.

I moved. Stone scraped every inch of me—shoulders, hips, spine. The whistle caught in my throat as my chest compressed, but I forced it out anyway. Each note was agony. Each note was payment. Each note bought me another fraction of movement.

My head was stuck. My body was wedged tight.

I whistled louder, higher, the serenade twisting into something new. Something the Academy had never taught me. The sound carved through the dissonance like a blade, and I felt the magic respond. It wasn’t gentle. It burned through me, taking breath and strength and will, demanding everything.

And I gave it everything.

I pushed, whistling through compressed lungs, the notes cracking and breaking but still resonating. The tunnel groaned—or maybe that was me. But I was moving, inch by grinding inch, paying for each fraction of progress with sound and suffering.

Then my head broke through. My shoulders followed. The tunnel opened up ahead—not much, but enough.

I dragged myself forward into the widening space, the serenade dying on my lips as I collapsed, gasping for air. The pale light flickered once more, then faded, leaving me in darkness again.

But ahead, I could hear something new. Real sounds. Wind through leaves. Bird calls. The living world.

I crawled toward it, exhaustion weighing on me like stone. Every muscle trembled. Scrapes and bruises covered my body. But I was through.

I pulled myself out into the morning light that filtered through leaves overhead. The sounds of the world crashed over me, so loud after the dead silence of stone. Each one was sharp and distinct, no longer muffled by darkness and dissonance.

“There you are,” a voice said from behind me.

I spun. Nyban leaned against one of the oaks, arms crossed, watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“Here,” he said, pointing to a pile of clothing on the ground.

I dressed, shifting the rough fabric around me, still feeling the emptiness clinging to my skin.

“I wasn’t expecting you to make it through.” His voice carried something—not quite approval, but perhaps respect.

“So this was a test you wanted to see me fail?”

“I didn’t want you to fail, but there hasn’t been anybody who has survived it before.”

“What happens?” To those who fail, I meant.

He regarded me for a moment, then started to laugh—a sound without real humor, hollow and sharp. “Are you asking because you wondered if I might actually leave you there?”

“I think that’s a very real possibility,” I said.

“It’s unfortunate you would feel that way.”

“Unfortunate or not, it’s how I feel.”

“Well, I’ve removed them. Alive. But those who fail are often reassigned, and as you can imagine, the assignments are not quite what they might want for themselves.”

Which meant some of the more difficult and detestable Guild assignments.

“And now that I’ve done this?” I asked.

“Now that you managed to make it through, I think it’s time I work with you, to see if there’s anything else I might be able to push you on, to help you grow. The tunnel proved your will. Now we test your skill. Are you open to testing and training?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Yes. You are here.” He pushed off from the tree, the bark scraping audibly against his sleeve. “Now, why don’t we return so you can get yourself together, and then we can begin your training.”

I followed him back through the woods, the sounds of morning surrounding us—our footsteps on fallen leaves, distant water running, the creak of branches overhead. After the silence of the tunnel, every sound felt like a gift.

And I understood, finally, what the test had really measured. Not whether I could sense dissonance or find the right path.

But whether I was willing to pay the full price when the magic demanded it.


CHAPTER FOUR


My lessons in chording went fast and brutal.

I trained every day. All day. But this wasn’t the Academy—no gentle progression, no time to master one technique before moving to the next. Nyban pushed me through forms at a pace that left my hands bleeding and my head pounding.

My days fell into a rhythm. Wake before dawn. Splash cold water on my face from the basin in the corner of my small quarters. Dress in my leathers, the familiar weight settling over me like a second skin. Walk down the narrow corridor to the training room, my footsteps echoing off stone walls.

Nyban would already be there, waiting. He never had tea prepared. There was no warmth to this. Just the instruments, the books, and the expectation that I would pay whatever price the magic asked of me.

We’d begin with basics. But only for an hour. Then he’d throw me into advanced techniques I had no business attempting.

“Again,” he’d say when I failed. “Again.” When my fingers cramped. “Again.” When I couldn’t hold the resonance. “Again, again, again.”

The pain was constant. Not just calluses burning, but something deeper. The chording took something from me—each note extracted its payment in aching joints, pressure behind my eyes, a tightness in my chest that made breathing difficult. I’d wake in the night with my hands cramping, have to flex them slowly in the darkness until the pain eased.

This wasn’t about understanding dissonance. This was about endurance. About learning to pay the cost without hesitation, to give the magic what it wanted even when it hurt.

By the third day, I could hold a resonance shield for a full minute, but it left me gasping, dizzy, my vision spotted. By the fifth day, I’d learned to layer tones, but each layering felt like adding weight to my chest. By the end of the first week, my fingers moved with brutal efficiency, but my body paid for every note.

“Good,” Nyban said after I completed a particularly vicious sequence. I was shaking, sweat dripping down my face despite the cool air. “Now you’re starting to understand. The magic doesn’t care about your comfort. It wants what it wants.”

On the eighth day, Nyban did something different. Instead of drilling me through forms, he brought out a small fabrication—a polished stone about the size of my fist, dark gray with veins of white running through it.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him.

I sat, grateful for the reprieve even as I wondered what new torture this would involve.

He placed the stone on the table between us. “This is a recording fabrication. It captures the echo of chording, preserves it. We use them for training, for study.” He tapped the stone once, and it began to glow faintly. “Listen carefully. This is important.”

The stone began to emit sound—not physical sound, but something I felt in the dissonance. Chording, preserved and replayed. And it was unlike anything I’d heard before.

Perfect.

That was the only word for it. The harmonics were flawless, each note precise to the point of being mathematical. There was no warmth to it, no humanity—just pure, absolute control. Structure so rigid it felt like watching clockwork instead of music.

It made my skin crawl.

“This,” Nyban said quietly, “is the Maestro’s technique. Absolute order. Absolute control. This is what we aspire to in the Guild—perfection without flaw, power without waste.” He watched my reaction carefully. “Few can achieve this level of precision. It requires decades of training, complete mastery of every form, and a particular mindset. One that values order above all else.”

The chording continued to play from the stone, and I found myself both impressed and disturbed. It was masterful, yes. But it felt wrong somehow. Too perfect. Too controlled. Like something that had forgotten it was supposed to be alive.

“Why are you showing me this?” I asked.

“Because you need to recognize the skill. This is what we aspire to.” He deactivated the stone, and the oppressive perfection faded.

It was beyond me. That much I knew. But I focused on it anyway.

I rarely left the Guildhall.

Most of my time was spent inside the small chamber at the back, where I would go through the different forms Nyban was demonstrating, working on speed and pain tolerance. The room became my world—and my prison.

But precision was one thing. Application was another.

It was on the eighth day that Nyban brought someone else into the room.

The man was older, gray-haired, with the lean build of someone who’d spent decades as a Guild member. He wore simple traveling clothes and carried a lute.

“This is Corvin,” Nyban said. “He’s leaving the Guild. Retiring. Going to spend his remaining years in a cottage somewhere quiet.” He paused. “He’s volunteered to help with your training.”

I looked between them, not understanding.

“You’re training to hunt Guild members who’ve gone rogue,” Nyban said. “Who’ve violated their oaths or become liabilities. You need to learn how they think. How they move. How they defend themselves.”

Understanding dawned slowly, then all at once.

“Corvin is going to try to kill you,” Nyban said pleasantly. “Not actually, of course. But he’ll treat it as if he is. And you’ll practice tracking him, cornering him, neutralizing him.”

Corvin smiled. It wasn’t a kind smile. “Ready, boy?”

I wasn’t.

The first test was simple: Corvin left the Guildhall an hour before dawn. My job was to find him before midday.

I started in the merchants’ quarter, where the morning crowd was already thick with vendors and buyers. The smell of fish and fresh bread mixed with horse dung and river water. Perfect place for someone to disappear—too many people, too much noise, too much distraction.

But I was confident. I’d trained for this. I knew how to sense the dissonance, how to pick out anomalies.

I tapped the ukelin softly as I walked, sending gentle probes through the crowd. Most people barely registered—just background noise in the dissonance. But then I felt it. A ripple. A presence that felt… trained. Controlled.

There.

A dockworker loading crates onto a wagon. Average height, weathered clothes, face shadowed by a wide-brimmed hat. But the way he moved was too efficient, too precise. Guild training left marks you couldn’t hide, not completely.

I approached from behind, confidence building with each step. My hand went to his shoulder.

“Corvin,” I said. “Found you.”

The man turned, confused. “What? I don’t⁠—”

Not Corvin. Just a dockworker. An actual dockworker, with calloused hands and genuine surprise on his face.

Behind me, I heard it. A simple tune played on a lute—a mocking little melody that made several passersby smile. The kind of tune a beggar might play for coins.

I spun around.

Corvin sat against a wall twenty feet away, dressed in rags, a wooden bowl at his feet with a few coppers in it. He’d been there the entire time. I’d walked past him twice without even noticing.

He finished the tune and grinned. “You were looking for a Guild member. I was a beggar. You saw what you expected, not what was there.”

I failed.

The second test was tracking. He left a trail of subtle markers only someone trained would notice. A special coin on a windowsill. A pattern of knots in a rope. A door left slightly ajar in a specific way.

I found three of the seven markers. Failed again.

The third test was the worst. He knew I was coming. He’d had time to prepare, to set traps—not physical traps, but chording traps. Resonances left hanging in doorways, dissonance woven into the stairs that would alert him the moment I approached.

I triggered four of them before I even reached his room.

“A rogue Guild member won’t wait for you to find them,” Nyban said after I returned, defeated. “They’ll hear you coming. They’ll be ready. And if you’re not better than this, they’ll kill you.”

So I learned.

I learned to move quietly, to sense the chordings before triggering them. I learned to watch for the subtle tells that marked someone as more than they appeared. I learned to think like someone who was hunted, because that helped me understand how to hunt.

Corvin made it personal. Not cruel, but relentless. Every failure was demonstrated in detail. Every mistake was cataloged and used against me in the next test.

“You checked the window but not the chimney.” “You assumed I’d stay in the city.” “You trusted that closed door. Never trust a closed door.”

By the end of the second week, I’d started to succeed more than I failed. I found him in four hours instead of failing entirely. I identified five markers instead of three. I avoided most of his chording traps and disabled the ones I couldn’t avoid.

And then Nyban added a new element.

“Find him,” Nyban said on the morning of the fifteenth day. “Corner him. And neutralize him with chording before he can respond.”

“Neutralize?”

“Make it so he can’t fight back. Without killing him, obviously. But treat it as if your life depends on stopping him immediately.”

This was different. This wasn’t just tracking or observation. This was combat.

I found Corvin in an abandoned warehouse near the river. He’d left obvious signs this time—this wasn’t about the tracking. This was about what happened when I caught him.

He was waiting, lute in hand, when I entered.

“Well?” he said. “What now, Hunter?”

I had my ukelin out. My fingers were already positioning themselves on the string, feeling for the right pressure points.

He moved first. His fingers flew across the lute strings, and I felt the dissonance ripple outward—a stunning wave meant to disorient me. But I’d felt it building, heard the intake of breath before he played, and I was already countering with my own chording.

The two techniques crashed together in the space between us. Neither of us moved. This was purely about skill now, about who could maintain their chording while disrupting the other’s.

My fingers burned. The pressure built in my chest, behind my eyes. The magic demanded payment and I gave it, pouring everything into maintaining the resonance while simultaneously trying to unravel his.

He was better than me. More experienced. His chording was cleaner, more efficient. But he was also old, and I was desperate.

I found the flaw in his pattern—a half-beat of hesitation where his finger placement wasn’t quite perfect. I drove my own chording into that gap, disrupting his rhythm.

His technique faltered. Not much, but enough.

I seized the moment, shifting my chording to a binding resonance—one of the techniques Nyban had taught me in the first week. It wasn’t elegant, but it was effective. The sound wrapped around Corvin, creating a pressure that made movement difficult.

He could have broken it if he’d had time. But I didn’t give him time. I stepped forward, maintaining the chording, and placed my hand on his lute.

“Yield,” I said.

He smiled. “Yield.”

When we returned to the Guildhall, Nyban was waiting. Corvin described the encounter, noting my mistakes but acknowledging the success.

“He’ll do,” Corvin said. “Rough, but he’ll do.”

That was the last I saw of him. He collected his things and left that afternoon, heading for whatever quiet cottage awaited him.

And my training continued.

More tests. More Guild members who volunteered to be hunted, each one teaching me something different. A woman who specialized in escape and evasion. A man who used misdirection and false trails. Another who fought with multiple instruments, creating layered defenses I had to unravel.

I learned. I improved. I paid the price in pain and exhaustion and sleepless nights.

But I learned.

It was then that he came to me.

“I have an assignment,” he said late in the day. I was tired, primarily because I had been working with my chording and testing against another Guild member—a young woman who’d proven frustratingly good at setting ambushes.

The exhaustion hit me in waves. My vision blurred slightly at the edges. My hands trembled from overuse. But I’d won the last test, and that counted for something.

I looked over and set down the practice ukelin I’d been using. “An assignment? I thought this was my assignment—to learn as much as possible from this, from you.”

He smiled tightly. “This was the assignment, but unfortunately, we’re running out of time for you to complete this aspect of it. Though you’ve done well so far.”

“It’s nice to have done well,” I said.

“You have. You’ve been developing your skills. You can track. You can corner. You can neutralize.” He paused. “Now we need to see if you can do it when it matters.”

I nodded. When I straightened in my chair, I felt an energy building around me, leaving me uncertain. Whatever he was about to tell me mattered.

He took a seat across from me.

There was a serious look in his eyes, and within that, I knew whatever he was going to tell me now was significant. I felt a bit of trepidation, wondering if this was related to what I’d heard whispered in the halls—rumors about Celebrants, about Guild members who’d vanished or turned.

“What’s the assignment?”

“Celebrants.”

I hesitated. “There’s nothing concrete known about them.”

“They’re real,” he said flatly. “Guild members who’ve abandoned their oaths. Who’ve formed some kind of… organization. We don’t know exactly what they want, but they’re recruiting. Converting others. And they’re responsible for several disappearances.”

My heart hammered. “You think I can help with that?”

“I think you can help with part of it. We’ve identified someone we believe is connected to the Celebrants. Not a leader, necessarily, but someone who knows things. Someone who might lead us to the others.”

He leaned forward. “The problem is that this person knows the Guild. Knows our methods. Most of our Hunters are too recognizable, too established. But you? You’re new. Unknown. You trained at the Academy, but you’ve been out of circulation for years.”

“You want me to find them,” I said.

“Find them. Observe them. And if the opportunity presents itself… bring them in for questioning.”

He handed something over to me. A slim leather journal, worn at the edges. The leather was dark brown, almost black, and soft from years of handling. It smelled faintly of smoke and old paper.

“I’m hopeful you’ll have an opportunity to review it and then decide whether this is something you’re open to completing.”

“I get to choose?”

“At this point in your training, and with the types of jobs we’re asking of you, choice is essential. It gives you the chance to find your way, to figure out what you’re willing to do and how much you’re willing to be tested.”

I looked at the journal, my heart pounding as I thought about what that might mean. The cover was unmarked—no title, no emblem, nothing to indicate what was inside. Just worn leather and the weight of significance.

“How far?”

“How far is the job?” He tilted his head, waiting for clarification.

“Yes. How far will I need to travel?”

“West. Following rumors. This target moves frequently, never staying in one place long.”

I frowned. “But they’re part of the Guild?”

“Yes.”

“Then why me?”

“For a very good reason,” he said, nodding to the journal.

I opened it and skimmed the pages. The handwriting was precise, almost mechanical—someone had compiled this information with care. Dates, locations, witness accounts. Each entry was dated, cross-referenced. This wasn’t casual intelligence. This was a systematic hunt, information gathered over months, perhaps longer.

Primarily it was a detailed list of movements and places where the target had been noticed. Places where they had performed, which wasn’t terribly surprising—many of our Guild members posed as bards to travel easily.

Hampin. Northridge. Milltown. Crossroads. The list went on, tracing a path westward over the past six months. Each location had notes: “Performed at the Red Hart Inn. Three nights. Left heading west.” “Seen near the docks, asking about passage north.” “Played at a merchant’s daughter’s wedding. Payment: ten silver.”

Someone had been very thorough.

But there was something else about it. Something unusual that had me questioning.

“I still don’t see anything here that explains why me. This could be anyone’s assignment, couldn’t it?”

“Keep reading,” Nyban said.

It irritated me that he didn’t just tell me. At this point, I figured he could have simply shared what I needed to know. But instead, he urged me on.

As I kept reading, I felt a rising trepidation and curiosity about what was there and why it had to be me.

The entries continued. More locations, more performances. And then, halfway through, the reports began to change. Not just locations now, but descriptions of techniques. “Uses a specialized lute. Performs chordings not in the standard Academy curriculum.” “Witnessed subject creating multilayered harmonics despite single-instrument limitation.” “Subject shows particular skill with resonance manipulation.”

My hands began to shake slightly as I turned the page.

Then I reached the section describing the target.

Physical description: Average height, slender build. Brown hair worn long. Preference for green and brown clothing. Distinguishing marks: scar on left hand from Academy training accident.

I knew that scar. I’d been there when it happened.

And I knew why it had to be me.

A friend. Somebody I had known at the Academy. Somebody I had worked with, sat with, played music with. Somebody who had helped me name the different chording forms.

Somebody who had helped me as much as I had helped him.

Leo.

The name seemed to pulse on the page, ink darker than the words around it. Or maybe that was just my vision blurring. My chest felt tight. My hands had stopped shaking and gone numb instead, fingers locked around the journal’s edges.

I’d spent two weeks learning to hunt Guild members. I’d tracked them, cornered them, neutralized them in practice.

But they’d all been strangers. Volunteers. People I had no connection to.

This was different.

“He might be connected to the Celebrants,” Nyban said quietly. “We’re not certain. But his movements, his techniques, the way he’s been operating… it fits the pattern. And if he is involved, he might lead us to the others.”

“And if he’s not?” I asked.

“Then we’ve eliminated a possibility and we keep looking. But either way, we need to know.”

I’d spent two weeks learning to be a Hunter. Learning techniques, building skills, understanding what it meant to track and eliminate targets.

I hadn’t understood what it would feel like when the target had a face I knew. A voice I remembered. Memories I cherished.

“You don’t have to accept,” Nyban said. “But you knew him. You’ll recognize his patterns, his thinking. That’s an advantage.”

I looked down at the journal. At Leo’s name. At the list of places he’d been, the techniques he’d used, the trail he’d left behind.

“When do I leave?” I asked.

“Tomorrow,” Nyban said. “If you accept.”

I closed the journal. Felt its weight in my hands. Thought about everything I’d learned, everything I’d paid for in pain and exhaustion.

And I thought about Leo. About the boy who’d entered the Academy at the wrong time and succeeded anyway. About the friend who’d helped me name my chordings.

About the possibility that he’d betrayed everything we’d both believed in.

But it was more than that, and I suspected that Nyban knew it. If I didn’t do this, someone else would—someone who might view things differently.

“I accept,” I said.

Nyban nodded slowly. “Then get some rest. Tomorrow, you become what we’ve been training you to be.”

A Hunter.

And Leo was my first real prey.


CHAPTER FIVE


I had a pack slung over my back, and I moved cautiously along the road. The weight of it pressed against my shoulders—not heavy, but present. A reminder of what I was doing. Where I was going. Why.

The road was empty this time of day, with the midafternoon sun beating down relentlessly, creating wavering mirages in the distance where heat rose from the packed earth. Dust coated my leathers, turned my boots gray, settled in the creases of my hands. I’d been walking since dawn, and my feet ached in a way that made each step a small negotiation with pain.

But the physical discomfort was nothing compared to the weight of what I carried in my mind.

I was traveling west, and I had to get my mind right. Especially with what I’d been asked to do.

Leo.

I hadn’t thought of him much since leaving the Academy—him only a year behind me, but much further ahead skill-wise. I had appreciated his talent, appreciated his mind, and more than that, appreciated his company. He’d been brought into the Guild before me, though. Younger, more talented, more capable, and so he’d progressed more rapidly. I had been identified as a promising candidate, but it wasn’t until I’d been further along in my Academy years that I’d proven I had whatever they were looking for. I suspected it was tied to the dissonance, or it might even have been tied to Leo himself, though I didn’t know if he was responsible for it. I didn’t know if he would be willing to acknowledge that.

We’d spent countless nights in the Academy practice rooms, him suggesting names for the chordings while I worked out the technical applications. “The harmony of silence,” he’d said once, testing the words. “Not just quiet, but the active choice to make no sound. That’s what you’re creating.” And he’d been right. He’d always been right about those things.

Now I was hunting him.

This was also part of a test. It had to be. They wanted to know if I was willing to act against somebody who was a friend.

It meant I was loyal, I suspected.

He had been a friend, somebody I had cared about, somebody I had wanted to work with. Somebody I had recognized had potential, talent, and who had been good to me, kind, and caring.

That wasn’t something I’d had a lot of.

Which made it harder for me.

I had agreed to the job, though.

That’s because Nyban’s training had taught me some critical lessons: Observe first, act later. Don’t rush to confront. Gather information, understand the situation, verify the intelligence. Most failed hunts came from Hunters who moved too quickly, assumed too much, acted on incomplete information.

So I would observe. I would gather intelligence. I would verify whether Leo was actually involved with the Celebrants, or if this was simply Guild paranoia seeing patterns where none existed.

And if he was involved? Then I would decide what to do.

The dusty road stretched ahead. The afternoon sun made the packed earth shimmer with heat. Not far in the distance, a wagon caravan moved slowly, dust rising from its wheels like smoke signals.

I could’ve arranged for a horse, but I’d hesitated, primarily because I didn’t want to be bound to an animal. There were plenty of caravans that moved through this part of the world. I could hitch a ride with them, travel with them, and hopefully let them give me the protection I needed to get further along.

The landscape here was rolling hills covered in dry grass, with occasional stands of scrub oak providing the only shade. The road was well-traveled—wagon ruts carved deep into the earth, evidence of countless caravans that had passed this way. This was a trade route, which meant relative safety in numbers, but also meant more eyes to potentially recognize me for what I was.

By the time I caught up to the caravan, it was still trudging along. I approached carefully. These were open wagons, not enclosed, and the people were dressed simply in worn but patched clothing. Nobody appeared armed.

The wagons were weathered, their wood bleached gray by sun and rain. Canvas coverings had been tied down over cargo, and the horses pulling them were sturdy draft animals, not the kind bred for speed. This was a merchant caravan, moving goods from one market to another, probably taking the safer routes and avoiding anything that might draw attention.

Nobody but one man. He was younger, muscular, with a sword strapped at his waist. The way he moved and looked around suggested he was comfortable with his assignment and familiar with soldiering. His hand rested on his sword hilt in a way that was casual but ready—not expecting trouble, but prepared for it.

This was somebody to be cautious around.

I approached carefully as they stopped near a stream, giving the horses a chance to drink and several of the people an opportunity to fill waterskins.

The stream was narrow but clear, running over smooth stones with a gentle burble. Willows grew along its banks, their drooping branches creating patches of welcome shade. Several of the caravan members had already dismounted, stretching legs cramped from sitting, rolling shoulders stiff from the day’s journey. The horses lowered their heads to drink, their sides heaving with the exertion of pulling loaded wagons through afternoon heat.

I came with my hands held up, though I did have a chording ready to whistle if I needed to defend myself. Not that I expected to use one easily, but I thought I might be able to defend myself somewhat if it came down to it, or deflect something if necessary.

One of the merchants turned to me, frowning. He was older, perhaps fifty, with sun-weathered skin and calluses on his hands that spoke of years handling reins and cargo. His eyes were sharp despite the crow’s feet at their corners.

“Can we help you?” The man’s voice was low with a bit of a drawl, his brow furrowed.

I flashed a smile. I thought about my training, about how to approach outsiders, wanting to look as disarming as possible. There were several ways I might be able to handle this, especially when it came to getting access to a caravan like this. I didn’t want to be threatening. One of the benefits of being part of the Guild, and the way we served, was that very few people viewed us as threatening. Very few people viewed minstrels as anything dangerous.

Those who understood what the Guild was able to do viewed us differently, but most people didn’t think much of us.

I withdrew a small harp I kept for just this purpose.

I flashed another smile and held up the instrument. “I’m just a traveling musician, and I’m looking for safe passage. It’s not always easy on the road, but I’m trying to get to Casington.”

The man shared a look with several of the others in the caravan, then glanced over at the soldier. He was likely the one I needed to convince, though I wasn’t sure how that was going to happen.

The guard stepped forward, and that’s when I noticed it—a small charm hanging from his belt, tucked among the practical tools and pouches. It caught the light as he moved: a circular pendant with an intricate design, something that looked like interlocking crescents or perhaps stylized flames. The craftsmanship was too fine for a common trinket, the metal too bright to be simple brass.

I’d seen something similar before, but I couldn’t place what it was. This could be anything—a family crest, a good-luck charm, a keepsake from a lover. It looked like cold iron—the old metal, the kind grandmothers claimed kept the Fair Folk at bay. Plenty of soldiers carried such things.

I filed it away. Noted it. But dismissed it as coincidence.

What mattered was convincing him I wasn’t a threat.

“Road is dangerous,” the old merchant said.

“I see you have security. I can’t deny I would appreciate the opportunity to travel with somebody who could keep an eye on things. Give me a chance to actually relax, unwind, and maybe even practice and perform.”

I said the last with a little lilt, an offer, a promise lingering in it. I knew how most people would treat that offer, the way they would appreciate it. It was the benefit of being part of the Guild.

“He performs?”

The voice was soft, timid almost.

But the person who stepped forward was a little older and quite a bit lovelier than I would’ve expected. She had raven-dark hair that fell in waves past her shoulders, olive skin that spoke of southern heritage, and dark eyes that held a curious intelligence. She wore a sash of color wrapped around her neck like a scarf—vibrant red and gold, embroidered with flowers—the only bit of color she wore. Otherwise her clothing was tattered and worn, much like that of the others with the caravan. But the way she carried herself suggested more than her clothes indicated. There was a confidence in her movements, a grace that didn’t match the role of simple caravan traveler.

“Go take a seat, Jasmine,” the man said.

“I was just saying that if he has an opportunity to perform, shouldn’t we take that?”

“Have a seat,” he said.

I needed to get them all—including this man—on board with the idea that I was not any sort of threat.

“I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer for payment, but I can perform. I’ve been told I have delicate fingers,” I said. It was a lie. I wasn’t really that skilled a minstrel, but I was skilled enough that I should be able to get myself a few nights of travel. Only a few, though. I doubted I could keep up the act for too long without raising questions about my capability and the number of songs I knew.

“I don’t need much,” I added. “Just a warm seat at the fire and whatever scraps of food you might offer. And I can contribute.”

I said the last as another promise. I wasn’t going to be able to offer all that much, but they didn’t need to know that. Most caravans like this had plenty, and they wouldn’t necessarily need me to contribute. They just needed the promise that I would not be a burden.

“We are heading that way anyway,” a hard, gruff voice said from the other side of the wagon, though I couldn’t see who it belonged to. “Might as well have somebody who can entertain.”

“Fine,” the merchant said. “You can walk, though.”

“Of course,” I said. “Although, if the opportunity arises for me to take a seat, even for a short while, I would much appreciate it. My feet are tired. I’ve been walking for quite a while, and I had to hurry to catch up to your caravan. I haven’t seen any other in the latter half of this day.”

That wasn’t untrue, either. I hadn’t seen anything, which was somewhat surprising. I would’ve expected some other movement on the road.

“He can sit by me,” Jasmine said. “For a little bit.”

The man huffed. “That girl is going to be a problem,” he muttered. Then he waved his hand.

I looked over and saw the soldier watching me, but he said nothing as I moved to the caravan and climbed up to take a seat next to Jasmine.

The wagons were rickety, dirty, and whatever goods they were transporting were covered with blankets or inside trunks. The wooden bench where I sat was rough, splinters catching at my leathers. The wagon bed creaked under my weight, and I could smell the cargo beneath the canvas—grain, perhaps, mixed with the earthier scent of wool or hides. Jasmine sat with her back against a trunk, her legs tucked to one side in a way that suggested long practice at finding comfortable positions in uncomfortable places.

I couldn’t see much of the cargo, but at this point, it didn’t really matter. I wasn’t here for the trade. I was here for the opportunity to travel more easily, to use them and the fact that they were able to get places I wouldn’t be able to get on my own.

When I took a seat next to Jasmine, she grinned at me, broad and excited. Her teeth were straight and white—another small detail that didn’t quite match her worn clothing.

“You play?” she asked.

I pulled the harp out of its case and plucked a few notes, tuning the strings dramatically as I prepared. The harp was small, portable, the kind a traveling musician might actually carry. I’d spent time at the Guild learning it specifically for situations like this, though I’d never been as comfortable with it as I was with my ukelin. “I do. My hands are all crampy, but I can play a few notes for you.”

I noticed several of the others watching me, as if questioning the comment about my hands.

I wanted to give myself an excuse if I didn’t perform well, but at the same time, I doubted it would be all that poor. I didn’t know what expectations they had for my performance, but they shouldn’t be so high as to put me in a situation where I couldn’t even perform for them.

I started by playing slowly, then building up to a song I had learned at the Guild that I used when I wanted to blend in, to fit with the responsibilities I would have as a traveling minstrel.

The song was called “The Merchant’s Daughter,” a ballad about lost love and longing that was popular in taverns throughout the region. My fingers moved across the strings with more confidence than I’d expected—Nyban’s training had improved my overall musicianship, even on instruments I rarely practiced.

The song was simple, especially on the harp. Though it didn’t carry any chording forms within it, there was a hint of one, just a touch. Strangely, after my time spent training, I found I was able to layer a little bit more on top of it, even with the harp. That surprised me. I hadn’t expected to improve with my overall playing when I’d been training, but perhaps I should have anticipated it. The muscle memory from endless hours practicing with the ukelin had translated to better control, better timing, and a better feel for how the notes could work together.

When I finished, Jasmine clapped her hands and leaned forward. “That really is quite lovely.”

“Thank you. I’m going to need to rest a little bit, but I can play more this evening when everybody stops.”

“So, you’re traveling to Casington?” she asked, and there was something sharp in her tone now, something more focused than simple curiosity.

“That’s right.”

“Have you been through there before? Do you know anyone there?”

The questions felt deliberate, like a test. I kept my expression neutral, curious but not defensive.

“I pass through sometimes,” I said. “Why do you ask?”

She studied me for a moment, then seemed to make a decision. “I’m looking for someone. A musician, actually. A man named Garridan. He plays a specialized lute, travels through these parts. I was told he might be in Casington, or heading that way.”

My heart hammered, but I kept my face curious, interested. Garridan. Not a name I knew. Not a name in Nyban’s journal. But a musician with a specialized lute? That matched Leo’s description.

This was why I’d joined the caravan. Not just for safe passage, but because Nyban had taught me that information flowed along trade routes. Caravans heard things, saw things, carried gossip and rumors. If I wanted to track Leo without alerting him to my presence, I needed to listen to the people who might have seen him pass through.

And now here was Jasmine, asking about a man who fit Leo’s exact description.

“Garridan,” I repeated, testing the name. “Can’t say I know him. Why are you looking for him?”

She hesitated, and I saw wariness in her eyes—the same wariness I’d felt from her earlier. She was testing me still, just as I was testing her.

“He helped my family once,” she said finally. “I wanted to thank him. Maybe ask if he needed anything.”

The answer was too vague, too careful. She was lying. Or at least not telling the whole truth.

“Well,” I said, “if I hear anything about a man called Garridan with a special lute, I’ll let you know. Musicians tend to know each other, at least by reputation.”

She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’d appreciate that.”

The conversation had shifted. What had been simple small talk was now something else—a negotiation, perhaps, or a mutual testing of boundaries. She wanted information about Garridan. I wanted information about Leo. And neither of us was willing to reveal why.

Which meant I’d made the right choice joining this caravan. Whatever Jasmine knew about “Garridan,” it was more than what was in Nyban’s journal.

“I think they’ll like it when you play,” she said, leaning closer so I could feel the heat radiating off her. She smelled a little like mint. “I know I will.”

“Good. Maybe you could tell me a bit about your wagon, the people, and what sorts of songs they might appreciate.”

If I was going to travel with them, I needed to get to know some of the people here. More than that, I wanted to know more about the merchants. Something was unusual, though I wasn’t sure what. The soldier caught my attention as well.

He kept glancing over to where I was seated next to Jasmine, but he was making a show of trying not to look at me. That much was clear. Though I doubted he was going to be much of a threat, there was a possibility he might pose a danger if I didn’t watch him carefully.

“Well, the head of the caravan there is Heldon, and sitting next to him is Torvik, then you have Rodrik, Maris, Velara, and Tormund.” She pointed to each of them. “That’s pretty much it.”

“What about your soldier?”

“Oh,” she said. “That’s Talish. He was hired for protection. Apparently the road is dangerous.”

I found him watching me and wondered what he was thinking. There was something about the way he looked at me that left me concerned about what he might do since I was not part of the caravan. He studied me in a specific way that left me with questions. His posture was too rigid for casual suspicion—shoulders square, weight balanced, hand never far from his sword. This wasn’t just a hired guard being cautious. This was someone trained to recognize threats.

I was tempted to use my ukelin to see if I might be able to diminish some of the sound around me and test whether there was something more to him. But I decided against it. There wasn’t anything I could truly do about him, other than note the pressure and power lingering around him, which left me with a distinct sense of unease.

The dissonance around Talish felt… muted. Not absent, but deliberately controlled. Like someone had thrown a blanket over a fire—the heat was still there, but the light was hidden. That was unusual. Most people radiated dissonance naturally, their emotions and intentions creating ripples I could sense. But Talish? He was too still, too controlled. Either he had remarkable discipline, or he knew how to shield himself.

Which meant he might know about the Guild. Might even be Guild himself.

Or he might be a Celebrant. The charm at his belt suggested that possibility. But I needed more evidence, more information, before I could be certain of anything.

“What about you?” I asked, turning to her and offering my most winning smile, though I wasn’t sure if it was truly winning or not.

“What about me?” Jasmine asked.

There was a note of suspicion in her tone, and I realized I’d approached this the wrong way. Something about how I’d said it, how I’d targeted her, made her look at me with a wary expression.

“I was just curious what your place is here.”

“Oh,” she said, softening, then glancing over at Heldon. “He thought I should join the caravan. He thought it would be useful for me.”

“But what do you do?”

“A little bit of everything. I help with meals, and I can sew, but it’s really my training as a healer that helps the most.”

I straightened, regarding her with renewed interest. “Your training as a healer?”

“I know,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “Most people don’t think much of healers, especially the kind I am. They think there really isn’t anything to the art, but it is an art. You need to know what types of plants to mix, and you need to be able to read a person, find out what is wrong with them, before you treat them.” She shrugged. “So there is an art to it,” she said again, as if trying to convince herself as much as me.

“I’ve known a few healers,” I said. “And I know it’s a difficult task.”

Part of my training at the Academy, and then again within the Guild, had involved understanding different medicines. They were useful for various reasons—partly because things that could be medicinal could also be poisonous, offering an opportunity to mask what a person would be able to do and where they would be able to go. I’d spent weeks learning to identify common plants and their uses: foxglove for the heart, but deadly in the wrong dose; nightshade for pain, but lethal if mishandled; monkshood that could slow a pulse or stop it entirely. The line between healing and killing was often just a matter of quantity.

“You know?” Jasmine asked.

“I do,” I said. “I’ve needed a healer a few times.”

“As a minstrel?” she said with surprise, but it was laced with a bit of suspicion as well.

I knew I needed to be careful here. Not many people would think of a minstrel the way I did, and I knew there was potential danger in how I was positioning myself.

“Sometimes my playing isn’t what it needs to be,” I said, offering a hint of a grin. “And you know how it can be when you disappoint somebody.”

“I guess I don’t,” she said, and then she grinned at me. “Nobody ever tried to poison me because my healing wasn’t good enough.”

I snorted. “Well, consider yourself lucky, then.” Though I wondered if that was entirely true. Someone with her knowledge of plants and medicines would be valuable. And valuable people often attracted the wrong kind of attention.

“I guess,” Jasmine said.

“Maybe you can show me some of the different medicines you mix while we travel,” I said.

“Why would you want to know that?”

“Well, I trained at the Academy, and I have an interest in learning. You get used to doing things, studying things, and…” I shrugged. “I suppose you get used to the idea that there’s something more.”

“More?”

I nodded. “More.”

She looked as if she were unsure. And yet, as she watched, there was a curiosity in her gaze, and something else as well. I had a pretty good idea she was going to be curious—and more than just curious.

Because she wanted to know about Garridan. And I wanted to know what she knew.

This caravan had just become far more interesting than simple transportation.

If Leo was using the name Garridan, and Jasmine was looking for him, I was exactly where I needed to be.


CHAPTER SIX


The caravan stopped outside a small town. We had been traveling for the better part of two days, and each night had been much the same. The rhythm of travel had become familiar: wake before dawn, break camp, walk or ride as the wagons creaked forward, stop at midday to water the horses, press on until dusk. Then set up camp again, build fires, prepare food, and fall into exhausted sleep on hard ground.

I had been tasked with helping by cooking, cleaning, setting up camp, and playing music after arrangements were made. My hands smelled of woodsmoke and onions from preparing meals. My back ached from hauling water and setting up tents. But I’d done it all without complaint, fitting into the caravan’s routine as if I’d always been part of it. I kept to myself as much as possible, not wanting to draw unnecessary attention.

I kept waiting, half expecting some sort of confrontation, but nothing had come. That was a good thing. Part of me was concerned there might be a challenge to my presence, but most of the caravan had been perfectly content with my performances. No one had commented on my skill—or lack thereof.

Jasmine had stayed close, watching and listening. There had been an intensity to her gaze that struck me as amused at first, then impressed, but there was a mix of something else within it as well. She’d sit near the fire while I played, her dark eyes reflecting the flames, her expression unreadable. Sometimes she’d hum along softly, harmonizing with the melodies in a way that suggested musical training she hadn’t mentioned. I hadn’t been able to fully understand what it was, and I hadn’t been terribly concerned about it, either.

Talish, however, was different.

When we stopped the first night, I’d been tasked with helping cook, clean, and perform other camp necessities. I hadn’t argued and went along with it. When it was done and I sat at the fire and began to play—avoiding singing, because my voice was terrible—I’d gotten a bit more attention, but primarily from the soldier.

That had been bothering me ever since. There was something to the way Talish observed me that put me on edge. It wasn’t the casual attention of someone enjoying music. It was assessment. The way his eyes tracked my finger movements on the harp strings. The way he’d lean forward slightly when I paused between songs. The way he’d glance at my pack, as if wondering what else I carried inside it.

I’d caught him watching me three separate times during the day’s travel. Not openly—he was too professional for that—but I’d turn my head and find his gaze already on me, studying. Each time, he’d look away as if he’d merely been scanning the horizon. But I knew better.

I knew I needed to be careful with him. I’d seen people like this before, and I had a pretty good idea he would pose a danger to me. So I tried to sit back, observe, and not cause additional problems within the caravan.

By the time we reached the town, I felt as if I’d been keeping mostly to myself and hadn’t caused any issues.

The town sat in a small valley, protected from the worst of the wind by low hills on either side. Smoke rose from chimneys, gray against the late-afternoon sky. The buildings were mostly wood construction, weathered but sturdy, clustered around what looked like a central market square.

“What town are we at?” Jasmine asked, looking over at me.

Since I had revealed that I’d studied at the Academy, she knew I had a passing knowledge and desire for learning. But I didn’t know geography, at least not out here. That hadn’t been part of my training. Not that the Guild would have kept that kind of education from me—there were certain aspects of it that I might have benefited from—but it wasn’t generally considered necessary unless it came to eliminating certain targets.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not really sure what’s on this road.”

Talish was still watching me when he answered, “This is Satlindar.”

I frowned. I thought about some of the books I’d studied, some of the geography I’d learned, but I didn’t remember a place with that name.

“I don’t know it,” I said.

He huffed. “And you think you should?”

“That’s not what he said,” Jasmine said, attempting to serve as a peacemaker between us. I found myself amused by that, primarily because I wasn’t concerned about what Talish would do to me. I’d seen him wield a sword but had never seen him actually fight. I recognized the look of a soldier, somebody who carried themselves with a certain level of comfort with the blade, but I wondered what he would do against the chording I had the ability to use. Would he be able to oppose that? Would he be able to do anything about it? Would it even matter?

“I just remarked that I didn’t know anything about it,” I said. “But you’re right. I don’t think I should. Will we be trading here?”

“We?” Talish asked.

Jasmine patted him on the arm, climbing off the wagon and looking over at the village. I hadn’t had an opportunity to see the trade in action, and at this point, I didn’t even know what they traded, or whether it was anything significant. These were merchants, I was certain, but what kind?

“We,” she said. “He’s been part of the caravan for several days now, and you know Heldon has accommodated him. So you need to accommodate him as well.”

“I need to do no such thing,” Talish said.

I regarded him, then climbed out of the wagon, stuffing the harp into its case and slipping it onto my back. I reached into my pocket and tapped on the ukelin to test a few different chordings as I moved forward, to check whether there was any movement to reveal or potential threats. Luckily, I didn’t detect anything.

“Just don’t get underfoot,” Talish said. “The caravan is going to stay here for the evening, and…” He shook his head. “Don’t get underfoot.”

He strode over to talk to Heldon.

“He’s quite protective,” I said to Jasmine.

“He’s been like that since he was hired. I think Heldon knew him from before, though.” She shrugged. “I don’t remember him, but Heldon…” She trailed off, then looked around, as if trying to decide how much she wanted to share. “Anyway. I think he knew something, but I don’t know what it was or whether it matters.”

“So what do you do during these visits?”

“Not a whole lot. I often check for supplies, but most of the time there isn’t anything I need to gather.”

“Why not?”

“Just because there’s not much here,” she said. “This place is too small, and I doubt I’m going to find anything unique.” She grinned. “Unique is often the best, you know. Anything basic, I can get anywhere. I’m always looking for something special. Something I can add to what I’m doing that might make it a bit better, a bit more interesting.” She gave a small shrug. “I’d better check with Heldon before I go anywhere. I’ll see you later.”

I nodded and regarded the rest of the caravan, debating whether I would stay here. But it seemed as though everyone else was getting ready to go into the town. And if they were going in, then shouldn’t I as well? Besides, I needed to see if there was any information here that I could learn—rumors about Leo, perhaps, or any musician matching his description traveling through.

Once I headed into the village, I passed several wooden homes, mostly well maintained, though there was one with a thatched roof in bad need of repair. The streets were dirt, packed hard from use, with wheel ruts carved deep. Gardens grew beside some of the homes—late-season vegetables, mostly, their leaves yellowing as autumn approached.

Two children went racing down one side street, but they slowed, pausing when they saw me. They were young, maybe seven or eight, with dirt-smudged faces and bare feet despite the cooling weather. They whispered something to each other before laughing and racing away again. I caught the word “stranger” in their whispers.

I found the central market and noticed rows of shops, though many had been shuttered for the day. Wooden stalls stood empty, their awnings rolled up, waiting for tomorrow’s trade. A few merchants were closing up, carrying goods inside, securing locks. It was late enough that wasn’t terribly surprising. I heard the sound of music from down the street.

Everything within me went cold. Music could mean another member of the Guild, and it ran the risk of me needing to prove I was truly a minstrel.

I was drawn toward it and paused outside the tavern. A hanging sign showed a horse reared back on its legs with crossed swords underneath. The sign itself was hand-carved, the wood dark with age and weather. The paint had faded, but the craftsmanship was good—whoever had made it knew their trade. There were no letters written on the sign, nothing to reveal what this place was named. Many establishments in small towns like this didn’t bother with names. Everyone local knew the place, and strangers could read the imagery well enough.

I stood outside for a few moments, listening to the music. It had a different texture than I would’ve expected. The flute had a bright, clear tone, but there was something underneath it—a subtle resonance that made me wonder if there was more to the playing than simple melody. I recognized the song, a basic tune with a familiar rhythm that I’d heard at the Academy years ago, though I wasn’t sure why it struck me as significant now.

The playing was masterful. Whoever this was, they understood not just how to make music, but how to make it breathe. Each note flowed into the next with a fluidity that suggested years of practice. This wasn’t someone who’d learned to play competently. This was someone who’d devoted their life to the craft.

Somebody coughed from behind me, and I turned to see a man dressed in black pants and a light blue jacket. He was unarmed, and his shaggy brown hair hung loose around his shoulders. One of the locals, most likely.

“Are you going to just stand there, or do you intend to go in and drink? Because if you’re going to just stand there, maybe you wouldn’t mind if I stepped past you so I can go in and drink.”

I snorted, stepped to the side, and apologized briefly.

When he opened the door and I heard the music, I was able to pick up on something different, but I couldn’t catch a glimpse of who was playing.

Eventually, however, I knew I was going to need to go inside. I was here to gather intelligence, wasn’t I? To ask about Garridan and see if anyone had seen him pass through. That’s what Nyban’s training had taught me—listen, observe, gather information before acting.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness inside. The tavern was lit by oil lamps hung from the ceiling beams, their light warm but dim, casting pools of illumination that left the corners in shadow. The air smelled of ale, woodsmoke, and something cooking—meat stew, perhaps, with onions and herbs. The floor was worn smooth by countless feet, the wood boards creaking softly as I moved.

Several tables were occupied. The bar at the back of the tavern was constructed from heavy wood, scarred and stained by years of use. Bottles lined the shelves behind it.

My gaze was drawn to the minstrel at the end of the room. They were playing a flute, and from the technique they were using, I could tell they were an actual minstrel—far more capable than anybody I’d trained with at the Academy.

She sat on a small raised platform—calling it a stage would be generous. The flute was silver, or possibly silver-plated, and it caught the lamplight as she played. Her fingers danced across it with practiced ease, finding each hole without looking, her breath control perfect. She was younger than I’d expected from the skill level, perhaps mid-twenties, with auburn hair pulled back in a practical braid. Her clothing was simple but well maintained, the kind a traveling musician would wear. Functional, but with small touches of color at the collar and cuffs that suggested she cared about her appearance.

The song she was playing now was complex, layered with harmonics that shouldn’t have been possible on a simple flute. But she was manipulating the instrument in ways I’d never seen—subtle changes in embouchure, slight adjustments to finger placement that created overtones and resonances that filled the room with sounds richer than a single instrument should produce.

I took a seat at a table and leaned forward, focusing. The more I listened, the more certain I became. This was Guild-level skill. Whether she was actually Guild, I couldn’t say. But she’d been trained by someone who knew what they were doing. The precision, the control, the understanding of how sound could layer and build—these weren’t things you picked up by accident.

The tavern owner came over and looked down at me, resting his hands on his dirty apron. He was middle-aged and balding, with the kind of thick forearms that came from years of hauling barrels and kegs. His apron had once been white but was now stained with ale, grease, and what looked like dried blood—probably from preparing meat. His face was flushed, either from exertion or from sampling his own wares. His eyes flashed with irritation as he regarded me, before he grunted to get my attention.

“Are you just going to sit there, or do you need anything?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was just listening. Your minstrel is quite talented.”

“That’s Ranirra.”

He said it as if I should recognize the name. There was pride in his voice, mixed with something else. Protectiveness, maybe. Or possessiveness.

“Has she played here often?”

He snorted. “Not a local, then?” He studied me, squinting for a few more moments, then nodding. “Of course you aren’t. Should’ve noticed, but it’s a little dark over here. No. Not a local, and she’s pretty well known around these parts. Skilled, with a certain style, but not one that everybody has or understands.” He shrugged. “Anyway. What can I get you?”

“I suppose just a drink?”

He shook his head. “There’s no ‘just drinking’ anything, not here. We have three types of ales, several whiskeys, a couple of different wines, so no,” he went on, “you can’t just have a drink. I need more than that.”

“I’m looking for a simple ale. Or a nice, smooth, earthy wine would be fine as well.”

“Oh, I’m sure it would be,” he muttered. “All right. You stay there, and I’ll fetch you something.”

Before he could leave, I leaned forward. “Actually, I’m looking for someone. A musician named Garridan. Plays a lute, travels through these parts. Have you seen anyone like that come through recently?”

The tavern owner’s expression changed. Subtle, but I caught it—a tightening around his eyes, a slight stiffness in his shoulders. His hand, which had been resting casually on his apron, shifted position, fingers curling slightly.

“Garridan,” he repeated, his tone carefully neutral. “Can’t say I know the name.”

“He might not have given his name,” I pressed. “But the specialized lute is distinctive. Not many people play one.”

His eyes narrowed. “You Guild?”

The question came out flat, almost accusing. My heart hammered, but I kept my expression curious, confused.

“Guild? I’m just a traveling musician, looking for a friend.”

“Right.” The word dripped with skepticism. “Just a traveling musician who asks very specific questions about very specific instruments. Stay there. I’ll get your drink.”

He walked away, but his posture had changed. Stiffer. More alert. He glanced toward the back of the tavern, toward a door I hadn’t paid attention to before.

I’d made a mistake. Pushed too hard, too fast. Asked the kinds of questions that made people suspicious. Nyban had warned me about this—about being too direct, too obvious. I’d been trained to hunt, but I was still learning to hunt subtly.

He ran off, and as he did, I turned my attention back to Ranirra, listening.

There was one lesson I’d been given when I was at the Academy: You could learn from anybody—you just had to pay attention. Too often, once I got into the Guild and needed to focus on what the Guild was teaching, I hadn’t had an opportunity to really appreciate performances. I was trying to learn more about what I was going to have to do and how I was going to have to play.

But to a certain extent, that was necessary. You go from learning and spending most of your time trying to understand the world, to needing to wield what you’ve learned and use it, because you don’t have the opportunity to train the same way any longer.

Still, here in a tavern like this, I had to be more careful. I’d already raised suspicions. The smart thing would be to finish my drink and leave quietly.

When the server came back, he set a mug of ale on the table, then turned to where Ranirra had begun another song—this one soft, melodic, and soothing. I didn’t hear anything that struck me as containing a chording, but part of me wondered if maybe I couldn’t detect it. Or maybe there really wasn’t anything there.

The server turned back to me. “Your drink,” he said, and there was something in his tone that made me look up. His expression was carefully blank, but his eyes held a warning. Or was it a challenge?

“Thank you,” I said.

He nodded and walked away. I watched him go, noting the way he moved—deliberate, controlled. And I saw him exchange a glance with someone in the corner. A man I hadn’t noticed before, sitting in shadow.

The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

Something was wrong.

I took a drink of the ale, but as soon as I did, I recognized that something wasn’t quite right. I wasn’t sure what it was, just that the taste was off. Not bad, exactly, but there was an undertone beneath the usual bitter malt. Something herbal. Something that didn’t belong in ale.

I wondered why.

Then I felt it.

It came slowly, but there was something within the dissonance that I began to pick up on. What the bartender had given me was… well, it wasn’t necessarily good.

My pulse began to quicken. Not dramatically—just enough that I noticed. My hands felt warm, then cold, then warm again. The sensation was subtle at first, easy to dismiss as nerves or the warmth of the tavern. But then my vision sharpened, everything becoming almost too clear, too bright, as if someone had turned up the lamplight even though nothing had changed.

That’s when I knew. There was something in the drink.

He’d poisoned me. Because I’d asked about Garridan. Because he suspected I was Guild.

The realization hit me with cold certainty. This wasn’t random. This was deliberate. Someone in this town—maybe the tavern owner, maybe someone connected to the Celebrants—had recognized me for what I was. Or at least suspected enough to take action.

I listened for a few more moments, then got to my feet and felt woozy.

The room tilted slightly. Not much, but enough to make me grab the edge of the table for balance. My legs felt disconnected from my body, like I was operating them from a distance. Each breath seemed to take more effort than it should.

And then the dissonance faded away.

It wasn’t gradual. It was like someone had thrown a switch. One moment, I could feel the ambient dissonance of the room—the low hum of human emotions, the subtle resonances from Ranirra’s playing, the faint distortions that marked where chording had been used recently. The next moment, it was gone.

Not fading. Gone.

The silence was physical. Crushing. Like pressure building in my ears, but worse. Like diving deep underwater and feeling your eardrums compress, except this was inside my head, inside my chest, everywhere at once.

I staggered, reaching out to steady myself against the table. My hands were shaking, not from the poison’s physical effects but from the terror of what was happening.

I’d been sensing dissonance my entire life. From childhood, I’d felt it—that constant background awareness of power and energy, the subtle vibrations that told me about the world in ways other people couldn’t perceive. It was like hearing or sight, so fundamental I’d never imagined being without it.

And now it was gone.

The world felt flat. Wrong. Incomplete. Like I was looking at a painting instead of reality. All the visual information was there, but the depth, the texture, the life of it had been stripped away.

My breathing quickened. Panic clawed at my throat. I couldn’t feel anything. The dissonance around Ranirra’s music—gone. The subtle resonances in the tavern’s stones—gone. The faint distortions that marked where people stood, where emotions ran hot or cold—all of it, gone.

It was like going deaf. Worse than going deaf.

Deaf people lose sound, but they still have their other senses. This was losing a sense I’d relied on more than I’d ever realized. A sense that had guided me, protected me, let me understand the world in ways that went beyond mere sight and hearing.

The silence roared in my head. A ringing emptiness that felt like it might consume me. My chest tightened, my heart hammered against my ribs. I couldn’t breathe properly. Each inhale felt shallow, inadequate, as if the air itself had changed.

The room swayed. Or maybe I swayed. Without the dissonance to anchor me, I couldn’t tell which. I reached for the ukelin in my pocket, fingers fumbling, desperate.

I started to tap on it, and in the process, I felt an odd sense wash over me.

But the strings felt dead under my fingers. I could hear the notes—physically hear them—but I couldn’t feel them. Couldn’t sense the resonance building, couldn’t feel the chording taking shape. It was like trying to play music while wearing thick gloves. The physical motions were there, but the connection, the feedback, and the sensation of the power flowing through me were all absent.

I was cut off from the sense that had defined me since childhood.

And the terror of that was worse than the poison itself.

My hands began to shake. Subtle at first, then more pronounced. I clenched them into fists, trying to stop it, but that only made the trembling worse. Sweat broke out on my forehead, cold despite the warmth of the tavern. My mouth had gone dry, my tongue thick and clumsy.

I needed to get out. Needed air. Needed help.

I reached the door, staggering now. My vision was narrowing, the edges going dark. I could still see, but it was like looking through a tunnel. Each step required conscious effort—lift foot, move forward, put it down. Things that should have been automatic now required deliberate thought.

I tapped on the ukelin again.

There were a few different chordings I could try that would offer strength. Most of the time I didn’t need to use them, but with this feeling coming over me, I couldn’t stay on my feet nearly as well. I needed to try to get through this. More than that, I needed help.

The chording I played was weak, the notes barely forming. My fingers felt numb on the strings, unresponsive. And worse—I couldn’t feel if it was working. Couldn’t sense the resonance building, couldn’t feel the power flowing. I was playing blind, hoping the muscle memory was enough, praying the technique would work even without the feedback I’d always relied on.

The resonance that should have built, that should have flowed through me and given me strength, barely registered. I couldn’t tell whether it wasn’t working, or if I simply couldn’t sense it. The silence where the dissonance should have been was deafening, absolute, terrifying.

I had to get to Jasmine.

I didn’t know if she would even be able to help me, but there had to be something she could try.

The strange, painful energy inside me continued to build, and I didn’t know if I could handle it any longer.

The power was too much.

My legs gave out.

I collapsed to the ground. The cobblestones were cold against my palms. Rough. I could feel every uneven edge, every gap between the stones. My cheek pressed against the ground, the smell of dirt and horse manure filling my nose. Somewhere distant, I heard voices. Shouting? Or just talking? I couldn’t tell. Everything was muffled, like I was underwater.

And through it all, that terrible silence. That absence where the dissonance should have been. Like a vast empty space inside my head, a void that screamed with its own absence.

I’d never known quiet like this. Never experienced the world without that constant background awareness. And now, lying on the cold stones, poison coursing through me and my connection to the dissonance severed, I understood how much I’d depended on it. How much it had been part of me.

Losing it felt like losing part of my mind. Part of my soul.

Somehow, I was going to have to find a way to fight past it, though I didn’t know what that was going to involve.

I tapped on the strings of my ukelin, feeling some of the energy inside it. Or trying to feel it. But there was nothing. Just the physical vibration of the strings, the sound of the notes in my ears. No resonance. No power. No feedback.

Nothing.

The strength was not there.

I crawled, trying to push off the ground and get to my feet. But every time I did, I began to feel the weight and energy beginning to sap out of me.

My arms were shaking too badly to support my weight. I managed to get to my knees once, then collapsed again. The world spun. The sky above me was darkening—was evening coming on, or was my vision failing? I couldn’t tell.

And still that silence. That terrible, crushing silence where the dissonance should have been.

A poisoning, of course, but I couldn’t tell how or what this was, just that there was obviously some sort of influence on me.

Then I felt hands on my body.

“No,” I said, thrashing and trying to stand. I tapped on the ukelin, attempting to build some bit of a song, use some of that chording. But even as I did, the power I played with did not carry enough energy within it. Or maybe it did and I couldn’t sense it. Maybe the chording was working perfectly and I was deaf to it, or maybe it was failing completely. Without the dissonance to guide me, I had no way to know.

My throat was closing. At least it felt like it was. Each breath came harder than the last, a wheezing sound accompanying it that I didn’t recognize as coming from me at first.

“Relax, Silas,” a familiar voice said.

Jasmine.

“Something in my drink,” I said. “Can’t feel—can’t sense—” The words came out garbled, desperate. How could I explain? How could I tell her that I’d lost something she didn’t even know existed? That the world had gone silent in a way she couldn’t understand?

“What?”

“Drink,” I said, my mouth dry, my words flat, nothing working the way it should. “Something in my drink. Tavern owner. Asked about Garridan. Suspected. Poisoned me.”

“Oh, no.” She slipped her arm around me and guided me back to the wagon. Her arm was surprisingly strong, taking most of my weight as I stumbled along beside her. She smelled of herbs—mint and something else, something medicinal I couldn’t identify. Her voice was steady, calm, the voice of someone who’d dealt with emergencies before. “Why would somebody slip something into your drink?”

Her voice sounded as if it were growing distant. That was a bad sign. It meant that whatever power was here, whatever had begun to affect me, was starting to become even more significant than I’d known.

The world was fading in and out. One moment I was aware of my feet moving, of Jasmine’s arm around me, of the smell of woodsmoke from the evening fires. The next moment, everything was gone except darkness and a distant ringing in my ears. And underneath it all, that terrible silence. That absence. That void where the dissonance should have been.

It was dangerous. That much I knew.

“I don’t know,” I said. My tongue felt thick, the words slurring despite my efforts to speak clearly. “Do you have any antidotes?”

“I have a few things I can try, but…”

“But what?”

Was I even speaking aloud? Or was my voice not working?

I couldn’t feel my lips moving. Couldn’t tell if sound was coming out. Couldn’t feel anything. The world was flat, dead, empty. The silence screamed.

“I don’t know if they’re going to work for you. But I’ll try. Trust me, Silas. I will try.”

Her voice was firm, determined. There was something in her tone that suggested this wasn’t the first time she’d tried to save someone. But there was also uncertainty there. A thread of doubt that she was trying to hide.

I didn’t have a choice. The darkness was closing in, warm and heavy, pulling me under. The last thing I felt was Jasmine lowering me onto something soft—a bedroll, maybe, or a wagon bed. The last thing I heard was her voice, distant now, speaking to someone else. Heldon? Talish? I couldn’t tell.

And the last thing I experienced before consciousness left me entirely was that silence. That terrible, crushing, infinite silence where the dissonance should have been.

It felt like death.

Then nothing.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Strange dreams came to me.

For a while, I drifted through the darkness. Every time I came around, I felt as if I might be able to awaken, might even be able to identify where I was, but every time I drifted again, I found that my mind wasn’t working the way it should. Thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind. Memories surfaced and sank without warning. Time had no meaning—seconds might have been hours, hours might have been days.

I attempted to make sense of things, to feel for the power around me, but the energy made it difficult for me to truly appreciate all of that power, to appreciate everything there. I did, however, feel a bit of dissonance. I tried to make sense of it, tried to understand just what I was picking up on, but the power around me didn’t seem like anything I’d encountered before. It felt muted, distant, like hearing music through a thick wall.

Then I drifted again, and those dreams drifted with me. The darkness continued to claim me, pulling me under like I was in deep water.

Within that, however, I kept finding something else. I wasn’t sure what it was, just that it struck me as familiar—something I’d faced before. Some of the emptiness reminded me of what it had been like when I’d first been learning about the dissonance. The same confusion. The same sense of being adrift in something I couldn’t name.

I remembered the first time I’d tried to understand that power. I was no more than twelve or thirteen, and I’d wandered away from home, listening to the sounds around me. I was near a sawmill, and the steady sawing of trees and the ripping noises created a cacophony that disrupted the quiet and comfort that came from the forest and everything around me. I found myself pushed away from it.

The memory was vivid—more vivid than it had been in years. I could smell the sawdust, sharp and sweet in the summer air. Could hear the blade biting into wood, that high-pitched whine that set my teeth on edge. The sawmill sat beside a creek, and normally I loved that spot—the cool water, the shade from the willows, the way the current sang over the rocks.

But when the mill was running, everything changed. The sound wasn’t just loud. It was wrong. It pressed against me like a physical force, making my chest tight, my stomach clench. The dissonance radiated from that place like heat from a forge, invisible but undeniable.

And every time I realized I was pushed, I found myself pushing against it, trying to see if there was anything I could find in that dissonance to help me understand if I was imagining what I was feeling. I’d stand there, fifty feet from the mill, and force myself not to turn away. Force myself to feel it, to try to understand what made it so unbearable.

It wasn’t the only time I’d felt that dissonance. Many times, at least initially, it had been in large, grand spaces where things had pushed against me like that. The sawmill was one, but not the only one. There had also been a place inside town. When I’d approached the small village we lived near during a festival, my mother holding my hand, I’d begun to feel a strange uneasiness.

The festival was held in the village square every harvest season. Stalls lined the streets, selling everything from fresh bread to leather goods. Musicians played on corners. Children ran through the crowds, laughing and shrieking. The air smelled of roasted meat, spiced cider, and woodsmoke from the cooking fires.

But underneath all of that, beneath the music and laughter and delicious smells, there was something else. A wrongness. A dissonance that grew stronger with every step closer to the heart of the festival. It felt like standing too close to a bonfire—not painful yet, but uncomfortable, warning me to step back.

It had taken me a while to make sense of what I was picking up on. It left me feeling as if maybe I was overreacting, which my mother often made claims about. The festival was supposed to be fun, joyful. Everyone else seemed happy. Why did I feel like I was being pressed on from all sides, like the crowd itself was a living thing trying to squeeze the air from my lungs? But in a way, overreacting wasn’t necessarily unwarranted, especially considering everything I’d been through. Even if I were overreacting, it might actually have been helpful for me to better understand what was going on.

“You need to relax,” my mother had said, squeezing my hand briefly before forcing me to look over at her. Her face was kind and concerned, her dark hair pulled back in a simple braid. She wore her festival dress—the blue one with the embroidered collar that she saved for special occasions. Her hand was warm, calloused from work, familiar. “There isn’t anything here that might harm you. If that is your concern.”

I wanted to tell her it wasn’t, that I didn’t worry about getting harmed, but I couldn’t get the words out. Everything inside me had locked up and felt as if it were frozen for some strange, unknown reason. My throat was tight. My chest felt compressed. I couldn’t even look away from her face, couldn’t turn my head to see what was behind me, what was causing this feeling. Even as I attempted to make sense of what had happened, even as I tried to focus on whether anything more was going to happen, I had not been able to find answers.

“I feel something,” I said, my voice soft, little more than a whisper. “I don’t know what it is, but I feel it.”

“What do you feel?”

My mother was always one to try to get me to concentrate on what I could identify based on what I was feeling, and what was happening around me. In this case, it was no different. She still felt as if what I was dealing with—the uncertainty, the unease—wasn’t going to be a problem. But in my mind, I couldn’t shake the feeling that perhaps it was.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It feels like there’s a knot inside my stomach, and everything inside me is all shaky.”

“Shaky,” she said, and then she squeezed my hand again. Her fingers tightened around mine, firm and comforting. “What happens when I do this?”

“Nothing,” I replied.

But even as I said it, I realized it wasn’t true. When she squeezed my hand, I did feel a change in that shakiness. It was like a warmth washed over me. Not just in my hand, but spreading up my arm, into my chest, pushing back against the dissonance that had been pressing in. The tightness eased. The knot in my stomach loosened slightly. I could breathe a little easier.

It didn’t make the dissonance go away—I could still feel it there, surrounding us, radiating from the crowd and the music and the chaos of the festival. But her touch created a buffer, a small space of calm in the middle of the storm.

From there, I’d started to recognize that the changes to what I felt around me, and the way I felt them, made it so everything else would become a little easier.

In that case, I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe that was what I needed to be doing, how I needed to be able to handle things.

At the same time, I wasn’t sure whether there was any other way I would be able to handle what was coming, what was moving around us. I could just feel it.

I was aware of some of the energy, some of the power, and some of the differences. But I also was aware of something else, and I didn’t know quite what it was.

We moved through the festival, and she kept squeezing my hand, which provided me with a little more reassurance, a bit more distraction from everything else I’d been feeling. I was able to make it through.

Then we returned home, where the quiet and comfort and everything around us had returned.

Everything I was aware of had returned.

I’d found myself trying to make sense of things then, and over time I’d continued to test myself, attempting to come up with answers as to when and where that would begin to be a problem.

Gradually, small things began to change inside the home.

My mother, primarily, had been the one to notice that I was picking up on things. She’d test me. The wooden chair that always sat beside the hearth—she’d move it to the window, and I’d walk into the room and immediately know something was wrong. Not see it first. Feel it. A wrongness in the space, like a sour note in a song.

Then she’d try something smaller. The vase that was normally set on the table was moved to the counter or to the hearth. It was a simple brown vase made of clay that held dried flowers my mother had gathered. Nothing special. But when it was out of place, I could feel it. The room felt unbalanced, tilted slightly, though nothing had actually moved except that one small object.

It took me a while, but every time I began to pick up on the strange senses, I’d recognize that there was something about me, something about what I could feel, that left me with an unusual connection. I was sensing not just what I could see or hear or touch, but something else. Something about the way things should be, and the disturbance when they weren’t.

When my mother finally revealed to me what it was she thought I was doing, I hadn’t really understood. And I suppose, in retrospect, I still didn’t understand it.

We were sitting at the kitchen table—the same table where we took all our meals, where I’d done my schoolwork as a child. The evening light slanted through the window, turning everything golden. She had her hands folded in front of her, and I remember noticing how tired she looked. Not old, but worn. Like she’d been carrying something heavy for a long time.

“I think you have begun to feel the world around you,” she said, her voice soft and laced with a bit of disappointment, I couldn’t help but note. That hurt more than my confusion. I didn’t understand why sensing things would make her sad. Didn’t understand what I’d done wrong. “It was always going to happen, but you have noticed things a bit differently than I would’ve expected. That has allowed you to pick up on the flows and the contours of the power that’s been moving around us.”

“What does that mean for me?”

“It means that you need to practice, and you need to try to find your way.”

“So then what?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

In those days, she hadn’t answered a lot. Mostly, it was because she seemed concerned about how to.

“It depends on what you are able to do and how much you are interested in trying to understand everything.”

“I want to understand,” I said. “I want to understand why I feel this way.”

“You can make it go away, or you can have control over it. It’s going to be important for you, as you continue to grow and learn, to be able to do so. Do you think you can concentrate on it?”

I nodded slowly. In the process, I’d begun to think about how I could do that, how I might be able to influence what I was feeling, but I had not been able to do so.

Not then.

When she passed, I’d struggled. It wasn’t until I got to the Academy that I’d started to realize that what I was able to pick up on was something I was attuned to in a different way, something that meant I could try things differently than other people.

That was the dissonance.

I’d never put words to it before the Academy. My mother had claimed I was hearing the world, but that didn’t really fit with what I noticed. It was more that I felt when things were different, unusual, out of place. I wanted to know why I could pick up on it and what it was. Unfortunately, I had not been able to understand it.

The darkness shifted and moved. For a moment, I could practically feel it as it blanketed me. Not metaphorically—actually feel it. A weight on my chest, pressing down. A thickness in the air that made breathing difficult. The dreams and memories swirled around me like storm clouds, and I was caught in the center, unable to find my way out.

At one point, I stirred, coming back around. I felt something pressed up against my lips. Cool ceramic, smooth against my cracked skin. The rim of a cup or bowl.

I lifted my head and tried to open my eyes. My eyelids felt gummed shut, sticky. When I finally managed to pry them open, everything was blurred, unfocused. Shapes moved above me, but I couldn’t make them out.

“Easy,” a familiar voice said. Female. Young. Concerned but calm. Jasmine, I realized with a distant part of my mind that was still functioning.

I had no idea who that was, just that it felt and sounded familiar.

Everything inside me ached. I wanted nothing more than to tumble back into the darkness. At least in the darkness, I was having visions that came back to me, visions that reminded me of what I’d been through, where I’d been when I was younger. The hard part, however, was that even within those visions, I still wasn’t entirely sure there was anything I could grasp. They just left me with a vague sort of emptiness, where it was still too difficult to make sense of whether there was anything else in there I might be able to find.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Jasmine said, her voice a little clearer this time.

I tried to open my eyes, but nothing worked quite the way it needed to. There wasn’t a clarity there that I suspected there should be, or needed to be. I wasn’t exactly sure what I could feel, but I could tell there seemed to be a layering of some kind of power.

Again something was pressed up against my lips, and I took a painful drink. The liquid burned as it went down my throat.

It occurred to me that something about this didn’t feel quite right.

Where was the dissonance?

My ability to detect it had faded.

It was always there with me, always a part of me, always something I could sense. But right now, for whatever reason, I was missing it, and questioning why.

The absence was profound. It wasn’t like closing my eyes and losing sight—that was a simple, reversible thing. This was more like losing balance, losing my sense of up and down. The dissonance had been my constant companion since I was twelve years old. It had shaped how I moved through the world, how I understood spaces and people and power. It had been the reason I’d been recruited to the Guild, the foundation of everything I’d learned to do.

And now it was gone.

The silence where it should have been was deafening. I felt blind, even though my eyes were open. Felt deaf, even though I could hear Jasmine’s voice. Felt cut off from something fundamental, like a limb that had been removed and I could still feel the ghost of it, the phantom sensation where it should have been.

Something had happened here, hadn’t it?

I knew I needed to be careful because I could feel some bit of strange power. I didn’t know why, and I didn’t know what it was, just that the energy within me, the energy I was beginning to feel, had made it so the dissonance wasn’t working the way it should.

Why wasn’t it, though?

I felt as if I needed to make sense of it, to better understand that power and what exactly had happened. Until I had a better idea, there wouldn’t even be anything I would be able to do.

The energy, such as it was, had been lingering in some way.

“Drink,” she said.

I licked my lips, which were parched. Cracked and dry, tasting of blood where they’d split. My tongue felt thick and swollen, sticking to the roof of my mouth.

My mind seemed hazy. Thoughts moved like molasses, slow and sticky. I’d grasp at one and it would slip away before I could hold on to it.

I licked my lips again. The ceramic touched them once more, cool and smooth. The liquid inside smelled bitter, herbal. Medicine, not water. I could smell mint and something else—something astringent that made my nose wrinkle.

“Drink,” Jasmine said again. Firmer now, brooking no argument. The voice of a healer who knew her patient needed to cooperate.

And so I drank.

The liquid once again burned going down, coating my throat with bitterness. But underneath the unpleasant taste was something else—a warmth that spread through my chest, a tingling that radiated outward from my stomach. Power, perhaps. Or medicine strong enough to feel like power. I couldn’t tell the difference anymore, not without my dissonance to guide me.

The darkness rose up to claim me again, but this time it felt different. Less like drowning, more like falling asleep. The dreams were waiting for me there, in that darkness. More memories. More of my mother’s voice, teaching me about a power I no longer possessed.

I let myself fall.


CHAPTER EIGHT


I woke, feeling as if everything were still blurred. I wasn’t sure if that was imagined or if there was truly a blur around me, but I could feel pressure squeezing down upon me. My temples throbbed with a dull, persistent ache. My mouth was dry, tasting of copper and something bitter—the lingering aftertaste of whatever medicine Jasmine had given me. My body felt heavy, disconnected, like I was wearing someone else’s skin.

But I was alive. That much was clear. The poison hadn’t killed me.

The tavern owner. I remembered now. The way he’d looked at me when I asked about Garridan. The suspicion in his eyes. “You Guild?” And then the drink he’d brought me, with that off taste, that herbal undertone that didn’t belong.

He’d poisoned me deliberately. Because I’d asked the wrong questions. Because someone—maybe the Celebrants, maybe someone else—had told him to watch for people asking about musicians with specialized lutes. To watch for the Guild.

I needed to question him. Needed to find out who’d given him the poison, who’d told him what to watch for. But even as I thought it, I knew I was in no condition. My body felt like it had been wrung out and left to dry. My muscles were weak. And worse—the dissonance was still gone.

The dissonance had been with me for years. It had been as natural as breathing, as constant as my heartbeat. I’d never been without it once I discovered it. Never.

Even when I’d been sick as a child, even when I’d been injured in training, even when I’d been exhausted beyond measure—it had always been there. A low hum at the back of my consciousness, telling me about the world around me. About the spaces between things. About the wrongness or rightness of my environment.

Now there was nothing. Just… silence. Empty, echoing silence where something vital should have been. I felt severed. Like the people in the stories who wandered too close to an open gate and came back with their souls hollowed out.

The absence was physical. Like a limb that had been amputated, leaving phantom sensations. I kept reaching for it, trying to sense the dissonance around me and finding only void.

It was terrifying.

I was seated inside a small room.

That surprised me. The last thing I remembered was collapsing in the street. Now I was on a narrow bed, rough wool blankets tangled around my legs. The mattress beneath me was thin, stuffed with straw that poked through the ticking. Sunlight filtered through a single small window, dust motes dancing in the pale shaft of light.

I looked around, trying to make sense of where I was. The walls were bare wood, darkened with age. A simple chair sat in one corner. A washbasin on a small table. Nothing else.

My head throbbed.

Someone cleared their throat from nearby.

I spun, immediately reaching toward my pocket to grab for the ukelin, but I didn’t have it on me. I noticed my pack lying on the ground not far from me. Part of me wanted to grab it so that I had a way of ensuring my safety. But without the dissonance to guide me, without that sense of power and energy, the ukelin felt like a useless piece of wood and wire. I could play it, but I wouldn’t be able to tell whether it was working.

“How do you feel?”

I blinked and saw Jasmine seated not far from me. She was sitting with her back straight, hands folded in her lap. Her dark hair was still pulled back, but a few strands had escaped, framing her face. She looked tired, with shadows under her eyes and a tightness around her mouth that hadn’t been there before.

She wore the same simple clothing, clean despite the travel. Her hands, when she shifted them, were smooth. Not the hands of someone who did manual labor. The hands of someone who worked with delicate things. Plants. Medicines.

Antidotes.

“You saved me,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

“I did what I could.” She shifted forward, sitting on the edge of the seat. “You were in bad shape when you found me. Poisoned, you said. I gave you what I had, and…” She gestured at me. “It seems to have worked. Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“You’re alive. That’s more than I expected, honestly.” Her expression was open, concerned. “Whatever they gave you was potent. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

I took a deep breath, licked my lips. My mouth was still dry, my tongue thick. “How long?”

“Only a day,” she said.

A day. I’d been unconscious that long.

Too much time. The tavern owner could be gone by now. Could have warned whoever he was working for. Could have destroyed any evidence of who’d given him the poison.

I needed to get back there. Needed to question him. But I could barely stand, and without my dissonance sense, I was operating blind. Half of what made me effective as a Hunter was gone.

“You should rest more,” Jasmine said, reading something in my expression. “You’re not ready to go anywhere yet.”

“I need to get back to the tavern.”

“Why?”

“The owner. He’s the one who poisoned me. I need to know who told him to do it.”

She was quiet for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “You think someone told him to poison you specifically?”

“I asked about Garridan. About a musician with a special lute. He got suspicious, asked if I was Guild.” I watched her carefully. “Then he brought me a drink. And here I am.”

“So you think this is related?”

“I think someone doesn’t want people asking about him.”

She nodded slowly. “Well, you’re in no condition to confront anyone right now. You can barely stand. Give it another day, at least. Let the medicine finish working.”

“The medicine,” I said. “What exactly did you give me?”

She hesitated. Just a fraction of a second, but I caught it. “Several things. Antidotes for different common poisons. I wasn’t sure which one you’d been given, so I tried everything I had that might work.”

“And one of them did.”

“It seems so.”

“What were they?”

Another hesitation. “The standard ones. Charcoal and milk thistle for general toxins. Valerian and wormwood for nerve agents. A tincture of monkshood, carefully measured, to counteract certain paralytic compounds.”

She rattled them off easily, professionally. But something about the way she said it felt rehearsed. Like she’d prepared this answer.

I stepped over toward the door and wavered for just a moment, long enough that I felt a little unsteady on my feet. She was right—I wasn’t in any condition to confront the tavern owner. Not yet.

“You should not push it too hard,” she said. “Recovery takes time, and it takes energy, regardless of the type of healing.”

She rested her hand on my arm and guided me out the door, leading me into the rest of a small, cozy home. A fire crackled in the hearth, and a few faded portraits hung on walls.

The main room was small but well-kept. The fire provided warmth and light, shadows dancing across the walls. The portraits were old—faces from another generation, staring out with stern expressions. A family, perhaps.

The furniture was simple but solid. A table with two chairs. A cupboard against one wall. Shelves with jars and bottles—Jasmine’s medicines. Some of the jars were labeled in a neat hand. Others were unmarked, their contents mysterious.

“Rest,” she said, guiding me to a chair. “You need food. And water. You’re dehydrated.”

She went over to the stove and put a pot of water on. Soon, she started making me a steaming mug of tea.

I watched her prepare it. Her movements were practiced, efficient. She added dried leaves from one jar, a pinch of something from another. The water turned a pale amber color, and steam rose with an herbal scent that was pleasant and familiar.

“Nothing but tea,” she said, as if reading my suspicion. “I promise. You’re safe here.”

I took the mug but didn’t drink immediately. Just held it, letting the warmth seep into my hands. The cold I felt wasn’t from temperature—it was deeper than that. The absence of the dissonance left me feeling hollow, incomplete.

Jasmine took a seat across from me. For a moment, neither of us spoke. The fire crackled. The tea steamed.

“You asked about my family before,” she said quietly. “On the wagon. About what I was doing with the caravan.”

I nodded, watching her.

“I didn’t tell you everything.” She stared into the fire, her expression distant. “I’m not just traveling to trade. I’m looking for someone.”

“Garridan?”

She hesitated. “Yes. And someone else. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “Maybe connected. I don’t know.”

“Tell me.”

She took a breath. “My village was attacked. About six months ago. It was small, out of the way. We didn’t have much worth stealing. No strategic value. Just farmers and craftspeople, living quiet lives.”

“What happened?”

“They came at night. Maybe a dozen of them. They weren’t bandits—bandits take things. These people… they were looking for something specific. Or someone. They went house to house, asking questions. When people didn’t answer, or couldn’t answer…” She trailed off, her hands tightening in her lap.

“They killed them?”

“Some. Others they just hurt. Badly.” Her voice was steady, but I could hear the strain underneath. “My family… My father tried to protect us. He fought back. They killed him for it.”

“I’m sorry.”

She nodded, accepting the condolence without comment. “My mother and I survived. Barely. We hid in the root cellar. Listened to the screams. And when it was over, when they finally left, we came out to…” She stopped, swallowing hard. “We came out to find what was left.”

I sipped the tea, giving her time. It truly was just tea, as she said—I could taste that much. Mint and chamomile, nothing else. The warmth helped, but the absence of the dissonance remained.

“The strange thing was,” she continued, “they weren’t like any raiders I’d heard of. They moved too well. Too organized. And the questions they asked… They were about music. About musicians. About people who’d passed through playing instruments.”

My attention sharpened. “Music?”

“Specifically, they were looking for a man who played. They had a description but no name. When people couldn’t help them, when they didn’t know anything…” She shook her head. “That’s when the violence started.”

“Did they find who they were looking for?”

“I don’t know. They left before dawn. Just… vanished. Like they’d never been there.”

“You said they were organized. Military?”

“Maybe. But there was something else.” She looked at me directly now. “One of them, the leader I think, he did something I’ve never seen before. When my father attacked him, tried to defend our home, this man didn’t use a weapon. He used… sound.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

“Sound?”

“I know how it seems, but I was there. I saw it, and heard it. He whistled—just a simple whistle, a few notes—and my father dropped. Just collapsed, like all his strength had been stolen. And then the man played something on a small instrument, something I couldn’t see clearly, and my father…” She stopped, her voice breaking slightly. “My father screamed. From pain, I think. From something this man was doing to him.”

Chording. She was describing chording.

Which meant the Guild. Or at least someone trained by the Guild.

But why would Guild members attack a random village? Why would they be looking for musicians? Unless…

Unless they were looking for someone like Leo. Someone connected to the Celebrants.

“This man,” I said carefully. “What did he look like?”

She frowned, thinking. “Tall. Lean build. He had dark hair, longer than most men wear it. And his face… there was a scar. Here.” She traced a line down her left cheek. “Like someone had cut him years ago and it healed badly.”

My stomach dropped.

I knew that scar. Knew the man who bore it.

Vanik.

Vanik was Guild. I’d trained with him briefly at the Academy, before he’d advanced ahead of me. He was skilled, ruthless, and utterly loyal to the Guild’s mission. If Vanik had attacked Jasmine’s village, it was because the Guild had ordered it.

But why?

The Guild didn’t attack civilians. We eliminated threats—rogue members, dangerous individuals, people who posed risks to others. We didn’t massacre villages looking for musicians.

Unless the Guild’s mission had changed. Unless there was something happening I didn’t know about.

Or unless Jasmine was lying.

“Do you know him?” she asked, watching my face.

I hesitated. How much should I tell her? She’d saved my life, but that didn’t mean I could trust her. Not completely. Not with Guild secrets.

“Maybe,” I said. “The description sounds familiar. But I’d need more to be certain.”

“Well, if you know him, if you know where to find him…” Her voice went hard. “I want to talk to him. I want to know why. Why my village. Why my father. Why any of it.”

“Revenge?”

“Justice,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.”

I wasn’t sure there was. Not when it came to something like this.

“If this man is who I think he is,” I said slowly, “he’s dangerous. Very dangerous. You can’t just confront him.”

“Then help me.” She leaned forward, intense. “You’re looking for Garridan. I’m looking for answers about the attack. Maybe they’re connected. Maybe finding one helps us find the other.”

Maybe. Or maybe this was all connected in ways I didn’t understand yet. The Celebrants. Leo. The Guild hunting rogue members. Vanik attacking a village. Jasmine’s convenient presence on a caravan heading west, right along the path Nyban’s journal said Leo had taken.

Too many coincidences.

But I couldn’t deny the appeal of her offer. I needed information. She needed answers. And if Vanik was involved, I needed to know why a Guild member was attacking civilians.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

She nodded, seeming satisfied with that for now. “In the meantime, you should rest. Recover your strength. Then we can decide what to do next.”

I sipped the tea, thinking.

The poison had faded. I could feel that much—my body was recovering, my strength returning. Whatever Jasmine had given me had counteracted the toxin effectively.

But something was still wrong.

The dissonance was still gone.

I focused, reaching for that sense the way you’d reach for a limb. Trying to feel the ambient energy around me, the subtle wrongness or rightness of my environment. The fire should have created distortions—heat and light always did. Jasmine’s presence should have registered, her emotions and intentions creating ripples in the dissonance.

Nothing. Just that terrible, crushing silence.

The poison should have worn off by now. The antidote should have cleared it from my system. My body was healed—I could feel that. My strength was returning. My mind was clear.

But the dissonance was still absent.

Which meant this wasn’t a temporary effect of the poison. This was something else. Something that had been done to me, perhaps permanently.

I’d been cut off from the sense that defined me as a Hunter. The sense that let me track targets, sense danger, perform chordings effectively.

I’d been crippled.

And the question that gnawed at me was, had the tavern owner known this would happen? Had the poison been designed specifically to do this? To blind a Guild member, to rob them of their most valuable tool?

Or was this something else entirely?

I set down the tea and reached for my pack. Pulled out the ukelin. Tapped on the strings.

The sound was clear, precise. My fingers found the right positions automatically—muscle memory from years of practice. I played a simple chording, one I knew by heart.

And felt nothing.

No resonance building. No sense of power flowing through the instrument, through me, into the world. Just the physical sound of vibrating strings.

It was like playing music while deaf. I could see my fingers moving, could hear the notes intellectually. But the deeper sense, the feedback that told me if the chording was working, if the power was building correctly—that was gone.

Jasmine was watching me. “What are you doing?”

I looked up at her. “Testing something.”

“Testing what?”

“Whether the poison is still affecting me.”

She frowned. “Is it?”

Again, how much should I tell her? She’d saved my life, but she’d also been suspiciously well-prepared with antidotes. She’d asked very specific questions. She’d told me a story about Vanik—a Guild member—that I had no way to verify.

And she’d just watched me play a chording with far too much interest. Too much understanding.

“Something is,” I said carefully. “I’m not sure what yet.”

Her expression shifted. Subtle, but I caught it. Concern? Or calculation?

“Well, like I said, these things take time. The antidote worked, but there can be lingering effects. Give it a few days. You’ll probably be back to normal.”

Probably.

But she’d said it too quickly. Too confidently. Like she knew more about what was affecting me than she was letting on.

Like she’d seen this before.

“You said you’ve never seen a poison like that before,” I said. “So how do you know the effects are temporary?”

She blinked. “I… I don’t, not for certain. I’m just saying that most poisons, once countered, don’t leave permanent damage. The body heals.”

“Most poisons.”

“Yes.”

“But not all.”

“No,” she admitted. “Not all.”

The silence stretched between us. The fire crackled. Outside, I could hear distant sounds—the caravan, probably, still camped nearby. Voices. The creak of wagon wheels.

Normal life continuing while everything I’d known, everything I’d relied on, was gone.

“Jasmine,” I said quietly. “What do you know about what’s happening to me?”

Her eyes widened. “What? Nothing. I told you⁠—”

“You told me you’ve never seen a poison like this. But you seem to know a lot about its effects. You have very specific antidotes, including some that shouldn’t be in a traveling healer’s kit. And you’re asking very specific questions about what I can and can’t do.”

“I’m a healer. Of course I’m asking about your symptoms.”

“Are you?”

She stood up, her expression hardening. “What are you accusing me of?”

“I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m asking you what you know.”

“I know I saved your life. I know you’d be dead in that street if I hadn’t helped you. And I know that’s a pretty poor way to thank someone.”

She was right. She had saved me. And I was being ungrateful, wary, paranoid.

But Nyban had trained me to be suspicious. To question. To trust no one completely.

And right now, with my dissonance gone and Jasmine knowing far too much about what was wrong with me, I couldn’t afford to let gratitude override caution.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m just… trying to understand what’s happening to me.”

She relaxed slightly. “I understand. It’s frightening, being poisoned. Not knowing if you’ll recover. But you will. I promise. Just give it time.”

She sounded sincere. Looked sincere.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was hiding something.

That she knew exactly what was wrong with me.

That she wasn’t telling me everything.

I nodded, accepting her words for now. But I made a decision.

I would recover. I would regain my strength. And then I would find out exactly what Jasmine knew.

If she was connected to whatever had happened to me—to the poison, to the attack on her village, to Garridan and the Celebrants and all of it—I would find that out too.

The dissonance was gone. But I was still a Hunter.

And I would find the truth, with or without my lost sense.


CHAPTER NINE


“You know who did it,” Jasmine said quietly. She was still seated in the chair, watching me with an intensity that made me uncomfortable. “You recognized the description I gave you. The man with the scar. You know him.”

I’d been testing my strength, my connection to the dissonance, and I’d felt it returning—slowly, but it was there. The terrible silence was receding, replaced by that familiar hum at the back of my consciousness. Not full strength yet, but enough.

Enough to know that Jasmine had been doing something. Not the poison—she’d genuinely saved me from that. But something else. Something to keep me here, to keep me talking, to extract information.

“I might,” I said carefully.

“Don’t play games with me, Silas.” Her voice hardened. “Six months I’ve been looking for answers. Six months since they came to my village. Since they killed my father. And you’re the first person I’ve met who recognizes that description. So yes, you know him. And you’re going to tell me everything.”

With the dissonance, I could feel that she wasn’t using chording, exactly, but something similar. Plant-based, perhaps. Something in the tea she’d given me earlier that made people more inclined to talk, to trust, to stay.

I reached into my pocket and tapped on the ukelin, playing a quick binding chording. It wasn’t strong since I still wasn’t at full capacity, but it was enough.

Jasmine jerked back in her chair, her eyes going wide. “What⁠—”

“Let’s talk,” I said quietly. “But you’re going to answer my questions first.”

She struggled against the binding, her hands gripping the chair arms, but the chording held. I kept tapping the ukelin, maintaining the chording while watching her.

“What are you?” she breathed.

“The same thing as the man who attacked your village,” I said. “Guild. We use music, sound, chording—whatever you want to call it. We manipulate resonance and dissonance to do things most people can’t.”

Understanding dawned in her eyes. Then fear. “You’re one of them.”

“I’m Guild,” I corrected. “But that doesn’t mean I know why a Guild member would attack your village. That’s not what we do. We eliminate threats—dangerous individuals. We don’t massacre civilians.”

“Well, someone did.” Her voice was bitter, raw. “Someone with your abilities came to my village and killed people for no reason I can understand.”

I leaned forward. “Tell me about your village. What was special about it? Why would anyone target it?”

“Nothing was special about it. We were farmers, craftspeople. We had no wealth, no strategic value⁠—”

“Then why did they come?” I interrupted. “Guild operations are never random. There’s always a target, always a reason. What were they looking for?”

She was quiet for a moment, her expression troubled. “They were asking about musicians. About people who’d passed through. But there was something else…”

“What?”

“My village wasn’t just farmers,” she said slowly. “Some of the older families—my family included—we were connected to… an organization. The Hand.”

The Hand.

I’d heard the name before. Fragments of information from Guild briefings. A militant organization, structured and disciplined. They opposed certain Guild operations, protected certain people. But I’d never understood their full scope or purpose.

“Your village was a Hand safe haven,” I said.

“Not a haven, exactly. But some of us had… connections. Training. My father never talked about it much, but I knew he’d been part of something when he was younger. Something that involved the kind of combat skills you don’t need for farming.”

“The Redguard,” I said, using the other name I’d heard.

She nodded. “He called them that sometimes. Said they were protectors. That they stood against tyranny and protected people who couldn’t protect themselves.”

I thought about what Nyban had told me. About the Celebrants. About how they were recruiting, converting people, building something dangerous.

“The Hand opposes the Celebrants,” I said, testing the idea.

Jasmine frowned. “I don’t know what Celebrants are.”

“Rogue Guild members. They’ve formed their own organization, their own agenda. The Guild is hunting them.”

“So why would a Guild member attack a Hand village? If they’re both against these Celebrants, shouldn’t they be working together?”

That was exactly what didn’t make sense.

The Hand opposed tyranny and protected civilians. The Celebrants were rogue Guild members pursuing some dark purpose. Those two groups should be enemies. Which meant the Guild and the Hand should have common cause.

But Vanik had attacked Jasmine’s village. A Guild member, sanctioned by Guild authority, had slaughtered Hand-connected civilians.

Unless…

“What if the Guild thinks the Hand is working with the Celebrants?” I said slowly.

“Are they?”

“I don’t know. But if the Guild believed that—if they thought the Hand was sheltering rogue members, helping them hide—that might explain an attack. Might explain why Vanik was asking about musicians passing through.”

“They were looking for someone specific,” Jasmine said. “A man with a special lute. That’s why I asked you about Garridan. That’s the name I heard them use.”

Leo. They’d been looking for Leo.

Which meant Leo had been to Jasmine’s village. Had passed through, played music there, maybe even stayed with Hand families. And when the Guild came looking for him⁠—

“They thought your village was protecting him,” I finished. “They thought you were Hand collaborators sheltering a Celebrant.”

“And when we couldn’t tell them where he’d gone, when we didn’t know anything useful…” She trailed off, her expression haunted.

“They made an example,” I said quietly.

The pieces were falling into place, but they formed a picture I didn’t like. The Guild hunting Celebrants. The Hand opposing… something. Guild tyranny? Guild methods? And caught in the middle were civilians who’d had the misfortune of being kind to a traveling musician.

“I need to know why,” Jasmine said. Her voice was steady now, determined. “I need to know why my father had to die. Why the Guild thinks it’s acceptable to slaughter people for helping a stranger.”

“I can’t defend what happened to your village,” I said. “I wasn’t there. I don’t know the full situation. But I can tell you that’s not how the Guild is supposed to operate.”

“Then your Guild has gone down the wrong path,” she said simply.

Maybe it had. Or maybe I’d never understood what the Guild really was. I’d been trained to hunt rogues, to eliminate threats. But I’d never been told about the Hand. Never been briefed on their connection to Guild operations. Never understood that there was an entire shadow war playing out beneath the surface.

“The man who attacked your village,” I said. “Vanik. I know him. I trained with him at the Academy. He’s loyal to the Guild’s mission—ruthlessly so. If he thought your village was sheltering Celebrants, if he thought they were threats…” I trailed off. “He would do whatever he was ordered to do.”

“Even kill innocents?”

“If he believed they weren’t innocent.” I met her eyes. “The Guild doesn’t see Hand members as innocent. They see them as enemy combatants.”

“We weren’t combatants. We were farmers.”

“Your father fought back. He tried to defend your home.”

“Of course he did! They were killing people!”

We stared at each other. The divide was clear—she saw her village as victims, and I understood how the Guild would see them as legitimate targets. Neither of us was entirely wrong.

“This is why you’ve been trying to keep me here,” I said. “Why you gave me that tea. You wanted information about the Guild, about Vanik, about what happened to your village.”

She didn’t deny it. “You’re the first Guild member I’ve met since the attack. The first person who might actually know something useful. I wasn’t going to let you just walk away.”

“The tea,” I said. “What was in it?”

“An extract. Makes people more comfortable, more willing to talk. Not truth serum—nothing like that. Just… lowers inhibitions slightly. Makes conversation easier.”

“You drugged me.”

“You would’ve left,” she said flatly. “You would’ve recovered from the poison and moved on, and I’d never get answers. This was the only way.”

I couldn’t entirely blame her. If someone had slaughtered my family and I finally found someone who knew the killers, I’d do whatever it took too.

“Where did you learn to make something like that?” I asked.

“My mother was the village healer. She taught me. And after the attack, I learned more. Had to, if I was going to survive on the road.”

“And joining the caravan?”

“They were heading east. Same direction that man—Garridan—had gone. I thought maybe I could find him. Thought maybe he could tell me why the Guild came. Why he brought that destruction to us.”

She didn’t know Leo was my target. Didn’t know I was hunting him too. And I wasn’t sure I should tell her.

“You still haven’t told me what was special about your village,” I said. “The Hand has many safe places, many families with connections. Why yours specifically?”

Jasmine hesitated. “There was something my father guarded. Something the old families protected. I don’t know exactly what—he never told me. But I heard him talking with the other elders sometimes. About ‘the archive.’ About ‘preserving the knowledge.’”

“Knowledge of what?”

“I don’t know. But after the attack, I went to the cellar where they used to meet. It was destroyed. Completely ransacked. Whatever they’d been protecting was gone.”

An archive. Protected by Hand families. Destroyed by Guild operatives.

What kind of knowledge would the Hand preserve that the Guild would want destroyed?

Before I could ask more, I felt something change in the dissonance. A presence approaching. Familiar, but not friendly.

“Someone’s coming,” I said.

“Who?”

The door opened.

I spun to see Talish standing there.

He filled the doorway, his hand resting casually on his sword hilt. But there was nothing casual about his expression. His eyes were hard, calculating. And the pendant at his belt—the one I’d thought was familiar but couldn’t place—caught the lamplight.

But now I knew what it was. The symbol of the Celebrants.

Everything clicked into place. Talish wasn’t just a caravan guard. He was affiliated with the Celebrants. And he’d been watching me, assessing me, this entire time.


CHAPTER TEN


I’d like to think that I was prepared.

And under other circumstances, I probably would’ve been, but considering the fact that I had not had all my faculties for long and that the poison had temporarily stolen my connection to the dissonance, I was able to be surprised. I didn’t care for that. The dissonance was something I had come to rely on, allowing me to be constantly aware of the way things felt—and the way things were supposed to feel. The absence of that awareness left me feeling exposed, vulnerable in a way I hadn’t experienced since my early days at the Academy.

Talish’s arrival should have triggered that. Under other circumstances, it would have.

But my sense of the dissonance was still recovering, still rebuilding after whatever the tavern owner’s poison had done to me. The terrible silence was receding, but slowly. Too slowly.

I took a step back from Jasmine, giving myself room, my hand moving to my pocket where the ukelin waited. Talish filled the doorway, his sword already drawn. The pendant at his belt—the Celebrant symbol—caught the dim light.

“Hello, Silas,” he said quietly. “I think it’s time we had a proper conversation.”

“About what?” I asked, keeping my voice neutral. “About why you’re wearing a Celebrant symbol? About why you’ve been watching me since I joined the caravan?”

His expression didn’t change. “So you noticed.”

“Eventually.” I glanced at Jasmine, who was watching us both, her face pale. “Does she know what you are?”

“I know he’s Hand,” she said quietly. “He trained with them, same as my father did.”

“Hand and Celebrant.” I looked back at Talish. “Interesting combination. I thought the Hand opposed rogue Guild members.”

“You don’t understand what the Celebrants are,” Talish said. “What we’re trying to do.”

“We?” I let my hand rest in my pocket, fingers finding the ukelin’s strings. “So you’re not just wearing the symbol. You’re actually one of them.”

“I am.” He said it with pride. No shame, no hesitation. “And you’re Guild. Which means you’re hunting for someone. Someone we’re protecting.”

“I’m looking for someone,” I corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“Not from where I’m standing,” Talish said. The sword in his hand shifted slightly, his grip tightening. “The Guild sent you to kill him. That’s what your kind do.”

“The Guild sent me to find him,” I said. “To determine if he’s connected to the Celebrants. To bring him in for questioning.”

“Lies.” Talish took a step into the room. “I’ve seen what the Guild does to people they ‘question.’ I saw what they did to the village.”

“That wasn’t me,” I said. “That was Vanik. I don’t know why he did it, but⁠—”

“Because the Guild is corrupt,” Talish interrupted. His tone was harsh, certain. “Because they’ve abandoned their mission. They’re supposed to protect people, but instead they slaughter villages looking for one man. They’re supposed to eliminate threats, but they’ve become the threat.”

“So the Celebrants are what? The answer?” I kept my hand on the ukelin, ready. “Rogue Guild members who’ve decided they know better? Who’ve formed their own organization?”

“We’re not rogue. We’re the Guild as it should be. As it was meant to be before it was corrupted.”

I almost laughed. “That’s what every revolutionary says. ‘We’re not the problem, they are.’”

“You don’t understand⁠—”

“Then explain it to me,” I said. “Explain why a someone would attack Jasmine’s village. Explain why Vanik would kill her father. Make me understand.”

Talish was quiet for a moment. His sword was still raised, but his posture had shifted. Less aggressive, more defensive.

“The village was protecting information,” he said finally. “The archive. Knowledge the old Guild wanted destroyed. Knowledge the Hand has been preserving for generations.”

“What kind of knowledge?”

“The truth about what the Guild has become. About the deals they’ve made, the people they’ve betrayed. About why they really hunt people like Garridan.”

I thought about what Nyban had told me. About the Celebrants recruiting, converting, building something. About how they were a threat to the Guild’s mission.

But what if Talish was right? What if the Guild I served had been corrupted? What if I’d been hunting the wrong people?

No. That way lay madness. I couldn’t question everything I’d been taught, everything I believed in, based on the word of a man wearing a Celebrant symbol.

“Let’s say I believe you,” I said. “Let’s say the Guild is corrupt. That doesn’t explain why you’re here. Why you’re with this caravan.”

“Same reason you are,” Talish said. “Following Garridan. Except I’m trying to find him, and you’re trying to kill him.”

“I told you, I’m not⁠—”

He moved.

He was faster than I’d expected for someone in his stance. The sword came up in a diagonal slash aimed at my shoulder—not a killing blow, but one that would disable.

I shifted my chording focus, tapping rapidly on the ukelin to place a shield around myself, then stepped to the side. The blade hit the resonance shield and skittered off with a sound like metal on glass. Talish’s eyes widened—he’d felt the resistance, felt his sword deflect off something that shouldn’t be there.

“Magic,” he breathed.

“Chording,” I corrected. I backed toward Jasmine, keeping both of them in view. “The same thing your Celebrant friends use. The same thing Vanik used on Jasmine’s father.”

Talish’s face hardened. He adjusted his grip, his stance shifting to something more cautious. He’d felt the shield now. Knew he couldn’t just bull through with brute force.

“Jasmine,” he said, not taking his eyes off me. “Get out of here.”

“I can’t,” she said quietly.

He glanced at her then, and his expression changed. Confusion, then understanding, then anger.

“What did you do to her?”

“Binding chording,” I said. “She’s not hurt. Just encouraged to stay seated.”

“Release her.”

“No.”

Talish surged forward again, this time with more control. His blade came in low, aiming for my legs—trying to get under the shield, test its limits.

I shifted the chording, extending the shield downward, but he was already adapting. The blade rose, came in from the side, probing for weaknesses.

He was better than I’d thought. Still learning, still rough around the edges, but he had instincts. The kind you couldn’t teach.

I backed up, maintaining the shield, tapping a new rhythm on the ukelin. The binding on Jasmine strengthened—I couldn’t afford to split my attention too much, but I needed to keep her secured.

“You can’t keep this up forever,” Talish said. He circled left, forcing me to turn, to keep him in front of me. “Eventually you’ll tire. Eventually that shield will fail.”

He wasn’t wrong. The shield was draining, especially with my dissonance sense still recovering. I could feel the strain, the pressure building behind my eyes.

“Maybe,” I said. “But I don’t need forever. Just long enough.”

“For what?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I shifted tactics.

I stopped backing up. Stepped forward instead, closing the distance between us. Talish’s eyes widened—he’d expected me to retreat, to keep the shield between us.

Instead, I reached into my other pocket and withdrew the spool of wire.

His confusion lasted exactly one second. Then I struck.

The wire whipped out, faster than his eyes could track. I wrapped it around his sword wrist before he could react, then pulled.

The wire bit into flesh. Not deep—I didn’t want to sever tendons—but enough to hurt. Enough to make him drop the sword.

He cried out, jerking back, but I’d already pulled the wire taut. He was caught, bound by something thin as thread but strong as steel.

“Drop it,” I said quietly.

He didn’t. His hand clenched tighter on the sword hilt, blood running down his wrist where the wire cut into skin.

“I said drop it.”

I pulled harder. The wire cut deeper. He gasped, his fingers finally loosening. The sword clattered to the floor. I kicked it away, into the corner, then stepped back while maintaining tension on the wire.

“Sit,” I said, nodding toward the chair by the wall.

He didn’t move. Just stood there, breathing hard, his wrist bleeding, his eyes filled with hatred.

“Sit, or I take the hand.”

That got through to him. He moved to the chair, slowly, carefully. I followed, keeping the wire taut, feeling every movement he made transmitted through that thin line.

Once he was seated, I worked quickly. Unspooled more wire, bound his other wrist, then wrapped both arms to the chair back. Then his ankles to the chair legs. He struggled, but the wire bit deeper with each movement until he stopped.

“You’re making a mistake,” he said. Blood dripped from his wrist onto the floor.

“I don’t think so.” I turned. “Jasmine.” She was still in her chair, bound by the chording. “You said they were looking for Garridan when they came to your village.”

She nodded, her eyes wide.

“You said he was heading west. Do you know where he was heading?”

She hesitated, glancing at Talish. He shook his head, a tiny movement.

“Don’t tell him,” Talish said. “You’ll be leading him right to⁠—”

I shifted the chording, sending a sharp strike to his temple. Not hard enough to knock him out, just hard enough to hurt. He gasped, his head snapping back.

“I wasn’t asking you,” I said quietly. Then, to Jasmine, “Where was Garridan going?”

“I… I don’t know for certain,” she said, clearly frightened. “I only heard rumors.”

“What rumors?”

“After the attack, I asked around. Tried to find out where he’d gone, why the Guild was so desperate to find him. Some people said…” She swallowed. “Some people said he was heading to Ibanar. That there was something there he needed to find. Or someone.”

Ibanar.

I ran through what I knew of the city. Major trade hub. Lots of Guild presence. Also lots of places to hide, if you knew how. If Garridan—if Leo—had gone there, he’d chosen well.

“What’s in Ibanar?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Jasmine said. “No one did. Just rumors that he was heading east.”

I looked at Talish. “Is that true?”

He said nothing. Just glared at me with those hateful eyes.

“I’ll take that as confirmation,” I said.

I got to my feet, releasing the binding chording on Jasmine. She gasped, slumping forward in her chair. I unspooled the wire from around Talish, careful to avoid cutting him further, then tore strips of fabric from his jacket to bind him to the chair again.

“You’re taking his sword?” Jasmine asked.

“He doesn’t need it,” I said. “His technique is poor, and he wouldn’t have been able to hit me even if I didn’t have a blade.” I hefted the weapon, testing its balance. Adequate steel, but nothing exceptional. It would serve well enough if I needed it, though I doubted I would.

“You’re Guild,” she said quietly. “A Hunter. And you’re going after Garridan like you came after my village.”

“I’m not Vanik,” I said. “I don’t slaughter civilians.”

“But you’ll kill Garridan.”

“If he’s a threat.” I met her eyes. “If he’s not, I won’t. That’s the difference between me and whoever ordered the attack on your village.”

“There is no difference,” Talish said from his chair. “You’re all the same. All corrupted by power and convinced you’re righteous.”

I looked at him. Young, certain, and bleeding from where I’d bound him. Convinced he was fighting for something pure.

“Maybe,” I said. “But at least I’m willing to question. At least I’m willing to look at the evidence before I act. Can you say the same?”

I didn’t wait for an answer, using the hilt of the blade to knock Jasmine unconscious. I strode out of the room, leaving them both behind—one unconscious, one bleeding and bound, and both with a story to tell that would likely grow more fantastical with each retelling.

The street outside was quiet. Evening had fallen, and the town was settling in for the night. I could hear the distant sounds of conversation, laughter, and the clatter of dishes from a tavern. Normal life, continuing despite the small drama that had just played out in that room.

I headed away from the caravan, away from the town, following the road east.

Toward Ibanar.

Toward Leo.

And toward answers I wasn’t sure I wanted to find.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The next day was slow. I kept looking around, waiting to see if there was going to be any sign of the caravan chasing me down, but I didn’t see any. In fact, I didn’t see anybody on the road with me, which was reassuring, but also a bit frustrating. I hoped I might find another caravan that I could take advantage of, despite what happened with this last one. There was safety in numbers, especially when dealing with the Hand—soldiers for hire that had increasingly been a problem for the Guild. I’d encountered them before, back when I’d first left the Academy, and knew their reputation for ruthlessness.

Late in the day, I finally began to feel more of the dissonance returning. It was about time. Thankfully, the steady familiar presence began to work through me, leaving me with a distinct awareness of the energy around me.

The hard part was in trying to understand if there was anything unusual here. Previously with the dissonance, it was the difference between how things felt that mattered. Having not felt or heard anything for quite a while, I had no reference to compare to, so I had no way of knowing if I was picking up on anything out of the ordinary.

Strangely, there was a solitude to the time I spent on my own, but not a pleasant one. It was odd for me to feel that way, as I was accustomed to being on my own. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a bit of an emptiness.

I was following the rumors about Ibanar, but that trail might have gone cold weeks ago.

Leo’s trail. Or Garridan’s trail. Whatever name he was using now.

I thought about the signs I should be looking for. A musician with a specialized lute wasn’t common, so people would remember someone like that—if they’d paid attention. If he’d performed publicly. But Leo was smart. He’d know the Guild would be hunting him. He’d know to stay quiet, to avoid drawing attention.

Unless he wanted to be found.

The thought troubled me. Was I hunting him, or was he leading me somewhere?

Still, I tapped on the ukelin, allowing the dissonance to work around me a bit more. I wanted to see if there might be some other aspect I might pick up on, but the dissonance I could sense was faint and faded, making it distinct compared to what I had been identifying before.

I camped that night along the side of the road, moving off into a cluster of trees and setting up some fabrications around me that I had made while at the Academy.

One of the lessons I’d learned at the Academy was that every member of the Guild needed to have some basics of fabrication manufacturing, because such a thing was considered necessary in order for us to be able to protect ourselves. The small charms—woven with protective chording and bound to specific materials—weren’t much, but they’d alert me to anyone approaching. One of my instructors had insisted that every Guild member needed at least this basic skill, regardless of their primary focus. At this point, I wasn’t sure if the fabrications would make much of a difference, but they were better than nothing.

As the night passed slowly, I found myself sleeping very lightly. Normally, I experienced deep, restorative sleep, but sometimes I had nightmares, especially as there were aspects to what I had been through, and what I still had to deal with, that plagued me.

But it was more than just that tonight. More than just what I had faced, more than just what I felt. Part of me remained on edge because of that, but there also did seem to be some lingering bit of dissonance that had begun to awaken around me.

Having lost it for a period of time made me far more acutely aware of my gift, and how I relied on it. It was useful to have it back, especially as I needed it in order to find the necessary contours of power. I wanted nothing more than to better understand that power, and whether there was anything else within me.

As morning broke, I got up before dawn and tested the ukelin, trying to see if there might be anything I could pick up on. To see if there were additional contours I could detect. There didn’t seem to be, but I still focused on that power, attempting to make sense of whether there was any fluctuating power around me.

By the fourth day after leaving the caravan, I reached another village.

I let out a relieved sigh. Traveling by foot was a slow, arduous process, and I knew I should have used a horse.

The town was small and somewhat cozy, in a way. I felt some of the energy and the pressure that was within it, and surprisingly, I also began to pick up on other sorts of connections.

I listened to the ambient dissonance as I entered. Every town had its own signature—the collective resonance of hundreds of people living, working, existing in close proximity. This one hummed with a steady, low frequency. Stable. Peaceful. Nothing like the chaotic distortion I’d felt in Satlindar before the poisoning.

But there was something else. A thread of familiarity woven through the background noise. Something that made me pause at the edge of the market square, my hand moving automatically to my pocket where the ukelin waited.

It was a subtle harmonic. Clean, precise, controlled. The kind of resonance that came from someone who knew exactly what they were doing with chording. Someone trained.

Leo?

My heart hammered. Could he be here? Could I have actually caught up to him?

I wandered through the town.

Mostly I wanted to get a sense of whether or not there was any sort of danger here, but I did not detect anything.

Nothing obvious, at least.

But that wasn’t the sole purpose of this.

Partly I wanted to follow that thread of familiarity, to see if it would lead me to him. But even as I attempted to do so, the resonance seemed to shift, to move. Not running—just… performing. Someone was playing music somewhere in this town.

When I stopped at the tavern, I could hear it more clearly now. Music flowing out through the wooden walls, carrying on the evening air. Not just any music, but something that was controlled, layered, and precisely executed. The kind of performance that had chording woven through it, subtle enough that most people wouldn’t notice, but unmistakable to anyone who was trained.

The sound was crystalline. A flute, I thought, though the overtones suggested something more complex. Notes that shouldn’t be possible on a single instrument, harmonics layering over each other like water flowing over stones.

I didn’t expect much. But once I opened the door, the music hit me like a wave. Rich, complex, filling the entire space with sound that seemed to resonate in my chest, in my bones. I could feel the chording now, could sense the way the performer was manipulating the dissonance to enhance the music, to make it more than mere sound.

This was not just a minstrel. This was a Guild member. I could tell by the way they were playing, and the slight undercurrent to the chording form they were using.

But it wasn’t Leo.

My heart sank even as recognition dawned.

It was Ranirra.

The same performer I’d seen in Satlindar. The same woman who’d been playing when the tavern owner poisoned me. The same flute player whose music I’d barely registered before collapsing in the street.

And now she was here. Miles away from Satlindar. In a small town on the road to Ibanar.

Coincidence?

I didn’t believe in coincidences. Not anymore.

I took a seat at the table, my eyes fixed on her now in a way they hadn’t been before. I’d dismissed her in Satlindar—just another talented performer, impressive but irrelevant to my mission. But now, seeing her here, I couldn’t help but question everything.

The chording technique she was using suggested she was Guild. But which? The one I served, or the Celebrants?

Was she following me? Had she been in Satlindar because I was there? Or was I following her, tracking the same trail Leo had taken?

I watched her fingers on the flute. As I’d seen in the last town, they moved with practiced precision, finding each hole without looking, adjusting pressure and angle to create those impossible harmonics. The sound wrapped around the room like silk—smooth, seamless, beautiful.

But beneath the beauty was power. Control. The kind of mastery that took years to develop.

She was good. Better than good. She was exceptional.

And that made her dangerous.

The music shifted, notes cascading down like falling water. I could feel the dissonance responding, could sense the way she was shaping it, guiding it, using the sound to create effects most of the audience wouldn’t even notice. A warmth spreading through the room. A sense of comfort, of safety. The subtle manipulation of emotion through resonance.

It was masterful. And terrifying.

Because if she could do that to a room full of people, what could she do to a single target?

That was something I had always appreciated, because there was an aspect of my own playing style that I felt had been neglected. There were other elements to it that I wish I could have been able to learn, and master, so that I wouldn’t always have to depend on this line of work. Eventually, I wanted to get out of being part of the Guild, and though I didn’t tell anybody I worked with, there was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to settle down and have a nice, quiet life. To perform for crowds who simply wanted entertainment, not because I was carrying out an assignment. To play without always listening for threats in the dissonance. If a person like me could ever find that.

It wasn’t going to be easy, and it wasn’t always a guarantee that there would be anything like that for me in the future.

As I sat, one of the servers came by, and I nodded to the minstrel.

“How long has she been playing?”

“Better part of an hour,” he said. “Lucky to have her come through. Not too many traveling minstrels come to this part of the world.”

“No?” I frowned, shifting to hide the fact that I had a ukelin with me.

I didn’t need for him to question why there would be another minstrel here.

“Not many,” he said. “Too bad it’s not busier. Somebody like that deserves a crowd, you know?”

“Has anyone else come through recently?” I asked, keeping my voice casual. “Any other musicians? Maybe someone with a lute?”

The server frowned, thinking. “Lute? No, can’t say I’ve seen anyone like that. Why?”

“Just curious. I’m looking for a friend.”

He shrugged. “Well, you’re out of luck. She’s the first performer we’ve had in months.”

So Leo hadn’t come this way. Or if he had, he’d been quiet about it. No performances, no public displays. Which meant either I was on the wrong trail, or he was being very careful.

Or Ranirra had gotten here first and scared him off.

“She’s quite good,” I said.

“Wait until you hear her sing.”

“She sings, as well?”

Most members of the Guild did not. It was unusual for them to, because it was unusual for anybody to need to. Chording worked through instrumental sound, while voice was too variable, too emotional. The Academy taught us to channel power through controlled, precise tones. Singing muddied that.

That meant Ranirra might not actually be a part of the Guild, then.

Or she might be something else entirely. Something I didn’t understand yet.

That, more than anything else, made me question whether I had the right idea here.

Still, I listened, trying to parse the layers of sound. The melody line was obvious—clean, clear, designed to please the ear. But beneath it, threaded through the harmonics, was something else. A second pattern. A chording form I didn’t recognize.

It wasn’t one of the standard Academy techniques. Perhaps she’d developed it herself, or maybe she’d been trained somewhere else.

By the Celebrants, perhaps.

When she finished performing, the final note hung in the air longer than it should have—resonating, sustaining, slowly fading into silence that felt more like presence than absence. She bowed, then stood with a smile. “I’m going to take a break,” she said to the patrons, and even her speaking voice carried a musicality to it, each word precisely pitched and timed. “I hope you will be here when I return.”

She stepped away and headed over to the bar, where she talked to one of the bartenders. He handed her a glass of wine, and she leaned back, her gaze sweeping around the tavern. There was a knowing look on her face as she did, as if she understood exactly what she was searching for. When her eyes found mine, they paused. Just for a moment. Just long enough for me to know she’d recognized me.

From Satlindar.

She remembered.

I put my head down, keeping my hand in my pocket and not using the ukelin because I didn’t want to disrupt anything. I also couldn’t help but feel as if maybe she might know something, and perhaps she would know if any other minstrels had traveled through this town, even if they hadn’t performed.

She was a performer, like Leo. She would notice another musician. Would remember a special lute.

If she’d even tell me whether she’d seen him.

Eventually, the server returned, carrying a mug of ale and a plate of food.

I looked at it and smelled it, then hesitated. It was foolish, I knew. There wasn’t anything poisoned here. There wouldn’t be. Not in this place, not from these people. But I couldn’t shake the fact that I had enemies, and I couldn’t shake the memories of what happened the last time I’d been in a tavern.

With Ranirra performing.

Just like now.

I knew I needed to, though. Serving the Guild involved me traveling and visiting different taverns. It was a part of my job now. At least, it would be if I did this job as well as I needed to.

As I picked up my fork and started to eat the food, the minstrel came over.

“Didn’t expect to see another one here,” she said.

I chewed slowly, looking up. “You are quite skilled.”

“Practice,” she said, holding her hands out. “And I have what my mentor liked to call delicate fingers.”

I smiled at that. “Oh?”

“But you didn’t comment on that. You’re not here for that, either.”

“Neither are you,” I said quietly. “Satlindar was, what, four days ago? And now you’re here. Same road, same direction. Following the same trail I am.”

Ranirra’s expression didn’t change, but I saw the tension in her shoulders. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you? We both know what we are. We both know there aren’t many reasons for two of us to be on the same road at the same time.”

“I’m just traveling through,” she said, her voice carefully neutral.

“Oh? And traveling for what reason?”

“If you get in the way, I am going to have words with you.”

Everything within me went cold, and I lowered my fork.

She was on a job. We both were.

“I don’t want to fight you,” I said, barely above a whisper. “But I will if I have to. My mission comes first.”

“So does mine,” Ranirra said, brushing imaginary dust from her clothes. “I suggest we stay out of each other’s way. You do your job, I do mine.”

She walked back toward the stage, her posture relaxed, unconcerned. But I could see the tension in her movements, could sense the way she was monitoring me through the dissonance.

She was good. Skilled, controlled, dangerous.

And she was on a job as well.

Which changed everything.


CHAPTER TWELVE


I needed to move on.

Ibanar was still days or more away, and every hour I spent in this village was an hour Leo could use to disappear further. But something kept me from leaving. Something in the air, in the ambient dissonance that hummed through the town.

It felt familiar.

Not Ranirra’s precision. This was something else. Something that reminded me of late nights at the Academy, of practice rooms where Leo and I had worked side by side, testing the limits of what we could sense and manipulate.

Dissonance work.

Most Guild members could sense dissonance to some degree. It was fundamental to chording—you needed to feel the resonance, the wrongness or rightness of sound, in order to manipulate it effectively. But true mastery of dissonance—the ability to read it like text, to understand its subtleties and nuances—that was rare.

Leo and I had both possessed that gift. It was one of the things that had drawn us together at the Academy. While others learned to perform chordings by rote, following prescribed patterns, we understood why the patterns worked. We could feel the underlying structure of reality that the chordings manipulated.

And now, walking through this village, I felt something that reminded me of Leo’s touch. A careful adjustment to the ambient dissonance. Nothing dramatic, just a subtle shift. The kind most people would never notice.

But I noticed.

I moved through the streets, my hand in my pocket, fingers resting on the ukelin. Not playing, just feeling. Letting the dissonance flow through me, guide me. Searching for that familiar signature.

The trail led me in circles. Down one street, then another. Past the market square, around the well, through a narrow passage between buildings. Always just out of reach. Always one step ahead.

It was like chasing a ghost.

Or a memory.

Was Leo here? Had he been here? Or was I so desperate to find him that I was seeing patterns where none existed?

I paused in an empty alley, closing my eyes, focusing entirely on the dissonance. Filtering out the normal ambient noise—the subtle wrongness that came from people living their lives, from animals moving, from the natural chaos of existence. Looking for something deliberate. Intentional.

There.

A thread of controlled dissonance, woven through the background noise. Not a chording—nothing so obvious. Just a careful manipulation, a signature left by someone who knew what they were doing.

Someone who’d been trained the same way I had.

Someone like Leo.

I followed it east, toward the edge of town. The trail grew stronger, clearer. My heart hammered. This was it. This was him. It had to be.

The thread led to an abandoned building—a warehouse, perhaps, or an old barn. The door stood ajar, inviting. Too inviting.

I stopped.

This was a trap. Had to be. Leo wouldn’t leave a trail this obvious unless he wanted me to find it. Unless he wanted to lure me somewhere specific.

But why?

I stood there for long minutes, debating. Every instinct screamed at me to turn around, to walk away, to not take the bait.

But I’d come this far. And I needed answers.

I reached for the ukelin, preparing a defensive chording, and stepped toward the door.

Then I felt something else. A shift in the dissonance behind me. Not the carefully controlled thread I’d been following—this was sharp, immediate. Someone approaching.

I spun, hand still in my pocket, ready to strike.

Nothing. Just an empty street.

But the dissonance had changed. The trail I’d been following—the one that felt like Leo—was gone. Vanished as if it had never been.

A distraction.

Someone had led me here, away from the village center, while something else happened. And I’d followed like a fool, too eager to find Leo to question whether the trail was real.

I cursed under my breath and headed back toward the village at a run.

That’s when I saw them.

The caravan. Heldon’s caravan. The wagons were stationed just outside the village, horses unhitched and grazing nearby.

They’d caught up.

I froze. The pace shouldn’t have surprised me. The caravan could move much faster than I could—the horses would not tire nearly as much as I did. I’d been trudging along the road, making reasonable time, but not fast time.

But why were they here? Had they come after me? Or was this simply their planned route?

I had questions, but no good answers.

Could I move ahead? Should I deal with this threat?

Part of me wanted to confront them immediately. To find Jasmine and Talish and get more answers about the Hand, about the Celebrants, about what they knew. But the Hunter part of me—the part Nyban had trained—urged caution. That was the side of me the Guild had wanted when I’d first been recruited.

Observe first. Act later.

I moved into the village, staying near buildings and watching. I tested for anything unusual in the dissonance but found nothing. At least now I knew to be careful.

It was midday before I caught a glimpse of the people from the caravan.

Heldon was the first person I saw. He was moving through the street, talking to one of the locals. The two spoke animatedly, Heldon moving his hands as he gestured, emphasizing points.

I wondered if he was looking for me, or if he was here for trade, conducting whatever business had brought the caravan this far east.

I stayed tucked between a pair of buildings and tapped on the ukelin, testing the dissonance and listening.

Then I noticed something.

I wasn’t the only one testing the dissonance.

Ranirra was somewhere nearby. I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her presence in the way the dissonance shifted and flowed. She was probing, searching, the same way I was.

And she was good at it.

Better than she should be.

Dissonance manipulation—true manipulation, not just sensing—was rare. Most Guild members could feel it, could use it to guide their chordings. But actively shaping it, reading it, using it for reconnaissance? That took years of dedicated training. The kind of training Leo and I had shared.

The kind of training that suggested Ranirra was far more than she’d claimed to be.

I looked in either direction along the street, seeing if there was anything more that I could pick up on, but I felt nothing except the pressure of her presence, which was moving.

Then I realized why.

She had climbed onto one of the rooftops.

I caught a glimpse of her silhouette against the sky, crouched low, moving with practiced ease from one building to the next. Not running—flowing. Like she’d done this a thousand times before.

She was hunting.

She had mentioned that she had a job in the village. Did that job have something to do with testing me?

I doubted it. No one would have known I’d come this way. And they wouldn’t put someone inexperienced on a test like that.

Which meant her target was someone else.

Perhaps her assignment was the caravan.

Interesting.

Who would’ve known enough about the caravan to send one of the Guild after it? And what had they done to warrant Guild attention?

I waited, and once Heldon had moved past, I debated whether to follow him.

Not openly, of course. But I was curious about what he was doing and whether I could uncover anything useful from him. And whether I could understand why Ranirra was here, possibly watching him.

There was a connection here, something I couldn’t quite identify.

The dissonance shifted again. Ranirra was moving, positioning herself.

I moved too, tracking her presence through the subtle changes she created, trying to understand what she was planning.

She jumped from one rooftop to the next. She was skilled, and the way she scrambled across the rooftop was impressive. I found myself following her using the side streets, watching as she hopped from building to building.

Then she paused, crouching out of view from the main street, but still in view from where I was standing.

What was she going to do?

I couldn’t tell, but I suspected she’d use a chording form. The question was which one, and how she’d deploy it without being caught.

I focused on the dissonance, trying to feel what she was doing. She was manipulating the dissonance directly. Shaping it, molding it, creating a pocket of wrongness around her target. The kind of manipulation that required exceptional skill and understanding.

Then I heard a grunt, a gasp, followed by a shout.

I slipped between a pair of buildings, looked out, and saw Heldon standing over the man he’d been with.

The local had collapsed. The man who’d been talking animatedly with Heldon just moments before now lay still on the cobblestones.

I looked up, saw the shadowed form of the minstrel scrambling along the roofline, before disappearing.

So that had been Ranirra’s target. Not Heldon. The local.

But… why?

What had that man done to warrant Guild intervention? And why hadn’t I been told about another operation in this area?

There was too much here that I didn’t fully understand, and I wasn’t about to get caught up in this, or in questions I wouldn’t have answers to. But curiosity gnawed at me.

I could get answers.

Not from Ranirra—she’d made it clear she wasn’t sharing. But perhaps from Jasmine. I could find where she was with the caravan, question her about what she knew. About the Hand, about Talish, about why they were here.

Before I could head down the street and go looking for her, I noticed a pair of soldiers marching straight toward Heldon. They grabbed him.

“It wasn’t me,” Heldon snapped, trying to jerk his arms free. “The man just collapsed.”

“It doesn’t matter. You were with him. And you’re going to stay with us until we get answers.”

They marched Heldon down the street and out of sight.

I found myself marveling at what had just taken place.

A couple of people had hurried out of nearby shops and gone over to attend to the fallen man, but it was clearly too late. I hadn’t felt the chording—not as a chording, anyway. What I’d felt was pure dissonance manipulation. She’d created a wrongness around the man, a distortion so severe that his heart had simply… stopped.

No sound. No music. No visible technique.

It was elegant. Terrifyingly so. The kind of effortless magic the fae were said to wield. Just death, delivered with surgical precision through the manipulation of dissonance itself.

Curiosity became something else. A need for answers.

Ranirra wasn’t just on a job. She was something more. Something rare. Someone who understood dissonance the way I did, the way Leo did.

Which meant she was either exceptionally dangerous, or exceptionally valuable.

Or both.

And I needed to know which.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


I found a position on a rooftop overlooking the caravan just after dawn.

The climb had been easier than expected. Old buildings in towns like this often had exterior features—decorative molding, window ledges, drainpipes—that made scaling them almost trivial for anyone with the right training. I’d pulled myself up the back wall of what looked like a granary, my fingers finding purchase in the gaps between stones, my feet wedging into narrow crevices. The physical exertion felt good after days of walking, a reminder that I was still capable, still functional despite the poison’s lingering effects.

From here, I could see everything without being seen. The wagons were circled in a defensive formation, which was unusual for a simple merchant caravan. Proper merchants spread out, displayed their wares, made themselves accessible to potential customers. This looked more like a military encampment, with wagons positioned to create overlapping fields of vision, horses kept close and saddled, weapons within easy reach.

Heldon had been released sometime in the night, and I’d felt the shift in the village’s dissonance when it happened, a small ripple of tension easing like a held breath finally exhaled. Now he was talking with the others in hushed, urgent tones. I was too far away to hear the words, but I could read the body language. Anger. Fear. Determination. His hands moved as he spoke, pointing west, then east, then at the ground as if mapping something.

Jasmine was on edge. I could see it in the way she moved, the way she kept glancing around as if expecting another attack. Her shoulders were hunched, defensive. She stayed close to the wagons, never venturing more than a few steps from cover. The others felt it too—Torvik, Rodrik, Maris. They clustered near the wagons, weapons close at hand, speaking in low voices.

And Talish was with them.

He’d survived our encounter, clearly. His wrist was bandaged where the wire had cut him, and he moved stiffly, favoring his left side. But he was alive, armed, and watching the perimeter with the same intensity I’d seen before. More than that—he was scanning the rooftops, looking for exactly what I was doing. The Celebrant training, perhaps, or just common sense. Either way, it meant I needed to be more careful.

I settled in to observe, tapping lightly on the ukelin to maintain a subtle shrouding. Not enough to be obvious, just enough to blend into the ambient dissonance. To become part of the background noise. It was a technique that required constant attention—the moment my focus slipped, the shrouding would collapse and I’d stand out like a beacon to anyone sensitive enough to notice.

And I listened.

The village was alive with rumors. I could hear fragments of conversation from the street below, voices carrying in the morning air as people went about their business, fetching water from the well, opening shop shutters, sweeping stoops.

“—heard it was three villages now⁠—”

“—no, five at least, maybe more⁠—”

“—Celebrants, they’re calling themselves⁠—”

“—my cousin said they came at night, asked questions about musicians⁠—”

“—not just asking, killing anyone who couldn’t answer⁠—”

“—Hand tried to stop them, but⁠—”

“—marks on their wrists, that’s how you know⁠—”

“—circles and crescents, like a moon⁠—”

“—not just rogues anymore, it’s organized⁠—”

“—someone’s leading them, coordinating⁠—”

“—heard they’re looking for something, or someone⁠—”

I focused on these whispers, piecing together the larger picture. The Celebrants weren’t just involved in isolated incidents. They were spreading, moving with purpose. Building something. And the Hand was trying to stop them, which explained why villages like Jasmine’s had become battlegrounds. The two organizations were at war, and civilians were caught in the middle.

But what were the Celebrants actually looking for? The rumors mentioned musicians, asked questions, coordinated searches. That suggested a specific target. A specific person.

Leo.

More voices, closer to the caravan. A pair of merchants haggling over prices for grain:

“—not safe to trade here anymore⁠—”

“—should move on, head east⁠—”

“—Heldon said they were asking about musicians⁠—”

“—anyone with a lute, specifically⁠—”

“—a special kind, that’s what they wanted to know⁠—”

“—the dead man, he was collecting names, I heard⁠—”

“—tracking movements, like a hunter⁠—”

My chest tightened. They were looking for Leo. The man Ranirra had killed must have been gathering information, tracking Leo’s movements through the villages. Making notes of where he’d performed, who he’d talked to, which direction he’d gone. Which meant someone was coordinating this search. Someone who knew what Leo looked like, what he played, where he might be going.

But who? The Guild? The Celebrants? The Hand?

I couldn’t tell. The pieces didn’t fit together cleanly. If the Celebrants were looking for Leo, why? To recruit him? To kill him? And if the Guild was hunting him, why use a local informant instead of sending Hunters? Unless the informant was working for someone else entirely—the Hand, perhaps, trying to find Leo for their own purposes.

Too many factions. Too many agendas. And I was caught in the middle, chasing a man I’d once called a friend without fully understanding why.

I spent most of the morning watching, waiting, trying to understand what Ranirra had been doing and why she’d targeted that particular man.

No good answers came.

The man had been local, not part of the caravan. He’d been talking to Heldon, asking questions. Casual questions, probably. The kind that wouldn’t raise suspicions. “Have you seen any performers on the road? Anyone with unusual instruments?” That sort of thing. And Ranirra had killed him with pure dissonance manipulation—no chording, no sound, just a targeted distortion that had stopped his heart.

Which suggested he’d been a significant threat. Someone worth eliminating quietly, professionally. Someone whose death would send a message to whoever had hired him: Stop looking.

But who had given Ranirra the order? And why?

I thought about the Guild’s hierarchy. Hunters operated independently, mostly, but we still received assignments from higher up. Nyban had sent me after Leo. Someone else might have sent Ranirra to eliminate threats to Leo. Or to eliminate Leo himself. Or to protect something else entirely that I didn’t understand yet.

The politics of it made my head hurt.

By midday, the caravan began to stir. They were leaving. Not staying to trade, not waiting for answers about what had happened to the man who’d died in the street. Just packing up and moving on, as if staying in this village was too dangerous.

I watched Heldon direct the operation. He was efficient, practiced. Wagons loaded and ready within an hour. Horses hitched. Supplies secured. This wasn’t his first time leaving a place in a hurry.

Jasmine looked back at the village as they pulled away. Just once, a long look that might have been regret or relief or both. Maybe it was both. Then she turned forward and didn’t look back again.

I debated following them. Part of me wanted to question Jasmine again, to force her to give me answers about the Hand, about what they knew and where they were really going. But another part—the part Nyban had trained—told me to wait. To observe. To gather more information before acting.

Besides, I had a feeling the caravan would be back. People like Talish didn’t give up easily. And Jasmine still had questions about her village, and Vanik, and what had really happened. They’d be back, or I’d cross paths with them again. The web of connections was too tight for it to be otherwise.

Then I felt it.

A shift in the dissonance. Subtle, controlled, familiar.

The same signature I’d felt before. The one that reminded me of late nights at the Academy, of practice sessions with Leo where we’d pushed the boundaries of what dissonance manipulation could do. Where we’d stayed up until dawn testing techniques that the instructors said were impossible, proving them wrong through sheer determination and natural talent.

It was faint. Distant. But it was there. And it was moving.

My heart hammered. This was it. This was him.

I moved across the rooftops, following that thread of controlled dissonance through the village. It led me away from the caravan, toward a cluster of buildings on the outskirts. Old warehouses, mostly empty, the kind of place someone could hide if they wanted privacy.

The rooftops here were closer together, easier to traverse. I jumped from one to the next, landing lightly, my boots making almost no sound on the weathered wood and tile. The shrouding helped muffle any noise I did make, bending sound away from me, redirecting it.

The signature grew stronger. More distinct. I could feel the precision of it now, the careful way it was woven through the ambient noise. Not overpowering—that would be obvious. Just a gentle manipulation, a subtle shift that most people would never notice. Like writing a message in invisible ink, visible only to those who knew to look for it.

This wasn’t accidental. This was someone who knew exactly what they were doing. Then the realization hit me like cold water.

Not Leo.

This was someone Leo had taught.

I thought about our time at the Academy. Leo had been good at everything, but dissonance manipulation had been his specialty. He’d understood it on an intuitive level that even the instructors envied. I’d been talented too—that’s why we’d gravitated toward each other—but Leo had been extraordinary. And he’d been generous with his knowledge, always willing to explain, to demonstrate, to help others understand.

Had he trained someone else the same way? Taught them the techniques we’d discovered together?

The thought stung more than I wanted to admit. Those late-night sessions had felt like ours. Private. Special. The idea that he’d shared that with someone else, trained them to his level or beyond, made me feel… what? Jealous? Betrayed?

Foolish emotions. We’d been friends, not lovers. He was free to teach whoever he wanted. And yet…

I slipped down from the rooftop, moving silently through the narrow spaces between buildings. The ukelin was in my hand now, ready. I could feel my pulse in my throat, could feel the dissonance responding to my anticipation, becoming more turbulent as my emotions affected it. I forced myself to calm down, to breathe deeply, to center myself the way the Academy had taught me.

Control the dissonance, or it controls you.

The trail led to a small courtyard. Empty, or seemingly so. Packed dirt floor, a few crates stacked against one wall, a broken cart wheel leaning in the corner. But the dissonance said otherwise. It was too clean here, too perfectly balanced. Someone had manipulated it, smoothed out the natural chaos into something artificially calm.

Someone was here.

I stepped into the open, making no attempt to hide. If they’d left that obvious a trail, they wanted to be found.

“I was wondering when you’d figure it out,” Ranirra said. She was sitting on a low wall across the courtyard, her flute resting on her knee.

“You were leading me here,” I said.

“Testing you,” she corrected. Her voice was light, almost playful, but her eyes were serious. Alert. She was ready for violence if it came to that. “Seeing how long it would take you to recognize the pattern. Longer than I expected, honestly.”

“You killed that man to draw me out.”

“I killed him because he was a threat,” she said. “The fact that it also served to test you was just… efficient.”

Efficient. As if murder was just another tool to be deployed strategically.

Maybe to her it was.

“The dissonance manipulation,” I said. “That’s not something you learn from standard Guild training.”

“No,” she agreed. “It’s not.”

“Leo taught you.”

She smiled. Not a confirmation, but close enough. The smile held affection, the kind you’d have for a beloved mentor. Or more than a mentor.

Everything clicked into place. The rare skill with dissonance. The precision that matched Leo’s style exactly. The fact that she was here, on the same trail I was following, eliminating threats. She wasn’t hunting Leo.

She was protecting him.

“How long?” I asked. “How long has he been training you?”

“Long enough.”

“And you know why I’m here,” I said.

“I do. You’re pursuing him. Following orders like a good little Hunter.”

The contempt in her voice stung.

“Where is he?” I asked quietly.

“Nowhere you’ll find him,” she said. “Not unless he wants to be found.”

“I’m not here to kill him.”

“Aren’t you? That’s what Hunters do, isn’t it? Eliminate threats to the Guild. Remove problems. Clean up messes.” She stood, the flute held loosely in one hand. “And Leo is a problem, according to your masters. A rogue. A threat. Someone who needs to be taken care of.”

“I’m here to understand what’s happening. To figure out if he’s really involved with the Celebrants, or if⁠—”

She moved.

Fast. Faster than I’d anticipated. Her hand swept across the flute, and I felt the dissonance ripple outward, a wave of distortion hitting me like a physical force. The air itself seemed to compress, to push against me with invisible hands.

I staggered back, immediately countering with the ukelin. My fingers found the strings, tapping out a defensive pattern, creating a buffer between me and her attack. The technique came automatically, drilled into me by years of practice. Strike, counter, defend.

But she was already adapting. The flute sang—actually sang, a wordless melody that carried more power than it should have—and the sound wove through my defenses like water through cracks. I could feel it probing, testing, looking for weaknesses in my technique. Each note was precise and calculated, designed to find the gaps in my protection.

This wasn’t a standard chording form. This was something else. Something personal. Something Leo must have taught her. I recognized elements of it in the way she layered tones, and in the rhythm she used, but the application was new. Innovative. Dangerous.

I shifted tactics, abandoning the defensive buffer and going offensive. A sharp strike, designed to disrupt her concentration, to break her rhythm. It was a technique I’d used successfully against other Guild members—sudden, violent, unexpected.

She deflected it without effort. The flute’s tone changed, became lower, more resonant. And the dissonance around me began to compress.

I’d felt this before. Leo had done something similar during training sessions, where he’d created a pocket of intense dissonance that made it difficult to move, to breathe, to think clearly. We’d called it the Crushing Silence, a joke about how the quiet could be louder than sound. But he’d never pushed it far enough to be dangerous. We’d always stopped before it became too much, always pulled back before crossing the line into actual harm.

Ranirra had no such hesitation.

The pressure built around me, crushing down from all sides. Not physical pressure—the dissonance didn’t work that way—but a wrongness so intense it felt like being underwater, like the air itself had turned solid. My fingers fumbled on the ukelin strings, my breaths coming in short. Each inhale required conscious effort, as if I had to remember how to breathe.

Was she better than me?

I didn’t know, but I did have one advantage: desperation.

And the willingness to fight dirty.

I stopped trying to fight on her terms. Stopped trying to match technique against technique, skill against skill. Instead, I did something crude.

I screamed.

Not chording. Not manipulation. Just raw sound, loud and discordant and chaotic. A primal yell that shattered the careful patterns she’d been weaving, that threw noise into her precise calculations. It was the opposite of everything the Academy taught—they wanted control, precision, artistry. This was chaos.

And it worked.

Her concentration broke. Just for a moment, but that was enough. The Crushing Silence faltered, the pressure easing. I could breathe again, could think again, could move.

I lunged forward, wire already in hand. If I could bind her, even for a moment, I could force her to give me answers. I could make her tell me where Leo was, what he was planning, why⁠—

She was gone.

Not fled. Just… gone. The dissonance shifted, and I felt her signature vanish as if it had never been there. A shrouding technique, but more advanced than anything I’d seen. Not just hiding—erasing her presence entirely. The way you’d erase a word from a page, leaving no trace that it had ever been written.

I spun, searching, listening. My hand was still on the ukelin, ready to counter any attack. But there was nothing except the ambient noise of the village and the normal chaos of daily life. Footsteps on cobblestones. Distant conversation. A dog barking.

She’d escaped.

I stood there in the empty courtyard, breathing hard, my hands shaking slightly from adrenaline. Sweat ran down my back despite the cool morning air. My heart hammered against my ribs.

But I’d learned something crucial.

Ranirra wasn’t just another member of the Guild. She was Leo’s student. Someone he’d personally trained in the rare art of dissonance manipulation. Someone he’d taught techniques we’d discovered together, techniques I’d thought were ours alone. Which meant she knew where he was, what he was planning, why the Celebrants were so important. She knew everything I needed to know.

And if I could find her again, if I could track her…

She would lead me straight to Leo.

A new mission, then. Not just following rumors and old trails, cold intelligence that might be weeks out of date. But hunting someone who knew I was hunting them. Someone who’d proven she could outmaneuver me, outfight me, escape when I had her cornered.

Someone who’d been trained by the same person who’d once been my friend.

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I was hunting Leo, and now I’d be hunting his protégé to get to him. Chasing shadows of shadows, each layer taking me further from the simple mission Nyban had given me.

But what choice did I have?

I looked around the courtyard one more time, searching for any trace she might have left behind. Any clue about where she’d gone, what her next move might be. The shrouding had been thorough, to the extent that even the dissonance held no memory of her presence. It was like she’d never been there at all.

But then I noticed something. A disturbance in the dust near the wall where she’d been sitting. Not footprints—those had been carefully obscured. But something else. A pattern. Deliberate.

I crouched down, studying it more closely.

The only thing I found was a faint impression in the dust where she’d been sitting. And scratched into the wall behind it, barely visible unless you knew to look for it, were three words:

Ibanar. Five days.

I reached out, almost without thinking, and touched the scratched words with my fingertips.

The moment I made contact, I felt it—a residue in the dissonance, deliberately left behind. Not a trap. Not a threat. Something else entirely.

Urgency. That was the first sensation. A pressing need, like someone running out of time. But beneath that, something more complex. Hesitation. Uncertainty. The kind of feeling you got when you were about to do something you weren’t sure was right, but knew was necessary.

And underneath it all, so faint I almost missed it: a plea.

Not for mercy. Ranirra didn’t strike me as someone who’d beg. But for… understanding? Help? It was hard to define, hard to put into words. The dissonance didn’t work in language—it worked in emotions, in impressions, in feelings that bypassed conscious thought.

I pulled my hand back, staring at the words.

This wasn’t a taunt. Wasn’t a villain leaving a message to mock the hero. This was something more complicated. Something she couldn’t say openly, couldn’t risk putting into words that others might intercept.

She wanted me in Ibanar. Needed me there. Why?

The sensation lingered on my fingertips—that urgency, that hesitation, that barely there plea. Leo had taught her advanced techniques, yes. Had trained her to manipulate dissonance in ways most Guild members never learned. But he’d also taught her to survive. And people who were surviving rarely left desperate messages unless they truly needed help.

Or unless they were leading me into something I needed to see.

A message. An invitation. Or a trap.

Probably all three.

She wanted me to follow. Wanted me in Ibanar in five days. Why? To lead me to Leo? To finish what she’d started here? To deliver me to someone else?

It didn’t matter which.

I had a destination. I had a target.

I would find Ranirra. And through her, I would find Leo.

I would finally get the answers I needed about what was really happening—about the Celebrants, about the Hand, about why the Guild was tearing itself apart from the inside. About why my friend had become someone worth hunting.

I left the courtyard, already planning my route east. Five days to cover the distance to Ibanar. It was doable if I pushed hard, if I didn’t stop except when necessary. I’d need to find a horse, which meant finding money or trading something. The sword I’d taken from Talish might work—decent steel, worth something to the right buyer—but I’d left it behind, as it would be too identifiable.

Five days to Ibanar.

Five days to prepare for whatever Ranirra had waiting for me.

Five days to become good enough to catch someone Leo had trained to be better than I was.

It would have to be enough.

Because the alternative—failing, losing the trail, letting Leo disappear into whatever the Celebrants were planning—that wasn’t something I could accept. Not after what I’d been through. Not after the poison, the caravan, the realization that everything I thought I knew about the Guild was incomplete at best, wrong at worst.

I needed answers. And Ranirra was going to give them to me.

Whether she wanted to or not.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I had spent quite a bit of time testing the town and looking for answers, but other than the one fabricated building, there was nothing else like that.

I also didn’t see any evidence of anything unusual, anything I needed to track or be worried about, though there did seem to be quite a bit of power that lingered here.

I debated whether I was going to follow her, but ultimately I decided that I would. I had wanted to see inside that building, to see what Ranirra was doing and figure out why there were fabrications on it and not on any others. More than that, there was part of me that was curious about Heldon and what they were going to do with him. But without having any safe way of breaking into the building, it would be quite dangerous and draw undue attention to myself.

But following Ranirra would be easier.

Not necessarily easy, as I couldn’t help but feel there was the possibility she would be able to detect me tracking her, maybe with her own dissonance technique. But I had seen no evidence of that from her. Then again, she’d already proven she could sneak up on me once, bypassing my dissonance sense entirely. That troubled me more than I wanted to admit.

She moved openly down the road, and I stayed off it, following from a distance and occasionally tapping on the ukelin.

The first hint that something was wrong came an hour outside of town.

I noticed travelers on the road—more than usual for this stretch. They moved in clusters, families with hastily packed wagons, faces drawn and anxious. They walked quickly, glancing over their shoulders as if expecting pursuit. One group had a child who wouldn’t stop crying, the sound cutting through the morning air like a knife.

I paused near the roadside, watching them pass. An older man led a mule pulling a cart loaded with whatever possessions they’d managed to grab. His wife walked beside him, clutching a bundle wrapped in faded cloth.

“—not safe anymore—” the woman was saying.

“—should have left sooner⁠—”

“—heard it was three villages now⁠—”

I moved just close enough to hear, using a light shrouding technique to keep from being noticed.

“What happened?” a younger man asked, catching up to them.

“Don’t know exactly,” the older man said, his voice rough with exhaustion. “But Otteron is gone. Just… gone. Smoke on the horizon when we left. Didn’t wait to see what caused it. When they come through, villages burn. We’re just trying to stay ahead of it.”

They moved on, and I stood there feeling the wrongness settle over me like a shroud. Villages burning. People fleeing. This was more than just the conflict between factions I’d thought it was. This was systematic. Organized.

And it was spreading.

I spent the better part of the day trailing after Ranirra.

This was all about Leo and figuring out what he was doing with the Guild and if there was any sort of threat to him. Leo had been my friend once. We’d trained together at the Academy, him a year behind me but far more talented, far more capable. He’d entered as a midcycle student, under circumstances where it was nearly impossible to succeed, but he’d done it anyway. He’d always been exceptional. And now I was hunting him.

But it also was about me, wasn’t it?

It was about trying to understand what I could do, whether there was anything to this chording I was playing, anything to the dissonance I could hear, that would pose any additional problems for me. The Guild had trained me to be a Hunter, but they were also testing me. They wanted to know if I was willing to act against somebody who was a friend. That’s what this was really about—loyalty.

By midday, I caught the first scent of smoke.

It was faint at first, barely noticeable over the smell of grass and wildflowers. But it was there—acrid, wrong, carrying on the wind from somewhere to the south. I paused, testing the air, trying to determine how far away the source might be. Miles, probably. But smoke traveled far, especially if the fire was large enough.

The dissonance felt wrong too. Not the usual chaos of the natural world, but something more deliberate. Something that suggested violence. I’d felt this before, in places where the Guild had carried out eliminations. Where death had happened suddenly, brutally, leaving a scar in the fabric of reality that took time to fade.

I forced myself to keep moving. Whatever was happening to the south wasn’t my concern. I had a target to track.

By the second day after leaving the village, she was moving much more quickly than I would’ve expected. She was practically jogging.

Either she was meeting someone, or she was trying to stay ahead of me. And if she was trying to stay ahead of me, then it implied she knew I was following her. I had been careful, staying far enough away that I didn’t think she would even be aware of me. The grasses were tall enough that I could duck down anytime I had the sense she was turning, and generally, I had been staying away from her.

More than that, however, I had been using several different chording forms to move quietly and from a distance that would create little more than a haze around me that she wouldn’t be able to peer through. I’d learned the technique from Tobias during my early training with the Guild. It was a simple shrouding, nothing as complex as what I’d seen Leo do, but effective enough for most purposes. I didn’t think she could penetrate it, at least.

But what if she had some way of doing that?

She’d already proven she was able to mask herself somehow, and because of that, I was left with other questions about what else she might be hiding. But I had not been able to pick up on anything else.

The smoke smell grew stronger as the day wore on. And then, late in the afternoon, I saw it—a dark smudge on the southern horizon. Not just smoke from cooking fires or forges. This was thicker, blacker, the kind that came from buildings burning. From destruction.

I tried to ignore it. Tried to focus on Ranirra’s trail. But the wrongness in the dissonance kept pulling at my attention, like a splinter I couldn’t quite remove.

By evening, I came across more evidence.

Wagon tracks. Deep ruts in the road, multiple vehicles traveling together. I crouched down, examining them. Fresh, probably from this morning. The pattern looked familiar—the spacing, the weight distribution. A merchant caravan.

The same caravan I’d traveled with.

Heldon’s caravan was ahead of me, moving in the same direction as Ranirra. That couldn’t be coincidence. Were they following her? Or was she following them? Or were they all heading toward the same destination for different reasons?

Too many unknowns. Too many threads I couldn’t quite weave together.

Then I noticed the dissonance began to change again.

I paused.

The suddenness of it, and the shift of it, was concerning, because there was a possibility the dissonance was misleading.

Out here in the grasses, occasionally coming across some meadow flowers, I had been picking up different notes and different textures that added to the dissonance. The natural world had its own rhythm, its own contribution to the underlying sound. Fire crackled in a particular way. Wind through grass created a distinct texture. Even the flowers, strangely enough, seemed to have a presence in the dissonance, though I’d never quite understood why.

I had been trying to ignore everything else around me, trying to focus only on what was there, whether there was going to be anything more I would even be able to find, but unfortunately, it had proven more difficult than I cared for.

When it changed, however, that was an easy thing for me to identify, because the change was sudden enough and stark enough that I felt it.

I paused, ducking down into the grasses, and played on the ukelin.

The tapping rhythm was a simple one, which I thought I could use to see whether I could uncover anything around me and layer it. I didn’t want to do anything that would be overtly obvious where she might be able to pick up on it, but even as I played, I didn’t think there was anything she could recognize.

But I wasn’t entirely sure.

That meant I had to be careful. By playing, I could feel a bit of an underlayer of power, but within that, there was nothing else that was obvious. It was just a faint, faded type of power.

It was out there, but it was different.

And that difference drew my attention and made me feel as if I needed to hurry forward, because increasingly, I couldn’t help but think this was the reason Ranirra had come out here. She had been hurrying for a reason. She had been planning on meeting something. Or someone.

As darkness approached, I spotted a small village in the distance. Two dozen buildings were clustered around a central square. Lights were beginning to appear in windows, warm glows against the gathering dusk.

I needed to stop for the night. I’d been pushing hard for two days, and exhaustion was beginning to wear on me. More than that, I needed information. The refugees I’d seen, the smoke on the horizon, the wagon tracks—all of it suggested something larger happening. And villages were where information gathered, where travelers stopped and shared news.

I approached cautiously, keeping my shrouding active until I was close enough to get a sense of the place. The dissonance felt… muted. Not wrong, exactly, but subdued. As if the entire village was holding its breath.

The streets were nearly empty despite the early-evening hour. A few people moved between buildings, but they walked quickly, heads down, not stopping to chat or linger. No children were playing. There were no sounds of conversation or laughter. Just an oppressive quiet that made my skin prickle.

I found an inn near the edge of the village—the Resting Hare, according to a faded sign above the door. Inside, the common room was dim and mostly empty. An older woman stood behind the bar, her face lined with worry.

“Looking for a room,” I said, keeping my voice neutral.

She studied me for a long moment, her eyes sharp. “Just you?”

“Just me.”

“No caravan? No companions?”

“Traveling alone.”

She nodded slowly. “Five copper for the night. Includes breakfast if you’re still here come morning.”

I paid, noting how her hands trembled slightly as she took the coins.

“Has a caravan come through?” I asked. “Merchants, maybe a dozen people?”

“Yesterday,” she said shortly. “Didn’t stop. Just passed through.”

“And a woman? Dark hair, carries a flute?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You searching for someone?”

“Looking for a friend.”

“Aye, they all say that.” She turned away and retrieved a key from a hook on the wall. “Room’s upstairs, second on the left. Don’t cause trouble.”

“What kind of trouble are you expecting?”

She paused, her back still to me. When she spoke again, her voice was quiet. “The kind that’s been burning villages to the south. The kind that comes in the night and leaves nothing but ash and bodies behind. That kind of trouble.”

“I’m not that kind.”

“Remains to be seen.” She faced me again, holding out the key. “Breakfast is at dawn. If you’re smart, you’ll eat quick and move on. This village… It doesn’t feel safe anymore. None of them do.”

I took the key. “Thank you.”

She didn’t respond.

The room was small but clean—a narrow bed, a washbasin, a single window overlooking the village square. I set my pack down and moved to the window, looking out at the quiet streets below.

Too quiet.

I could feel the tension even from here, could sense it in the dissonance. The village was afraid. Waiting for something. Or hoping for something to pass them by.

I spent an hour watching, listening. A few people came and went from the inn, speaking in hushed tones. From the fragments I caught, the story was always the same—villages burning, people fleeing, no clear enemy to fight. The Celebrants, the Hand, the Guild—everyone was a suspect, and no one knew who to trust.

No sign of the caravan. No sign of Ranirra, either.

By the time full darkness fell, the streets were completely empty. Not a soul stirring. Even the inn had gone silent, the common room below deserted, based on the lack of voices or sounds coming from downstairs.

I lay on the bed, ukelin beside me, listening to the nothingness.

And that’s when I felt it.

A shift in the dissonance. Subtle at first, then growing stronger. A familiar texture, a signature I’d felt before. Not Ranirra’s careful, controlled manipulation. This was something else. Something that made my chest tighten with recognition.

I was at the window before I’d made the conscious decision to move.

In the distance, maybe a mile outside the village, I could see a glow. Not the warm orange of a campfire, but something brighter. More intense.

And the dissonance around it felt exactly like the techniques Leo and I had practiced together at the Academy. The compression, the layering, the precise control that only came from years of study and natural talent.

He was out there.

After all this time, all this searching, Leo was out there.

I grabbed my pack, my weapons, moving quickly but carefully down the stairs. The common room was indeed dark and empty. I slipped out the back door, not wanting to explain to the innkeeper why I was leaving in the middle of the night.

So I moved forward, creeping through the grass and crawling carefully. By the time I reached the outskirts of the village, the glow had grown brighter. More defined. Definitely a fire, but controlled. Deliberate.

The smell of smoke was stronger here too, but different from the acrid scent I’d caught earlier in the day. This was woodsmoke, clean and sharp.

I moved faster, abandoning some of my caution. If Leo was out there, if this was finally the moment I’d been working toward, I couldn’t afford to be too careful. Couldn’t afford to lose him again.

The dissonance signature grew stronger with each step. I could feel the precise manipulation of it now, the way it was being woven and controlled. This wasn’t just someone who could sense dissonance. This was someone who could shape it, mold it, use it like a tool.

Just like Leo had taught me.

Just like we’d practiced together.

I paused once more, pulling out the ukelin and tapping again, feeling the change to the dissonance as I attempted to uncover any other aspect of that power I could follow.

I continued to feel for the dissonance as I moved forward, and detected that there was another layer to it, something that struck me as familiar. There was a texture to it I recognized, though I couldn’t quite place it. It reminded me of something from the Academy, or perhaps from my early days with the Guild. A particular way of manipulating the dissonance, a signature style. Until I had a better idea about what it was, I knew I needed to be careful.

By the time I got close to the fire, however, I was on edge and concerned—not because of danger but because of anticipation. This was it. This had to be it.

The fire burned in a small clearing, flames crackling and sending sparks into the night sky. The dissonance around it sang with familiar patterns, techniques I’d seen Leo use a hundred times.

All around me, the wind started to stir. The night air had taken on a northerly breath, a cool chill that made me wish I’d brought a heavier cloak. More than that, I started to pick up on a different undercurrent of power, a different connection, that was building. It seemed as if it were swirling around me in a way that was designed to cause additional problems.

That suggested Leo had a greater connection to the dissonance and the power that was here than I would’ve expected. But that made sense. He had always been exceptional.

I moved forward, and as I got closer to the fire and began to feel its warmth, I started to recognize the change in the dissonance, primarily tied to the fire itself. Fire always had a particular signature in the dissonance. It crackled and shifted, creating an almost living rhythm that could mask other sounds if you weren’t careful.

As I moved closer to the fire, however, I noticed something.

The dissonance had shifted, but there was something more about the dissonance that had changed, some aspect of it that felt as if it should be familiar, but for whatever reason, it was off for me. It had changed in a way that was unique and distinct compared to what I had felt before.

I was right.

Leo was here.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


I sat by the fire, my hands resting on my lap, my fingers twitching almost nervously.

But I was alone.

The fire was dying, reduced to glowing embers that barely illuminated the small clearing. No one sat across from me. No figure emerged from the darkness. Just the fading warmth and the night pressing in from all sides.

I’d been so certain. The dissonance signature had been unmistakable—Leo’s precise manipulation, the techniques we’d practiced together, the familiar patterns I’d felt a thousand times at the Academy. He’d been here. Recently. The fire was still warm, the logs arranged in a way that suggested someone had tended them within the last hour.

But now there was no trace of him in the dissonance. No sense of his presence. Just emptiness where he should have been.

I stood, turning slowly, searching the darkness. My hand went to the ukelin, tapping lightly, sending out gentle probes to test the dissonance around me. Looking for anything—a distortion, a hiding place, some sign of where he’d gone.

Nothing.

It was like he’d vanished completely. Or more accurately, like he’d erased himself from the fabric of reality, the same way Ranirra had done in that courtyard. A shrouding so complete that not even a whisper of his presence remained.

“Leo?” I called out, feeling foolish even as I did.

The wind answered, rustling through the grass.

I moved around the fire, examining the ground. Footprints—at least two sets. One was mine, clearly visible from where I’d approached. The other was fainter, lighter, leading away from the fire and then… disappearing. As if whoever had made them had simply ceased to exist mid-stride.

Dissonance manipulation. Advanced. Far beyond what I could do.

I circled wider, searching for any clue, any hint of where he’d gone. The clearing was small, surrounded by tall grass and scattered trees. Nothing remarkable about it except for the fire and the lingering sense that something important had just happened here. Or almost happened.

Then I noticed it.

A tree at the edge of the clearing, its bark catching the last of the firelight. And carved into that bark, fresh cuts still oozing sap, were words:

Some things are worth more than the Guild.

I stared at the message, my chest tightening. Leo’s handwriting—I recognized the style, the way he formed his letters, slightly angular and precise. He’d been here. He’d known I was coming. And he’d chosen to leave.

Chosen to spare me.

Because if he’d wanted to end this, if he’d wanted to eliminate the threat I represented, he could have done it easily. I’d walked right into this clearing, focused on the fire, convinced I’d finally found him. I’d been vulnerable, careless, so certain of what I’d find that I hadn’t properly protected myself.

He could have killed me. Should have killed me, if the stories about him were true. If he really was the dangerous rogue the Guild claimed.

But he hadn’t.

I reached out, touching the carved words. The sap was still tacky, warm. This had been done recently. Minutes ago, maybe. While I was approaching? After I arrived? Had he watched me from the darkness, seen me searching, and decided I wasn’t worth the effort? Or decided I was worth saving?

And then I felt it.

Not in the dissonance—that remained frustratingly empty. But in the air itself. A melody. Faint, barely there, more memory than sound. A specific pattern of notes that tugged at something deep in my chest.

My mother’s song.

The one I’d played at my Academy audition. The one she’d taught me when I was young, before she died. Before I’d been alone.

But it wasn’t just the melody. It was the way it was shaped, the way it hung in the air with a particular resonance that shouldn’t have been possible without an instrument. Leo was doing this somehow, leaving an imprint in the fabric of reality that only I would recognize. Only I would understand.

A message within a message.

I know who you are. I remember. And I’m choosing to let you live.

I stood there, listening to the ghost of that song, feeling the weight of what it meant. Leo knew about my mother. We’d talked about her once, years ago, in a moment of rare vulnerability. I’d told him about the song, about how it was the last thing she’d taught me before she died. About how music had been her gift to me, the only inheritance I had.

And he was using it now. Not cruelly—this wasn’t manipulation like what I’d felt before. This was… acknowledgment. Recognition. A reminder that we’d been friends once. That some bonds went deeper than Guild assignments and hunting missions.

The melody faded, dissipating into the night air like smoke.

I was alone again.

I wandered around the clearing, searching more carefully now. Testing every tree, every shadow, every shift in the dissonance. But there was nothing. Leo had been thorough. Whatever technique he’d used to hide himself was absolute. I might as well have been searching for a ghost.

The fire continued to die, the embers darkening to ash. Soon there would be nothing left but the carved message and my own confusion.

Why had he brought me here? Why leave the message? Why the song?

Unless…

Unless he wanted me to understand something. Wanted me to question. To think about what the Guild had sent me to do, and why.

Some things are worth more than the Guild.

What things? Friendship? Freedom? Truth?

Or was he talking about something else entirely—the people in power he blamed or the vengeance he was planning?

I sat down again, closer to the dying fire, trying to make sense of it all. And as I sat there, staring into the embers, a memory surfaced. Unbidden, but vivid.
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The garden had been small, tucked into a corner of the Academy grounds where few students ventured. It was bordered by a tall stone wall on one side—part of the Academy’s original fortifications, now just a relic—and overgrown with climbing vines and wildflowers that the groundskeepers had given up trying to tame.

Leo and I had discovered it during our second year together. Or rather, Leo had discovered it and brought me there, claiming he’d found “the one place in this entire pretentious institution where you can actually think.”

I’d laughed at that. Leo had always had a gift for cutting through the Academy’s self-importance.

We sat on a stone bench, weathered smooth by time and use. Leo had his mandolin—the old one, before he’d switched to the instrument he carried now. I had a small harp, nothing fancy, borrowed from the Academy’s collection.

“Play something,” Leo said, tuning his mandolin with practiced efficiency.

“Like what?”

“Whatever you hear.”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“Yes, you do.” He looked at me, his eyes sharp despite his casual tone. “You hear the dissonance. I know you do.”

I went still. We didn’t talk about that. Weren’t supposed to talk about it. The School of Song taught music, taught technique, taught history and theory. But dissonance? That was something else. Something most students either couldn’t sense or pretended not to notice.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.

“Don’t lie to me, Silas.” He struck a chord on the mandolin, and I felt it—the way the sound rippled through the underlying wrongness of the world, creating patterns, distortions. “You feel that. I know you do. You react to it every time.”

I hesitated, then nodded slowly. “I feel it.”

“How long?”

“Always,” I admitted. “Since I was young. My mother… She taught me to listen for it. Said it was important. Said the music was just the surface, but the dissonance underneath—that was where the real power lived.”

Leo leaned forward, suddenly intense. “Your mother knew about this?”

“She could hear it too. Taught me how to sense it, how to work with it instead of against it.” I paused, the memory still painful. “But I think the gift came from my father. She always said he had it stronger than anyone she’d ever met. That he could shape the dissonance with just his voice, no instrument needed.”

“What happened to him?”

“Lost him when I was young. Raiders, my mother said. But she never wanted to talk about it much.” I ran my fingers along the harp strings, not playing, just feeling. “After she died, I stopped using it. Stopped listening. It felt wrong, using something she’d taught me when she wasn’t there to guide me anymore.”

Leo was quiet for a long moment, his fingers absently plucking at the mandolin. Then he said, “The instructors don’t know. About the dissonance, I mean. Or if they do, they’re not teaching it. They’re just teaching songs, patterns, techniques. But they’re missing the foundation underneath it all.”

“Maybe they can’t hear it,” I suggested.

“Maybe.” He played a short riff, something complex and haunting. “Or maybe they can and they’re hiding it deliberately. Keeping it secret. Why would they do that?”

“Power,” I said. The answer seemed obvious. “If there are only some people who can hear it, manipulate it, then those people become valuable. Dangerous. The kind of people the Guild would want to control.”

“Or eliminate.”

The weight of those words settled between us.

“What do you think it can be used for?” I asked, changing the subject slightly. “The dissonance.”

Leo’s eyes had taken on that distant look he got when he was theorizing, thinking through possibilities. “Everything,” he said finally. “Think about it. If sound can create patterns in the dissonance, and the dissonance is the underlying structure of reality itself, then manipulating it means manipulating reality. Not just creating illusions or influencing emotions—actually changing things.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Isn’t it? We already know chordings can affect the physical world. Fire, shields, weapons. But those are crude applications, brute force. What if you could be more subtle? More precise?” He leaned back against the wall, staring up at the sky. “What if you could hide yourself completely, erase your presence from the world? What if you could reach into someone’s mind, touch their memories, their emotions, without them even knowing?”

“That’s dangerous,” I said.

“Most powerful things are.” He looked at me, and there was something in his expression—a hunger, maybe, or a determination. “But that’s why we need to understand it, Silas. Before someone else does and uses it against us.”

“The school⁠—”

“The school doesn’t know what they have,” Leo interrupted. “They know some people are more talented than others, but they don’t understand why. They don’t understand the dissonance. But you and I do. And that means we have a choice. We can let them use us, use our talents for whatever purposes they decide. Or we can learn to use the dissonance ourselves, be our own masters.”

“That sounds like…” I trailed off.

“That sounds like survival.” He stood, slinging his mandolin over his shoulder. “The school trains us, yes. But they also own us. Every song we learn, every technique we master—it’s all in service to them. But the dissonance? That’s ours. That’s the one thing they can’t fully control. As long as we understand it better than they do.”

He walked toward the wall, trailing his fingers along the old stone. “Few people in the School of Song know about this. Even fewer can sense it the way we do. That makes us valuable. But it also makes us dangerous to them. Eventually, they’ll figure out what we can do. And when they do…”

“What?”

“They’ll try to control us. Or eliminate us.” He turned back to me, his expression serious. “So we need to be ready. We need to understand the dissonance better than anyone. Because someday, Silas, we might need to use it to survive.”

I wanted to argue, to say he was being paranoid. But something in his words rang true. The way the instructors watched us sometimes. The way certain students disappeared after showing too much talent. The whispers about the Guild and what they really did with their most gifted graduates.

“Will you teach me?” I asked. “What you’ve figured out about it?”

Leo smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “We’ll teach each other. That’s what friends do, right?”

We spent the rest of that afternoon in the garden, experimenting with the dissonance, sharing what we’d each discovered: Leo showing me how to feel for the patterns in it, how to recognize when someone was manipulating it. Me showing him the techniques my mother had taught me, the ways she’d said to work with it rather than force it.

It had been one of the best days I’d had at the Academy.

It had also been the beginning of something I hadn’t fully understood then—the path that would eventually lead to this moment, sitting alone by a dying fire, hunting the friend who’d taught me so much.
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I came back to the present slowly, the memory fading but leaving its weight behind.

Leo had known. Even then, he’d known what the Guild would become. What they would ask of us. What they would do to people like us who could hear and manipulate the dissonance.

And he’d been preparing for it. Preparing to survive. Preparing to fight back.

Some things are worth more than the Guild.

Like freedom. Like autonomy. Like refusing to be used.

I stood, looking around the empty clearing one more time. The fire died completely now, just cold ash remaining. The carved message was the only proof that Leo had been here at all. That, and the ghost of my mother’s song, still faintly echoing in my memory.

What was I supposed to do now?

Go back to the Guild and report I’d failed? That Leo had outsmarted me, left me with a cryptic message and disappeared? They’d send someone else. Someone less connected to him. Someone who wouldn’t hesitate.

Or I could keep searching. Follow the cold trail, hope that he’d leave another clue, another message. Try to understand what he was really doing out here and why.

But to what end? To complete my assignment? To prove my loyalty to the Guild?

Or to understand why my friend had become someone worth hunting in the first place?

I turned away from the fire, from the carved message, from the clearing where Leo had been and wasn’t anymore. I needed to think. Needed to rest. Needed to figure out what I was going to do next.

The village was quiet when I returned to it, still holding that oppressive silence I’d felt earlier. The Resting Hare was dark, the common room empty. I slipped back upstairs to my room without encountering anyone.

I lay on the bed, ukelin beside me, staring at the ceiling.

Sleep didn’t come easily.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw that carved message. Heard that ghost of a song. Remembered Leo in the garden, talking about survival and freedom and the dangers of being controlled.

Had he been right? Was the Guild using me? Using my talents, my connection to the dissonance, for their own purposes without caring what it cost me?

Nyban had sent me after Leo. Specifically me, Leo’s friend. Why? Because he thought I’d have a better chance of getting close to him? Or because he knew Leo wouldn’t kill me, wouldn’t treat me as a real threat?

Was I bait? Or was I the weapon they hoped would work where others failed?

I didn’t know. And that uncertainty ate at me.

By the time dawn came, pale light filtering through the window, I still hadn’t decided what to do. I dressed, gathered my things, and went downstairs.

The innkeeper was in the common room, setting out bread and cheese for breakfast. She looked at me without surprise, as if she’d known I’d still be there come morning.

“You leaving?” she asked.

“Soon.”

“Good. That’s smart.” She paused, then added quietly, “There was a man here last night. After you left. Asked about you.”

My chest tightened. “What did he look like?”

“Tall. Thin. Dark hair. Carried something that looked like an instrument case.” She met my eyes. “I told him I didn’t know anything, that you’d just been passing through. He thanked me and left.”

Not Leo, but who? Guild?

“Which way did he go?”

She pointed west. “Same direction that caravan went yesterday. Same direction everything’s heading, seems like.”

West. Toward whatever Leo had said was interesting, where “the world begins to change.”

Toward whatever he was planning.

I ate quickly, paid the innkeeper, and left.

Outside, the morning air was cool and fresh, the smoke smell from yesterday almost gone. The village was beginning to stir, people emerging from their homes, starting their daily routines. But that underlying tension remained. Everyone moving quickly, glancing around, staying alert.

Waiting for the violence they knew was coming.

I walked to the western edge of the village, where the road led out into the grasslands beyond. And there, just faintly, I felt it.

A trace in the dissonance. Not strong enough to follow reliably, not clear enough to track with any certainty. But present. Leo had been here, had walked this road, had left the faintest impression of his passage.

Whether he’d done it intentionally or whether it was just the residue of his power, I couldn’t tell.

But it was there.

A thread I could follow. If I was willing to.

I stood at the edge of the village, looking out at the road, feeling that faint trace pulling at me like a whisper.

West.

Toward Leo. Toward answers. Toward whatever truth lay beneath all of this—the Guild’s secrets, the Celebrants’ purpose, the real reason I’d been sent on this mission.

Or toward my own death.

Some things are worth more than the Guild.

Maybe. But was finding the truth one of them?

I didn’t know. But standing here, feeling that faint pull of Leo’s trail, I realized I was going to find out.

I started walking west.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The first sign came an hour after I left the village.

Smoke again. Thicker this time, darker, rising from somewhere to the south. Not cooking fires. Not forge smoke. The acrid, oily smell of buildings burning. Of destruction.

I paused on the road, staring at the dark column rising into the morning sky. How far? Three miles? Five? Hard to tell with the flat terrain and the way the wind carried the smell.

It was another village. Had to be.

I thought about investigating. Thought about turning south, seeing what had happened, if there were survivors who needed help. But what would I do? I wasn’t a healer. Wasn’t a protector. I was a Hunter, trained to eliminate threats, not save people from them.

The thought sat bitter in my mouth.

I kept walking west, following the faint trace of Leo’s trail. But the smoke haunted me. Visible for hours as I traveled, a dark smudge against the sky that refused to fade.

By midday, I found more evidence.

Fresh wagon tracks crossing the road. Deep ruts, multiple vehicles, moving fast. The same pattern I’d seen before—Heldon’s caravan. But these tracks were different. Erratic. Like they’d been fleeing something rather than traveling with purpose.

And mixed among the wagon tracks were footprints. Dozens of them. People running. Some barefoot, some in boots, all heading north away from the smoke.

Refugees.

I crouched down, examining the tracks more closely. Recent. Hours old at most. The dirt was still damp where feet had disturbed the morning dew.

What were they running from? The same thing that had burned the village to the south? The Celebrants? The Hand? The Guild itself?

I stood, looking around at the empty grasslands. Somewhere out here, people were fleeing for their lives. And somewhere else, someone was hunting them. Or burning their homes. Or both.

The dissonance felt wrong here. Not the natural chaos I was used to, but something more deliberate. Like violence had scarred the fabric of reality itself, leaving marks that would take time to heal.

I needed to understand what was happening. Needed to know if this was connected to Leo, to the Celebrants, to whatever larger conflict was tearing this region apart.

But first, I needed to find Ranirra.

I spent the night searching.

It gave me a chance to regroup, to center myself, and to pick up on any energy within the dissonance that I could follow. Given everything I’d encountered, I needed to find an energy that would help me understand what had taken place.

But knowing if there was anything out there—anything that would explain what Leo had done, why he’d vanished—was difficult.

Everything felt quiet, subdued. I felt distracted.

Until I understood the energy and why it was there, I didn’t know what more I needed to do.

It wasn’t just Leo I worried about. I still had his apprentice to consider.

She was capable. Leo wouldn’t have taken her on otherwise. But having an apprentice out there—somebody who’d intentionally pose a different challenge—made me uncertain. That uncertainty left me with concerns.

By morning, when the sun came out, I looked around, questioning if there might be another way to pick up on what was out there. Maybe there was something I could follow, feel, and make sense of. I felt there had to be something more—another connection that would help me know what was building, if anything.

I noticed a different sense of energy lingering in the air. It took time to figure out what it was—why I could identify it. As I focused, I recognized there was power within it. Until I knew what I’d identified, I didn’t know if I’d need to deal with more. I just knew I could sense power somehow.

I set off and tapped the ukelin, I couldn’t feel or find much. I believed there had to be some kind of connection that would make sense. Still, as I focused, trying to understand what I was picking up on, I couldn’t learn more.

I passed an abandoned cart by the roadside. One wheel was broken, the axle cracked. Whoever had been using it had left in a hurry—supplies still scattered in the bed, a child’s doll lying face-down in the dirt.

I picked up the doll. Its face was hand-stitched, button eyes, yarn hair. Loved, clearly. The kind of thing a child wouldn’t abandon unless they had no choice.

Unless they were running for their lives.

I set it back in the cart bed, feeling hollow.

Further along, I found footprints in the soft earth near a stream. Recent. And among them, something else—scorch marks. Not from a campfire, but from chording. The grass was burned in a circular pattern, the kind of mark a defensive shield would leave when it collapsed under pressure.

Someone had fought here. Recently.

The dissonance still carried the echo of it—violence, fear, desperation. I could feel it in the wrongness that lingered, in the way the air itself seemed to remember what had happened.

I kept moving.

I found the trail midday.

At first, I wasn’t sure what trail I had found. There was a different contour of energy lingering within it. As I tried to pick up on the power, I realized that the reason I could detect it seemed tied to a different layer of energy than I’d felt before. I didn’t know exactly what it was—just that something was layered within that power in a way I couldn’t quite follow.

It was familiar. The precise control, the careful manipulation. Not as powerful as Leo’s signature, but similar in style. The same techniques, the same approach.

Ranirra.

She’d been here. Recently enough that I could still feel her presence in the dissonance, still track the path she’d taken.

North. Toward the mountains.

I followed until I saw her walking ahead.

She headed north, veering toward the mountains in the distance, and didn’t seem to recognize I was there. That reassured me. I didn’t want her to know. I felt curiosity and desire to try to understand if there was a different power—a different energy—that would indicate what we’d come across.

So far, I’d found nothing.

I thought this might be a trap Leo set. Knowing him—remembering how he’d been—I couldn’t put it past him. It fit what I knew, what I’d expect.

But there was no sense of him, no trace of his passing. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to identify him or track where he was going. There was a possibility that his ability might be more than I could handle.

He’d already surprised me. I couldn’t shake the idea he’d be able to do something else—hide in ways beyond what I could track.

If that were the case, I’d be extra careful, cautious about what I was dealing with. About whether anything else would even be possible.

So I tracked her carefully, slowly, staying shrouded the entire time.

As evening fell, as the air changed and took on more of a northerly breath with a cool chill, I questioned if there was much more I could come up with. But even in trying, I couldn’t pick up on anything else. Ranirra didn’t seem to use any chordings, but I felt there was a different connection, something I might need to find.

It plagued me. I wasn’t sure why it did, just that I could pick up on power. Whatever that power was, however it was building, it was unique enough that I questioned if there was a part of it—a connection—that I should’ve identified, but hadn’t.

I noticed a different layering of energy, a different connection than I’d felt before. So far, I hadn’t picked up on much. Just the quiet. Within that quiet, I knew there had to be another element she was tracking.

As I circled, trying to pick up on what Ranirra was doing and what I’d felt, I questioned if she’d set a protective boundary. Fabrications were useful for that. It was one way I’d used fabrications before. Though I didn’t detect anything suggesting these were fabrications. If there were, I’d expect to pick up on them.

I needed to know what she was aware of. More than that, I needed to know if she was prepared for anything I might do. So I circled until I saw she was fully settled. She had a small fire crackling, but it was tiny, unlike the night before. The fire from before must’ve been intentional—trying to draw me in, let me meet Leo. This one didn’t strike me as intentional. Had I not been following her, I doubted I’d have identified the location.

Once I was content there seemed to be nothing dangerous, I crept forward.

I did it carefully. Even moving, I didn’t pick up on anything. I could detect the undercurrent, the strangeness. I moved as cautiously as possible, not wanting to alert her I was there.

I used techniques Nyban had drilled into me during training. Moving through tall grass without disturbing it. Breathing in rhythm with the wind so my presence wouldn’t create eddies in the air. Testing each footfall before committing my weight, ensuring I wouldn’t snap a twig or rustle dry leaves.

The shrouding helped, a constant, low-level chording that bent sound away from me that made me difficult to spot even in open terrain. But shrouding wasn’t perfect. If she was actively searching, actively testing the dissonance, she’d find me eventually.

I needed to get close before that happened.

I didn’t use the ukelin.

It was a disadvantage. I felt I’d need to draw on that power, that connection, to understand if there was anything I could find. Thankfully, nothing pushed on me, trying to trap that power, keeping me from understanding more.

A connection lingered.

I questioned if there was a different approach, a different way I might find an answer. As I focused, trying to pick up on anything, I felt nothing in particular. Just a bit of power, something tied to what I’d pushed.

“If you’re going to keep creeping forward, you might as well make a game of it,” she said, breaking the silence.

So she was aware of me.

“I know you’re out there, even if I can’t tell where you are. You are quite skilled. I have to give you credit, though he didn’t think you’d be able to surprise me.”

“He didn’t?” I asked, pitching my voice slightly, using the ukelin to shroud it and hide where I was coming from.

“He didn’t,” she said. “But after what you did in that town, I questioned if you had more talent than he let on.”

The voice still sounded pitched. I used a different chording form to see if I could figure out where she was going, what she was doing. I believed there was something here—a connection that would help me understand if she was where she claimed to be, or if she’d moved away.

She might’ve moved. I couldn’t pick up on anything.

A test.

That was what this was. But I wasn’t sure who was being tested.

Maybe Leo was testing her. Maybe this was her way of trying to prove herself so he’d continue working with her. Or maybe this was to test me—whether I’d do anything that would cause a problem for him, for his apprentice. Considering everything I’d been through with Leo and the connection we’d once had, maybe that was what he was doing—trying to make sense of what I might do.

He was testing me as much as I’d tested him.

I tapped the ukelin again. Power started to turn, shift, move.

The chording form changed. I began to pick up on the context, the contour of power, in a vague sense, vague energy.

Through it, I felt power. I felt how it shifted, leaving me with a different undercurrent of energy—something I felt I should find differently, but so far hadn’t.

I tapped again. When I did, I played, feeling the power and how it spread out and away from me.

There had to be something I could follow—another way to figure out what she was doing, if anything.

Then I found her.

She wasn’t near the fire like I’d thought.

The dissonance let me pick up on traces of her. On the fact she was now behind me.

I’d been baited. The voice by the fire, the casual conversation—it had been a distraction. A way to keep me focused on one location while she moved into position.

Leo had taught her well.

I turned, immediately striking sharply on the ukelin and using a hard chording form. That created a burst of energy. But she was already moving.

The flute sang—a quick, sharp note that cut through my attack like a knife through cloth. My chording form collapsed, the energy dissipating harmlessly. She’d countered it perfectly, using a technique that specifically disrupted the pattern I’d created.

She knew my style. Had studied it. Prepared for it.

“You’re predictable,” she said, her voice coming from a different direction now. She was moving, circling. “Leo said you’d use that particular form. Said you always favored the hard strike when surprised.”

I spun, trying to locate her, but she was shrouded now. Not just hidden from sight, but erased from the dissonance. The same technique Leo had used at the fire.

A whistle of air was my only warning.

I dove sideways as something—a blade of compressed air, maybe, or a focused sound wave—sliced through the space where I’d been standing. The grass behind me was sheared clean at the roots, a perfectly straight line.

Deadly. Precise. Professional.

I rolled and came up playing, using the defensive technique Tobias had taught me. A resonance shield, layers of sound that would deflect most attacks. It sprang into being around me, a barely visible shimmer in the air.

The flute sang again. Three notes, quick and brutal. The shield cracked.

She was testing it, looking for weaknesses. I shifted the pattern, reinforced the damaged sections, but I was reacting, defensive. She controlled the engagement.

I needed to change that.

I remembered something Nyban had taught me during a training session. “If you’re on the defensive, if they control the fight, do something unexpected. Break their rhythm. Make them react instead of act.”

I stopped playing.

Complete silence. The shield collapsed.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then I felt her confusion ripple through the dissonance. She’d been expecting me to maintain the shield, to keep defending.

I used that moment.

My hand went to the wire coiled at my belt—a weapon she might not know about. I flicked it out, using a quick chording to guide its path, and felt it catch on something. Fabric, maybe. Or flesh.

A sharp intake of breath. Her shrouding flickered.

There.

I struck with the ukelin, not aiming to kill, but to disorient. A discordant burst that would scramble her concentration, make it hard to think clearly. The technique required precision—too little and it was useless, too much and it could cause permanent damage.

I erred on the side of too much.

She staggered into view, her hand clutching her arm where the wire had cut her. The flute was still in her other hand, but her playing was disrupted, the notes coming out wrong, unstable.

“Clever,” she gasped. “Using the wire. He didn’t mention that.”

“He doesn’t know everything about me.”

“Apparently not.”

She lunged.

Not with chording. With physical violence.

A knife appeared in her hand—I hadn’t even seen where she’d drawn it from—and she was on me before I could react properly.

The blade slashed across my forearm. Pain flared, hot and immediate. I jerked back, but she followed, pressing the advantage. The knife came at my throat.

I blocked with the ukelin. The blade scraped across the wood, gouging a deep line in the finish. The instrument was never meant to be used as a shield, but it was all I had.

We grappled. Close combat, brutal and inelegant. She was smaller than me, but fast, trained in ways I wasn’t. The knife flashed again. I caught her wrist, twisted, trying to force her to drop it.

She brought her knee up into my ribs. Air exploded from my lungs.

We broke apart, both breathing hard.

“You’re better than I expected,” she said, circling again. Blood ran down her arm from where the wire had caught her. My own arm was bleeding too, warm and sticky. “But you’re still not good enough.”

The flute came up. She played—and the dissonance around us began to compress.

I recognized it immediately. The Crushing Silence. The technique she’d used before, that Leo had taught her. Pressure built from all sides, making it hard to breathe, hard to think.

But this time I was ready for it.

I tapped the ukelin, using a counter-technique Corvin had shown me once. Not a direct opposition—that would just create more pressure. Instead, a redirection. Taking the energy she was creating and channeling it away, letting it bleed off harmlessly into the surrounding environment.

The pressure eased. Not completely, but enough.

Her eyes widened. “How⁠—”

I didn’t give her time to finish.

I struck with the wire again, this time using multiple chording forms simultaneously. Tobias had said it was dangerous, that trying to maintain more than one pattern at once could backfire catastrophically. But I didn’t have a choice.

The wire moved like a living thing, whipping through the air in patterns too complex to predict. One strand caught her ankle. Another wrapped around the flute, yanking it from her hands.

She fell and hit the ground hard.

I was on her before she could recover, ukelin pressed against her throat, not playing but ready to. The wire bound her hands and her legs, tight enough to hold, though not so tight it would cut off circulation.

She lay there, looking up at me, eyes wide with surprise and something that might have been respect.

“He said I’d be able to handle you,” she said, her voice strained.

“There’s quite a bit he doesn’t know about me,” I said softly, leaning close, tapping the ukelin just enough to let her feel the power building, the threat implicit in the vibration. “Much like there’s quite a bit about him I’ve yet to learn. But I think that’s going to change.”

“Why is he a target?”

I didn’t say anything. She laughed, though it came out more like a cough.

“You know, I thought you were capable—that you had a good head on your shoulders. Now, I don’t know if I believe that anymore.” Her laugh was bitter. “He is far too capable for you. You know that, don’t you?”

“I know,” I said.

“Then what do you think you can do?”

“Find answers,” I said. “Starting with you.”

I tapped the ukelin again, using a technique Nyban had taught me for interrogation. Not torture—the Guild frowned on that, said it produced unreliable information—but coercion. Making it uncomfortable to resist, easier to comply.

The dissonance around Ranirra began to shift, creating a low-level wrongness that would make her anxious, unsettled. Like insects crawling under her skin. Like the world itself was slightly off-kilter.

“Where is Leo going?” I asked.

She clenched her jaw, fighting it. “West.”

“I know that. Where specifically?”

“A place,” she said through gritted teeth. “A place where the Guild’s power is weak. Where he can do what needs to be done.”

“What needs to be done?”

“Justice.” The word came out sharp, angry. “For what they did. For what they took from him.”

“His family.”

Her eyes widened.

“I told you that I know him.” Knew him, but that didn’t matter. I increased the pressure slightly. “Who is he going after?”

She struggled against the wire, against the wrongness I was creating, but she was trapped. Exhausted from the fight. Bleeding. Defeated.

“Tobias,” she said finally. “He’s going after Tobias first. Then the Maestro. Then everyone who knew what happened and did nothing to stop it.”

My blood ran cold. Tobias. My trainer. The man who’d taught me most of what I knew about being in the Guild.

“What happened?” I asked quietly.

“I don’t know. He thinks—” She broke off, gasping. “He blames Tobias for what happened to his family.”

“Is it true?”

“I don’t know. But Leo believes it. And that’s what matters.”

I sat back, processing this. Leo was hunting Tobias.

And the Guild had sent me—Tobias’s student—to hunt Leo.

Had they known? Had Tobias known?

Was I bait, or was I the sacrifice?

To find understanding, maybe?

Or maybe nothing. But I wasn’t going to let it drop.

All of this, everything they’d done, everything I needed to do, was tied to what I had to find. Until I had answers about what Leo was doing, I’d take his apprentice. I’d force her to share, somehow.

And if I couldn’t…

If I couldn’t, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.

But for now, I had her. I had information. And I had a choice to make.

Follow Leo to stop him from killing Tobias.

Or let him go. Let him have his justice, or his vengeance, or whatever this was.

Some things are worth more than the Guild.

Was revenge one of them?

I didn’t know.

But I was going to find out.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The fire was quiet, calm. Though there was a little heat radiating from it, I could feel something else building within it—an undercurrent, a layer of power, something different with the dissonance. I tried to understand why, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

She was seated across the fire from me, hands bound with traditional rope, ankles tied with a strand of fabric I’d cut from her jacket. I’d been tempted to use my spool of wire, but I wasn’t trying to kill her. I wanted to hold her, prevent her from using any chording forms. So I’d stripped her of all fabrications and potential instruments she might use.

“How long do you think you’re going to hold me?” she asked, looking across the fire. “How long until he comes for me?”

“I’m getting the feeling he’s not going to come for you,” I said.

“Oh yeah?” Ranirra said.

I couldn’t help but uncover a strange energy around me. For whatever reason, I felt a rising sense of unease. Maybe there was more to this, more to her, than I’d given credit for. I started to worry that Leo might have trained her in a way that would put me in a different sort of danger.

As I watched her, I started wondering if she wanted to be here. Had she allowed me to catch her? Considering what I’d seen of her before, the skill she possessed, it was possible.

“This is a test,” I said. “Maybe for me, maybe for you, but regardless, it’s a test.”

“And you think this test means you’ll get to handle something?”

“I think the test is just that,” I said. “A test. I’m not terribly concerned about what he’s trying to do with you, or why he was trying to hold you, but he obviously was testing you the same way he’s testing me. I’m pretty sure he knew I was after him, and he’s using you to get answers.”

At least, that was what I’d started to think. I wasn’t entirely sure if that was true.

Ranirra was quiet for a while, her eyes darting around, almost as if she were seeing things I couldn’t see. It was disorienting, disarming, I had to admit. I kept tapping on the ukelin and waiting, fearing the possibility there might be a surprise—maybe Leo, or maybe other apprentices coming to protect her. If that were the case, I had to be especially careful. While I’d managed to overpower her, I had no misconceptions about my ability to handle multiple members of the Guild—especially those trained by Leo.

Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be anyone else here. Though I had a distinct feeling of power moving around me, that something was there, I hadn’t been able to find it. If there was something, it had been quiet enough, subdued enough, that I hadn’t uncovered it.

“I don’t even know your real name,” I said. “Not your minstrel name.”

“You don’t need it,” she said with a sneer.

“I do. Especially since you’re going to be traveling with me.”

She stiffened, then started to strain against her bindings. Thankfully, I’d tied them tightly enough. Though I suspected she had training—as I did—in how to escape bindings, I also had the same training in how to tie bindings so someone couldn’t escape. The key was looping different bands of rope around in between so she couldn’t find a place to thread out and unravel.

Eventually, she seemed to realize I’d locked her hands tightly enough. She wasn’t going to break free.

“You realize what’s going to happen once I get out, don’t you?”

“I don’t,” I said, smiling tightly. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“You won’t get away with this.”

“The only thing I’m trying to do is get answers. Why don’t we start with something simple? Your name, as I already asked.”

“You don’t need it.”

“No,” I agreed. “I don’t need it. I would, however, appreciate the opportunity to know your name so I can stop referring to you as Ranirra.”

She sat quietly for a moment. While it seemed as if she were debating whether she could escape, whether she should try to fight, she didn’t actually attempt to break out again.

Instead, she just stared.

In the process, I started to focus on whether there was anything within the dissonance I could identify about what she was doing. Part of me was concerned that maybe there was something more she’d learned from Leo about how to break free from a trap like this. I wouldn’t be surprised if she knew techniques I hadn’t learned, if he’d trained her to escape them. The dissonance seemed to reflect off her, and as I tried to make sense of what the dissonance was doing, I couldn’t feel anything beyond what she’d already allowed me to feel. It was as if she was in control of it. That surprised me. I hadn’t known she had a measure of control over the dissonance like that.

I could uncover what she was doing. Despite what Leo said about the dissonance, about how he knew it better than I did, I wasn’t entirely sure that was true. He might have learned a few tricks, but it wasn’t as if I was unskilled when it came to defending myself. In fact, I thought I could, and should, be able to handle what she was doing much better than I already had. If I had an opportunity to practice finding what was within that dissonance, I had to believe there would be a way to uncover more, to break free from what he’d done.

“Whatever you’re looking for isn’t out there,” I said. “He’s not out there.”

“You wouldn’t know,” she said.

“Has he talked to you about how we met?”

“No.”

“Good. So I can tell you. It was a simple thing. We met when we were first at the Academy together.” I watched her as I said it, wondering how she would react to the mention of the Academy. Some people who didn’t train there had very distinct feelings about it. Others didn’t care. She had a neutral expression, which suggested she either schooled her emotions or truly didn’t care. “He was younger than me. He was always gifted. He came in at what was known as midcycle status. Did he ever talk to you about that?”

“I don’t care,” she said.

“It just means you come in at the wrong time. It’s hard. Incredibly hard. It’s almost impossible to succeed as a midcycle student. But he did.”

Even thinking about it now, I still couldn’t fathom what he’d been through, how hard it would’ve been for him to do the things he’d done. Still, the more I thought about Leo, the more I felt maybe there was more to his story than he’d ever alluded to with me. He lost his family when he first went to the Academy. Blamed somebody in power. He’d dealt with quite a bit, but he never struck me as somebody who was vengeful.

Then again, I knew there was more to the story. I just never asked the right questions, never considered what he’d truly been through, the possibility there might’ve been more I needed to be aware of. He’d been a difficult person to get to know.

“We were paired up early on. He was younger than me, but still more talented.” I smiled, remembering. It had been maddening knowing just how capable he was. Everything I did, he could do better, could do sooner.

“Why are you telling me all of this?”

“I’m telling you because I’m trying to get a sense of what, exactly, he intends for you.”

“For me?” She started to laugh. “I’m not going to tell you what he wanted for me. It was training, and that’s it.”

“That’s it? Just training?” I leaned forward and tapped the ukelin subtly, softly, to work on the chording to probe. As I played, I began to detect an undercurrent of power, but I wasn’t able to find much else.

“He’s going to come for me,” she said.

“You really don’t know him all that well, do you?”

“I know him.”

“I hope so,” I said.

A memory surfaced then, unbidden but vivid. Sharp enough that for a moment I wasn’t sitting by this fire with Ranirra bound across from me, but back in the School of Song, in one of the practice rooms reserved for Guild recruits.
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It had been late evening, well past the time when most students had retired to their quarters. But Leo and I had developed a habit of meeting in the practice rooms after hours, when the instructors weren’t watching, when we could experiment with techniques that weren’t in the official curriculum.

We’d both been recruited by the Guild at that point—him first, despite being younger, then me a few months later. The recruitment had felt like an honor at the time. A recognition of our talent. A path forward.

I’d been excited. Leo had been… cautious.

“You seem troubled,” I’d said, tuning my harp. “I thought you’d be pleased. The Guild doesn’t recruit just anyone.”

“Pleased.” Leo had smiled, but it hadn’t reached his eyes. He’d been sitting on the floor, his mandolin resting across his lap, fingers absently plucking at the strings. “Is that what I should feel?”

“Shouldn’t you? This is what we’ve been working toward. What the Academy prepares us for.”

“The Academy prepares us to serve,” Leo said quietly. “The question is: who are we serving?”

I frowned. “The Guild. Obviously.”

“And who does the Guild serve?”

“The… the Maestro? The Council? I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

Leo looked at me, really looked at me, and there was something in his expression that made me uncomfortable. Pity, maybe. Or concern. “Do you trust the Maestro, Silas?”

The question caught me off guard. “I’ve never met the Maestro. None of us have. He doesn’t interact with students.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I thought about it, trying to understand why he was pushing this. “I trust the system. The Guild has existed for generations. It works. It protects the realm, maintains order, uses our talents for the greater good. Why wouldn’t I trust it?”

“Because systems aren’t people,” Leo said. “And people lie.”

“What are you talking about?”

He was quiet for a long moment, playing a soft melody on the mandolin. Then he said, “I’ve been given assignments. Gathering information. Simple tasks for a new recruit. But not so simple. Not really.”

“So have I,” I said. “That’s normal. They’re testing us, seeing if we can follow orders, be trusted with larger responsibilities.”

“Are they?” Leo’s fingers stilled on the strings. “Or are they using us for something else entirely?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Not yet. But I’ve been paying attention to the tasks they give me. Where I’m sent. Who I’m told to observe. There’s a pattern to it, Silas. A pattern that doesn’t align with what they tell us the Guild is for.”

“You’re being paranoid.”

“Maybe.” He started playing again, a different melody this time. Darker. “But answer me this: why would the Guild send me to observe a Hand safe house? Why would they want me to report on the movements of people who are supposedly our allies in maintaining peace?”

I went still. “The Hand? You’re sure?”

“I recognized the symbols. The way they moved. I did research after, confirmed it. They were Hand, and the Guild wanted intelligence on them. Why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe there’s a threat we don’t know about. Maybe the Hand has been compromised.”

“Or maybe,” Leo said carefully, “the Guild and the Hand aren’t as aligned as we’ve been told. Maybe there are factions within both organizations. Maybe the Maestro has his own agenda that doesn’t align with what the Guild claims to stand for.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No, I don’t. But I’m going to find out.” He looked at me with those intense eyes of his. “And I’d advise you to pay attention to your own assignments. To who you’re sent after. What you’re asked to do. Because I think they’re testing more than just our loyalty, Silas. I think they’re measuring how much we’re willing to do without question.”

“That’s what being part of an organization means,” I said, but even as I said it, I felt uncertain. “Following orders. Trusting your superiors.”

“Even when those orders don’t make sense? Even when they contradict everything we were told the Guild stands for?”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

Leo stood, slinging his mandolin over his shoulder. “I need to show you something. Come with me.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere the instructors don’t go. Somewhere I’ve been keeping records.”

He led me through the School of Song’s corridors, down to the lower levels of the library. Most students avoided this place—it was dusty, poorly lit, filled with records and documents that seemed irrelevant to our training. But Leo had found a corner in the back, behind stacks of old ledgers, where he’d created a small workspace.

Papers were spread across a desk he’d improvised from crates. Maps. Lists of names. Dates. Assignments.

“What is all this?” I asked.

“My assignments from the Guild. Every task they’ve given me over the past six months. And see this?” He pointed to a map where he’d marked locations with small pins. “These are the places they’ve sent me. And these”—he indicated a different color of pin—“are the places where I know Hand operations are active.”

The overlap was impossible to ignore.

“They’re using you to spy on the Hand,” I said slowly.

“Not just spy. Assess. Identify vulnerabilities. Weaknesses. It’s reconnaissance. The kind you do before you attack.”

“You think the Guild is planning to move against the Hand?”

“I think someone in the Guild is planning something. Whether it’s the Maestro himself or a faction within the Guild, I don’t know. But it’s not about maintaining peace. It’s about positioning. Power. Control.”

I stared at the maps, the careful documentation, feeling something shift in my understanding. “Why are you showing me this?”

“Because you’re my friend. And because I think you deserve to know what we’re really involved in.” Leo gathered the papers, tucking them into a hidden compartment in the desk. “I’m not asking you to do anything with this information. Not yet. But I am asking you to pay attention. To think about what you’re being asked to do. And to remember that you have a choice.”

“A choice about what?”

“About who you serve. The Guild isn’t the only organization that values our talents. The Hand has its own purposes. And there are others—groups that don’t have names yet, movements that are just beginning. The Guild wants us to believe they’re the only legitimate authority, but that’s a lie. There are other paths, Silas. Other allegiances.” He paused, and I could see that he was trying to decide what else to tell me. “Other powers. Real power.”

“You sound like you’re planning to leave.”

“Maybe I am.” He looked at me, and there was a sadness in his eyes. “Or maybe I’m planning to change things from within. I haven’t decided yet. But whatever I do, I need you to understand: I’m not loyal to the Guild. I never was. I’m loyal to something greater than that.”

“What?”

“Justice. Truth. Protecting people who can’t protect themselves.” He smiled slightly. “My family died because people in power made choices that valued their own interests over innocent lives. I won’t be part of a system that does the same thing. And if the Guild is that system—if the Maestro is using us to consolidate power at the expense of others—then I’ll find a way to stop it.”

I wanted to argue, to tell him he was wrong, that the Guild was noble and just. But looking at his evidence, at the pattern he’d uncovered, I wasn’t able to.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“For now? Nothing. Keep doing your assignments. Keep training. But remember this conversation. And when the time comes—if the time comes—remember that you have a choice about who you serve.”

We left the archives, returning to our quarters separately. I thought about what he’d shown me for weeks afterward, but eventually, the doubt faded. I convinced myself he was reading too much into things, seeing patterns where there were none. The Guild continued to treat me well, to value my talents, to give me opportunities.

It was easier to believe in the system than to question it.

But now, sitting here years later, I realized Leo had been right. The assignments he’d been given, the pattern he’d uncovered—it had all been real. And his allegiances, his sense of justice that transcended organizational loyalty, had been there from the beginning.

I just hadn’t wanted to see it.
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I came back to the present, to the fire and Ranirra watching me with those sharp eyes.

This was the reason I needed to try to find a different technique, understand more about what was there, whether I could find anything useful. Increasingly, I felt there had to be something more I could find, something more I could use her for to make sense of what was happening. Still, despite everything I’d been through, everything I’d uncovered, I wasn’t sure I could really use her for anything.

The only proof I had was that she’d been observed talking to Leo.

Then again, there was quite a bit about Leo, about the things he was willing to do, able to do, that I wasn’t sure about. Things that would make him a danger to the Guild, if the Guild decided he was. If they’d assigned me to him, they must have believed he’d done something to pose some sort of threat. Until I had answers from her, I wasn’t sure what that would entail.

And now I understood. The assignments Leo had questioned, the pattern he’d seen—they had all been leading to this. He’d never trusted the Maestro. Had never believed in the Guild’s stated purpose. He’d always been loyal to something else, something greater.

Justice for his family. Truth about who was really responsible. Protection for those caught in the crossfire of power struggles.

And I’d been too ignorant to see it. Too willing to accept what I was told. Too eager to believe in the system.

“Do you really think you can bring him down?” Ranirra asked.

I sat quietly for a moment. “Leo was my friend.”

“Was?”

Something in her tone softened at that point.

“He was. We were close, once. I think that’s why they assigned him to me.” They wanted to test my loyalty, I suspect. To see if I was willing to take action against somebody who was a friend. That wasn’t something I had a lot of—friends, people I cared about. Which made it harder.

But maybe that wasn’t the only reason. Maybe they’d chosen me because Leo had trusted me once. Had shown me his evidence, his doubts, his alternate allegiances. Maybe they thought I knew more than I did. Or maybe they were using me as bait, knowing Leo wouldn’t hurt me the way he might hurt another Hunter.

Either way, I was a pawn in a game I was only beginning to understand.

“And do you think you can survive it?”

I looked up. I hadn’t realized I’d been staring at my hands, thinking about the times we’d trained together, the lessons the two of us had worked on together. Times when we’d sat at fires like this one, talking about chording forms and the dissonance. Times when I’d watched him master techniques I was still struggling with. Times when he’d been patient with me, generous with his knowledge. Times when he’d tried to warn me, to open my eyes, and I’d refused to see.

Yet even as I did, I couldn’t shake the undercurrent, the question she was asking. Because in a way, it was a valid one.

Could I survive it?

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Though at this point, I’m not sure it makes much of a difference. The only thing that really matters to me is that I have an assignment, and I’m going to carry it out.”

“Even if it means harming your friend?”

“I’m not going to harm my friend,” I said.

She barked out a laugh. “Aren’t you? You’re at least willing to target him.”

“I need to find answers. That’s why I came out here. I want to know if there’s anything more I can find out about what he’s been involved in. I want to understand him, and you’re going to be the way I do that.” I had taken the assignment to try to find answers. To decide if there was anything more to it. Because they gave me a choice, at this level of training. A choice is essential—it gives you an opportunity to find your way, figure out what you’re willing to do.

But was it really a choice? Or was it just another test, another way for the Guild to measure my loyalty? Another assignment like the ones Leo had documented, designed to serve purposes I didn’t fully understand?

“What if I don’t share anything with you?” she asked.

“Then I leave you.”

“Just like that? You’re going to leave me here?”

I was quiet.

Ranirra scoffed. “You aren’t going to leave me here. At least, not alive.”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t think I can.”

And as strange as that thought was, it might actually be for the best.

“But you don’t even know me,” she said. “You don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re doing, and because I don’t know what you’re doing, because I don’t know whether what you’re involved in is the right course, I also don’t know if I can trust you.” I leaned toward her, and the fire crackled a little brighter. I didn’t think that was because of anything I’d done, but I wasn’t entirely sure. “You see the issue here, don’t you?”

“I see your issue. You want to do this. What did he do to you? How did he hurt you?”

“Hurt?” I smiled tightly. “No. He didn’t hurt me.”

He’d tried to save me. Tried to warn me. Tried to show me the truth before it was too late.

And I’d ignored him.

“He must’ve done something,” Ranirra said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have taken a job like this. You know, I have several friends I knew growing up, and if I’d been offered a contract on them, I wouldn’t have taken it.”

“I took it to try to find answers,” I said. “It’s because we were friends I took the job. Would you rather I let somebody else come after him? Somebody who wouldn’t give him a chance? Somebody who’d just remove him as a threat without questions?”

“Right,” she said. “Because that’s what you’re so concerned about right now.”

“I am trying to find answers, and unfortunately, what you’re offering me insight into, the answers I have right now, are not guiding me down the path I think I need.”

“And if he decides he isn’t going to be patient with you?”

“I hope he’s not,” I said.

“Why?”

She seemed genuinely curious, and because of that, I wasn’t quite sure if there was anything more to the question, or maybe it was just that she was still trying to figure out whether I was going to hurt her. The only thing that bothered her, she’d said earlier, was that a friend of his was trying to decide whether to kill him. Maybe she understood Leo better than I thought. Maybe she knew exactly what kind of danger he was, and exactly what kind of danger I was in.

Or maybe she knew what Leo had known all along: that the real danger wasn’t him. It was the system we both served. The Guild that used us for purposes we didn’t understand. The Maestro who valued power over truth.

And I was only now beginning to see it.

“Because I need a chance to talk to him. And you are my chance.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Morning came, and we started marching west. The air grew colder with each step.

“Why are you pushing me this way?” Ranirra asked. She’d stopped fighting as much as when we’d first started out. I kept waiting for her to try to make a break for it, though she probably knew she wouldn’t get far. Her hands were bound behind her, which made running difficult, but it also gave me an opportunity to watch her fingers, to see if she was trying to use any chording forms against me.

I’d thought her technique was innocent and weak at first. I’d learned otherwise. She was capable. Far more capable than I’d expected.

“Because this is the way you were going, isn’t it?”

“I wasn’t going any particular way.”

I smiled tightly. “You were. You might not want to acknowledge it, but you were heading this way. And I’m curious, since there really isn’t much out here.”

She fell silent.

We’d been walking for less than an hour when I noticed the first signs.

Cart tracks. Deep ruts gouged into the road, heading east—away from where we were going. Multiple of them, moving fast. Too fast for normal travel. The tracks were erratic, swerving around obstacles, cutting across grass where the road curved. People fleeing, not traveling.

“You see that?” I asked, nodding toward the tracks.

She glanced at them, her expression carefully neutral. “People travel.”

“Not like that. Those are panic tracks. Something scared them enough to abandon the road.”

She said nothing.

An hour later, we found the first abandoned settlement. Not a village—too small for that. Just a cluster of three buildings, maybe a family farm or a small trading post. But all the doors hung open, swinging in the wind. No smoke from the chimney. No animals in the pens.

And the dissonance was wrong here. Scarred. Like violence had torn through and left its mark.

“What happened here?” I asked quietly.

Ranirra stared at the empty buildings. For the first time since I’d captured her, she looked uncertain. “I don’t know.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not.” She turned to me, and there was something like fear in her eyes. “I don’t know what happened here specifically. But I know… I know it’s spreading. Whatever it is.”

“Spreading from where?”

She shook her head. “I can’t tell you that.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Does it matter?”

I studied her for a minute, then continued walking. The road west.

By midday, we found more evidence. A wagon overturned in a ditch, its contents scattered—clothes, tools, a child’s toy. Dried blood on the road, though no bodies. And everywhere, that same wrongness in the dissonance. Like reality itself had been damaged.

“You want to tell me your real name yet?”

“I don’t need a name,” she said.

“Fine. You don’t need a name. And if you don’t need a name, then you don’t need a chance to get free, either.”

“You aren’t going to give me a chance to get free.”

“You don’t know what I’m going to do. Much like you don’t know anything about me.”

“And you don’t know anything about me.”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I will.”

We passed another abandoned cart.

“What do you know about what’s happening?” I asked her. “About all of this. The evacuation. The destruction.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “Leo suspected there was something bigger going on.”

I stopped walking. “What do you mean, bigger?”

“Exactly what I said.” She turned to face me, and there was a weariness in her expression that made her look older than she was. “He thought the conflict between the factions—the Guild, the Hand, the Celebrants—was a symptom, not the cause.”

“A symptom of what?”

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me everything. Said it was safer if I didn’t know.” She looked back at the abandoned settlement we’d passed. “But he knew something was coming. Something that would make the factional conflicts look small by comparison.”

I thought about the Guild’s structure—the Maestro at the top, the Council beneath him, the various factions and divisions that sometimes seemed to work at cross-purposes. I thought about the Celebrants with their wrist marks I had heard rumors of, their supposed quest to harness dark power. The Hand with their militant opposition to tyranny, their protection of civilians caught in conflicts they didn’t understand.

“The Hand,” I said. “The Celebrants. The Guild. You’re saying Leo thinks there’s something beyond all of that?”

She studied me with those sharp eyes. “Do you really think that’s all he’s concerned about? Factional politics? Organizational disputes?”

I opened my mouth to answer, then closed it.

Because she was right. Leo had never been interested in politics for its own sake. Even at the Academy, even during his recruitment to the Guild, he’d questioned everything. Looked for the deeper patterns. The real motivations behind surface conflicts.

I thought about his power. The way he could manipulate dissonance with just his fingers, no instrument needed. The way he’d erased himself from reality at that fire, leaving only a message carved in bark and a ghost of a song. The techniques he’d mastered that went far beyond anything the Guild taught. The fact that he’d been documenting Guild assignments against the Hand years ago, looking for patterns.

Someone with that level of skill, that level of understanding, wouldn’t waste his time on simple factional disputes. He’d be looking at something larger. Something more fundamental.

“What is he concerned about, then?” I asked.

“I told you, I don’t know the details. But he talked about… balances. About powers that were supposed to keep each other in check, and how those balances were breaking down. About someone—or something—deliberately pushing things toward chaos.”

“The Maestro?”

“Maybe. Or maybe the Maestro is just another piece on the board, like the rest of us.” She gestured toward either side of her with her bound hands. “Does this look like factional conflict to you? Villages burning. People fleeing. The dissonance itself scarred and wrong. This is bigger than the Guild hunting rogues or the Hand protecting civilians or the Celebrants seeking power.”

I thought about the smoke I’d seen. The refugees on the road. The destroyed villages. The systematic nature of it all.

She was right.

This wasn’t random violence. This wasn’t even organized violence between known factions. This was something else. Something that used the factional conflicts as cover, perhaps, but had its own agenda underneath.

“What’s happening now?” I asked quietly. “Right now, in these villages. What’s causing it?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice was soft. “Leo sent me to gather information, to try to understand the pattern. But before I could complete my assignment, you captured me.”

“The pattern,” I repeated. “There’s a pattern to the destruction?”

“Leo thought so. That’s why he sent me this way. To see if the attacks were following a specific route, targeting specific locations. To see if there was a logic to it.”

“And is there?”

“I didn’t get far enough to know.”

I stared at the road ahead, processing this. Everything I thought I understood about my assignment—hunt down Leo, the dangerous rogue—was starting to feel incomplete. Not wrong, necessarily, but missing crucial context.

What if Leo wasn’t the threat the Guild claimed? What if he was investigating a real threat, something the Guild either didn’t know about or didn’t want known?

What if I’d been sent after him not to stop a rogue, but to stop someone who was getting too close to uncomfortable truths?

“What else?”

“You think I’m just going to start talking?” She started laughing. “I’m not, you know. You aren’t going to get me to say anything I don’t want to.”

“I’m well aware,” I said.

But I knew techniques that could coax her to share something, or so I thought. I didn’t know if they would work on her, especially because I didn’t know what kind of training Leo had given her, but I felt there had to be something here, some connection, that would help me somehow.

We reached an overgrown road late in the day.

This had been her destination, but as I thought about the geography I knew of this area, I couldn’t quite place what she would’ve been after.

“Ibanar,” I said, frowning. “Why there?”

“I was just traveling,” she said.

“On an assignment. You have another assignment, and you came out here because you were following his direction.”

She laughed. “You didn’t see anything. He wasn’t even there.”

“No? Or maybe that’s just what you want me to think.”

The truth was, I didn’t know where Leo was. He could be in Ibanar. He could be anywhere. His ability to hide himself, to erase his presence from the dissonance, meant he could be watching us right now and I’d never know.

The thought was unsettling.

“I was just gathering information,” she said after a moment.

“Of course. Because that’s all you’re trying to do, right? Gather information, not complete a job.”

“It was just gathering information,” she said.

“And then you’re going to complete a different job.”

She breathed out heavily, then shook her head. “It has nothing to do with that. I’m just taking a job. That’s it, and nothing more.”

She stumbled, and rather than reaching for her, as I would instinctively do, I let her fall. She lay there for a moment.

“Get up,” I said.

“You’re just going to let me lie here?”

“No tricks. Because I know them.”

“You don’t know them,” she muttered, but she got up. As she did, I saw she had a fistful of grass, maybe a branch or two, clutched in her hand.

I moved forward, grabbed her hands, and emptied them. She could’ve used those to create a chording somehow, I suspected.

She looked around, seeming as if she were trying to decide whether she wanted to try to attack again. Thankfully, she didn’t, but she started to work at the ropes binding her hands behind her back.

“It’s not going to work,” I said.

“What isn’t?” she asked.

“You, whatever chording you’re trying to make.”

She paused, then turned to me. “What makes you think I’m trying to do anything?”

“Because I can see the way you’re working the rope. It’s dense enough that it’s not going to create any sort of tone. That’s part of the reason I chose that rope for the binding.” I’d learned at the Academy that choosing the right materials for bindings could be as important as the bindings themselves. Dense rope muted sound, preventing most chording techniques.

“Keep trying,” I suggested. “But it won’t work.”

She clenched her jaw, then just kept moving forward.

As we continued walking, the dissonance shifted. I focused on it, trying to make sense of what I’d been able to pick up on, and I noticed layering—something building, lingering.

Ranirra was pausing every so often and tipping her head to the side. She was aware of the strange change too.

“You can feel it,” I said.

“Of course I can feel it,” she snapped, then turned and looked around us. “But I don’t know what it is.”

“Something is different out here.”

“Something is wrong,” she corrected. “The dissonance… It’s damaged. Scarred. Like something tore through reality itself.”

I nodded slowly. She was right. This wasn’t just the normal chaos of the world. This was wrongness, deliberate and sustained.

“Leo was right,” she said quietly. “Something is happening. Something bigger than Guild politics or factional disputes. Something that’s breaking the world.”

“What do you think it is?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s getting worse.”

We kept moving, and I started to notice the power pressing closer, building. It was not far, slightly off to the east.

“It’s just ahead,” I said.

“I can tell,” she said.

The energy I’d noticed was different, distinct. If I left it alone, let it build, there was a possibility the energy out there might become too potent, too dangerous.

We set off for it.

“If you want to bring me out there, you’d better let me go,” Ranirra said. “Because I cannot be helpless.”

I eyed her for a moment, then started to laugh. “I’d better let you go? I think that’s rich considering what you’ve done.”

“You have no idea what I’ve done,” she said, a threat lingering in the words.

“You’re right. I have no idea what you’ve done, and more than that, I have no idea what you intend to do. So consider this my decision—whatever is up here, I’m going to take care of it.”

“What if you can’t?”

I smiled. “I can handle things just fine.”

“But what if⁠—”

“Quiet,” I said, as I’d started to detect something in the air.

At first, I wasn’t sure what it was. Then I noticed the sharp, acrid odor.

Smoke.

I paused, turning and focusing, trying to understand what it was I’d begun to detect.

“Is that smoke?” she asked.

“What’s your name?”

She shot me a look. “Is now the time?”

“I’m going to march you straight in there, and I figure that you might want me to know your name so that if something happens to you, I can mark your grave.”

“That’s not funny,” Ranirra said.

“You want an unmarked grave, then?”

“Again, none of this is funny.”

“I’m not trying to be funny. I’m trying to make a point here. I need you to be honest with me about what’s going on, and I need you to tell me your real name.”

“Why? What is it going to change?”

“It might make it easier for me to feel a measure of compassion toward you.”

“No,” she said.

“No?” I shrugged, then started forward, pushing her ahead.

The dark smoke billowed and smelled foul. It pushed against the air, but it was more than that. There was something about it that caught my attention. As I focused, trying to make sense of it, I could feel something pressing on the essence in a way I hadn’t anticipated.

Then I noticed them.

Ranirra looked around. “Are those…”

“Bodies,” I said.

“What happened?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. But I think we need to find out.”

“That’s not what we do,” she said.

“And you know what we do?”

“I know what we typically do.”

I grunted. “You know nothing about what I do.”

“So you’re just going to force me forward? And if there’s some sort of attack there, you’re going to keep my hands bound and make it so I can’t do anything? I won’t even be able to protect myself.”

“Maybe not,” I said.

I wasn’t sure if I felt bad about that. But there was a part of me that questioned, wondered if perhaps I should feel more uneasy, because I didn’t know if there was something ahead I would need to handle. The unease, the uncertainty of what was building here, pressed on me.

This was connected. All of it. The destroyed villages, the refugees, the wrongness in the dissonance, the thing Leo was investigating. This was part of whatever larger pattern he’d been trying to understand.

And I’d captured his apprentice, the one gathering information for him.

Maybe I was on the wrong side of this.

We kept moving, and eventually I could feel the heat. I recognized something about the dissonance, something about the power that lingered here.

It was fabricated energy.

I’d encountered fabricated energy before—once at the Academy during training, and a few times since joining the Guild. It had a distinct feel, a manufactured quality that natural dissonance lacked. Whatever had happened here, someone had deliberately created this.

I glanced over to her. “Don’t run.”

“Where would I go?”

I shrugged. “Don’t run.”

I withdrew the ukelin, her eyes widening as I began to play.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The chording was simple, but there were complex layers I could add. At this point, I felt I needed to add those complexities as I continued to play, feeling the buildup of power, the buildup of energy happening around us. I recognized there had to be something here I could do, some other way to find an understanding of what was here, of the power building.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to put out the flames,” I said.

“With that?”

“With this.”

“Will it work?”

I wasn’t entirely sure. “It’s a brief, potent chording, but I don’t know that it’s going to work. I’ve used something similar to this in the past, but I haven’t been able to use it effectively when it comes to extinguishing flames.”

In my case, I had a far better experience creating flames than extinguishing them. I didn’t want to tell her that, but it had been necessary, at times, for me to use that technique. I didn’t like that. Part of me recognized that the way the flames built up, and some of the ways I’d released them, had been dangerous. More than just dangerous—it had been uncontrolled. That, more than anything else, was part of the challenge I had. I didn’t like the lack of control I had when I did things like that. It made me feel ashamed.

Now, as I tapped on the strands, feeling the flame building, the power began to ripple away. There was a shift and a shimmer, a bit of power that lingered as it flowed outward. I struggled with it, struggled to contain it.

“It’s not right,” Ranirra said.

“I realize it’s not right,” I said, feeling a ridiculous irritation with her. This was my own failing. But I also had the distinct sense that she was judging me. Still, even if she was, would it make any difference?

Not to me. And not to what I was trying to do. The only thing that really mattered was that the power building was rippling outward. There should have been something more to it, some additional connection. But even as I tried to play it, tried to let that power flow, I wasn’t able to pick up on anything else beyond what I’d already done. That energy, that connection, seemed stunted.

It met with some sort of resistance.

“You have to concentrate on your tone,” she said.

“The tone?”

“That’s what he taught me.” Her voice was soft. “And he said if you concentrate on your tone, you can control the way it varies. That’s what you’re trying to do here, isn’t it? You’re trying to create some sort of variable tone that’s going to wash outward.”

She wasn’t necessarily wrong, but at this point, I wasn’t sure I wanted to share anything with her.

“So what else do I need to try?”

“I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s just the tone. You know what tone you’re trying to concentrate on?”

I nodded. “I do.”

“Then you need to concentrate on that, and it needs to be as pure as possible. Otherwise, it’s not going to flow the way it needs to, and you’re likely not going to be able to handle the control over it. Especially with such a wide swath that you’re attempting here.”

In a way, I felt she was probably right. I was trying to control it over a vast expanse. What I was doing was meant to spread outward, to sweep in front of the crackling flames. But the heat was too much for us.

I concentrated, using the tone she suggested, and thought about some of the early lessons I had at the Academy. But more than that, I found myself thinking back to when I’d worked with Leo during training. He’d wanted me to concentrate in a similar way, had suggested I find a purity to the sound. We’d been paired up early on, and he’d pushed me to understand tone in ways I hadn’t considered before.

That was what I needed now. The ukelin made it difficult, though.

I tapped slowly, steadily, focusing more on the tone than the rhythm. As I did so, the chording form began to shift, concentrating and becoming much more potent.

“There,” she said.

“I can tell,” I said.

She shrugged. “I didn’t know if you could or not, and I wasn’t saying it to upset you. Don’t attack me because I tried to help.”

I snorted at that, and continued to tap on the ukelin. As I did, the chording form became a rippling dampness that built in the air. This was called the Flow, a complex version of the chording form, one I’d built up over several different layered forms. I’d barely managed to succeed at this in the past—it reminded me of patterns I’d learned at the Academy, training with Leo, the two of us working together to find answers. But now it felt as if a shroud of mist was working through the village. It suddenly hit the flames, and there was steam, pressure, and then everything began to tamp down. I continued to push that mist through until it faded and there was nothing left remaining.

Only then did I relax, relent, and wait.

There was a quiet.

And the pressure I’d been feeling faded.

“That’s better,” Ranirra said, breathing out softly.

“What is?” I asked.

“I don’t really know. Whatever it was that was there, I didn’t like it, and it’s better that it’s gone.”

I could feel the same thing, but I was surprised she felt it as acutely as I had.

“I still don’t like the way this feels,” she said, sweeping her gaze around. “And I realize you probably don’t like how it feels, either.”

“Not particularly,” I said. “Someone came through here. I don’t know why, and I don’t know what they were after, but I can feel the power.”

She nodded, then arched a brow at me. “Are you going to leave me here?”

“I’m not leaving you anywhere,” I said.

“Good. I can help you look.” She started forward toward the village, less mindful of the heat and the lingering steam than I would have been. That surprised me, but maybe it shouldn’t. By the time I caught up to her, we’d passed by the first of the bodies.

The body lay face-down in the dirt, arms twisted at unnatural angles. I could see from here that the back of the man’s shirt had been burned away, revealing skin that was… wrong. Not charred, exactly. The flesh was pale, almost translucent, with dark veins spreading from a central point between the shoulder blades like a spider’s web. Where those veins met, there was a mark—circular, deliberate.

The smell hit me then. Not just smoke and ash, but something sharper. Ozone, like after a lightning strike. And underneath that, a sulfurous stench that made my stomach turn. This wasn’t normal fire. This wasn’t even normal chording.

I crouched down beside the body, pulling out the ukelin. Ranirra stood a few paces back, watching.

“They don’t look like they were scalded,” I said quietly.

I tapped on the ukelin and listened—not with my ears, but with that deeper sense that let me feel the dissonance. I tried to pick up on the energy there, whatever residual magic was still working through the corpse.

At first, there was nothing. Just the normal chaos of death, the way a body disrupted the dissonance simply by ceasing to exist. But then, as I focused, as I let the ukelin’s tone settle into a pure, steady rhythm, I began to feel something else.

An echo.

A signature left behind in the fabric of reality itself. Like a fingerprint, or a voice heard through a closed door. Someone had done this. Someone with significant power. They’d left their mark behind, whether intentionally or not.

The chording signature was complex. Layered. Multiple tones woven together in a pattern that reminded me of…

I frowned, focusing harder. What did it remind me of?

I’d felt this before. Not recently, but somewhere. The particular way the harmonics layered, the specific rhythm underneath the main pattern. It was familiar in a way that made my skin prickle.

“Somebody used significant power here,” she said, looking over. “This isn’t the work of fabrications.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not fabrications, and it’s not the typical kind of thing I’ve encountered, either.”

The echo in the dissonance continued to resonate, and I continued to listen. The ukelin helped me isolate it, pull it apart, understand its structure. Whoever had done this had been precise. Controlled. This wasn’t the wild, unrestrained destruction I’d feared. This was deliberate. Surgical, almost.

And that precision, that particular way of controlling multiple harmonic layers simultaneously…

My chest tightened.

I’d heard something like this once before. Years ago, during my training. It wasn’t Leo—his style was different, more fluid, more intuitive. This was rigid. Formal. The kind of technique that came from decades of practice, from someone who’d mastered every aspect of the Guild’s teachings.

The kind of technique the Maestro might use.

No.

I forced the thought away. The Maestro wouldn’t be out here, burning villages. The Maestro was in the capital, leading the Guild, making decisions about policy and assignments. He didn’t do fieldwork. He didn’t⁠—

But the signature matched. The more I listened to it, the more certain I became. Those specific harmonic layers, that rigid control, the way the power had been channeled through multiple chordings simultaneously—it was exactly the kind of thing I’d heard once in a demonstration, years ago, when Tobias had shown me a recording of the Maestro’s technique.

“This is what true mastery looks like,” Tobias had said then. “This is what you aspire to. Perfect control. Perfect precision. Every note exactly where it needs to be.”

And I was hearing it now, in the residual magic left in a corpse within a burned-out village miles from anywhere important.

Ranirra regarded me for a moment. “And what, exactly, is a typical kind of thing you’ve encountered before?”

“I’m the one who gets to ask the questions,” I said, my voice coming out sharper than I intended. My mind was racing. If this was the Maestro’s signature, if the Maestro was somehow involved in this…

What did that mean? For Leo’s investigation? For my assignment? For everything I thought I understood about the Guild?

“So I don’t get to ask any?”

“No,” I said.

She grunted, then shook her head. “Fine. If that’s the way you want to play this, then you can play it that way. I’m just trying to offer you some help here.”

I wished I could tell her what I’d found. Wished I could ask if Leo had suspected this, if that was part of what he’d been investigating. But I couldn’t. Not yet. Not until I was certain.

I moved to the next body, tapping the ukelin again, listening for that same signature.

It was there. Fainter, but unmistakable. The same pattern. The same rigid precision. The same harmonic layers.

And underneath the ozone and sulfur smell, I caught something else. A sound that wasn’t quite a sound—more like the memory of a sound, echoing in the dissonance itself. A low, resonant hum that vibrated at the edge of hearing. The kind of fundamental tone that could only come from someone channeling enormous power through their chording.

It had to be the Maestro.

But why? Why would the leader of the Guild be out here, destroying villages? What could possibly be worth that? Unless…

Unless Leo had been right. Unless this wasn’t about factional disputes or rogue members or maintaining order. Unless there was something bigger happening, something that went all the way to the top of the Guild.

I was troubled that maybe there was something to that here, some way this had turned sour. I knew I needed to be careful.

The dissonance I could feel, the pressure I was able to detect—it all pointed to the same conclusion. This wasn’t random violence. This was targeted. Systematic. And it bore the Maestro’s signature.

As we moved through the village, I saw how it had burned, but nothing else. The buildings were reduced to ash and timber frames. The ground was scorched in perfect circles, as if someone had drawn them deliberately. And at the center of each circle, that same residual signature. That same echo of enormous power, rigidly controlled.

Something about it struck me as odd. I didn’t know what, I didn’t know why. Just that I could feel this power, this energy, and I could feel the way it was building.

We swept through and found a few other bodies, all of them bearing the same marks—the pale, translucent skin, the dark veins spreading from central points, the circular patterns that suggested deliberate placement. Not combat. Not self-defense. Execution.

I counted five total. All adults. All positioned as if they’d been kneeling when they died.

The smell was overwhelming now. Ozone, sulfur, and underneath it all, the coppery scent of blood. But there was no blood visible. Whatever had killed these people had done it from the inside out, burning them in ways I didn’t fully understand.

And through it all, that signature. That echo in the dissonance. The Maestro’s technique, repeated five times, each execution precise and controlled.

By the time I reached the other side of the village, I continued to focus outward, testing whether there was anything else here I could uncover.

“What are you looking at?” Ranirra asked.

“Something is certainly not right,” I said. “I don’t have any idea why somebody would target a place like this. There shouldn’t be anything here, certainly no reason for somebody to have focused on this village.”

“Does there need to be a reason?”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “But I feel there has to be some explanation for what happened here.”

I tapped on the ukelin again, testing the dissonance around me one more time. And there it was again—that fundamental tone, that low hum that resonated at the edge of perception. The sound of enormous power, wielded with absolute precision.

The Maestro had been here. I was certain now.

The question was why?

And did Leo know?

As I used the ukelin, I noticed a strange connection. It left me thinking there was something significant here, something that would help me understand the power and the energy that existed.

It was that discomfort that bothered me most.

“Come on,” I said.

“Now we get to go again?” Ranirra asked.

“Now we get to go. Unless you have something to say about what happened here?”

“How would I have had anything to do with this? I was with you, in case you can’t remember.”

“You came from a different direction. It was entirely possible you might have been involved in something before I managed to capture you.”

“I was heading your direction.”

“Were you?”

She scowled, but she didn’t say anything else.

Though I wanted answers, needed to push to see if I could get some from her, I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d discovered. The Maestro’s signature. In a burned village. On executed civilians.

Everything I thought I knew about the Guild, about my assignment, about who the real threat was—it was all shifting beneath my feet.

Leo had been right to question. Right to investigate. Right to distrust.

And I’d been hunting him for it.

We set off.

She kept looking back, and I found myself doing the same. Not at her, but at the village. At the evidence I’d uncovered. At the truth I wasn’t sure I was ready to accept.

The Maestro was involved in this. Somehow. And that changed everything.


CHAPTER TWENTY


The air still stunk. It took a while for us to move past the acrid, burned smells of the village, but even after we did, there was some part of it that lingered, leaving me with a vague sense of unease. I couldn’t help but feel there was something unique about it. It was oddly unpleasant.

We walked in silence for the first hour. Neither of us seemed willing to break it. But the weight of what we’d found in that village pressed on me, made it impossible to focus on anything else.

The Maestro’s signature. On executed civilians. In a burned village miles from anywhere.

I kept replaying it in my mind—the way the residual magic had felt, the precise harmonics, the rigid control. There was no mistaking it. And if the Maestro was involved in this destruction, then everything Leo had suspected was true. Everything I’d been told about my assignment was a lie.

“You found something back there,” Ranirra said, finally breaking the silence. “In those bodies. I could see it in your face.”

I glanced at her. Her hands were still bound, but she walked steadily, her expression thoughtful rather than hostile. The earlier antagonism had faded, replaced by something that looked almost like curiosity.

“I did,” I admitted.

“Going to tell me what it was?”

I hesitated. Sharing this information with her would be a betrayal of the Guild. But then, was it a betrayal if the Guild itself had betrayed everything it claimed to stand for?

“A signature,” I said eventually. “A chording signature in the residual magic. Someone with significant power did this. Someone who knew exactly what they were doing.”

“Leo?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not Leo. His style is different. More fluid, more intuitive. This was… rigid. Formal. The kind of technique that comes from decades of Guild training at the highest levels.”

She was quiet for a moment as she processed that. “The Maestro.”

It wasn’t a question. She’d reached the same conclusion I had.

“I think so,” I said. “I can’t be certain without comparing it directly to a known sample, but the harmonics, the control—it matches what I’ve heard of his technique.”

“So Leo was right.” Her voice was soft, almost sad. “About the Guild. About what they’re really doing.”

“Maybe.” I wasn’t ready to commit to that yet. Not fully. “Or maybe the Maestro is acting independently. There are factions within the Guild. The Council doesn’t always agree with him. It’s possible⁠—”

“It’s possible you’re making excuses,” she interrupted. “Because accepting that the Guild you serve is responsible for this”—she gestured back toward the burned village— “means accepting that you’ve been serving the wrong side.”

Her words hit harder than I wanted to admit.

We walked in silence for a while longer. The sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across the grasslands. In the distance, I could see the mountains Leo had mentioned, where the world began to change.

“Why are you hunting him?” Ranirra asked suddenly. “Leo, I mean. Why did you take this assignment?”

I considered the question. I’d asked myself the same thing a hundred times since leaving the Guild Hall, and I still wasn’t sure I had a good answer.

“I wanted to know what he was doing,” I said. “Why the Guild was after him. They told me he’d gone rogue, that he was working with the Celebrants, that he posed a threat to the organization. But they also gave me a choice about taking the assignment. At my level of training, that’s unusual. Hunters don’t usually get choices.”

“So you were suspicious from the start.”

“Not suspicious, exactly. Just… curious. I knew Leo well enough to know he wouldn’t betray the Guild without a good reason. So I took the assignment to find out what that reason was.”

“To find out, or to stop him?”

I was quiet.

“You don’t believe what the Guild told you,” she said, and there was a note of realization in her voice. “About Leo being a threat. About him working with the Celebrants. You never believed it, did you?”

“No,” I admitted. “I didn’t. The story they gave me had too many holes. Too many inconsistencies. Leo entering midcycle at the Academy, his family dying in the riots, his questions about the Maestro even back then—none of that lined up with someone who would just go rogue for power or revenge. He always had reasons for what he did. Always had a bigger purpose.”

“Then why hunt him at all? Why not just refuse the assignment?”

“Because refusing would’ve raised questions and made the Guild suspicious of me too. And because…” I paused, trying to find the right words. “Because I needed to see for myself. Needed to understand what he’d found, what he was investigating. If I’d just walked away, I’d never know. And if the Guild is really as corrupt as Leo suspects, then I need to know that. Need to understand what I’ve been serving all these years.”

She studied me for a long moment. “What kind of Hunter does that make you?”

Again, I said nothing.

But I knew the answer: not a good one. A Hunter was supposed to follow orders without question, to trust the Guild’s judgment, to eliminate threats efficiently and without hesitation. Everything I’d done since taking this assignment—questioning my orders, trying to understand rather than simply kill, capturing Leo’s apprentice for information instead of eliminating her—went against what I’d been trained to do.

I was a terrible Hunter.

Or maybe I was finally becoming a good person.

“For what it’s worth,” Ranirra said quietly, “Leo thought you’d figure it out eventually. That’s why he left you that message at the fire instead of just killing you. He said you were smart enough to see through the Guild’s lies if you just paid attention. Said you had integrity, even if you didn’t always recognize it in yourself.”

Something in my chest tightened at that. Leo had left me alive not because I wasn’t a threat, but because he thought I could be saved. Thought I could still choose the right side.

The question was: which side was the right one?

“The Celebrants,” I said, changing the subject slightly. “Leo’s connected to them, isn’t he? That’s not just Guild propaganda.”

“The Celebrants are… complicated. They’re not a unified organization like the Guild. They’re more like a loose coalition of people who’ve left the Guild for various reasons—some because they disagreed with policy, some because they were cast out for refusing orders, some because they saw what the Guild was really doing and couldn’t be part of it anymore.”

“So they’re rogues.”

“Some of them. Others are idealists. Reformers. People who think the Guild could be what it claims to be if the corruption was removed. The wrist marks, the symbols—those are just ways of identifying each other, of knowing who can be trusted. It’s not about dark power or bringing down the realm. It’s about survival and trying to find the truth.”

I thought about Talish, the guard from the caravan, wearing his Celebrant pendant openly. About Jasmine’s village being attacked by Vanik, who I’d trained with in the Guild. About the pattern Leo had been documenting years ago, Guild members sent to spy on the Hand.

The factions weren’t as clear-cut as I’d been taught. The Guild wasn’t pure, the Celebrants weren’t evil, the Hand wasn’t just militant protectors. Everything was muddier, more complicated, with allegiances shifting based on information and personal conscience rather than organizational loyalty.

“Leo told me once that he wasn’t loyal to the Guild,” I said. “That he was loyal to something greater. Justice. Truth. Protecting people who can’t protect themselves. I thought he was being idealistic. Naive, even.”

“And now?”

“Now I think he was the only one being honest.”

We walked in silence after that, the weight of the conversation settling over both of us. The sun was sinking lower, painting the sky in shades of orange and red. We’d need to make camp soon, find somewhere to rest for the night.

“I’m going to untie you,” I said finally.

She stopped walking, turning to look at me with surprise. “What?”

“Your hands. I’m going to untie them. You’ve been cooperative, you helped with the fire technique back in the village, and frankly, if you truly wanted to escape, you probably could have found a way by now. Leo trained you well enough for that.”

“This could be a trick,” she said, but there was hope in her voice.

“It’s not. But I need you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“Don’t run. Help me understand what’s happening. Help me find Leo, not to capture him but to talk to him. To get answers. And if what I find confirms what I’m starting to suspect—that the Guild is the real threat—then help me figure out what to do about it.”

She considered this for a moment. Then she nodded. “I promise.”

I moved behind her, working at the knots in the rope. My fingers were stiff from the day’s travel, but eventually the binding came loose. She brought her hands forward, rubbing her wrists where the rope had chafed them.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Don’t make me regret it.”

“I won’t.” She paused, then added, “And for what it’s worth, I think you’re a better Hunter than you give yourself credit for. You’re just hunting the right things now instead of the things the Guild tells you to hunt.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just nodded.

“Are you going to keep walking all night long?” she asked, looking around. “Or will you take a break? I feel like I can’t keep going like this.”

“I won’t force you to keep going. If necessary, I can just leave you here,” I said.

“You wouldn’t leave me.”

“Not alive.”

She was quiet for a long moment as she seemed to consider whether I would do anything to her. “Asarina.”

I frowned.

“That’s my name. Asarina. Now that I’ve told you, are you going to be more open with me about what’s going on? About what you intend to do?”

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“You don’t know?”

“I know I need to find Leo. I know I need answers about what the Guild is really doing, about the Maestro’s involvement in all of this. Beyond that…” I shrugged. “I don’t know what I’ll do. For the first time since joining the Guild, I genuinely don’t know what the right course of action is.”

“Welcome to the club,” Asarina said with a bitter smile. “That’s where most start when they leave the Guild. Lost, confused, questioning everything we thought we knew. But at least you’re asking questions now. That’s more than most Hunters ever do.”

I supposed she was right. But it didn’t make the uncertainty any easier to bear.

We made camp as darkness fell, finding a small copse of trees that offered some shelter. I set up fabrications around the perimeter—the protective charms I’d learned to make at the Academy, woven with chording to alert me to intruders. Asarina watched me work, occasionally offering suggestions about placement or technique.

“Leo taught you well,” I said as I adjusted the final fabrication.

“He taught me to survive,” she corrected. “There’s a difference. The Guild teaches you to kill. Leo teaches you to live.”

It was an interesting distinction, one that made me think about all the years I’d spent in the Guild, all the assignments I’d completed without question. How many of those had really been about maintaining order? And how many had been about eliminating people who knew too much, who asked too many questions, who threatened the Guild’s power?

I didn’t want to know the answer to that.

But I suspected I was going to find out anyway.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Morning came with the sound of voices in the distance.

I woke instantly, hand going to the ukelin before I’d fully opened my eyes. The fabrications I’d set around our camp hadn’t been triggered, meaning whoever was out there was still beyond the perimeter. But they were close enough that I could hear them, and that meant they were too close for comfort.

Asarina was already awake, crouched by the edge of our camp, listening. She glanced back at me and held up two fingers, then pointed east. Two people. Moving this way.

I nodded, gathering my things quickly and quietly. We’d need to move, get ahead of whoever was approaching. But as I started to dismantle the fabrications, I felt something in the dissonance that made me pause.

Familiar. The signature was familiar.

I focused, reaching out with that deeper sense, trying to identify what I was feeling. Not Leo—his signature was too distinctive to mistake. Not Ranirra—wait, Asarina. I needed to remember she’d told me her name. But this was someone different, someone I’d encountered before.

And underneath that familiar signature, I felt something else. Distress. Pain. The dissonance was churned up, agitated in ways that suggested violence or captivity.

“Someone’s hurt,” I whispered.

Asarina looked at me sharply. “You’re sure?”

“I can feel it in the dissonance. Someone familiar. And they’re with two others.”

“A trap?”

“Maybe.” I tapped the ukelin softly, trying to get a clearer sense of what was happening. “But the person in distress… I know them. I think it’s Talish. From the caravan. He’s part of the Hand. Maybe a Celebrant.” I really wasn’t sure.

“If he’s in trouble, it’s probably because of that. The Guild doesn’t like people who try to unite the opposition.”

I thought about what we’d found in the burned village. The Maestro’s signature. The systematic destruction. If the Guild was eliminating anyone who threatened their control, anyone who might organize resistance, then Talish would be a prime target.

“We need to see what’s happening,” I said.

“We could just leave.”

“We could.” I looked at her. “But you said Leo taught you to survive. Part of surviving means building alliances. And part of being better than the Guild means not abandoning people who need help.”

She nodded, and we moved carefully through the tall grass, staying low, using the natural terrain for cover. I kept one hand on the ukelin, ready to create a shrouding if necessary. The voices grew louder as we approached.

“You will come with us,” one of the voices said. His voice was slightly accented, but there was a note to it I recognized.

Guild training. I was certain of it.

I tried to make sense of whether he was speaking in a chording, as I knew there were some people who had that ability. The technique, however, wouldn’t work against somebody like me. My ukelin was designed to counter voice chording—one of the reasons I’d chosen this instrument during training. I didn’t expect he was able to know that, but then again, it was possible he did.

We crept closer until we had a clear view of the situation.

Two men stood in a small clearing. Both carried slightly curved swords—Guild issue, from what I could tell, though modified. The blades had a faint shimmer to them that suggested some kind of fabrication woven into the metal itself. Dangerous weapons, especially in skilled hands.

And between them, bound and on his knees, was Talish.

His face was bruised, one eye swollen shut. Blood ran from his nose and a cut on his lip. His hands were tied behind his back with what looked like the same dense rope I’d used on Asarina—the kind that muted sound and prevented chording. His Celebrant pendant had been torn from his neck and lay in the dirt a few feet away.

“I told you,” Talish said, his voice rough, “I don’t know where he is. I’m not part of his network. I just⁠—”

One of the men kicked him, and Talish grunted in pain.

“Lying won’t help you,” the man said. “We know you’ve been in touch with Garridan. We know you were traveling with that caravan specifically to make contact with his associates. The Guild has been watching you for months.”

“I was just working,” Talish said. “Guarding a caravan. That’s all.”

“Then why do you wear the mark of a Celebrant? Why were you carrying messages for the Hand?” The second man stepped forward. “You’re not just a guard. You’re a bridge. Someone trying to unite the factions against the Guild. That makes you dangerous. And the Maestro doesn’t tolerate danger.”

The Maestro. My chest tightened. So this was directly from the top. Not just Guild policy, but the Maestro himself ordering the elimination of people who might organize resistance.

Asarina looked at me. She’d heard it too.

“Your choice is simple,” the first man continued. “Tell us where Garridan is going, who his contacts are, what he’s planning. Or we kill you here and move on to the next name on our list.”

“And if I tell you?” Talish asked.

“We kill you anyway. But quickly. As a mercy.”

Talish laughed, though it came out more like a cough. “Some mercy. You’re going to kill me either way, so why would I tell you anything?”

“Because we have the healer. The one who was traveling with your caravan. Jasmine, wasn’t it?” The second man smiled. “We picked her up an hour ago. She’s alive. For now. But if you don’t cooperate, we’ll make her death much slower and more painful than yours needs to be.”

Talish’s face went pale. “You’re lying.”

“Am I? She’s quite pretty. It would be a shame to ruin that face. But orders are orders. Anyone connected to the Celebrants, anyone who might be helping Garridan—they all need to be eliminated. The Maestro has been very clear about that.”

I’d heard enough.

Could this all be tied to the Guild?

If so, had I been sent out to deal with this?

Why here? And why had they burned a village?

The answers were becoming clear. The Guild—or more specifically, the Maestro—was systematically eliminating anyone who might oppose them. Burning villages that sheltered the Hand or Celebrants. Capturing and executing people like Talish who tried to bridge the factional divide. Creating chaos and fear to maintain control.

And I’d been sent to hunt Leo because he was investigating it all. Because he was getting too close to the truth.

I felt that my assignment had been tied to something, but I wasn’t sure what, or why, they would have bothered to burn the village. There wasn’t anything about that village that should have been a target. There should have been no reason for them to come out there. So what reason would there be for them to be here now?

Now I knew. And now I had a choice to make.

Asarina met my eyes. She didn’t say anything, but the question was clear: What do we do?

I didn’t have to think about it. These men were Guild, yes. But they weren’t following the Guild I’d thought I’d joined. They were serving the Maestro’s corruption. And if I wanted to be better than that, if I wanted to prove that some things were worth more than mindless loyalty, I needed to act.

The men were skilled—I could tell from their stances, from the way they held their weapons. But they weren’t expecting an attack from behind. And they didn’t know Asarina was with me.

I tapped on the ukelin and began to build a series of chording forms. In the process, I felt the way power rippled out from me. At first, I created a resonance shield, a simple, vibrating, sustained note that created pressure outward from me. Second, I created a masking, trying to shroud myself inside that resonance shield using a mixture of muted notes in what was called the harmony of silence. I mixed that with the nocturne of nightfall to shroud myself in shadows. And lastly, I created a wave, a rippling of energy, that would expand outward and give me space.

It served a second purpose, though. It gave me an opportunity to test their defenses, to test whether they were capable of deflecting what I was able to do.

The wave hit them like a physical force. Both men staggered, turning toward me, their expressions shifting from surprise to calculation. They’d felt the chording, recognized it as Guild technique. They knew what they were facing.

“Another one?” the first man said, raising his blade. “We were only supposed to get the guard, but bringing in someone who’s gone rogue? That’s a bonus.”

“I haven’t gone rogue,” I said, stepping into the clearing. To keep their attention on me. Give Asarina time to position herself. “I’m investigating. There’s a difference.”

“Not anymore.” The second man moved to flank me. “The Maestro issued new orders last week. Anyone in the Guild who questions assignments, who shows reluctance, who makes contact with known Celebrants or Hand operatives—they’re to be eliminated as potential threats. You captured Garridan’s apprentice, traveled with her. You’re compromised.”

So they’d been watching me. Of course they had. The Guild always watched its own.

Then I noticed a different type of power building from the men’s blades. Another attack.

They started forward.

One of them had removed his sword from his sheath. As he was holding on to it, he was swirling it in the air, moving in a way that struck me as significant. There was something to the technique that reminded me of how a chording worked. The blade itself was creating tones as it moved, the fabrication woven into the metal allowing it to generate its own chording without an instrument. I’d seen such weapons but never faced one.

I didn’t have those answers. And I didn’t know if I could.

I needed to deflect.

Without having a weapon other than my ukelin, I was at a disadvantage.

I tapped on the ukelin again, creating a different chording, and it gave me some space. Then I grabbed for Talish’s fallen blade, scooped it up, and turned to face them.

I had some training with weapons, but I was not a sword master.

I was much more comfortable wielding my spool of wire, or the ukelin, or anything other than an actual sword. The wire was my primary weapon. I’d trained with it at the Academy, learned how to use it for both binding and combat. The dissonance strike I could create with it was sharp and painful, and with enough force it could cut no differently than any blade. That wasn’t to say I was incapable of using a sword if it came down to it, that I would be helpless—I was definitely not. But it did mean I was not looking forward to fighting like this.

I kept my one hand in my pocket, fingers on the ukelin, while wielding the sword with my dominant hand. I turned, sweeping the sword in an arc to augment my own chording.

But I didn’t have time.

The attacker came fast, moving quickly, with speed and fluidity that spoke of years of training. This was somebody who was capable, somebody who was comfortable with the sword, and somebody who did not hesitate as he attacked.

I shifted off to the side and barely avoided a strike.

As he came at me, his blade brushed up against the protection I’d wielded through the ukelin, and thankfully it held.

But it put me closer to the other attacker.

I felt how he was using his blade-chording to target me. I could feel the pressure, the presence, of what he was doing, even if I didn’t know whether there was anything I could do to overpower it.

The two men were coordinating their attacks. Every time I defended against one, the other would strike. They’d clearly trained together, knew each other’s rhythms. This wasn’t a fair fight.

But then, I wasn’t alone, either.

I spun, taking a step back.

One of the attackers suddenly stiffened. His eyes went wide, and he looked down at his chest where blood was beginning to bloom across his shirt. He staggered, confusion on his face, and fell.

Asarina’s masking was perfect. I couldn’t see her, couldn’t feel her in the dissonance. She was using the same advanced shrouding she’d used before—the nocturne of nightfall and the harmony of silence layered together so completely that she’d erased herself.

The second man whirled, searching for the threat he couldn’t see. His blade swept through empty air, the chording from it creating visible ripples in the dissonance. But Asarina was already moving, already behind him.

I took advantage of his distraction. I dropped the sword, pulled the ukelin fully from my pocket, and struck a sharp, discordant note. The sound was intentionally wrong, jarring, designed to disrupt concentration and break rhythm.

The man flinched, his chording faltering for just a moment.

That was all Asarina needed.

Blood spurted across his chest, and he collapsed next to his companion.

I frowned, understanding what had happened. She’d killed both of them with wire strikes while completely masked. The precision and skill required for that was extraordinary. Far beyond what I’d expected from someone Leo was supposedly just coaching.

I tapped on the ukelin with a few strokes, and I could feel her presence against the dissonance—but masked so thoroughly I would never have found her if I hadn’t known to look for it.

Then the haze faded—a masking technique similar to what I’d used, but more advanced. The suddenness of it, the skill of it, startled me. She was standing between the two bodies, a few paces from where I stood. She had a spool of wire in one hand, blood on her fingers, and she looked up at me, breathing hard from the exertion but otherwise composed.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Fine. You?”

“Fine.” She looked down at the bodies, her expression unreadable.

She’d had far more training than Leo should have given someone he was only coaching.

I moved to Talish and cut his bonds with the dead man’s blade. He slumped forward, catching himself with his hands, breathing hard.

“Silas,” he said, looking up at me with his one good eye. “Didn’t expect to see you again. Especially not… rescuing me.”

“Things have changed,” I said. “Are you all right? Can you stand?”

“I’ll manage.” He got to his feet slowly, wincing. “They said they have Jasmine. We need to⁠—”

“They were lying,” I said. “It’s a standard Guild interrogation technique. Claim you have leverage over someone you care about, see if they break. But these two were operating alone. If they had Jasmine, she’d be here.”

Talish sagged with relief. “Thank the gods.”

“What happened?” I asked. “How did they find you?”

“I don’t know. I split from the caravan two days ago, was heading west toward…” He paused, looking at Asarina. “Toward a Hand safe house. But they were waiting for me. Ambushed me last night. They’ve been interrogating me ever since, trying to get information about Garridan, about the Celebrants or anyone who might be organizing resistance against the Guild.”

“The Maestro’s cleaning house,” I said. “Eliminating anyone who might threaten his control. We found a burned village. His signature was in the bodies.”

Talish’s face went pale. “The Maestro himself? That’s… that’s worse than I thought. If he’s personally involved, if he’s willing to come out into the field…”

“It means he’s desperate,” Asarina finished. “Means whatever Leo’s been investigating has him worried. Worried enough to break protocol and handle things himself.”

I thought about that. The Maestro rarely moved on his own. For him to be out here suggested Leo had found something significant. Something worth killing for.

“We need to move,” I said. “There might be others. These two were operating as a pair, but there could be more sweeps happening.”

Talish picked up his pendant from the dirt, tucking it into his pocket. “Where are you headed?”

“West. Following Leo’s trail. Trying to understand what he’s found, what the Guild is really doing.”

Talish looked between me and Asarina. “You’re working together now?”

“It’s complicated,” I said. “But yes. We’re working together.”

“And you trust her?”

“I’m learning to.”

Asarina smiled slightly at that. “High praise from a Guild Hunter.”

“Former Hunter,” I corrected. “I think. I’m not entirely sure what I am anymore.”

We gathered what we could use from the dead men—their fabrications, some food and water, a map that showed marked locations throughout the region. Then we set off west, leaving the bodies behind.

As we walked, Talish told us what he knew. About the Hand’s reports of systematic attacks on their safe houses. About Celebrants disappearing, entire cells going silent. About the Guild’s new directives from the Maestro himself—eliminate all opposition, consolidate control, prepare for something he called “the Reckoning.”

None of it was good. And all of it confirmed what I’d been starting to suspect.

The Guild I’d served, the organization I’d believed in, was rotten from the top. And the only person who’d been trying to stop it was the friend I’d been sent to hunt.

I needed to find Leo. Not to capture him. Not to complete my assignment.

But to join him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


We’d been traveling for two days with Talish when we found the village.

It wasn’t much—a dozen buildings clustered around a central well, surrounded by farmland that had once been productive but now lay fallow. The fields were overgrown with weeds, the irrigation channels dry and cracked. Whatever had happened here, it had happened recently enough that the buildings still stood, but long enough ago that nature was beginning to reclaim what humans had abandoned.

“Something’s wrong,” Asarina said quietly. She’d stopped at the edge of the village, her hand on the flute at her belt.

I felt it too. The dissonance was churned up here, agitated in ways that suggested recent violence. But it was different from what we’d felt at the burned village with the Maestro’s signature. This was messier, less controlled. Like someone had used power without fully understanding what they were doing.

“Stay alert,” I said, drawing my ukelin. Beside me, Talish loosened his sword in its sheath. He’d been quiet since we rescued him, processing everything we’d told him about the Maestro’s involvement, about the systematic elimination of opposition. But he’d proven useful—he knew the region, knew which roads were safe, which villages might shelter us.

We moved carefully into the village, watching for movement, listening for any sign of life. But there was nothing. Just that wrongness in the dissonance, pressing on us from all sides.

Then we heard it. A woman’s voice, calling for help.

“That’s—” Talish started forward before I could stop him. “That’s Jasmine.”

“Wait,” I said, grabbing his arm. “It could be a trap.”

“I don’t care.” He shook me off. “She’s in danger.”

He ran toward the sound, and I cursed as I followed. Asarina moved alongside me, already beginning to weave a shrouding around herself.

We found them in what looked like it had once been the village square. Jasmine was on her knees, hands bound behind her, blood running from a cut on her forehead. Standing over her was someone I recognized.

Heldon. The head of the merchant caravan.

But he looked different now. His eyes had a fevered quality, and his hands trembled as he held what looked like a fabrication—a small orb that pulsed with sickly green light. Around his neck hung a Celebrant pendant, but it had been modified, corrupted somehow. The interlocking crescents were twisted, wrong.

And beside him stood two figures made entirely of fabricated energy. Not human. Constructs. The kind of advanced fabrication work that required immense skill and power—or complete disregard for safety.

“Talish,” Heldon said, his voice rough. “Good. I was hoping you’d come. And you brought the Hunter. Even better.”

“What are you doing?” Talish’s hand was on his sword. “Let her go.”

“Can’t do that. She knows too much. Saw too much.” Heldon’s smile was wrong. “I was promised power. Real power. Not the scraps the Celebrants offer. Not the empty promises of the Hand. Actual power to shape the world. All I had to do was provide information. Track certain people. Report their movements.”

“You’ve been spying for the Guild,” I said, pieces falling into place. “That’s how they knew where to find people. You were feeding them information through your caravan routes.”

“Very good.” Heldon’s grip on the fabrication tightened. “I told them about Garridan’s movements, about Celebrant cells, about Hand safe houses. And in return, they gave me these.” He gestured to the constructs. “Fabrications that let me wield real power. Not just tricks with sound, but actual force. Actual control.”

The constructs moved, their forms shifting and re-forming. I could feel the wrongness of them, the way they disrupted the natural flow of dissonance. This was what happened when fabrication work went too far, when someone prioritized power over safety.

“You sold out your own people,” Asarina said from somewhere nearby. I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her presence, masked but ready. “For what? Trinkets? Toys?”

“For power!” Heldon’s voice rose. “Do you know what it’s like to be ordinary? To haul goods from town to town while people like you, people with your gifts, reshape the world? The Guild offered me a chance to matter. To be more than just a merchant.”

“You’re working with the people who burned that village,” I said. “The people who are systematically murdering anyone who opposes them. You helped them do that.”

“Sacrifices must be made. There are those who understand that. He’s building something better. A world where power belongs to those willing to take it, not those born with it.”

Talish drew his sword. “Let Jasmine go. Now.”

“Or what?” Heldon laughed. “You’ll fight me? You, with your simple blade, against fabrications the Guild’s best craftsmen created? You’re nothing. You were always nothing. Just a guard playing at being important.”

He made a gesture, and the constructs attacked.

They moved faster than anything human, their fabricated forms blurring through the air. One went for Talish, the other for me.

I tapped on the ukelin, immediately creating a resonance shield. The construct hit it and recoiled, but I could feel the strain. These things were strong, far stronger than they should be. The Guild had pushed the limits of fabrication work to create them.

Talish met his attacker with his blade, but the construct flowed around it, re-forming after each strike. He was fighting something that couldn’t be killed with conventional weapons.

“Asarina!” I called. “We need to disrupt the fabrications. Find the cores!”

Every fabrication had a core—a central point where the power was anchored. Destroy that, and the whole thing would collapse. But finding it in constructs like these, which constantly shifted and re-formed, would be nearly impossible.

Unless you had someone who could see through the chaos.

I used the ukelin to probe the dissonance around the constructs. Looking for the patterns, the structures underneath the visible forms. And there—a point of stability in the shifting energy. The core.

I struck with a sharp chording, a focused burst designed to shatter fabricated structures. The construct attacking me froze, shuddered, and collapsed into dissipating energy.

But Talish wasn’t as lucky.

The second construct had him on the defensive, driving him back toward the buildings. He was skilled with the blade, but this wasn’t something that could be fought with steel alone. He needed chording, and he didn’t have it.

I started toward him, but Heldon moved, throwing another fabrication—this one a simple explosive orb. I had to dive aside, creating a shield as I rolled. The explosion shook the ground and sent debris flying.

When I looked up, Asarina had appeared behind Heldon. He’d anticipated it, and a barrier fabrication sprang up around him, deflecting her attack.

“You think you’re the only ones who’ve learned tricks?” Heldon laughed.

He threw more fabrications—explosives, entangling nets of energy, blinding flashes of light. We were fighting on his terms, with his tools, and he had an arsenal.

“Silas!” Talish’s voice, desperate.

The construct had him cornered, his sword knocked from his hand. He was trying to dodge, but it was too fast, too relentless.

I had a choice. Go after Heldon, or save Talish.

I chose Talish.

I played the ukelin as I ran to him, weaving multiple chording forms together. The harmony of silence to mask my approach. A resonance strike to hit the construct. A binding form to hold it in place long enough to find its core. All techniques I’d learned as I’d trained to become a Hunter.

But I was too slow.

The construct struck Talish in the chest. He gasped, eyes going wide, and fell.

“No!” Jasmine’s scream cut through the chaos.

Rage flooded through me. I hit the construct with everything I had, a massive burst of dissonance that shattered its entire structure. It exploded into fragments of dissipating energy.

But Talish was down, blood spreading across his chest.

“You see?” Heldon called out. “This is what real power looks like.”

I turned to face him, and this time, I wasn’t holding back.

I played a chording I’d learned years ago, one I’d been warned never to use unless I had no other choice. It was called the scream of the broken world, and it did exactly what the name suggested, creating a gigantic disruption in the dissonance.

Heldon’s barrier shattered. His fabrications exploded. He staggered, blood running from his nose and ears, the feedback from his destroyed tools overwhelming him.

But he wasn’t done. He pulled one last fabrication from his coat—a large orb that pulsed with the same green light as before. I knew exactly what it was, something that many within the Guild carried for just this purpose. A desperate weapon. The kind that would destroy everything within a hundred feet if it went off.

“If I die,” he gasped, “you all die with me.”

Asarina materialized from her shrouding right beside him. She wrapped my wire around his throat in a single fluid motion.

“Drop it,” she said quietly.

He did. The orb fell to the ground, and I immediately created a containment field around it, using everything I’d learned about fabrications to keep it from detonating.

Heldon sank to his knees, the wire still around his throat, Asarina standing behind him.

“The Guild will kill you,” he wheezed.

“I am the Guild,” I said.

“You were. They’ll know what you did here.”

“Maybe,” Asarina said. “But you won’t be there to see it.”

She didn’t kill him. She just held him there, waiting for my signal.

I ran to Talish. He was still breathing, but barely. The wound was bad—too bad for anything I could do.

“Jasmine,” he whispered. “Is she…?”

“She’s alive,” I said, looking over at where she knelt, still bound but conscious. “She’s going to be fine.”

He smiled slightly. “Good. That’s… good.”

“Don’t talk. Save your strength.”

“No point.” He coughed, blood on his lips. “Tell her… I’m sorry. For everything. For using the caravan. For putting her in danger. I thought… I was helping. Thought bringing people together would matter. But I just… I just got people killed. Don’t let them… don’t let them win.”

“I won’t.”

He closed his eyes. “Good. That’s… that’s good.”

And then he was gone.

I stood slowly, feeling hollow. Another death. Another person destroyed by the Guild’s machinations. Another ally lost before we’d even really had a chance to work together.

Asarina appeared beside me. “We need to deal with him,” she said, nodding toward Heldon. “And the girl.”

“Jasmine.” I looked at where she knelt, tears streaming down her face as she stared at Talish’s body. “Her name is Jasmine.”

“Jasmine, then. What do you want to do with her?”

I walked over, cutting her bonds. She immediately crawled to Talish, cradling his head in her lap as she sobbed.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I tried to save him.”

She didn’t respond. Just rocked back and forth, holding him.

I left her there and returned to Heldon. He was watching me with fear in his eyes, the bravado gone. Asarina had bound him to one of the posts that supported what had once been a merchant’s awning, the wire tight around his chest and arms.

“You’re going to kill me,” he said.

“That depends entirely on what you tell me.” I crouched down in front of him, close enough that he could see my eyes. “You’ve been feeding information to the Guild. Who’s your contact? Who have you been reporting to?”

“I don’t know names. They don’t give names. Just orders through fabrications.” His voice was shaking now, the reality of his situation setting in.

“The communication orbs.”

“Yes. They send messages, I report back. That’s all I do. Just… just information.”

“What did you report about Garridan?”

He swallowed hard. “That he was moving west. That he was investigating something in the old territories. That he had people helping him—Celebrants, Hand operatives, even some Guild members who were questioning orders.”

“How many others are there? How many informants like you?”

“I don’t know exactly. Dozens, maybe more. You should know the Guild has people everywhere—merchants, innkeepers, performers. Anyone who travels regularly, who can watch and report without being noticed.”

I knew they did. I’d used those resources.

“And what did they tell you to do when you found targets?”

“Watch. Report. Eliminate if the opportunity arose.” His eyes flicked to Jasmine. “She was asking questions. About Garridan, the attacks, what was happening to villages. I thought if I delivered her to them, they’d give me more power. Better fabrications.”

“So you were going to sacrifice her. Someone who trusted you, who traveled with your caravan and had done nothing wrong except ask questions.”

“I did what I had to survive. They don’t tolerate failure. If I didn’t produce results, they’d eliminate me too. You have to understand⁠—”

I struck him across the face. Not with chording, just my fist. He reeled, blood spraying from his split lip.

“I understand perfectly,” I said. “You’re a coward who sold out everyone around you to save your own skin and chase power you couldn’t handle.”

“I didn’t know it would go this far⁠—”

“You knew enough. You just didn’t care.” I released him and stood. “Tell me about the fabrications. Where did you get them?”

“Guild couriers. They’d meet me in different towns, give me new tools, new instructions. The constructs came from somewhere in the capital—special fabricators working directly for the Maestro. They’re developing weapons, things that go beyond normal chording. Things that can reshape reality itself.”

“Why? What’s the endgame?”

“I don’t know. They don’t tell informants the larger plan. But I heard things. Rumors. The Maestro is preparing for something he calls the Reckoning. A purge of everyone who opposes him.”

“And you were going to help him do that.”

“I just wanted to survive.”

I looked at him for a long moment. Then I turned to Asarina. “Do you have any other questions for him?”

She shook her head. “I think we have what we need. Leo will want to know about the informant network, about the fabrication development.”

“Good.” I looked back at Heldon. “One more question. The tattoo on your arm—that’s the code for the communication fabrications?”

“Yes. It’s a cipher. Translates the signals into readable messages.” He was almost eager now, thinking cooperation might save him. “I can show you how to use it. I can help you intercept their communications. You could use the network against them⁠—”

“No.”

His face fell. “What?”

“We’re not taking you with us. You’re not going to help us. You’re not going to survive this.”

“But I told you everything! I cooperated!”

“You did. And I appreciate the information. But that doesn’t change what you’ve done. It doesn’t change that Talish is dead because of you. Or that you were willing to hand Jasmine over to be tortured and killed. It doesn’t change that you’ve helped murder countless innocent people.”

“Please.” Tears were running down his face now. “Please, I’ll do anything. I’ll help you stop them. I’ll testify against the Guild. I’ll⁠—”

“You’ll do nothing.” I drew Talish’s sword—the blade I’d used in the fight. “Because you’re not going to be alive to do it.”

“Wait!” He struggled against the wire, but Asarina had bound him well. “You can’t! You’re supposed to be better than them. You’re supposed to be⁠—”

“I’m not better than anyone,” I said quietly. “I’m just someone trying to stop more people from dying. And you’re a threat. You know too much, and you’ve proven you can’t be trusted. If we let you live, you’ll run back to the Maestro, tell him everything. I can’t risk that.”

“I won’t! I swear I won’t! I’ll disappear, you’ll never see me again⁠—”

“No.” I looked at Asarina. “Do you want to do this, or should I?”

She met my eyes, understanding what I was asking. “It should be you. He’s your choice to make.”

I nodded. She was right. This was my decision. My responsibility.

I raised the sword.

“Please,” Heldon whispered. “Please don’t⁠—”

The blade took him in the throat. Quick. Clean. He died with his eyes wide, surprise and fear frozen on his face.

I stepped back, letting the sword fall from my hand. I felt hollow. Not guilty, exactly—he’d deserved this, had earned it through his betrayals. But hollow nonetheless. Another death. Another body to add to the count.

“Are you all right?” Asarina asked quietly.

“I will be.” I looked at her. “I’m not a Hunter anymore. But I’m not sure what that makes me now.”

“Someone doing what needs to be done,” she said. “Someone making hard choices because no one else will. Leo would understand.”

“Would he?”

“He’s made harder choices than this. We all have.” She paused. “But for what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. He would have betrayed us the first chance he got.”

I knew she was right. But it didn’t make it easier.

We turned our attention to Jasmine. She was still with Talish, but she’d stopped crying. Just sat there, holding him, staring at nothing.

“We can’t leave him like this,” I said. “We need to bury him.”

Asarina looked around the empty village. “This place has shovels, probably. Tools. We can make it quick.”

We found what we needed and dug a grave at the edge of the village, near a tree. It wasn’t much, but it was respectful. When we were done, I helped Jasmine to her feet.

“Heldon?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

“Dead,” I said simply. “He won’t hurt anyone else.”

She nodded, a flicker of something—relief? satisfaction?—crossing her face. “Good.”

“We need to go,” I said gently. “It’s not safe here. More might come.”

“Where will we go?”

“West. Following Leo. Garridan. Trying to stop the Guild from doing this to anyone else.”

“Will it matter?” Jasmine’s voice was hollow. “Will any of it matter?”

“I don’t know. But we have to try.”

She looked at Talish’s grave for a long moment, then at Heldon’s body lying where we’d left it. Finally, she nodded. “All right. I’ll come with you. Someone needs to… someone needs to make them pay for this.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Don’t.” She looked at me sharply. “Don’t tell me revenge is wrong. Don’t tell me it won’t bring him back. I know that. But I’m not going to just walk away. Not from this.”

I understood that. Probably better than I wanted to admit.

“Fine. But you follow orders. You do what I say when I say it. I won’t risk more deaths because someone wanted to be a hero.”

“I understand.”

We gathered what we could from the village—food, water, a few useful supplies. I took one of Heldon’s communication orbs, along with a sketch I made of the tattoo cipher on his arm. We might be able to use them, figure out how to intercept Guild messages. Or they might lead the Guild right to us. But the risk was worth the potential information.

As we prepared to leave, Asarina pulled me aside. “You handled that well,” she said. “The interrogation. The decision.”

There wasn’t anything really to say about that.

We would continue heading west, toward Ibanar, toward Leo, toward whatever truth lay at the heart of all this destruction.

I knew the Guild had informants everywhere. The Maestro was planning something he called the Reckoning—a purge, followed by something else, I suspected.

And we were walking into the heart of it with nothing but our skills, our determination, and the slim hope that Leo had found a way to stop it all.

It should have felt hopeless.

But instead, I felt something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

Purpose.

Not the false purpose the Guild had given me—hunt this target, eliminate that threat, follow orders without question. But real purpose. The kind that came from choosing to stand against injustice, even when it cost you everything.

Maybe Leo had been right all along. Some things were worth more than the Guild. And I was finally starting to understand what those things were.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


We left the village as dawn broke. Behind us were two bodies—one buried in a grave marked with respect, one left in the open for the scavengers.

There were three of us now. Asarina led the way, her movements confident despite the uncertain path ahead. Jasmine followed in silence, her face pale and drawn, hands clutching the straps of her healer’s satchel like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. And I brought up the rear, watching our surroundings, listening to the dissonance for any sign of danger.

The morning air was heavy with moisture, threatening rain. Good for covering our tracks, bad for visibility. I kept one hand on the ukelin, ready to play at a moment’s notice.

“How far to Ibanar?” Jasmine asked quietly. It was the first thing she’d said since we’d buried Talish.

“Two days, maybe three,” Asarina answered. “Depends on what we encounter along the way.”

“And what do you think we’ll encounter?”

“Trouble,” I said. “The Guild has informants everywhere, according to Heldon. And the Maestro’s been active in this region. We need to stay alert.”

The road west was supposed to be well-traveled—a major trade route connecting the eastern villages to the larger cities beyond. But it was empty. Too empty. We should have encountered at least a few merchants by now, maybe travelers, certainly some sign of normal life.

Instead, there was nothing.

“Something’s wrong,” Asarina said after we’d been walking for an hour. She’d stopped at a fork in the road, studying the ground. “Look at this.”

I moved closer. The dirt showed signs of recent passage—many people, moving quickly. The tracks were deep, erratic. People fleeing, not traveling.

“More refugees,” I said.

“From where, though?” Asarina pointed west, toward where we were heading. “These tracks are coming from the direction we’re going. Whatever scared them happened ahead of us, not behind.”

That was concerning. We were walking toward whatever had caused this exodus.

“Should we turn back?” Jasmine asked quietly.

“No.” I studied the tracks more carefully. “These are at least a day old, maybe two. Whatever happened, it’s already over. But we need to be careful.”

We continued west, and within another hour, I started to feel it.

The dissonance was changing. Subtle at first, just a slight wrongness in the underlying texture of reality. But as we walked, it grew more pronounced. Damaged. Scarred. Like what we’d felt at the burned village with the Maestro’s signature, but spread over a much wider area.

I tapped on the ukelin, testing the dissonance more carefully. And what I found made my blood run cold.

“Stop,” I said. “Both of you, stop.”

Asarina turned, her hand going to her flute. “What is it?”

“The dissonance. It’s… wrong. Systematically wrong.” I played a few more notes, feeling the pattern. “Someone’s been through here, and they didn’t just pass through. They reshaped it. Deliberately.”

“How can you tell?” Jasmine asked.

“Because I can hear it.” I focused, trying to find the words to explain something I’d never really had to explain before. “The dissonance has a natural flow, a natural chaos. Like water in a stream—it moves, it changes, but it follows certain patterns. This…” I gestured around us. “This is like someone dammed the stream, rerouted it, forced it into shapes it was never meant to take.”

Asarina was watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “That’s… that’s impressive. I can feel the wrongness, but I can’t identify the specific patterns like you’re describing. Leo said you were skilled with the dissonance, but I didn’t realize how skilled.”

“It’s not skill, exactly. It’s just how I experience it. Always have.” I tapped the ukelin again, following the distortions. “And whoever did this was powerful. More powerful than anyone I’ve encountered except…”

“The Maestro,” Asarina finished.

“Yes.”

“He’s been through here?” Jasmine’s voice was small, frightened.

“Not recently. This is old—weeks, maybe a month. But the scarring is still here, which means the damage was severe.” I looked at Asarina. “Have you seen anything like this before?”

“Once. Leo showed me a place where the Guild had executed a large group of Celebrants. He said the Maestro had personally handled it, used some technique that didn’t just kill them but changed the dissonance itself. Made it so the area would be marked and scarred, as a warning to others.”

“A warning,” I said. “That defying the Guild meant more than death. It meant being erased from the world.”

Asarina nodded grimly. “Exactly.”

We stood there in silence for a moment, feeling the weight of that knowledge settle over us.

“We should keep moving,” I said finally. “But carefully. If the Maestro’s been working in this region, there might be more than just scarred dissonance ahead.”

We walked for another mile before we found the first real evidence.

A village. Or what remained of one.

Unlike the settlement where we’d fought Heldon, this place had been completely destroyed. No buildings stood. Just scorched foundations, blackened timbers, and ash. Lots of ash.

“Gods,” Jasmine whispered.

I moved through the ruins carefully, tapping the ukelin, listening. The dissonance here was worse than on the road. It screamed with wrongness, with violence, with deliberate cruelty.

“How many?” Asarina asked quietly.

“I don’t know. Dozens, at least. Maybe a hundred.” I crouched by what looked like it might have been a well. “They didn’t have a chance. This was fast, overwhelming. The kind of destruction that requires multiple fabrications working in concert.”

“Him,” Asarina said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. The Maestro’s signature is all over this. He was here personally, or someone working directly under his orders.” I stood, looking around at the devastation. “This is what he’s been doing. What the Guild has been doing. Destroying anything that might oppose them.”

“Why this village, though?” Jasmine asked. “What could they have done?”

“Existed,” I said bitterly. “Asked questions. Sheltered someone the Guild wanted dead. It doesn’t take much.”

As we prepared to leave, I noticed something. Carved into a surviving stone near what had been the village square was a symbol—a circle with interlocking crescents. The Celebrant mark.

“They were Celebrants,” Asarina said, seeing it too. “Or they sheltered Celebrants. That’s why the Maestro came.”

“How long ago?” I asked.

She studied the ruins. “Three weeks, maybe four. Before the attacks started spreading south. This might have been one of the first.”

We left the destroyed village behind, but I continued to feel the wrongness in the dissonance. It followed us like a stain, a reminder of what the Guild was capable of.

By midday, I was feeling it more acutely than I had before. The reshaping of the dissonance wasn’t just in that one area—it was spread along the entire road, like the Maestro had been marking territory, claiming it.

“You’re feeling it more than we are,” Asarina observed. We’d stopped to rest near a stream, filling our waterskins. “The dissonance. It’s affecting you differently.”

“It always has,” I admitted. “Leo and I… We experienced it differently than most people. More directly.”

“He told me you were the only other person he’d met who could sense it as clearly as he did. Said it was rare. One in a thousand, maybe fewer.”

I tapped the ukelin thoughtfully, listening to the dissonance around us. “He probably could sense it more clearly than I can, in some ways. But I use it differently.”

“Differently how?”

I hesitated. This wasn’t something I usually talked about. The Academy had taught that there was one right way to use dissonance—the way the Guild prescribed. But I’d learned early on that wasn’t true. “Leo always talked about it as a song. Everything having its own melody, its own harmony. He’d listen to the world and hear music.”

“That’s how he described it to me too.”

“I don’t hear it that way. For me, it’s more like…” I searched for the right words. “Like texture. Like fabric with different weaves and patterns. I can feel the threads, find where they’re frayed or knotted or deliberately tangled. That’s how I knew the Maestro had been here—I could feel where he’d rewoven the fabric of reality itself.”

Asarina was watching me intently. “That’s why you could identify the pattern so specifically. You weren’t hearing it, you were feeling it. Like reading with your fingers instead of your eyes.”

I played a few notes on the ukelin. “Leo’s approach is probably more elegant. More artistic. But mine is more… analytical, maybe. I can find problems, identify specific distortions. It’s why Tobias chose me for tracking work. Why I became a Hunter instead of a performer.”

“Can you teach that? The way you sense it?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never tried. It’s always just been how I experience the world.” I looked at her. “Why? Can you sense it at all?”

“A little. Not like you or Leo. I can feel when it’s wrong, when something’s disturbed it. But I can’t identify patterns or textures. I just know something’s off.”

“That’s still more than most people,” I said. “Most Guild members can’t sense the dissonance at all—they just use the chording forms they’re taught without understanding the underlying reality they’re manipulating.”

“Leo said the same thing. Said the Guild teaches techniques without teaching understanding. That’s part of why he left—he wanted to really know what he was doing, not just follow formulas.”

“Did he tell you why?” I asked. “Why some people can sense it and others can’t?”

She was quiet for a moment, then nodded. “He had a theory. About where the power comes from.”

“And?”

“He thought it came from the fae.”

The light around us lingered, and there was a bit of that quiet as her words settled over me like a cold rain.

“The fae,” I repeated.

“I know how it sounds,” she said quickly. “But Leo was serious about it. He said the dissonance wasn’t natural—not entirely. That it was a remnant of when the fae were more active in the world, when they walked among humans, before they hid behind the gates.”

“I’m not sure the dissonance is fae magic,” I said.

“Leo thought it was more like an echo of fae magic. Like residue they left behind when they withdrew. And that some—very few—inherited the ability to sense it, maybe even manipulate it. A gift passed down through bloodlines that once had contact with the fae.”

“That’s…” I didn’t know what to say. It was ridiculous. “If the Guild knew, Tobias would have told me.” My mentor had taught me everything about chording, about the dissonance. He wouldn’t have hidden something that fundamental.

“Would he?” Asarina said. “Or would he have kept it secret because knowing the truth might make you question the Guild’s authority? If the power comes from the fae, not from the Guild’s training, then what right does the Guild have to control it? To decide who can learn it and who can’t?”

I thought about that. About how the Academy operated, how they controlled access to training, how they claimed authority over all chording in the realm. If that authority was built on a lie—if the power came from something older, something they hadn’t created—then their entire structure was questionable.

“Leo was investigating this,” I said.

“How does this help us?” Jasmine asked. She’d been listening quietly, her face pale. “Knowing where the power comes from—does that change anything?”

I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to do with all this information, though I needed to process it, deal with it. Increasingly, I felt like everything we were dealing with was going to put us in a different sort of danger.

“We should keep moving,” I said finally. “Standing here debating the origins of magic won’t help us if the Guild finds us.”

We gathered our things and continued west.

An hour later, I felt something different in the dissonance. Not the Maestro’s scarring, but something else. Something more recent.

“Someone’s been through here,” I said, stopping to listen more carefully. “Within the last few days.”

“Guild?” Asarina asked, her hand on her flute.

“No. The signature’s different. Familiar.” I moved off the road, following the trace. It led to a small clearing where someone had camped. The remains of a fire, carefully constructed and completely extinguished. And hanging from a tree branch was a small fabrication—a charm woven with chording, designed to ward off animals.

“Leo,” Asarina breathed. “This is his work.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“I’d recognize his fabrication style anywhere. He taught me how to make these.” She carefully took the charm down. “He’s been through here. Recently.”

My heart was pounding. After all this time, all this searching, we were finally on his trail. Actually close to finding him.

“Why would he leave a marker?” Jasmine asked.

“Because he knew someone would be following,” I said. “Someone who could read the signs. Who could sense the dissonance the way he does.”

“He left it for you,” Asarina said, looking at me. “He wants to be found. By you specifically.”

“Or it’s a trap.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think so. Leo’s been running from the Guild for months. If he’s leaving markers now, it’s because he thinks he’s found something. Something important enough to risk exposure for.”

We pressed on with renewed urgency. And over the next few miles, I found more signs of Leo’s passage. Small things that most people would miss—a particular way of arranging stones, a pattern in how branches had been broken, subtle distortions in the dissonance that carried his signature.

He was leading us somewhere. Deliberately. Carefully.

But to what?

We’d been walking for perhaps another hour when I felt it—a shift in the dissonance ahead. Not Leo’s signature this time. Something else. Something wrong.

“Get off the road,” I said quietly, urgently. “Now.”

Asarina didn’t question it. She grabbed Jasmine’s arm and pulled her into the trees. I followed, creating a quick shrouding around us—the harmony of silence layered with muted tones to hide our presence.

Just in time.

Three figures emerged from around a bend in the road ahead. They wore dark blue and silver. But something about them was wrong.

“What are they?” Jasmine whispered.

“I don’t know,” I breathed. But I had a terrible suspicion.

The figures stopped in the middle of the road, right where we’d been walking moments before. One of them raised its head, sniffing the air.

“Can they sense us?”

One of them turned its head directly toward our hiding spot.

“Run,” I said.

We ran.

They gave chase immediately.

“Split up!” I said. “Make them divide their attention.”

I veered left, and Asarina went right with Jasmine. The pursuers hesitated for just a moment, then two went after me, one after them. As I ran, I used every technique I knew to mask my presence, to hide in the dissonance. They were following something else—maybe the fabricated energy itself, maybe some command woven into their very being.

I couldn’t outrun them forever. Eventually, I’d have to fight.

I spun and played a sharp, dissonant chord on the ukelin.

They stumbled, their movements faltering.

I struck again.

One collapsed, eyes going dark. But the second was already on me, moving fast. It had a blade—Guild issue—and it swung. I barely blocked it using my wire, the metal singing as the blade scraped across it. It didn’t pause, didn’t hesitate. The wire lashed out, wrapping around the puppet’s sword arm. I yanked, trying to disarm it. But it just gripped tighter, its fingers crushing the blade’s handle.

So I played instead. A different technique this time—not destruction, but binding. The chording form known as the chains of silence, designed to lock someone in place, freeze them.

It froze mid-swing.

I didn’t wait. I struck, cutting it down.

I ran back toward where Asarina had gone, my heart pounding.

I found Asarina standing over a body, breathing hard, blood on her face from a cut above her eye. Jasmine was behind her, face pale but unharmed.

“You all right?” I asked.

“Fine. You?”

“Fine.” I looked at the body.

We stood there for a moment, catching our breath.

“We need to keep moving,” I said finally. “If there are three, there might be more. And they might be connected somehow, reporting back.”

We ran quickly, staying off the main road, using game trails and paths through the forest. It was slower but safer. Every few miles, I found more of Leo’s markers, confirming we were still on his tail.

As afternoon faded toward evening, we crested a hill and saw it.

Smoke. Not the dark, oily smoke of destruction, but the clean smoke of cookfires. A settlement in the valley below, much larger than the villages we’d been passing through.

“Is that…?” Jasmine started.

“Ibanar,” Asarina confirmed. “We made it.”

But as I looked at the town, studying the dissonance around it, a chill ran down my spine.

“Something’s wrong,” I said.

“What?”

“The dissonance. It’s… active. Deliberately so. Someone’s doing something down there. Something big.”

“The Guild?”

“I don’t know. But we need to be careful. Very careful.”

We made our way down the hill as darkness fell, moving off the main road, approaching the town from the side. With each step, the wrongness in the dissonance grew stronger.

Whatever was happening in Ibanar, it was connected to everything else. To the Maestro’s burnings, to Leo’s investigation, to the fae theories and the Guild’s secrets.

We were walking into the heart of it.

And I had no idea if we’d survive what we found there.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


We made camp that night in a copse of trees overlooking Ibanar, not willing to enter the town in darkness without knowing what we’d face.

Jasmine shivered as we settled in, pulling her cloak tighter around her shoulders. She wasn’t bound since I wasn’t particularly concerned about her doing anything. Asarina had also stripped Jasmine of anything that could be used as a weapon. Though I didn’t really think the healer was going to try anything, I understood the trepidation in the possibility that she might have the ability to do something to hurt us.

Asarina was quiet as she built a small fire, using techniques that kept the smoke nearly invisible. She’d learned that from Leo, no doubt. Everything she did carried his influence, his training.

The road was empty, which was for the best, but I kept thinking we were going to see some sign of the caravan.

“The caravan’s long gone,” Asarina said, noticing my attention. “Heldon was the only one who knew where they were really going. The others probably scattered after the attack. They’ll be halfway to the coast by now, looking for new work.”

“Assuming they survived,” I said.

“Assuming that.”

I looked over to Jasmine, who was sitting with her knees drawn up, staring at the fire without really seeing it.

“You had to have heard something about where they were going,” I said.

I’d asked the question a few times, and though I had, I hadn’t gotten any answers from her.

“I don’t know,” she said, looking over, her eyes haunted. The death of Talish still weighed on her, that much was clear. She’d cared for him, despite his betrayals. Or maybe because she hadn’t learned about them until it was too late.

“You had to have known something,” I said. “They would’ve talked, and you would’ve heard.”

“I…”

“She’s not going to tell you anything useful,” Asarina said. “She wasn’t part of Heldon’s schemes. She was just there, like Talish was. Caught up in something bigger than she understood.”

“I don’t think she was a part of it,” I said.

I’d been tapping on the ukelin as we’d been walking, trying to pick up on anything I might find within the dissonance. So far, I hadn’t been able to uncover much, though I could feel something, some of that trapped power.

“They kept talking about heading north. That’s the only thing I can tell you,” Jasmine said.

“North?” I frowned. “Not west toward Ibanar?”

“Both, I think. North first, then west. They said something about meeting someone in a northern village before coming here.”

“Did they say who?”

“No. Just that it was important. That everything depended on the meeting.”

Asarina and I exchanged a glance. Another piece of the puzzle, but one that didn’t quite fit yet.

“Do you know anything about the men Heldon was with?”

“No,” she said.

I’d taken the fabrications from Heldon’s body—the orbs he’d used to communicate with the Guild operatives. But even with those and the sketch I’d made of his tattoo cipher, I didn’t expect to be able to reach them without risking giving away our position.

So we sat in the firelight, each lost in our own thoughts.

At the end of the day, after miles of walking and the weight of everything we’d learned, we had reached a place where we could finally camp, and a part of me started to feel like this was going to be a lost cause.

I breathed out heavily and shook my head, trying to keep those thoughts away.

The evening was cool, the fire crackled with a bit of warmth, something comforting to it. Beyond that, I listened to the darkness, listened to the sounds around us, listened for the dissonance.

Jasmine had been quiet, sorting through her satchel, which consisted mostly of different plants: leaves and grasses, from what I’d been able to tell, along with a few types of berries in jars, all of which I suspected were native to whatever healing she attempted to do.

Asarina, however, sat still and looked focused, but I wasn’t sure what she was focused on. I could feel that the dissonance seemed to reflect off her. As I tried to make sense of what it was doing, if anything, I could not feel anything beyond what she’d already allowed me to feel. It was as if she was in control of it.

“Has he told you where he was going?” I asked her.

“He’s told me about as much as he told you,” she said.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

“The only thing that bothers me is the fact that a friend of his is trying to decide whether or not he wants to kill him,” she said. She watched me as she said it, then shrugged. “I wasn’t sure what to make of you when I first met you, and even now, I’m still not sure what to make of you. But the idea that you would have targeted him, somebody who was a friend…”

“Just because he’s a friend doesn’t mean he isn’t also a danger,” I said.

“A danger,” Asarina said, shaking her head. “This is Leo.”

“If you know him, you understand he is absolutely a danger.”

She was quiet for a moment as she fidgeted, then nodded slowly. “I suppose he could be construed as a danger.”

“Why?” Jasmine asked.

It was the first time she’d spoken without being prompted in hours.

“He’s a capable man,” I said.

“Capable how?”

“Just skilled. A talented minstrel.”

“Like her?” Jasmine nodded to Asarina.

“Well, probably better than me,” Asarina said, then shrugged. “Although, there were times when I started to think maybe I was going to be able to rival him. He’s just so damn capable, though. It’s maddening.”

I snorted. “You should have gone to school with him. You would have felt much the same way. It was maddening knowing just how capable, and competent, he was, because everything you did he could do better, and could do sooner than you could.”

“What was it like at the Academy?” Asarina asked.

“He didn’t talk about it?”

“No,” she said. “He avoided it because in his mind, talking about it meant he would have to reveal secrets. He was happy to train, but he didn’t like to talk about the actual Academy itself.”

I nodded, smiling tightly. “I’m not surprised by that. It might surprise you, but he didn’t have the easiest time when he first arrived at the Academy. In fact, I would say he had one of the most difficult times at the Academy, compared to many people who were there.”

“Why?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, for one, he didn’t come from tradition. When you deal with the Academy, there’s something to be said about the nature of the tradition that’s there, the nature of what people expect, I suppose you would say.” I closed my eyes, thinking back. I didn’t have the same tradition, either, but then again, I hadn’t needed to. I’d been given a sponsor who was willing to work with me—Tobias, a skilled member of the Guild. He’d been willing to see that I had the necessary skill and training.

“Tradition?” Asarina asked, looking over. “He didn’t speak about that.”

“It’s a little tricky, I suppose you would say. Most people from the Academy don’t like to talk about it, but there is a measure of… I suppose you would say old money, in a way, that makes it a little difficult. And if you don’t have that, if you don’t have those same connections, you won’t be given the same opportunities.”

“I’ve never heard of anything quite like that,” Jasmine said.

“You don’t have people who have a measure of what they like to do?” Asarina asked her.

“I suppose,” Jasmine said. “Before I came out here, I was trying to train to be a healer.”

“But you are a healer,” I said.

“I was trying to undergo more formal training, but there are those who are resistant to the idea of somebody who hasn’t come from the right family, or from the right town, or who doesn’t have enough coin to buy their way in,” she explained, shaking her head. “The Healer’s Guild in my region only accepts students who can pay the tuition—ten gold crowns a year—or who have family connections. I had neither. So everything I’ve learned has been from watching, practicing, experimenting on my own.”

I thought about what I’d seen of her, what I knew of her ability, and I couldn’t help but feel a little impressed by that. She obviously was capable, and skilled enough that she knew how to poison me in such a way that my tongue would loosen, something that had not happened in a long time. I didn’t even know if she understood how hard it was to do to one of the Guild.

“It’s like that,” I said. “But to a more extensive degree. The Academy is filled with proud, arrogant people. I suppose it’s like any profession you can earn considerable income from will be.”

“So how did you break in?” Asarina looked over to me. “Money? Or were you born to the right family?”

“Chance,” I said. “Not the right family, not by a long shot. I in fact didn’t come from much of a family.”

I closed my eyes, thinking back to that time, what I’d experienced. “But somebody found me, thought I had some potential, decided to work with me. Wendell. He was tied to the Academy, skilled in the Guild. He brought me along. He was one of the few instructors willing to sponsor students from outside the traditional families. He believed talent mattered more than bloodline, which made him unpopular with the old guard but respected by students like me and Leo. That is what happened with Leo, to a certain extent, unless he hasn’t told you that story.”

“Not really,” she said. “He told me he worked with somebody who was tied to the Academy, and they suggested he enroll, and that it wasn’t all that difficult for him once he got there.”

I smiled at that, wondering why he would’ve told her that. But then again, maybe Leo hadn’t wanted to acknowledge the difficulty he’d had as a midcycle student.

“He never talks about his struggles,” Asarina said quietly. “Always acts like everything came easily. But I could tell—there’s pain there. Things he’s dealt with that shaped who he became.”

“We should just get some rest,” I said.

“You don’t want to test those?” she asked, nodding to where I’d set my satchel next to me. “The communication orbs. If the key is trying to understand whether you can find about what the Guild is going to do, I would’ve expected you to use those immediately.”

“They are not usually a two-way kind of thing,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means that if there’s somebody on the other side of the fabrication, and they’re waiting for a response, I don’t know that I’m going to reach out to them.” I shrugged. “These orbs work on a scheduled system—they activate at specific times, send or receive messages in coded bursts. If I activate one at the wrong time, I might trigger an alarm, let the Guild know we have Heldon’s equipment. Or worse, I might get nothing, and we’d have wasted our one chance to intercept their communications. It’s possible I might even get a response, but it’s more likely not going to work that way. Unfortunately, I might find that it’s not nearly as receptive, or responsive, as what I would’ve expected.”

Asarina frowned. “I see.”

“Anyway, I will have to wait.”

“So we wait. And you’re going tell me what you plan to do with Leo when we find him.”

“Why are you so concerned?”

“I’m not concerned,” she said.

“You seem like it. Is something wrong with him?”

She looked down at her hands, falling quiet for a moment. As she did, I realized I’d gotten to the heart of something more, maybe something more significant than I’d known. For whatever reason, something had been bothering her.

“You haven’t heard from him in a while, have you?”

“No,” Asarina said. “And then you found me, and you realized who I’d trained with, and I thought maybe I could use you to track him down.”

“Did you do something to him?”

“Why would I have done something to him? He’s my mentor. He’s been the one training me, working with me, wanting to ensure I can⁠—”

“That you can what? Were you trying to join the Guild?”

“No,” she said.

That didn’t make complete sense to me, because from what I’d seen, what I’d detected of her, she was obviously capable. But if Leo wasn’t trying to train her to be a part of the Guild, then what was he doing with her?

Because she was skilled. There was no doubt about that. She obviously had talent with chording forms, exceptional shrouding abilities, and some control over the dissonance. I wasn’t sure what Leo was doing with her, but increasingly, I felt I needed to try to understand that.

“He’s preparing me for something,” Asarina said finally. “He won’t say what exactly. Just that when the time comes, I’ll need to be ready. Need to have certain skills that the Guild doesn’t teach. That’s why he’s been coaching me—not to join the Guild, but to oppose it. Or at least, to survive what’s coming.”

“What’s coming?”

“I don’t know.”

I looked down at Ibanar, studying the town with fresh eyes. From this distance, I could see more than just cookfire smoke. There were lights moving in patterns—torches being carried in formation. Organized. Military.

“Do you see that?” I asked, pointing.

Asarina looked where I indicated. “Guards. A lot of them. More than a town this size should need.”

“They’re patrolling. Looking for something. Or someone.”

“Leo,” Asarina breathed.

“Maybe. Or maybe they’re just establishing control. Heldon said the Guild had informants everywhere. Ibanar’s a major hub—if the Maestro wants to control the region, he’d need to control Ibanar first.”

I tapped the ukelin softly, extending my senses toward the town. The active dissonance I’d felt earlier was still there, pulsing with deliberate rhythm. Someone was using a chording down there on a large scale. Multiple someones, likely, working in coordination.

“There’s fabrication work happening,” I said. “Big fabrications. The kind that require multiple masters working together. I can feel at least four distinct signatures, maybe five.”

“What are they building?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s designed to affect a wide area. The whole town, probably. Maybe beyond.”

Jasmine shivered. “Should we even go in there? If the Guild’s set up a stronghold…”

“We have to,” Asarina said. “If Leo left us a trail here, there’s a reason. He wouldn’t have led us into a trap—not without warning us first.”

“Then where’s the warning?” I asked.

She was quiet for a moment, then stood and began walking the perimeter of our camp. I watched her, curious, until she stopped near a large oak tree.

“Here,” she said.

I joined her. Carved into the bark, almost invisible in the firelight, was a symbol. Three interlocking circles, each one containing a musical note. Leo’s personal mark—the one he used to sign his compositions.

But there was more. Beneath the circles, carved in smaller letters: Trust the song. Find the silence beneath.

“What does that mean?” Jasmine asked.

“It’s something he used to say during training,” Asarina explained. “About listening past the obvious chording, finding the deeper patterns. But I think here it means… don’t trust what you see on the surface. Look deeper.”

“This might be a show,” I said slowly. “All those patrols, all that fabrication work—it could be designed to intimidate. To make people think they’re in control when they’re actually scrambling.”

“Or it could be exactly what it looks like,” Asarina countered. “A stronghold. A trap.”

“Only one way to find out.”

And there was something else. Leo had a list—people who had wronged him. It had started with what happened to his family. He’d lost them when he first went to the Academy, during the riots over admission policy changes. He blamed somebody in power. He blamed Tobias, his mentor. The same Tobias who’d trained me.

The same Tobias whose techniques I still used.

If Leo was planning to go after Tobias, to exact revenge for his family’s death, what would that mean for me? Would I be expected to stand aside? Or would I be expected to choose—between the man who’d taught me and the friend who’d tried to warn me?

Regardless of what reason I’d been sent here.

And so I would wait.

I would hope to get answers.

But as I looked down at Ibanar, at the patrols moving through the streets, at the pulsing fabrications that were being built in secret, I knew waiting wouldn’t be enough.

We’d have to go in. Face whatever was waiting there. Find Leo before the Guild did—or before whatever the Maestro was planning came to fruition.

“In the evening,” I said finally. “We enter at nights. Use the confusion, the changing of guard shifts. If we’re careful, we can get in without being noticed.”

“And if we can’t?” Jasmine asked.

“Then we fight,” Asarina said simply. “Like we’ve been doing all along. Like we’ll keep doing until this is over.”

I nodded. She was right. We’d come too far to turn back now. Whatever was happening in Ibanar—whatever Leo had discovered, whatever the Maestro was building—we were going to face it.

And when we did, everything would change.

The Guild, the fae theories, the Reckoning—it was all connected. All leading to this place, this moment.

And we’d find out why.

And I had a feeling that when we did, none of us would ever be the same.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


We entered Ibanar as darkness fell, moving through the outskirts where the buildings were sparse and the streets poorly lit. The transition from countryside to town was abrupt. One moment we were walking past empty fields, the next we were among weathered wooden structures that leaned against each other like exhausted travelers.

The dissonance here was thick, oppressive—multiple layers of chording and fabrication work overlapping, creating a complex web of power that pressed against my senses. It reminded me of walking through deep water, every movement requiring extra effort, every breath feeling slightly labored. The air itself seemed heavier, charged with the residue of magic that had been used and reused until the very fabric of reality felt worn thin.

“Stay close,” I whispered. “And stay quiet.”

I’d created a shrouding around us—the harmony of silence mixed with the nocturne of nightfall. These were techniques Nyban had taught me specifically for infiltration, for moving through hostile territory undetected. The chording required constant attention, constant adjustment as we moved. I had to modulate the tones to match our surroundings, to blend with the ambient noise of the town rather than create an unnatural silence that would itself be suspicious.

When I’d learned these techniques, I’d thought Nyban was training me to hunt rogues. Now I understood he’d been preparing me to operate against the Guild itself. Every lesson had been designed for this—for the moment when I would need to move unseen through a Guild mission, past operatives who’d been trained by the same instructors, using the same techniques.

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I was using Guild training to fight the Guild.

“How do you know where to go?” Jasmine whispered. Even her whisper seemed too loud in the oppressive quiet.

“I don’t. But I can feel where the power is concentrated.” I tapped the ukelin softly, the lightest touch I could manage while still producing sound. The vibrations traveled through my fingers, up my arm, resonating in my chest. Through that connection, I could sense the dissonance patterns throughout the town. “There’s fabrication work happening in the center of town. Large-scale. Multiple sources working in coordination. That’s where we need to go.”

“That’s also where the danger will be,” Asarina said quietly. Her voice carried a note of grim certainty.

“Yes.”

We moved carefully through the outer streets, using the techniques Nyban had drilled into me until they became instinct. Moving through shadows without creating eddies in the air—this required understanding how air moved naturally, how to slip into its currents rather than disrupt them. Testing each footfall before committing weight—feeling through the sole of my boot for twigs that might snap, for loose stones that might shift and scrape. Breathing in rhythm with the wind so my presence wouldn’t disturb the natural flow, so that anyone testing the dissonance would feel only what should be there, nothing unusual, nothing out of place.

The shrouding helped, bending sound and sight away from us. But it wasn’t perfect. Nyban had taught me that too—that shrouding was a tool, not a guarantee. If someone was actively searching, actively testing the dissonance with intent and skill, they’d find us eventually. The key was to make ourselves the hardest target, to be the last thing they’d notice, to give them easier prey to focus on.

Every corner we turned, every alley we crossed, I was calculating. How visible were we? How much noise were we making? Was the shrouding holding? Were there any signs of detection?

It was exhausting in a way that had nothing to do with physical exertion. Mental vigilance without respite, constant awareness of a hundred small details, any one of which could get us killed.

The fabrications in my pocket pulsed again—the fourth time today. Someone was getting anxious, trying to reach Heldon. Trying to get a status report that would never come.

“Should we respond?” Asarina asked, noticing my expression.

“No. Let them wonder. Their uncertainty is our advantage.”

As we moved deeper into Ibanar, the buildings grew closer together, the streets narrower. Lamplight spilled from windows here and there, casting long shadows that we used as cover. I started to notice the signs. Subtle things most people would miss, but Nyban had trained me to see them. Had made me practice finding them in mock scenarios until I could spot them without conscious thought.

A specific coin left on a windowsill—Guild marker indicating a safe house. The coin looked ordinary enough, just a copper piece, but it was placed at a precise angle, catching the lamplight in a way that would be visible to someone who knew to look for it. The Guild had used this system for decades. Simple, elegant, nearly impossible to detect unless you’d been trained in it.

A pattern of knots in a rope hanging from a post—a signal that an operative had passed through recently. The rope was weathered, looking like it had hung there for years, but the knots were fresh. Three knots in a specific sequence, spaced at precise intervals. I could read them like text: operative, heading north, less than an hour ago.

The way a door was left slightly ajar—warning that the area was being watched. Not wide open, which would be suspicious, but just barely cracked, the angle calculated to be visible from certain approaches while looking natural from others. Someone inside that building was monitoring the street, probably watching through a gap in the curtains.

“Guild presence,” I murmured, keeping my voice barely above a breath. “Operatives. They’re using the standard markers.”

“How many?” Asarina asked, her eyes scanning the buildings around us, trying to see what I was seeing.

“Hard to say. But this isn’t a patrol. The Guild doesn’t work that way.” I paused at the corner of a building, testing the dissonance before proceeding. “These are assassins, not soldiers. They’ll be positioned strategically, watching key locations. Probably working in pairs for backup, but maintaining enough distance that taking out one doesn’t compromise the other.”

We paused at the entrance to a wider street, and I tested the dissonance carefully, methodically, sending out gentle probes for anything that didn’t belong. And there—a faint resonance hanging in the air, invisible to the eye but clear as day to anyone who could sense the dissonance properly. Not quite a trap, but close. Very close.

A detection chording, designed to alert someone if it was disturbed. The moment anything passed through it—person, animal, even a strong gust of wind—it would send a signal to whoever had set it. Somewhere in this city, probably not far from here, a Guild operative would feel that signal and know someone had crossed into their territory.

“Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. My fingers were already positioning for a counter-technique, then I stopped myself. No. Countering it would be just as obvious as triggering it.

I studied the chording, feeling its structure the way I’d feel the texture of fabric between my fingers. Nyban had taught me this too, how to sense chordings before triggering them, how to understand their purpose from their construction, how to read the intent woven into them. This one was well-crafted. Professional. The harmonics were clean, the resonance stable. Probably set by someone with years of Guild training, someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

The chording spanned the entire width of the street, from building to building, hanging at roughly chest height. Walking through it would be unavoidable on this route.

I could try to disable it, but that would create a disturbance in the dissonance that might be noticed. A sudden silence where there should be a steady hum. Like a candle going out in a dark room, with absence drawing more attention than presence.

Better to work around it. Find another path. Let them keep their sentries where they expected threats to come from.

“This way,” I whispered, leading them down a narrow alley that ran parallel to the main street. The decision cost us time, but time was better than detection.

The alley was dark, cramped, filled with the smell of rotting garbage and stale beer. Puddles of something I didn’t want to identify reflected the faint lamplight from the street beyond. But it was unmonitored. I could tell from the way the dissonance flowed here—natural, undisturbed, no signs of fabrication work or chording traps. Just the organic chaos of a place people had forgotten about.

We emerged three streets closer to the center of town, and that’s when the atmosphere changed. The dissonance grew heavier, more deliberate. More controlled.

I felt it then. A presence. Not close, but aware. Someone searching the dissonance, testing for intruders. The sensation was like being watched through a window—you couldn’t see the watcher, but you could feel their attention on you, could sense the weight of their gaze.

My heart rate spiked. This was different from the passive detection chording we’d avoided. This was active searching. Someone skilled, someone experienced, methodically sweeping the area for anything out of place.

“Down,” I hissed, the word barely more than shaped breath.

We pressed against a building’s wall, and I strengthened the shrouding around us immediately, layering additional tones to make us harder to detect. The harmony of silence deepened, became more complete. The nocturne of nightfall intensified, wrapping us in shadows that seemed darker than the natural darkness around us.

My fingers burned with the effort. The magic demanded payment, and I gave it, pouring energy into maintaining the concealment even as my hands cramped and my vision began to blur slightly at the edges. Between the pressure behind my eyes, the tightness in my chest, and the way my heartbeat seemed to echo in my ears, I could feel the cost building.

But I held it. Had to.

A figure appeared at the far end of the street, dressed in dark clothing that blended with the shadows, moving with the careful precision of someone trained to move silently. Guild operative. I was certain of it. The way they carried themselves, the economy of movement, the controlled breathing—all marks of Guild training.

They paused in the middle of the street, head tilting slightly. Listening. Feeling for disturbances in the dissonance. Testing the ambient magic for anything unusual, any ripple that might indicate an intruder.

I held my breath. Maintained the shrouding with every ounce of concentration I had. Trusted Nyban’s training, trusted that the techniques he’d drilled into me would hold under pressure.

The operative stood there for what felt like an eternity. Thirty seconds. A minute. Forever. Their head turned slowly, systematically scanning the street. Looking for visual confirmation of what they might be sensing in the dissonance.

I could see them more clearly now in the faint lamplight. Lean, efficient build. Hands positioned near their instrument, though I couldn’t see what kind from this distance, only that they were ready to draw and play in an instant. Their stance suggested someone who’d been doing this for years, who’d survived because they were thorough, because they didn’t take chances.

Beside me, I could feel Jasmine’s fear. She was breathing too fast, too shallow. On the verge of panic. I wanted to signal her to calm down, but any movement might give us away.

The operative took a step toward our position.

My mind raced. If they found us, we’d have to fight. One Guild operative against three of us—the odds might seem favorable, but Guild operatives were trained to fight multiple opponents. And more importantly, fighting would alert every other operative in the area. We’d be swarmed.

Another step. They were testing. Following some instinct, some faint sense that something was wrong in this direction.

I prepared myself to attack if necessary. Began mentally running through the fastest chording strikes I knew, the ones designed to neutralize an opponent before they could respond.

The operative paused again. Stood perfectly still for several heartbeats.

Then they moved on, disappearing around a corner, their footsteps fading into the distance.

I waited another full minute, counting the seconds silently, before releasing the breath I’d been holding. The shrouding remained active—I wouldn’t drop it until we were certain we were alone.

“That was close,” Jasmine whispered, her voice shaking badly enough that I could hear it despite the shrouding’s dampening effect.

“It’ll get closer,” I said, my own voice not entirely steady. “The deeper we go, the more operatives we’ll encounter. The Guild is hunting for something. Or someone.”

“Leo,” Asarina said in barely a whisper.

I nodded. “Probably. Which means he’s here, somewhere in this city. And the Guild knows it.”

We continued on, moving from shadow to shadow with painstaking care. Each step required decision-making—which route looked safest, which alley offered the most cover, where might detection chordings be placed. I was constantly testing the dissonance, sending out gentle probes to sense what lay ahead.

Avoiding the detection chordings I could sense hanging in doorways and woven into crossroads became a challenge of endurance and strategy. Each time I found one—and I found many—I had to decide in seconds: disable it and risk being noticed, or find another route and lose precious time.

I chose detours. Always. Nyban had taught me that the best infiltration was the one where the enemy never knew you’d been there. “Leave no evidence of your passage,” he’d said during training. “The most successful hunters are the ones their prey never sees coming.”

But each detour added time. Added stress. Added the gnawing worry that we might be too late, that whatever the Maestro was planning might already be in motion.

By the time we reached the central district, I’d identified at least six Guild operatives through their markers and movement patterns. Maybe more. It was hard to be certain when we were actively avoiding contact. They were positioned throughout the city in a pattern I recognized from my training—perimeter watch, with increasing concentration toward the center. Classic Guild formation for protecting a high-value target or securing a critical location.

“They’re protecting something,” I said quietly, pausing in the shelter of a doorway to catch my breath. The constant shrouding was taking its toll. My hands trembled slightly, and I had to consciously steady them. “Or guarding someone.”

“The Maestro?” Asarina asked.

“Maybe.”

I tested the dissonance more carefully, going deeper than I had before, really focusing on the underlying patterns. Then I felt it. A signature I recognized from the burned villages, from the scarred reality we’d found along the road. Rigid. Formal. Controlled. Like music played by someone who valued technical perfection over emotional expression.

The Maestro’s signature.

“He’s here,” I breathed, the realization hitting me like cold water. “The Maestro is in Ibanar.”

Asarina’s hand went to her flute. “Are you certain?”

“I’ve felt his signature enough times to know now. He’s here. Personally.” The knowledge sat heavy in my gut, a cold weight that made it hard to breathe. “This isn’t just another operation. This is something major. Something that requires his personal attention.”

That changed everything. The Maestro rarely left his seat of power. For him to be here, personally overseeing whatever was happening in Ibanar, meant this operation was critical. It meant failure wasn’t acceptable, and he’d brought sufficient force to ensure success.

“We need to find Leo,” Asarina said urgently, her earlier composure cracking. “Before the Guild does. Before they⁠—”

“Or before the Maestro does,” I countered, though the sinking feeling in my stomach told me we might already be too late for that.

We pressed on, and the dissonance grew stronger with each block, heavier, more oppressive. It felt like walking deeper into water, the pressure increasing with every step. The air itself seemed to resist us, to push back against our progress. Multiple sources of power, layered and complex, wove through the town in patterns I’d never felt before. I could feel fabrication work happening somewhere ahead—big fabrications, the kind that required multiple masters working in coordination for days or even weeks.

“What are they building?” Jasmine asked, her voice tight with barely controlled fear.

“I don’t know. But it’s designed to affect a wide area. The harmonics are spreading outward in concentric circles, like ripples in a pond. Maybe the whole city. Maybe beyond.” I tested the dissonance again, trying to understand the scope. “Whatever it is, it’s not defensive. This is designed to project outward, to reach as far as possible.”

A weapon, then. Or something worse.

We turned onto a street, and I stopped so abruptly that Jasmine nearly ran into me. My hand shot out instinctively, holding her back, keeping her from taking another step forward.

“What—”

“Quiet.” The word came out harsher than I intended, but I couldn’t help it. My entire focus had narrowed to what lay ahead.

The town square.

It was larger than I’d expected, cobblestoned, with buildings on all sides forming a rough perimeter. Lamplight from the surrounding structures cast irregular pools of illumination, but they seemed reluctant to reach the center, as if even light itself was wary of what waited there. The space between felt darker than it should be, shadows pooling in ways that defied the geometry of the buildings.

And in the center of that unnatural darkness, I could see it.

A massive stone structure, taller than a man, maybe eight or nine feet high and six or seven feet in diameter. At first glance it looked like it might be a statue or monument, something civic and harmless. But the proportions were wrong. Too symmetrical. Too deliberate. Too geometric. This wasn’t art. This was function. Cold, calculated function.

And it pulsed.

Not visibly—ordinary people passing by would never see it. But to anyone who could sense the dissonance, the pulses were unmistakable. Waves of fabricated energy radiating outward in steady rhythm, like a heartbeat. Like something alive.

The dissonance around the structure was wrong in ways that made my skin crawl. Not just disturbed, but twisted, corrupted, deliberately reshaped into patterns that felt fundamentally unnatural. Like someone had taken the fabric of reality itself and woven it into knots, into structures it was never meant to form. The wrongness of it set my teeth on edge, made every instinct scream at me to run, to get away from this place.

But I couldn’t run. Because within that wrongness, buried deep inside the stone, I could feel something else. A familiar presence. A signature I’d felt so many times over the years that I could recognize it instantly, could have picked it out from a thousand others even if I’d been blind and deaf.

Leo’s dissonance.

Not just near the structure. Not just connected to it. Inside it. Trapped. Contained. His power flowed through the stone in patterns that fed outward like roots, like veins, powering whatever fabrication work was being built throughout the city.

My chest tightened. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. Because this was worse than I’d imagined. They hadn’t just caught him. They’d… trapped him. Imprisoned him inside stone. Were draining him like he was a resource to be exploited.

Leo. My friend. The person who’d helped me name my chordings, who’d shared his understanding of the dissonance, who’d trusted me with his doubts about the Guild. Trapped in there. Conscious or unconscious? Could he feel what was being done to him? Was he aware?

“Gods,” Asarina whispered beside me, her voice breaking on the word. “They’ve caught him.”

“Not caught,” I said, my throat thick. My hands had clenched into fists without me noticing. “Trapped. That’s not just a prison. It’s something else.” I forced myself to analyze it, to push past the emotion and use my training.

I could feel the technique, could understand the horrifying elegance of it. The stone wasn’t just containing Leo—it was calibrated to him somehow.

“For what?” Asarina said quietly.

“I have no idea.”

“We have to free him.” Her voice shook with barely controlled emotion. Her hand was on her flute, knuckles white.

“We will. But we need to be smart about this.” I forced myself to think tactically, to use Nyban’s training instead of letting emotion drive me into a suicidal charge. “There are Guild operatives everywhere, and the Maestro himself is here. If we just charge in⁠—”

“We’ll die,” Asarina finished flatly. “I know. So what do we do?”

I studied the square carefully, forcing myself to observe rather than react, using everything Nyban had taught me. Observing. Planning. Looking for weaknesses. Looking for angles of approach. Looking for anything that could give us an advantage in a situation where we had none.

The stone structure was heavily guarded—not with people standing watch, which would be obvious, but with chording traps and detection fabrications woven throughout the square. I could see them now that I was looking, could feel the way they overlapped to create a web of surveillance. Getting close would be difficult. Getting close without triggering every alarm the Guild had set would be nearly impossible.

And that was before accounting for the operatives themselves. I could sense at least eight of them positioned around the perimeter, and there were probably more that I couldn’t detect. Each one trained, experienced, lethal. Each one ready to respond to any threat.

We were three people—one trained Hunter, one apprentice with exceptional shrouding skills, and a self-taught healer. Against the Guild’s best operatives and the Maestro himself.

The odds were impossible.

But there had to be a way. Nyban had taught me that too. There was always a way, if you were willing to be patient, to observe, to wait for the right moment.

“We need more information,” I said finally, keeping my voice steady through sheer force of will. “We need to understand exactly what they’re doing before we act. Where the weak points are, what protections they have in place. Going in blind will just get us killed and leave Leo still trapped.”

I turned to Asarina. “Can you get closer without being detected? Your shrouding is better than mine. It’s more advanced and more specialized.”

“Yes. Probably.” She didn’t sound certain, but she did sound determined. “Leo taught me ways to make myself nearly invisible to dissonance detection.”

“Then do it. But don’t engage. No matter what you see, no matter how bad it looks, just observe. Find out what you can about that structure, about the guards, about the ritual. Then report back.”

She studied my face for a moment, then nodded. “How long should I take?”

“As long as you need to do it safely. I’d rather wait an hour and get good information than rush in with incomplete intelligence.”

“All right.” She took a deep breath, centering herself. “Where will you be?”

“Finding a vantage point. Somewhere Jasmine and I can watch without being seen. Somewhere we can observe the operatives, understand their patrol patterns, see what we’re dealing with.”

She nodded again, then her form began to blur and fade as she activated her advanced masking techniques. The shrouding was remarkable—not just bending light and sound away from her, but actually making her presence in the dissonance harder to detect. Within seconds, she’d disappeared completely, and even knowing where she’d been standing, I couldn’t sense her anymore.

I turned to Jasmine. Her face was pale, but her jaw was set with determination. “We’re going to find a vantage point. Somewhere we can watch the square without being seen.”

“And then?” she asked.

“Then we wait. We observe. We plan.”

“And then we figure out how to save your friend and stop whatever the Maestro is intending.”

I smiled. “Ideally, they’ll be the same thing.”

We moved carefully around the perimeter of the square, staying in the shadows, testing each building we passed. Most were occupied—I could sense people inside, could hear the distant sounds of evening activities. Too risky. We needed somewhere empty, somewhere abandoned, where we could watch without being discovered.

It took twenty minutes of careful searching before we found it.

An abandoned shop with a second-floor window that overlooked the central square. The ground floor was dark, empty, and thick with dust that suggested no one had been inside for months. But the real treasure was the upper floor—a small room with a window positioned perfectly to observe the stone structure and most of the surrounding area.

I tested the building for detection chordings before we entered, sending gentle probes through the structure, feeling for any sign of Guild presence or surveillance. I found none. Either they’d overlooked this building, or they didn’t consider it enough of a threat to warrant protection.

Either way, it was our best option.

I led Jasmine inside, moving carefully to avoid disturbing the dust too obviously. Up narrow stairs that creaked despite my attempts at stealth. Into the second-floor room where shadows pooled thick and the window looked out onto our objective.

From this vantage point, I could see the full scope of what was happening. And it was worse than I’d thought.

The stone structure dominated the center of the square, pulsing with that sickening rhythm. Leo’s signature was trapped within it like a caged flame, flickering but not extinguished. I could feel the way his power was being extracted, channeled through the stone in patterns that fed outward to the fabrications being built throughout the city.

Around the square, I could now see the Guild operatives I’d only sensed before—at least eight of them, positioned at strategic points. They weren’t standing guard in an obvious way. Instead, they’d blended into the environment. One appeared to be a drunk sleeping in a doorway. Another was sweeping the street, moving with the methodical boredom of a shopkeeper’s hired help. A third sat on a bench, apparently reading by lamplight.

But I could see through the disguises. Could see the way they positioned themselves to cover all approaches to the stone. The instruments concealed beneath their clothing, ready to be drawn in an instant. I could feel the way they tested the dissonance periodically, maintaining awareness of everything happening in their assigned sectors.

Professional. Coordinated. Lethal.

Watching. Waiting.

And beyond them, in a building on the far side of the square—taller than the others, with large windows that overlooked the entire area—I felt it. The Maestro’s presence. Controlled. Powerful. Deliberate. Like a spider sitting at the center of its web, aware of every vibration, every movement.

“What’s he waiting for?” Jasmine whispered, her voice barely audible even in the quiet of our hiding place.

“I don’t know.” I could feel it in the dissonance, in the way the fabrications were building toward some kind of crescendo. “The fabrications being built, the energy being drawn from Leo—it’s all building toward something.”

The patterns were accelerating. I could feel it. Whatever the Maestro had planned, it was approaching its final phase.

The fabrications in my pocket pulsed again, more urgently now. Not the steady rhythm I’d felt before, but something faster. More insistent.

This time, as I focused on the pattern, I understood. The signal wasn’t just a check-in. It was a countdown. A sequence that was accelerating, pulses coming faster and faster as it approached some kind of terminus.

Whatever the Maestro was planning, it was about to begin.

And we were running out of time to stop it.

I watched the square and the operatives maintaining their disguises, watched the way the stone pulsed with Leo’s stolen power, and the Maestro’s building where that controlling presence waited.

As I did, I wondered if we’d already lost. If we’d arrived too late. If Leo was already beyond saving, already too drained to recover even if we somehow managed to break him free.

I wondered if Nyban had known this would happen. If sending me after Leo had been part of some larger plan, or if it had been a desperate gambit that was about to fail catastrophically.

I wondered if I was about to watch my friend die while the Maestro reshaped reality to his liking.

The fabrications pulsed again. Faster now. A countdown accelerating.

In the distance, I heard a church bell begin to toll. The sound carried across the city, marking the hour.

I didn’t know if the time mattered, but how could it not?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Asarina returned, materializing out of the shadows like a ghost. One moment the room was empty except for Jasmine and me, the next she was there, her shrouding dissolving like morning fog. Her face was pale and drawn, her expression grim in a way that made my stomach clench with dread.

“Well?” I asked, though part of me didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to hear whatever had put that look on her face.

“It’s worse than we thought.” She moved to the window, looking out at the square. Her hands were trembling slightly—I could see it in the way her fingers gripped the windowsill. “He’s drawing something here. I don’t know what it is, but whatever it is will be powerful.”

And he was using Leo to do it.

“How long do we have?” I asked, forcing the words past the tightness in my throat.

“The operatives said…” She glanced out the window at the position of the moon, at the shadows it cast across the square. “Two hours, maybe less. They were discussing final preparations, making sure everything was in place.”

Two hours to save Leo and stop whatever the Maestro planned.

I looked out at the square, at the eight visible operatives maintaining their disguises, at the Maestro’s building where that controlling presence waited. At the stone pulsing with Leo’s stolen life force.

Two hours.

It wasn’t enough time. Couldn’t be enough time. We’d need days to plan this properly, to find the right approach, to gather resources and allies. Two hours was nothing.

But it was all we had.

“Did you learn anything about the structure? Weaknesses? How to break it?” My mind was already racing through possibilities, through everything I knew about fabrications and containment techniques.

“It’s designed to be unbreakable by force. The more power you throw at it, the more it absorbs and channels into the ritual.” She turned from the window to face me fully. “I watched one of the operatives test it—tapped it with a chording strike, probably checking the integrity. The stone absorbed the energy instantly, redirected it into the flows feeding the fabrications. Trying to shatter it with chording would just accelerate the process, give the ritual more power to work with.”

“There has to be a weak point,” I said. That was one thing the Guild taught—there was always a weak point. “I need to get close to the structure.” I looked out at the square again, at the web of detection chordings and the disguised operatives. “And with eight operatives watching, plus the Maestro himself in that building across the square⁠—”

“Ten operatives,” Asarina corrected. “I counted ten total. There are two more positioned in buildings with sight lines. You couldn’t see them from here, but they’re there. Watching. Waiting.” She pointed to two specific buildings. “There and there. Both with clear shots at anyone who approaches.”

I sat back, trying to process the tactical reality. Ten operatives. The Maestro. Detection chordings throughout the square. Chording traps around the stone. And we had two hours.

“We need a distraction,” I said slowly, the plan forming as I spoke. “Something big enough to pull the operatives’ attention away from the structure. To make them focus on a threat they can see instead of watching for one they can’t.”

“I can do that,” Asarina said. Her jaw was set with determination. “My shrouding is good enough that I can move between them without being seen. I can create chaos, make them think they’re under attack from multiple directions. Hit one, disappear, hit another from a different angle. They’ll be so busy trying to find me they won’t notice you approaching.”

“That’s suicide,” I said flatly. “Ten operatives, Asarina. Even with your shrouding, even with the element of surprise—they’ll coordinate, they’ll corner you, they’ll⁠—”

“They’ll kill me, probably,” she agreed, her voice steady. “But it’s also the only chance we have. Someone needs to draw their attention. Someone needs to make them react instead of watch. And I’m the best suited for that role.”

I wanted to argue. Wanted to find another way. But I couldn’t. She was right.

“Leo trained me for this, Silas.” Her expression was calm, accepting. Almost peaceful. “He prepared me to fight when it mattered. Told me there might come a time when I’d have to choose between survival and doing what was right. This is that time.”

“What about me?” Jasmine asked quietly.

I turned to her. “You stay here. Stay hidden. If this goes wrong⁠—”

“I’m not staying hidden while you two throw yourselves at impossible odds.”

“You’re not a fighter⁠—”

“No, but I’m a healer. And I understand anatomy, structure, weak points.” She pointed at the stone.

I looked at her, at this self-taught healer who’d been dragged into something far beyond what she’d signed up for. Who’d been used as bait and watched Talish die protecting her. She’d seen the Maestro’s destruction firsthand, had walked through burned villages and witnessed the systematic elimination of anyone who might oppose the Guild. And now, despite all that—or perhaps because of it—she was volunteering to help us fight back.

There was steel in her eyes. Determination born of loss and grief and the absolute refusal to let those deaths be meaningless.

“All right,” I said, my voice rough with emotions I didn’t have time to process. “You identify the weak point. Asarina creates the distraction. I find a way to break Leo free.”

“And then?” Asarina asked.

“Then we stop the Maestro from ever trying this again.” I met her eyes. “Or we die trying. But at least we die fighting for something that matters.”

We spent the next hour preparing, and every minute felt precious and insufficient at once. Time we desperately needed, time we couldn’t afford to waste.

I studied the stone from our vantage point, extending my senses as far as they would go. I could trace the flows. Jasmine watched with a healer’s eye, and I saw her mind working, analyzing. She’d moved to a different angle, studying from multiple perspectives, making notes on a scrap of paper she’d found.

I thought about the techniques my mother had taught me when I was young, before she died. The folk song I’d played at my Academy audition—simple on the surface, but carrying harmonics I’d never quite understood. The instructors had been impressed, I remembered. Had asked where I’d learned it, and seemed surprised when I said my mother had taught me.

The one Leo had heard and recognized as something more than it seemed. He’d asked me about it once, years ago at the Academy, and wanted to know the exact patterns, the specific frequencies. He’d seemed fascinated by it in a way that went beyond mere musical interest.

That song had always felt different when I played it. More resonant. More powerful. Like it was tapping into something older, something fundamental that existed beneath the surface of normal chording.

My mother’s song. The one she’d taught me in secret, made me promise never to forget. The one that felt more right than anything I’d learned at the Academy.

It was a long shot. A desperate gamble based on incomplete understanding and wild speculation.

But it was the only shot we had.

As the hour approached midnight, I felt it—a fundamental shift in the dissonance surrounding us. The fabrications in my pocket stopped pulsing their regular rhythm. Instead, they trembled with something else, something final and inevitable. The countdown had ended.

“Now,” I said, forcing the word past the tightness in my throat. “We go now. Before it’s too late.”

We moved quickly, descending from our vantage point with all the stealth I could manage while still maintaining speed. Every second counted now. The Guild operatives were more visible than before, no longer bothering to maintain their civilian disguises as carefully.

And in the building across the square, I could feel the Maestro’s presence growing stronger, more focused. He was preparing.

“Ready?” I asked Asarina, my voice barely audible.

She nodded, her expression calm despite what she was about to attempt. She was already fading from sight, her shrouding activating by degrees, making her harder to see, harder to sense. “Give me sixty seconds to get into position. Then move when you see the first operative fall.”

“Be careful,” I said, knowing how inadequate the words were.

“Always am.” She smiled, and for a moment I saw the student Leo had trained, the young woman who’d learned to be invisible, to strike from nowhere, to survive when survival seemed impossible. “Tell Leo I expect him to buy me a very expensive drink after this.”

“I will.”

Then she disappeared fully. Not gradually—one moment she was there, the next she simply wasn’t. Her shrouding was perfect, complete. Even knowing she’d been standing right beside me, I couldn’t detect any trace of her presence in the dissonance. She’d become a ghost, invisible to sight and sense both.

I counted in my head. Sixty seconds. Fifty-nine. Fifty-eight.

Beside me, Jasmine was breathing fast, shallow breaths that spoke of barely controlled panic. But her jaw was set, her hands steady. Terrified but determined. She’d come this far. She wouldn’t falter now.

I kept the shrouding active around us, bending sound and sight away. Kept my senses extended, tracking the operatives, watching for Asarina’s signal.

Thirty seconds. Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight.

I could feel the strange power building now. Power flowed from the stone in increasing volumes, feeding into the fabrications throughout the city.

Ten seconds. Nine. Eight.

We were out of time. Out of options. This was it.

Then chaos erupted in the square.

Asarina struck the first operative from behind—I sensed rather than saw it, felt the sudden disruption in the dissonance as the operative went down. Not killed, but neutralized with a wire strike that dropped him instantly, silently. The others whirled, searching for the attacker they couldn’t see, hands going to their instruments.

But she was already moving, already gone from that position. A ghost in the darkness.

She hit the second operative before they could even process what had happened to the first. Then the third. She was making them think there were multiple attackers, creating confusion, sowing chaos in their ordered formation.

“Now,” I said to Jasmine.

We ran into the square, and I kept the shrouding active, bending sound and sight around us even as my lungs burned and my heart hammered against my ribs. The operatives were too distracted by Asarina’s assault to notice us immediately. Too busy trying to find an attacker they couldn’t see, couldn’t sense, couldn’t predict.

One of them shouted orders—coordinating, trying to regain control of the situation. Another was playing a chording, creating detection sweeps to find the invisible threat. They were adapting and recovering from the surprise. It wouldn’t be long before they figured out Asarina’s pattern and cornered her.

We had minutes at most. Maybe less.

We reached the stone. It was rough, cold, pulsing with energy that felt wrong against my skin. I could sense Leo inside. Could feel him still conscious, still aware, trapped and helpless while they used him to kill thousands.

Jasmine pressed her hand against the stone, feeling for the weak point. Her hand moved across the surface, following the flows of energy and tracing the patterns.

I drew the ukelin, my fingers finding the strings through years of practice and desperate, aching need. And I began to play my mother’s song.

The first notes rang out across the square, clear and pure and resonant in ways that Guild chording never was. They cut through the chaos of Asarina’s assault, the shouts of the operatives trying to coordinate, and the building hum of the Maestro’s interrupted ritual. The song filled the space, filled the night, filled me until I felt like I was made of music.

And immediately, I felt it working.

The song resonated with the stone, but not in harmony—in opposition. A counter-frequency, disrupting the careful calibration, unraveling the binding that held Leo with every note. The Guild’s techniques were all about control, about structure, about forcing the dissonance into rigid patterns. But this song was different. It flowed like water, like wind, like the way magic must have moved before anyone tried to control it.

It was destroying everything this was designed to do.

One of the operatives shouted.

They’d noticed us, and the cracks beginning to form in the stone. “The gate! They’re attacking the gate!”

Gate?

Was that what this was?

It didn’t look like any sort of gate, and certainly not like one of the Twilight Gates I’d heard stories about but had never seen. I wasn’t even sure what it felt like. But⁠—

“Keep playing!” Jasmine urged, her hand on my shoulder, steadying me. “Don’t stop!”

I focused everything into the song. My fingers burned with the effort. My chest ached like someone was squeezing my lungs. The magic demanded payment, and I gave it everything I had and more.

The stone began to crack, deep fissures spreading across its surface.

“Stop them!” The voice came from across the square, commanding and terrible. The Maestro himself, emerging from his building, his presence overwhelming even at this distance. “Stop them now.”

I felt his attention focus on me like the weight of a mountain. I could tell he was preparing to strike, to end this before his plan failed completely.

The remaining operatives converged on our position, abandoning their attempt to find Asarina. But she intercepted them, her wire flashing in the darkness like silver thread. She couldn’t stop them all—there were too many—but she could slow them down. Could buy me the seconds I needed.

I played faster, harder, driving the counter-frequency deeper into the stone. The song built toward its crescendo, the part my mother had always played with such intensity I could feel it in my bones.

The cracks spread faster now, spider-webbing across the entire surface, glowing with escaped energy that leaked through like blood from a wound.

“Silas!” Asarina’s voice, sharp with warning.

I didn’t look up. Didn’t dare. One more phrase. One more crescendo. Just a few more notes.

And then, with a sound like thunder—like the world itself breaking, like reality tearing apart at the seams—the stone shattered.

The explosion of released power was immense, catastrophic. All of Leo’s energy that had been contained and compressed for hours, maybe days, released at once in a blast that lit up the entire square like daylight. The force of it lifted me off my feet and hurled me backward through the air like I weighed nothing.

I lost my grip on the ukelin and felt it torn from my hands by the shockwave. I lost track of which way was up and which was down as I tumbled through the air.

Then I hit the ground.

Hard.

The impact drove every bit of air from my lungs and made stars explode across my vision. Pain lanced through my back, my shoulders, my head. For a moment—an eternity—I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, couldn’t do anything but lie there gasping uselessly for air that wouldn’t come.

The ringing in my ears was so loud I thought I’d gone deaf.

Slowly, agonizingly, my lungs remembered how to work. I sucked in a ragged breath that felt like swallowing broken glass. Blinked until the stars in my vision faded enough to see.

The square was in chaos. Dust and stone fragments filled the air, making everything hazy. Energy still crackled through the space, residual magic from the explosion that hadn’t dissipated yet. I could feel it against my skin and taste it in the air, sharp and metallic.

But when I looked toward where the stone had stood, my breath caught for an entirely different reason.

Leo.

He was there, falling from where the stone had held him, his body limp and unconscious. Falling toward the cobblestones that would break him if he hit them at that speed.

“No!” I tried to move, tried to get to him, but my body wouldn’t respond. Everything hurt. Everything felt wrong, like my bones had been replaced with broken glass.

But someone else was faster.

Asarina appeared—solidifying out of her shrouding, her face bloodied but determined—and caught him. Barely. The impact drove her to her knees, but she held on, cradling Leo against her as they both went down.

He was unconscious but alive. I could sense it in the dissonance that his signature was still there, still present, though weak and flickering like a candle in the wind.

Alive.

We’d done it. Against impossible odds, we’d actually done it.

And then I felt the Maestro’s presence growing stronger as he approached, and I understood with awful clarity that we’d only survived the first part of this fight.

The Maestro stood across the square, and even through the haze of dust and residual energy, his presence was unmistakable. Overwhelming. His expression was one of pure rage—cold, controlled rage that was somehow more frightening than if he’d been screaming.

“You,” he said, and his voice carried across the distance effortlessly, cutting through the chaos like a blade. “Nyban’s little experiment. I should have known he’d try something like this.”

Nyban.

The Maestro knew. He’d known all along that Nyban had sent me not to kill Leo, but to help him. That my entire assignment had been part of a different plan. A plan within a plan.

“Did you really think you could stop this?” the Maestro continued, his hands already moving in complex chording patterns, weaving power that made the air seem to bend. I wanted to tell him that I didn’t know what this was, or how to stop anything. “All you’ve done is delay it. Inconvenience me. I will reach him.”

Him?

His gaze fixed on me with terrible intensity, right before he attacked.

The chording strike came faster than I could have imagined, a wave of power that tore through the air toward me. I tried to move, tried to roll aside, but my body was too damaged, too slow. I’d given everything to break the stone and had nothing left to defend myself with.

This was it. This was how I died.

But then Jasmine was there, throwing herself between me and the strike. And somehow—impossibly—she had a fabrication in her hands, one of the communication orbs I’d taken from Heldon. She crushed it, and it exploded outward in a burst of chaotic energy that disrupted the Maestro’s chording just enough to deflect it.

The strike hit the ground beside us instead of through us, tearing cobblestones apart and sending fragments flying.

“Run!” Jasmine shouted, pulling at my arm. “Get up! We have to run!”

I tried. Gods, I tried. But my legs wouldn’t support me. Everything hurt too much, my body pushed beyond what it could endure.

The Maestro was already preparing another attack. This one would be stronger. Faster. We wouldn’t survive it.

And then a voice cut through the chaos, strong and commanding and furious.

“That’s enough.”

I turned—or tried to—and saw a figure emerging from one of the side streets. Tall, lean, moving with the confidence of someone who’d spent decades as a Guild master.

Nyban.

He stood between us and the Maestro, his own instrument already in hand, chording patterns building around him like a shield.

“It’s over, Maestro,” Nyban said, his voice carrying the same authority that had commanded me during training. “Your attempt to bind that power is gone. Leo is free. And you’re exposed now—everyone will know what you tried to do here.”

“You’re a traitor,” the Maestro snapped. “To the Guild. To everything we’ve built.”

“No,” Nyban said calmly. “I’m loyal to what the Guild was meant to be. Not to what you’ve corrupted it into. How you’ve used it for your own search for power. And I’m not alone.”

The Maestro’s expression twisted with rage. “This isn’t over. You think you’ve won? This is just the beginning. I’ll destroy you. All of you.”

“Try,” Nyban said simply.

The two masters faced each other across the ruined square, power building around them both, while I lay there bleeding and broken, finally understanding the game that had been played.

Nyban hadn’t sent me to kill Leo.

He’d sent me to save him.

And, through me, to expose the Maestro’s true intentions. To bring the corruption into the light where it could be fought.

I’d been a pawn. But I’d been Nyban’s pawn, not the Maestro’s.

Somehow, impossibly, we’d won.

If we could just survive the next few minutes.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The square fell silent for a heartbeat. Just one. The moment before violence, when two masters faced each other and the world held its breath.

Then Nyban attacked.

His chording was faster than anything I’d ever seen—a cascading series of strikes that built on each other, each one amplifying the last. The sound filled the square, complex harmonics that made the air itself vibrate. I could feel the dissonance responding to his will, bending, shaping, becoming a weapon.

The Maestro countered with equal speed, his technique rigid and precise. Where Nyban’s chording flowed like water, the Maestro’s was like stone—unyielding, formal, brutally efficient. The two styles clashed in the space between them, creating visible distortions in the air.

I tried to push myself up, to get to my feet, but my body refused to cooperate. The explosion had done more damage than I’d thought. Every movement sent fresh waves of pain through my chest, my back, and my limbs.

“Don’t,” Jasmine said, her hand on my shoulder. She was kneeling beside me, her healer’s instincts overriding everything else. “You’re injured. Badly. If you move too much⁠—”

“Nyban needs help,” I managed to gasp out.

“Can you help?” she asked.

But I could feel it. Could sense in the dissonance that this wasn’t a fight Nyban could win alone.

The Maestro’s power was immense and overwhelming. Decades of Guild training combined with something else, something darker. Every strike carried weight that seemed impossible, force that went beyond what normal chording should produce.

Nyban met each attack with skill and precision, but he was being forced backward. Step by step, inch by inch, driven across the ruined square.

“Get Leo to safety,” I told Jasmine. “And Asarina. Get them out of here.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll follow. Just—please. Get them out.”

She hesitated, then nodded and turned to where Asarina still cradled Leo’s unconscious form. They needed to move, needed to get clear before this battle consumed everything around it.

The chording intensified. Nyban created a resonance shield—I recognized the technique, which I had learned from him during training. But the Maestro shattered it with a single strike, a focused burst of power that punched through the defense like it was paper.

Nyban staggered. Blood appeared at the corner of his mouth.

“You’re old,” the Maestro said, his voice carrying across the square despite the chaos of their battle. “Past your prime. You should have retired years ago instead of clinging to relevance by training broken tools.”

His gaze flickered to me for just a moment. A broken tool. That’s what he thought I was.

Nyban’s response was another strike, faster and more vicious than before. The sound of it made my ears ring even from this distance. But the Maestro deflected it, turned it aside, and countered with something that made the very ground beneath Nyban’s feet crack.

This was beyond anything I’d seen at the Academy. Beyond anything I’d thought possible. These were two masters at the height of their power, using techniques I could barely comprehend.

And Nyban was losing.

I could see it now. Could feel it in the dissonance. The Maestro wasn’t just more powerful—he was using something different. His chording carried harmonics that felt wrong, that resonated with frequencies that shouldn’t exist in normal magic.

Whatever he’d been trying to do with Leo, whatever ritual he’d been preparing, it had involved more than just draining power. He’d been accessing something. Opening something.

The fae realm. It had to be.

The Maestro was trying to access power from beyond the gates the fae had closed when they withdrew from the world.

And Leo’s connection to the dissonance had been the key.

“Clever,” the Maestro said, as if reading my thoughts. He’d driven Nyban back another ten feet, where he was cornered against the ruins of a building. “But not clever enough. Did you really think destroying the gate would stop me? I’ve already touched what lies beyond. And I will have it, even if I have to rebuild the connection with your apprentice’s corpse.”

He meant me. He’d use me the way he’d tried to use Leo.

Nyban’s chording struck out in desperation—a combination I recognized from training, meant to create distance and confusion. But the Maestro saw through it, and countered before Nyban could complete the sequence.

The strike hit Nyban full in the chest.

He flew backward, slamming into the wall behind him with enough force to crack the stone. He slumped to the ground, blood streaming from his mouth, his nose, his ears. Too much damage. Too much power.

“Nyban!” The scream tore from my throat before I could stop it.

The Maestro turned to look at me, and there was satisfaction in his expression. “Your mentor. Your teacher. The one who thought he could use you as a weapon against me.” He raised his hand, chording building around his fingers. “Watch him die. Then join him.”

The final strike built in the air—visible this time, a concentration of power so dense it looked like dark lightning. Aimed at Nyban’s head. Designed to kill.

And I couldn’t let that happen.

I pushed myself up, despite the pain that screamed through every nerve. I ignored Jasmine’s protests and the way my vision grayed at the edges. I ignored everything except the need to move.

I had no instrument. The ukelin was somewhere in the rubble. My hands were shaking, my body broken. I had nothing.

Except what Nyban had taught me.

I ran forward—staggered, really—putting myself between Nyban and the Maestro’s strike. Drew on every lesson about the dissonance, about how to shape it, how to feel it, how to use it.

And I screamed.

No instrument. No structured chording. Just my voice, raw and desperate, creating the harmony of silence the way Nyban had first shown me. The way he’d taught me that the magic wasn’t in the instrument—it was in understanding.

The shield formed just as the Maestro’s strike hit.

The impact drove me to my knees. The force of it felt like being crushed under a mountain. But the shield held. Barely. Just long enough to deflect the killing blow away from Nyban.

The Maestro’s eyes widened slightly. “Impressive. For a broken tool. But insufficient.”

He attacked again, and this time I had nothing left to stop him with.

This time, I was going to die.

But I’d bought Nyban time. Seconds, maybe. Enough for him to get away, to survive, to continue the fight another day.

It would have to be enough.

The strike came at me like thunder, like the end of the world.

And then everything changed.

A sound cut through the chaos—soft, weak, barely audible. But I heard it. Felt it in the dissonance like a ripple across still water.

Leo’s voice.

“Change… the song…”

Suddenly, I understood.

He wanted me to change the dissonance itself. Not the chording we imposed on it, not the structures the Guild taught, not even the techniques my mother had passed down. The raw dissonance underneath everything, what he and I alone understood.

Not the lessons we’d learned from the Guild.

Something different. Older. More powerful.

The reason the Maestro had feared Leo.

That was the key.

The Maestro’s strike was almost on me. I had a heartbeat. Less.

I stopped trying to create chordings. Stopped trying to impose structure.

Instead, I reached for the dissonance itself.

And I changed it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The dissonance responded.

Not to chording. Not to technique. But to will. To intention. To understanding.

I didn’t create a shield or build a structured defense. Instead, I felt the power of the chording around the Maestro’s strike and simply… moved it. Shifted it. Changed the pattern so that the attack existed in a different space than I did.

The strike passed through where I was kneeling, without touching me.

Passed harmlessly into the ground beyond.

The Maestro’s expression shifted from satisfaction to shock.

“What—”

I didn’t give him time to finish. Didn’t give him time to understand what I’d done. I reached deeper into the dissonance, feeling for the patterns that made up the Maestro’s own chording. Every technique, every strike, every defense—they were all structures imposed through song. And such structure could be disrupted with dissonance.

The Maestro’s next attack unraveled before it could form. The chording collapsed, energy dissipating into nothing. He stumbled, caught off guard, and for the first time I saw something in his eyes that might have been fear.

“You don’t have the training or the knowledge⁠—”

“I don’t need it,” I said, and my voice sounded strange to my own ears. Distant. Like I was speaking from somewhere else. “Never did. That’s not what made me successful. Or him,” I said, nodding toward Leo.

I pushed myself to my feet, and the pain that had been crippling me moments ago felt distant now. Unimportant. The dissonance was flowing around me, and I was part of it in a way I’d never experienced before.

This was what Leo had learned. What he’d been trying to teach Asarina.

Not chording—true understanding of the dissonance itself.

The Maestro attacked again, this time with multiple strikes simultaneously. A technique that should have been impossible to counter without perfect defense.

I didn’t defend.

I used the dissonance to create wrongness, discord, chaos.

His carefully structured chording fell apart the moment it touched the dissonance around me.

I moved forward—not walking but flowing through the space between us like water finding its course. The Maestro backed away, his hands weaving defensive patterns that I could see dissolving before they even formed.

A series of quick strikes came from all around. Power unlike anything I’d experienced before. I fell backward, the connection I’d established with the dissonance fragmenting. Pain returned in a rush, along with exhaustion so profound I could barely stay conscious.

The Maestro advanced, his expression triumphant despite the blood streaming from his nose and the visible strain of using that forbidden power.

“You see?” he said. “This is what I sought. What I found. Power beyond the Guild’s understanding. And you”—he raised his hand for a killing strike—“are just an obstacle to be removed.”

I tried to reach for the dissonance again, tried to find that connection, but it was like grasping smoke. I was too tired, too broken, too human.

This was it.

“Silas.”

Leo’s voice, stronger now. I turned my head—barely—and saw him sitting up in Asarina’s arms. His face was pale, his hands shaking, but his eyes were focused. Clear.

“The song,” he said. “Listen to the song beneath.”

And he began to hum.

It wasn’t a chording. Wasn’t even really a melody. It was something more fundamental—the sound of the dissonance itself, given voice.

I heard it. Felt it. And suddenly the connection snapped back into place, stronger than before.

The Maestro’s strike came down.

I caught it.

Not with a shield. Not with a counter-technique. I simply reached into the dissonance and made the space where his attack existed incompatible with existence itself.

The strike vanished. Unraveled. Ceased to be.

The Maestro’s eyes went wide.

I pulled the dissonance through myself, through Leo, through everyone in the square who had even the slightest connection to it. Used it the way it was meant to be used—not as a weapon, but as a medium. A language. A song.

In that moment, I had no idea how I was doing this. All I knew was the power.

And I sang the Maestro’s power apart.

His chording dissolved. His stolen magic dissipated like morning fog. Every technique, every defense, every structure he’d built his entire life around—all of it unraveled as I showed the dissonance what they really were. Just cages. Just chains on something that was meant to be free.

The Maestro fell to his knees, gasping. Blood poured from his nose, ears, and eyes. The backlash of having decades of carefully constructed power torn away all at once.

I could kill him. Should kill him. One more pull on the dissonance, one more disruption, and his connection to it would sever completely. He’d die.

My hand was already moving, already reaching for that final thread.

“Silas.”

Nyban’s voice, weak but steady. He’d pushed himself up against the wall and was watching me with eyes that understood exactly what I was about to do.

“End this.”

This was what he wanted of me. To be a Hunter, but not of Leo. Of the Maestro. And here I stood before him. Ready. Filled with some strange power.

I turned back, fully planning to unleash that power, but the Maestro was gone.

The moment I released the dissonance, exhaustion hit me like a wave. I stumbled and would have fallen, but Asarina was there. She’d moved without me noticing, had left Leo with Jasmine to catch me.

“Easy,” she said. “You did it. It’s over.”

I looked around the ruined square. At Nyban slumped against the wall. At Leo being tended by Jasmine. At the rubble of the structure that had been trying to open a gate to power.

“Is it?” I asked. “Over?”

“For now,” Asarina said, supporting my weight. “For now it’s over.”

She was right. The immediate threat was stopped. The Maestro was defeated.

But as I looked at Leo—weak but alive, smiling despite everything—I knew this was just the beginning.

The Guild was corrupt. The Maestro had seen to that.

And was I even a Hunter?

I wasn’t sure. Maybe I’d never been one. Or maybe Nyban had wanted a different kind of Hunter, one the Maestro couldn’t—and shouldn’t—control.

Only time would tell.


EPILOGUE


I found Leo three days later, sitting by a fire in the hills west of Ibanar.

The city was still recovering. The Guild was fracturing exactly as Leo had predicted—some members standing with the Maestro despite everything, others demanding his execution, still others calling for complete reformation. Nyban was orchestrating the chaos with the same precision he’d used to train me, turning the Maestro’s failed plan into leverage for change.

But I’d needed distance. Needed time to think.

And somehow, I’d known where to find Leo.

He looked up as I approached, unsurprised. He was thinner than I remembered from our Academy days, but there was a strength to him now that went beyond physical presence. The fire cast shadows across his face, making him look older, wearier.

“Silas,” he said, gesturing to a spot across from him. “I was wondering when you’d come.”

I sat, noting the small collection of items beside him—a waterskin, a bedroll, and a collection of small bottles I recognized as Jasmine’s work. Medicine. Treatments for whatever damage being trapped in that structure had done to him.

“She insisted,” Leo said, following my gaze. “Said my connection to the dissonance was ‘traumatized’ and needed time to heal properly. I’m not sure that’s the right terminology, but the medicine helps with the headaches.”

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Jasmine? Helping Nyban in the city. Treating the injured. There were quite a few after…” He gestured vaguely. “After everything.”

“I meant Asarina.”

“Ah.” A slight smile. “Out there somewhere.” He waved a hand at the darkness beyond the firelight. “She’s keeping watch. Old habits. She doesn’t quite believe we’re safe yet.”

“Are we?”

“That’s a complicated question.”

I watched the fire for a moment, gathering my thoughts. There were so many things I wanted to ask, so many pieces that still didn’t fit together. “The Maestro,” I said finally. “He’s not gone.”

“No,” Leo agreed calmly. “He’s not.” He took one of Jasmine’s bottles, uncorked it, and drank. His expression suggested it tasted terrible. “The Guild has been stagnant for too long. Run by the same families, the same philosophies, the same corruption. Chaos is how change begins.”

“If he returns?” I asked.

“Then we deal with it.” Leo’s tone was matter-of-fact. “He’s beaten. For now. And if he returns, we deal with him.”

I wanted to believe that. But I’d felt the Maestro’s power. “You have more faith than I do.”

“In Nyban. And in you.” Leo looked at me directly. “He chose well when he sent you after me.”

That brought me to the question I’d been carrying since the battle. “Did you know? From the beginning? That Nyban had sent me to help you instead of kill you?”

“I suspected.” Leo poked at the fire with a stick, sending sparks into the night. “Nyban and I have been in contact for years. Not openly—that would have been too dangerous—but we’ve exchanged information, coordinated certain… activities. When you showed up hunting me, I knew it was either a test or a trap.”

“A test?”

“For you. To see if you’d question your orders. If you’d investigate instead of simply executing the assignment. Nyban trained you well, but he needed to know if you’d internalized the lessons.” Leo smiled slightly. “You did, by the way. Quite spectacularly.”

I thought about everything that had happened. About capturing Asarina, about the burned villages, about finding the Maestro’s signature, about choosing to fight alongside Leo instead of against him. “I didn’t feel tested. I felt… lost. Confused. Like I was making it up as I went.”

“That’s what good tests feel like. If you’d known it was a test, you would have played the part. This way, Nyban got to see who you really were.”

The observation stung, partly because it was true. I had been manipulated, guided, used as a piece in a larger game. “And who am I, according to Nyban’s test?”

“Someone who values truth over loyalty. Who questions authority when authority is wrong. Who’ll fight for what’s right even when it costs him.” Leo’s expression was serious now. “Someone the Guild needs. Someone I need.”

“For what?”

Leo was quiet for a long moment, taking another drink from Jasmine’s bottle and grimacing. “The Maestro was trying to open a gate to the fae realm. You understood that, I think.”

“I suspected.”

“And he failed, but not for reasons you might believe.” He looked up at the stars, at the vast darkness above us. “The power he wants is still there, Silas. Still watching.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we need to be ready. Need to understand the dissonance better. To keep from releasing the power of…” He forced a smile and turned his attention back to me. “The Guild is going to need new leadership. Someone who understands what we’re really facing.”

“Nyban—”

“Is too old. Too tied to the old ways, even if he wants change. He can orchestrate the transition, but he can’t lead what comes after.” Leo’s voice was calm, certain. “I will.”

The statement hung in the air between us.

“You’re going to become Maestro,” I said slowly.

“Someone has to. And it needs to be someone who understands the truth about the dissonance, about the fae, about what the Guild could be instead of what it’s become.” He smiled slightly. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning a coup. Nyban and I have discussed it. With the current Maestro removed, there will be a vote. I’ll win.”

“That confident?”

“That prepared. I’ve been building support for years. The Celebrants aren’t just rogues, Silas—they’re people who want the Guild to be better. People who’ll back someone offering real change.” He paused. “But I’ll need Hunters. Good ones. Ones I can trust to investigate threats honestly instead of just eliminating anyone inconvenient to those in power.”

I understood what he was offering. What he was asking. “You want me to stay a Hunter. Under your authority.”

“I want you to be what Nyban trained you to be. What you’ve proven you can be. Someone who seeks truth. Who questions. Who protects people instead of power structures.” Leo’s gaze was steady. “The Guild needs Hunters like you. I need Hunters like you.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Then you refuse. I won’t force you. But I think you know as well as I do that the fight isn’t over. The Maestro’s attempt, the corruption we’ve exposed—these are symptoms of larger problems. The realm needs people willing to face those problems.”

He was right. I’d seen too much to walk away now. Knew too much about what was really happening to pretend the Guild’s official story was truth.

But something still bothered me.

“When did you and Nyban start planning this?” I asked. “The test, the assignment, all of it?”

Leo smiled, but didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he took another drink, grimaced, and set the bottle aside. “Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to know who was really guiding me. Who I was really serving.” I met his eyes across the fire. “Was it Nyban? Or was it you?”

The question hung between us, and for a moment I thought Leo might actually answer. Then he stood, stretched, and began gathering his things with practiced efficiency.

“Nyban taught you to observe, to question, and to think for yourself,” he said as he worked. “I taught you—or tried to teach you—to hear the song beneath the structure. To understand the dissonance for what it really is.” He shouldered his pack, looking down at me. “But you made the choices, Silas. Every step of the way. We gave you tools and opportunities, but you decided what to do with them.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer that matters.” He smiled. “Get some rest. Nyban will need you back in the city soon. There’s work to do.”

“Where are you going?”

“Away for a while. But when I return, we can deal with what happened here. Truly deal with it.”

But Leo was already stepping away from the firelight. And as I watched, something impossible happened.

He didn’t walk into the darkness.

He slipped into the dissonance itself.

I felt it happen—felt him shift from being present in normal reality to existing in the spaces between, in the fabric of the world itself. His presence in the dissonance didn’t vanish, but it diffused, spread out, became part of the ambient flow instead of a distinct signature I could track.

It was like trying to follow a single drop of water after it fell into the ocean.

“Leo!” I called out, pushing to my feet.

His voice came from everywhere and nowhere, resonating in the dissonance rather than the air. “Trust the song, Silas. It’ll guide you where you need to go.”

Then even that faded, and I was alone by the fire.

I stood there for a long time, staring into the darkness, trying to sense any trace of him. But there was nothing. He’d hidden himself in ways I couldn’t begin to understand, using techniques I’d never seen at the Academy, never learned from any instructor.

Finally, I sat back down, staring into the flames.

Who had really been guiding me—Nyban or Leo?

Nyban had trained me, tested me, and sent me on this hunt. He had taught me to observe, to question, to seek truth over easy answers. He’d prepared me for exactly the moment when I’d have to choose between following orders and doing what was right.

But Leo… Leo had been the reason for all of it. He’d been coordinating with Nyban, had positioned Asarina to intersect my path, had left messages knowing I’d find them. Leo had trusted that I’d make the right choices when they mattered.

Two mentors, working together, guiding me toward something I still didn’t fully understand.

Or maybe it was simpler than that. Maybe they’d both just given me opportunities, and I’d chosen my own path.

A sound in the darkness made me turn. Asarina emerged from the shadows, her expression unreadable.

“He’s gone,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

She sat where Leo had been, warming her hands by the fire. “He does that. Disappears when he needs to think, learn, and prepare. He’ll come back when the time is right.”

“How long?”

“Weeks. Months. However long it takes.” She looked at me. “He left me with you for a reason. We have work to do in the city. The Guild won’t reform itself.”

I thought about that. About returning to Ibanar, to the chaos and politics and struggle. About being a Hunter under new leadership, under a new vision of what the Guild could be.

About continuing the fight that had started the moment I’d accepted Nyban’s assignment.

I looked into the fire, thinking about everything that had happened. About burning villages and trapped friends and battles against corrupt masters. About discovering I could manipulate the dissonance, that my mother’s song was something more than I’d understood, that maybe I had fae gifts I was only beginning to comprehend.

About mentors who’d guided me, tested me, and shaped me into someone who could make the hard choices when they mattered.

Asarina walked over and extended her hand. I took it and let her pull me to my feet. As I cast one last look at the darkness where Leo had vanished, I could have sworn I felt something—a whisper in the dissonance, a fragment of a song that sounded like approval.

But when I focused on it, it was gone.

Just like Leo.

We walked back toward Ibanar together, toward the turmoil and the work and the uncertain future. Toward a Guild that needed to be rebuilt, toward mysteries about gates and fae and the true nature of the dissonance that we were only starting to understand.

The fight wasn’t over.

But for the first time since I’d taken Nyban’s assignment, I felt like I understood my place in it. Not just a Hunter following orders, but someone seeking truth. Someone questioning authority and willing to fight for what was right instead of what was convenient.

Someone who could hear the song beneath all the structure and lies.

And maybe, just maybe, someone who could help build something better from the ruins of what had been.

The night was dark, but the stars above were bright.

And somewhere in the dissonance, I could feel the song continuing.

Always continuing.

Forever unfinished.

Just waiting for those who knew how to listen.
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The next book in The Dissonance Chronicles: The Silent Bell.

When the bells start calling, the city is already listening.

Silas Karsson has seen what corrupted chording can do—how forbidden resonance turns assassins into monsters and towns into graves. Named Hunter by the Guild, he’s supposed to cut the Celebrants out at the root.

Instead, the trail drags him to Yur—a terraced city of stone, incense, and secrets—where the air hums with a wrongness even Silas can’t map. Dissonance clings to every alleyway… until it doesn’t. Because here, the sound doesn’t just warp.

It vanishes.

As priests march beneath tolling bells and unseen forces tighten their grip, Silas and an unlikely ally—Jasmine, a healer with powders that can drop a man faster than a knife—are hunted by Guild operatives trained to kill him. Someone has turned the Guild’s own techniques against its Hunter. Someone is using the city’s faith as a shield.

And somewhere in Yur, a name echoes through the silence like a threat:

The Maestro.

To survive, Silas must fight through assassins, catacombs, and a holy order that can smother dissonance with a single presence—before the Celebrants spark a massacre that will blame the Guild and crown the wrong people as saviors.

Because Yur isn’t just a battleground.

It’s a proving ground.

And the next note in the Dissonance Chronicles is about to be played—whether Silas is ready… or not.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading Hunter of Dissonance. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

Review link HERE.

All my best,

D.K. Holmberg

p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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