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PROLOGUE


Two weeks.

Fourteen days since I’d watched the Maestro fall to his knees, his power unraveling like frayed thread. And then Leo had vanished into the dissonance, leaving me with nothing but cryptic instructions and the ghost of a melody I still couldn’t fully understand. Fourteen nights of restless sleep, haunted by the memory of what I’d done—what I’d become—in that square in Ibanar.

And still, the Guild was tearing itself apart.

I stood in the shadow of the eastern colonnade, watching the chaos unfold across the Grand Hall. The space had been designed to inspire awe—soaring arches, intricate stonework, banners bearing the Guild’s ancient symbols. Now it felt like a battlefield where the weapons were words and the casualties were loyalties.

“The Maestro was right!”

The words cut through the ambient murmur, sharp and certain. I recognized the speaker as Daven Correll, a senior operative who’d been with the Guild longer than I’d been alive. He stood near the central fountain, surrounded by a cluster of like-minded members, their faces hard with conviction.

“Leo was the threat,” Daven continued, his voice carrying that particular resonance that came from years of chording practice. “He was working with the Celebrants, undermining everything we’ve built. The Maestro was protecting us. Protecting the realm. And what did we do? We let a group of traitors drive him out.”

The dissonance around him felt rigid. Controlled. Like music played by someone who valued technical perfection over emotional truth. I’d felt that signature before, in burned villages, in executed civilians, in the Maestro’s own techniques. These people had learned to shape the world the same way their leader had. With force. With certainty. Without question.

“Protecting us?” The voice was younger, angrier. Mira Thorne, one of Nyban’s supporters. “The Maestro was using us. Using our power to open gates to things we don’t understand. How many villages burned because of his protection? How many innocent people?”

“Lies spread by Leo and his Celebrant allies⁠—”

“I saw the bodies myself!” Mira’s hands were clenched at her sides. “I walked through the ash. I felt the Maestro’s signature in the dead. Don’t tell me what I witnessed was a lie.”

The dissonance shifted around them, growing turbulent as emotions ran higher. The Song beneath—that fundamental harmony Leo had taught me to hear—was fragmenting into discordant notes. Two melodies trying to occupy the same space, neither willing to yield.

This was what civil war sounded like before the first blow was struck.

I started to move away, to find somewhere quieter where I could think. But I’d barely taken three steps when a hand caught my shoulder, spinning me around.

“You.”

Daven Correll stood before me, his face twisted with barely contained fury. Up close, I could see the exhaustion in his eyes, the weight of conviction that had become indistinguishable from desperation. Behind him, his supporters had formed a loose semicircle, cutting off my retreat.

“Silas, isn’t it?” He said my name like it was an accusation. “The Hunter who turned traitor. Who sided with Leo against his own Guild.”

I kept my voice calm. “I sided with the truth.”

“The truth?” Daven laughed, but there was no humor in it. “The truth is you destroyed everything the Maestro built. Everything that kept us safe, kept the realm stable. And for what? For Leo? For Nyban’s fantasy of reformation?”

“The Maestro was corrupt.” The words came out flat, tired. I’d had this argument before—in whispered conversations, in tense council sessions, in the silence of my own thoughts. “He burned villages. Killed innocents. Tried to open a gate to power he couldn’t control. I didn’t destroy what he built. I exposed what it always was.”

Daven’s hand moved to his instrument, a small citole hanging at his hip. “You’re a traitor to everything the Guild stands for.”

The dissonance tightened around us as his supporters began reaching for their own instruments. The hall had gone quiet. Everyone watched. Waited.

“Stand down, Daven.”

Nyban’s voice cut through the tension like a blade through silk. He emerged from the far doorway, moving with that precise economy of motion I remembered from my training. His presence in the dissonance was calm and controlled, but underneath I could feel the iron will that had allowed him to face the Maestro himself.

“This isn’t the time or place,” Nyban continued, stopping a few feet away. “We have enough enemies outside these walls without making more within them.”

Daven’s hand didn’t move from his citole. “You can’t protect him forever. The Maestro’s people haven’t forgotten. Haven’t forgiven.”

“And Nyban’s people haven’t forgotten the villages,” Mira called from across the hall. “Haven’t forgiven the murders.”

For a moment, everything balanced on a knife’s edge. I could feel both factions tensing, could hear the Song fragmenting further into chaos. One wrong word, one sudden movement, and the Grand Hall would become a battlefield.

Then Daven stepped back, releasing his instrument with visible reluctance. “This isn’t over,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine. “The Guild will remember who its true enemies are.”

He turned and walked away, his supporters following in tight formation. But I could feel their attention lingering, could hear the dissonant chord their anger left vibrating in the air.

Nyban waited until they were gone before speaking. “Walk with me.”
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We moved through the Guild’s back corridors, passages I’d rarely used during my training. Nyban walked in silence for several minutes, and I matched his pace, waiting for him to speak. The dissonance here was quieter, the stone walls muffling the chaos of the Grand Hall. But I could still feel it—that underlying wrongness, that fundamental discord that had infected everything since the Maestro’s fall.

“Half our people still think the Maestro was protecting us,” Nyban said finally. He sounded tired in a way I’d never heard before. “They don’t know what he really was. Or maybe they know and don’t care. The corruption ran deep, Silas. Deeper than I realized.”

“Will they follow you?”

“Some will. Others are already working against me—quietly, for now. Spreading rumors. Questioning my decisions. Waiting for me to make a mistake they can exploit.” He stopped at a window overlooking the training grounds, where young operatives practiced their chording under watchful eyes. “I’m orchestrating the transition carefully. We can’t afford civil war.”

I thought about the tension in the Grand Hall. About Daven’s hand on his citole. About how close we’d come to violence. “Can we afford to avoid it?”

Nyban turned to face me. In the dim light, I could see how much the past two weeks had cost him. There were lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there before. A weariness that went beyond physical exhaustion. “I have to believe we can. The alternative is too costly.”

He started walking again, leading me deeper into the Guild’s inner sanctum. We passed locked doors and guarded chambers, places I’d never been allowed during my time as a Hunter. Finally, he stopped before an unmarked door, produced a key, and ushered me inside.

The room was small and functional, with a desk, two chairs, and maps spread across every surface. But what caught my attention was what covered the maps—notes, diagrams, lines connecting names and locations in patterns I couldn’t immediately parse.

“The Maestro survived,” Nyban said, closing the door behind us. “Badly weakened, but alive. He fled during the chaos, while we were still recovering from the battle.”

I’d suspected as much. Hoped otherwise, but suspected. “Where?”

“North, as far as we can tell. He has allies there—people who believe as Daven does, who see him as the Guild’s rightful leader. He’s rebuilding, Silas. Gathering strength. And when he returns…”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to.

“Some Guild members are actively working against the reformation,” Nyban continued. “Passing information, sabotaging our efforts. There’s a faction within these walls that would welcome the Maestro back and help him reclaim power if they could.”

“Then root them out.”

“I’m trying. But I can’t move too fast, can’t be too aggressive, or I become exactly what they claim—a tyrant replacing a tyrant.” He moved to the desk, shuffling through papers until he found what he was looking for. “Which brings me to you.”

He handed me a document. A travel authorization, signed and sealed. “I have an assignment for you.”

“I’m a Hunter. We hunt threats to the Guild.”

“And right now, the greatest threat to the Guild is the Maestro’s return.” Nyban’s eyes met mine. “Leo trusted you for a reason. So do I.”

The words hit harder than I expected. Leo had manipulated me, tested me, but ultimately trusted me to make the right choices. And I’d proven him right. But that trust felt like a weight now, a responsibility I wasn’t sure I was ready to carry.

“There’s a healer named Larale,” Nyban continued. “You know her.”

I did. She’d been with us during the final confrontation, had helped tend Leo’s wounds and volunteered to fight despite having no combat training. “What about her?”

“She was formerly in the Maestro’s employ. Before she found her way to us, she served in one of his medical outposts. She has information about Guild corruption—names, locations, evidence of the Maestro’s crimes that we need to build our case.”

“If she has evidence, why not bring her here? Let her testify before the Council?”

“Because the Maestro’s people know what she knows. She’s been targeted twice already in assassination attempts disguised as accidents. She’s not safe in Ibanar, and she’s not safe traveling alone.” Nyban handed me a map with a route marked in red ink. “I need you to escort her to Yur. There’s a faction there sympathetic to our cause, people who can protect her while we prepare for the Maestro’s next move.”

I studied the map. Yur was a considerable journey—weeks of travel through territory that might or might not be hostile. “Why me?”

“Because you’re one of the few people I trust absolutely. And because Larale specifically requested you.”

That surprised me. I’d barely spoken to her during our time together. She’d been focused on Leo and the rest of the wounded. On survival. “Why?”

“You’d have to ask her. But I suspect it has something to do with what you did in that square. What you became.” Nyban’s voice softened slightly. “She saw you reshape the dissonance and unmake the Maestro’s power with nothing but will and understanding. That kind of ability… It inspires trust. Or fear.”

I thought about that moment. About reaching into the Song beneath all structure and simply changing it. About the power that had flowed through me, terrible and beautiful and utterly beyond anything the Guild had taught. I still didn’t fully understand what I’d done. Wasn’t sure I could do it again.

“She betrayed her previous employer,” I said slowly. “The Maestro. To help the reformation.”

“Yes.”

“Not to help me specifically.”

“No. She made her choice before she knew what you could do. She saw what the Maestro was building, what he’d become, and couldn’t stomach being part of it anymore.” Nyban paused. “She’s not doing this for you, Silas. She’s doing it because it’s right. Just as you did.”

I looked at the map again. At the long road stretching north toward Yur. At the uncertainty waiting at every turn.

“When do I leave?”

“Tomorrow. Dawn. Larale will meet you at the eastern gate.”
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I found Asarina in the quarters Leo had once used, sitting cross-legged on the floor with her eyes closed. The room was sparse—a narrow bed, a writing desk, shelves lined with books and strange instruments I’d never learned the names of. Leo’s presence lingered here like perfume, a faint resonance in the dissonance that I could feel but couldn’t quite grasp.

She didn’t open her eyes when I entered. “You’re leaving tomorrow.”

“Nyban told you.”

“Nyban tells me everything now.” A slight smile curved her lips. “He thinks I’m useful. Someone who trained with Leo but isn’t Guild. Someone the reformation faction trusts and the loyalists can’t openly condemn.”

I sat down across from her, close enough that our knees almost touched. In the candlelight, her features seemed softer than I remembered. Less guarded. The past two weeks had changed her too, though in different ways than they’d changed me.

“How do you feel about that?” I asked. “Being useful?”

Her eyes opened, dark and thoughtful. “I feel like I’m finally doing something that matters. All those years training with Leo, learning techniques I didn’t understand, preparing for a confrontation I couldn’t imagine—it felt abstract. Theoretical. Now it’s real. The Guild is fractured, the Maestro is rebuilding, and someone needs to hold the center together while people like you go out and do the dangerous work.”

“The dangerous work.” I shook my head. “I’m escorting a healer to Yur. It’s not exactly facing down the Maestro in a public square.”

“It’s exactly that dangerous, and you know it.” She leaned forward, her expression sharpening. “The Maestro’s people are everywhere. They’ve already tried to kill Larale. And you’ll be traveling through territory where the Guild’s authority is… uncertain. Where the old loyalties still hold.”

“I can handle it,” I said.

“I know you can. That’s not what worries me.”

Something in her voice made me pause. “What does worry you?”

She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze dropping to her hands folded in her lap. I could feel her presence in the dissonance shifting—that controlled stillness she maintained wavering slightly, revealing something underneath. Something vulnerable.

“I worry that you’ll forget to come back.”

The words hung between us. I reached out and took her hand. Her fingers were cool against mine, her grip tight. Things had changed between us in the last two weeks in a way that neither of us had planned.

“Asarina—”

“I know how you are, Silas. How you get focused on a mission, on a goal, until nothing else exists. I saw it when you were hunting Leo. It consumed you. And now you have a new purpose, a new enemy, and I’m afraid…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I’m being foolish.”

“You’re not.” I shifted closer, our hands still intertwined. “I came back before. I’ll come back again.”

“You came back because Leo brought you back. Because he arranged everything—our meeting, our journey together, that final confrontation. He orchestrated your return.” Her eyes met mine, and I saw tears threatening at the edges. “But Leo’s gone now. Diffused into the Song, or whatever he did. And I don’t know how to bring you back if you lose yourself again.”

I thought about Leo’s final lesson, his voice resonating from everywhere and nowhere as he slipped into the spaces between worlds: Trust the Song, Silas. It’ll guide you where you need to go.

“He taught us both to hear the Song,” I said softly. “To find each other through the noise and chaos. That doesn’t change because of distance.”

“Maybe.” She wiped her eyes with her free hand, a gesture that seemed to embarrass her. “Or maybe I’m just afraid because I’ve never had something I was scared to lose before.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. The confession felt too large, too significant for the small room and the guttering candles. So instead I pulled her closer, wrapped my arms around her, and held her while the dissonance swirled around us—uncertain, turbulent, but somehow still forming patterns I could almost understand.

“Tell me what you’ll do while I’m gone,” I said into her hair.

She pulled back slightly, composing herself. “Nyban wants me to attend the Council sessions. To be a visible reminder that Leo’s students support the reformation. Half the Guild thinks we were all traitors, and the other half thinks we’re the only hope for meaningful change. I’m supposed to bridge that gap.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It is. And dangerous in its own way.” She smiled ruefully. “Daven Correll cornered me yesterday. Wanted to know what Leo really taught me. What secrets I might be hiding. He didn’t threaten me directly, but the implication was clear: If I’m not with them, eventually I’ll be against them.”

A cold anger stirred in my chest. “He threatened you?”

“He implied. There’s a difference.” She touched my face, calming me. “I can handle Daven. He’s obvious and predictable. It’s the ones who smile and say nothing I worry about. The ones who supported the Maestro because they genuinely believed in his vision, not just because they wanted power.”

“You think there’s a difference?”

“I think belief is always more dangerous than ambition. Ambitious people can be bargained with. True believers can’t.”

I thought about that as we sat together in the fading candlelight. About the Guild members who’d followed the Maestro with absolute conviction. About Leo, who’d believed so strongly in the Song that he’d merged with it. About my own certainties—had they made me dangerous too?

“There’s something else,” Asarina said, her voice dropping. “Something Nyban mentioned but didn’t want to explain. The fae gates are opening. Not just here, but across the realm. Places where reality grows thin, where things can slip through.”

“Leo was investigating those. Before everything happened.”

“I know. And the Maestro was obsessed with them. Whatever he’s planning, whatever he’s building in the north, Nyban thinks the gates are connected.” She gripped my hand tighter. “Be careful out there, Silas. The world is stranger than we know. Stranger and more fragile.”

I stayed with her until the candles burned down to stubs and the dissonance outside quieted into the deep stillness of night. We didn’t speak much—there wasn’t much left to say. But when I finally rose to leave, she caught my arm.

“Come back to me,” she said. “Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She kissed me then, brief, fierce, tasting of salt and something else I couldn’t name. And when I walked out into the corridor, my lips still tingling with the warmth of her, I felt the weight of that promise settling into my bones.

Tomorrow I would leave Ibanar. Leave Asarina and Nyban and the fractured Guild behind. Walk into uncertainty with nothing but a healer and a map and the fading echoes of Leo’s teachings.

But I would come back.

The Song would guide me home.


CHAPTER ONE


Three days out of Ibanar, and I still couldn’t shake the image of Asarina standing in the doorway of Leo’s quarters, watching me go.

The morning wind had carried her scent—something clean and sharp, like winter flowers—and she’d touched her fingers to her lips in a gesture that felt more intimate than any embrace. I could still feel the phantom warmth of that final kiss, still hear her whispered words: Come back to me.

The memory sat heavy in my chest, an ache that wouldn’t ease no matter how many miles I put between us.

She’d stayed behind to help Nyban navigate the political chaos, which was a role she was better suited for than I was. But leaving her there, after everything we’d survived together, felt like cutting away a part of myself. The Guild I’d served was fracturing, and the confrontation with Daven Correll in the Grand Hall had made it clear just how deep the divisions ran. Half our people still believed the Maestro was a protector, not a monster. I wasn’t sure which side I’d end up on, or if there would even be sides left when the dust settled.

The wind whispered around me, and I tried to ignore the sound within it but struggled to do so. The undercurrent, and the tone, that it carried felt almost familiar to me. Leo had called it the Song—the fundamental harmony beneath all structure. Not something to be controlled, he’d taught me, but understood.

Don’t impose. Listen. Leo’s voice echoed in my memory, as clear as if he stood beside me on that windswept hillside where he’d first tried to teach me the difference. We’d been tracking a rogue operative, and I’d been frustrated by my inability to sense our quarry through the dissonance. The Song isn’t meant to be controlled, Silas. It’s meant to be understood. That’s the secret the Guild never learned, and it’s why they’ll never be as powerful as they could be.

I was only beginning to understand what he’d meant.

I paused on the road, closing my eyes. Trying to hear beyond the dissonance, beyond the ambient noise of wind and grass and distant birds. Somewhere beneath it all, the Song continued—that deeper melody Leo had shown me how to sense. For a moment, I caught a fragment of it: vast, patient, indifferent to human concerns. Then my focus slipped, and it was gone.

The air held a steady breeze, but it was more than just the steadiness of it. It was the way it whispered and carried, and the way everything seemed as if it drifted around me. I tried to focus on my own breathing, on the rhythm of my heartbeat, and even that of my traveling companion.

Larale marched alongside me. She was a narrow-shouldered woman, not much shorter than I was, with dark hair she kept pulled back in a loose knot that was already coming undone in the wind. Her face was angular — strong jaw, high cheekbones, a nose that had been broken at some point and set slightly off-center. It gave her an asymmetry that made her harder to read. Her skin was olive-toned, weathered at the hands and forearms from years of grinding herbs and working with compounds that stained and scarred. She moved with the tight, contained posture of someone used to making herself small in dangerous company.

She was quiet, but then, she had been quiet ever since we’d left Ibanar.

Given what she’d been through—defecting from the Maestro’s network, watching her former allies hunt her—her silence wasn’t terribly surprising. Nyban had assigned her to me for protection, since she carried information about the Maestro’s network that needed to reach contacts in Yur. But protection didn’t mean trust, and I could feel her wariness like a wall between us.

She’d worked for people connected to the Maestro’s faction before defecting. Betrayed them, not me—though the distinction sometimes felt thin. Every Guild member was suspect in her eyes, and I couldn’t entirely blame her for that.

We stayed on the road. It was safer that way, and it offered us an opportunity to move more quickly, without having to pick our way across uneven ground. The road snaked through the rolling hillside, with trees growing on either side, the occasional ruins of old structures cropping up from time to time in a reminder of the civilization that had been here before us.

For her part, Larale kept her gaze fixed straight ahead. She paused every so often and would look at me, as if deciding whether or not she wanted to say something, before deciding against it. Once, her hand drifted to the small knife at her belt in an unconscious gesture. The reflex of someone who’d learned to expect violence.

“There should be another town up ahead,” I said, breaking the silence between us.

She nodded once, before staring ahead again.

“I’m sorry this is taking you away from everything you knew,” I said.

I might as well break the tension between us, try to get through to her in some way.

“Are you?” she asked, turning to me. “Are you really?”

“I didn’t want this for anybody. This life is…”

This life was what? My own?

This hadn’t been my life up until recently, so maybe that wasn’t true. And I couldn’t deny that the Guild’s fracturing had pushed us both into uncertain territory.

“Anyway, there should be something up ahead,” I finished.

“I never had to restart my life,” she said after a moment. “Is it going to be hard?”

“What were you planning on doing when you left the Maestro’s people?”

“I don’t know. I was thinking that I was going to do whatever I needed in order to find…” She trailed off, twisting the fabric of her dress, then drew her hands out and smoothed them down the face of the pale yellow material. “I thought I’d have somebody with me who could help me.”

“Maybe it’ll be better for you, then. You won’t have to feel dependent on somebody.”

“Is it bad to be dependent on somebody else? You make it sound like that’s something terrible.”

“No, it’s not terrible,” I said hurriedly, “just that I think there is value in proving—even if only to yourself—that you don’t need anyone else.”

“It’s not so much need as it is want,” she said, barely above a whisper.

I regarded her for a while, then turned away. In the fading light, with her hair loosening from its knot and her hands still fidgeting at her dress, Larale looked younger than she probably was—and more vulnerable than she’d want anyone to notice. I felt a pull toward her that I recognized as protectiveness, though I wasn’t sure she’d welcome the word. Trust didn’t come easily—not after everything that had happened. Not when I still didn’t fully understand what secrets she carried, or what she might do with them.

“When I first left my home, I was a little nervous,” I told her. “Younger than you, of course, but I didn’t know what the world was going to bring me, and I didn’t know what was out there.”

“But you knew that you had…” She waved her hand, as if trying to come up with a term for what it was that I could do. I smiled. “Anyway. You knew you could do that.”

“At the time, I knew I had some abilities, but I wasn’t sure what they were, nor was I sure what they meant. And in a way, they don’t really mean anything unless you have a way to control them.”

“But that’s what they did for you, isn’t it? They brought you someplace where you could control it.”

“Eventually, but not at first.” I felt the weight of the instrument on my back, a reminder of everything I had become, everything I could do, and everything I was supposed to be. “I had two teachers, really. Nyban trained me in the Guild’s ways—technique, discipline, how to be a Hunter. But there was another. Leo.”

“The one they were hunting,” Larale said. It wasn’t a question.

“The one I was sent to hunt,” I corrected. “He taught me something different. How to hear the Song beneath the dissonance. How to understand what the Guild’s techniques were actually manipulating, instead of just following the forms.”

“Where is he now?”

I was quiet for a moment. “He merged with what he’d been studying. Slipped into the dissonance itself and became part of it somehow. I felt it happen, felt him shift from being present in normal reality to existing in the spaces between. I don’t fully understand it. I’m not sure anyone does.”

Larale shivered. “That sounds terrifying.”

“Or liberating. I’m not sure which.” I thought of Leo’s last words to me, resonating from everywhere and nowhere: Trust the Song, Silas. It’ll guide you where you need to go.

The Maestro had escaped. Nyban was fighting for control. And somewhere out there, Leo had become something I didn’t fully understand. The Song continued—I just had to learn to follow it.

I had believed that I was a valuable—and valued—member of the Guild.

But now I questioned it all. That was hard, and something I wasn’t sure what to make of. The confrontation with Daven had shown me how many still saw me as a traitor. How many would welcome the Maestro back if given the chance.

“How far do we have to walk tonight?” Larale asked.

“Far enough that we feel safe,” I said.

“And then what?”

“Then we camp.”

“And then what?” she asked.

“Then we keep moving until we reach Yur. The sooner we get there, the sooner your information can make a difference.”

She looked as if she wanted to say something more, but stayed quiet.

We took a break at one point, though I made a point of moving far from the road in case there were any travelers along it. Larale had been slumping somewhat, looking as if she struggled with the walk, as if she had a hard time keeping up. Neither of us wanted to sleep, but both of us needed it. I could feel the fatigue beginning to overpower me too, and I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to keep this pace up for much longer. Not without getting adequate rest.

She needed it more than I did, so I sat and looked out over the grass, watching the wind and listening to the sounds around me as she slept.

My thoughts drifted to Ibanar. To Asarina standing in the doorway, watching me go. To Nyban facing the fractured Guild with nothing but his conviction and his carefully laid plans. Were they safe? Were they facing attacks like the ones we feared?

The Maestro’s words—relayed through his loyalists—echoed in my mind.

I jolted awake with grass pressed against my cheek and the taste of dirt on my tongue.

Something was humming. Not in my ears—deeper than that, in my chest, behind my ribs. A low pulse, steady as a heartbeat but not mine. It rose and fell like breathing, and for a half-second I was certain someone was standing over me, playing a chord I couldn't name.

My hand found the ukelin. I held still, counting the pulse. One. Two. Three. It matched the wind moving through the grass. Matched the rhythm of the creek I'd sensed earlier. Matched the slow turning of stars overhead.

Not a threat. The Song itself, moving through the landscape the way blood moves through a body. Leo had tried to describe this—what it felt like when you stopped fighting the dissonance and simply existed inside it. I'd never heard it this clearly before. Maybe exhaustion had stripped away whatever walls I normally held up.

The hum faded as I came fully awake, like a dream dissolving when you try to remember it.

When Larale came around, she looked over at me. “Did you stay awake?”

“Mostly,” I said.

She frowned. “Mostly? I thought you were going to keep watch. And you didn’t.”

"I did, mostly." I stood and stretched. My body felt lighter than it should have—looser, more rested. As if the ground itself had seeped warmth into my muscles while I slept. I rolled my shoulders. No ache. Twisted my neck. No stiffness.

Strange. I'd barely slept an hour, and I'd spent the previous day hiking.

But I knew the stream was forty paces north, behind the rise. Knew there were berries on the low shrubs near the road. I hadn't seen any of this—I'd been sitting in the dark with my eyes half-closed. I'd felt it, the way you feel the shape of a room in the dark after living in it long enough.

“We can get going now. We can try to find something farther along the road. Are you feeling well enough?”

“I think so. I’m not going to fall asleep while walking now, at least. So there’s that. I’m getting hungry, though.”

I was, as well, and I didn’t know if there would be another opportunity to eat. “We can gather some berries I saw on some of the shrubs up ahead.”

“You ranged ahead while I was asleep?”

“I saw them when we were walking. We can gather some and also see if there are other edible plants nearby. There’s a stream up there too.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but she held back. That was probably for the best, because I would’ve had to explain that I had detected the stream using the dissonance, and I did not want to do that. How could I justify picking up on the dissonance from a distance? It didn’t make sense, not even to me. But while I had started to fall asleep, I had felt as if I were a part of the landscape, and it had worked so well that I felt a connection that allowed me to better understand what was around me.

Once we got going, we found the berries as I had expected, and even some silvervine. Then we moved on to the stream, where we drank water and ate our small breakfast. It wasn’t much, a meager sort of thing, but it was enough to sate our appetites. That was good because we might need our strength. Once we were done, we set off, continuing on the road. I looked over to her, expecting an argument, but none came.

As we walked, I tapped on the ukelin and listened to the sound around me, testing whether there was anything within the dissonance that I might uncover, but so far I had not. Not that I truly expected to feel much of anything, but I wondered if perhaps the dissonance might carry something useful or reveal some secret that I might need to know. The attack had shown me how much I still needed to learn—about the Maestro’s allies, the fabrications they used, and the threats gathering beyond the Guild’s knowledge.

But we needed to press on to Yur. That was the mission. That was how I could help.

“Is that anything you can teach me?” Larale asked about midmorning. It was warmer than it had been, no longer with the cool breeze that had drifted in overnight. Instead, there was an energy that radiated around us, giving me a sense of pressure.

“You mean the music I’m playing?” I asked.

“Is it music?” She offered a small smile, trying to tone down the sharpness of the question. “It’s magic. Or at least that’s what I would call it. I’m just curious if you could teach it.”

“It’s something that was taught to me when I was younger. But while many people can learn aspects of it, the question is whether or not you want to.”

“Why wouldn’t I? If I could perform magic, I would love to know how,” Larale said.

I smiled at the comment because I understood. When I had learned what it meant to feel the dissonance—that energy my mother had wanted me to identify—I had recognized that there was something unique to it. Not just to the dissonance itself, but to the benefit I gained in being able to feel it.

“What do you think you do when you mix a concoction of healing herbs and oils?” I asked her.

“I’m following a recipe,” she said. “It’s not dissimilar from baking, I suppose. Or alchemy, if you want to talk more along the lines of magic. Those are not the same as magic itself, though.”

“They are if you don’t know the ingredients, or if you don’t know how to mix them.”

“So you’re saying I should be thankful that I know what I know, and that I shouldn’t want to learn what you know?”

“That’s not actually what I’m saying, but in a sense, I do think that what you do has its own form of magic.”

She was quiet as we started our way up a gently sloping hillside. The road was overgrown here, little more than a path. It had not been traveled in quite some time by any wagon or caravan, which was good, but I kept thinking that we would find other travelers. So far, there had been none. If I was right about where we were heading, I expected to encounter a broader, more traveled road up ahead. And when we did, it would take us closer to Yur.

“I never viewed what I do as magic,” she said. “I just view it as knowing certain ingredients.”

“Well, what I do is all about knowing certain notes and how they’re strung together. I know how they feel, probably the way you know how your ingredients and mixtures are supposed to feel. That combination is what allows me to perform what you consider magic.”

She laughed, and though her voice was light, it was also mixed with what sounded like agitation.

“What I call magic? It’s magic, Silas. That’s what you are doing. You are creating power out of nothing.”

“And you create healing out of nothing.” I shrugged. “We could go back and forth about this, and neither of us is going to agree with the other, but that’s okay. I think what you can do, and how you do it, is quite impressive.”

A hint of a smile curled her lips then. It was almost as if she had not felt that way, and the fact that I had complimented her was enough.

That was its own sort of magic, I decided. The power of a kind word, a compliment paid to somebody who had uncertainty, and perhaps some edge to what they could do.

Late in the day, after we had continued our journey, we crested the small hill we’d been climbing, and I raised a hand to slow her.

“What is it?” Larale asked.

“Probably nothing,” I said. “But I want to look down and see what’s there.”

“What do you think will be there?”

“Honestly? I have no idea, but I suspect there will be something. As the roads begin to change, I want us to be able to track it so we can figure out if there is anything to it.”

She was quiet for a moment. “You think there might be travelers down there.”

“I think it’s likely, especially if we are near Yur, as I believe we are.”

“All right,” she said. “I will do what you think we should.”

I nodded, and we inched forward slowly until we got to a rise where I could look down. The wind swept through the valley, and in the distance I made out the road, but no sign of Yur. Maybe we weren’t nearly as close as I thought. But the road we would eventually need to reach was down there. And much like I had suspected, there were others traveling along it.

Quite a few. More than I would’ve expected.

“So many?” she asked.

“So many,” I said softly. “And they’re all heading the same direction we are. Toward Yur.”

“Why?”

That was the question. Why would so many people be fleeing toward one of the most remote cities in the realm? What were they running from?

“I don’t understand, either,” I said. “I don’t know why there would be so many people down there or what they are doing, but I think we need to be careful.”

“We?” Larale asked.

“Depending on what we encounter, we want to ensure that we don’t run into anybody…” I trailed off.

“Anybody like I’ve run into before,” she finished, and I nodded.

We set off, as there was no point in delaying, but I still felt a strange energy within the dissonance that I could pick up on, though I had not been able to identify the source, nor whether there was anything dangerous I needed to worry about.

Once we reached the road, I paused. There was a caravan of about a dozen or so people moving ahead of us. The wagons were rickety, run-down, and looked in danger of falling apart. The people traveling with them were road weary, dressed in ragged clothing, with their belongings piled high in the backs of the wagons.

“It looks like they’re moving,” Larale said.

“That’s what it looks like to me too,” I said.

“Why?”

“Don’t know. It’s an unusual direction to be heading as well.”

“Why?”

I pointed off to the east. “In that direction, you come to Yur eventually. It’s one of the easternmost cities, near the edge of the known lands, well beyond the boundary of many of the surrounding nations. I wouldn’t expect anybody to be traveling through here and heading directly to Yur, at least not intentionally.”

“So you think whoever is coming through is doing so because…”

“Honestly? I’m not sure why they would be heading that way. It’s not necessarily a place that’s friendly to migrants or to those looking to resettle. So I don’t know.”

She nodded, and as we stared at the road, I did not pick up on much. But there was something in the dissonance here—a faint undercurrent of fear that seemed to cling to these people like dust on their clothes.

Still, the energy that had been moving with us, and the dissonance, had begun to shift in such a way that I could pick up on some part of it that felt different than before. That alone was unique.

We set off with the caravan and moved along with the others making their way, but we didn’t keep a rapid pace. I didn’t want to push the people ahead of us, nor did I want them to think that we were in any sort of danger, so I felt it was probably best that we keep a reasonable distance behind them to give ourselves an opportunity to see what, if anything, they were going to do. Considering I did not know if there was anything else happening here, I had to move carefully. Larale seemed to recognize my unease.

As we walked, I tapped on the ukelin, listening to the wind and drawing some of the sound around us toward me. I hoped I could pick up on some of the undercurrent of sound, mainly what others were saying, thinking that if nothing else I might learn what was out there and what was potentially coming.

Snippets of conversation drifted to me. The first time they did, I noticed Larale stiffening.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“It’s just a chording form,” I said softly.

“Magic,” she mouthed.

I said nothing, only continued to play the chording form, calling the wind and using it to listen. I had to be careful because if I called it too abruptly, several things could happen. First, it would cause a swirling burst of power that might sweep over us, too noticeable and too forceful. I had to exercise caution to avoid that possibility. The other potential, though less likely, was that if I wasn’t careful enough, I might disrupt what I intended to draw, and the snippets of conversation would not come in any meaningful fashion.

But as it was, I could hear what was being said.

So could Larale.

“They’re running,” she said, looking at me. “They are trying to escape something.”

I nodded. “It seems that way.”

“What is it, though?”

The conversations were difficult to pick up on, and so far I hadn’t been able to identify the sources of them or determine what these people were trying to avoid, but I knew they were fleeing from something.

Then a fragment came through more clearly than the rest: “…the village just… gone. Like something tore through reality…”

Another voice: “…my cousin saw it. Said the air rippled like water, and things came through…”

Fae gates. The tears in reality that Leo had been investigating. The places where the barriers between worlds grew thin.

Were these refugees fleeing from the same phenomenon? Had whatever the Maestro was pursuing—those gates, those thin places—begun manifesting in ways that affected ordinary people?

“I don’t know,” I told her. “Let’s listen and see if we can’t find the answer.”

“Because we’re heading toward it?” Larale asked.

“I think we’re actually heading away. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be going this direction. But even though we’re heading away from it, I still think we need to be careful and know what it is.”

“We, or you?”

I smiled tightly. “Me.”

“Because of what you can do? Is this what you’re going to have to do?”

I sighed. Whatever was driving these refugees to Yur, whatever was tearing at the fabric of reality in their homelands, it might be connected to everything else going on—the Maestro’s schemes, Leo’s research, the fractures spreading through the Guild and perhaps through the world.

Mostly it had to be me because I was part of the Guild.

And if nothing else, the Guild wanted stability.

Even if the Guild itself wasn’t stable.

So I would get Larale to safety. I’d get her to Yur. And from there, I would try to understand what else was happening and see if it had anything to do with what I needed to be involved in. If not…

I pushed those thoughts aside, even though I didn’t know what I would have to do. Maybe there wouldn’t be anything I needed to have a hand in, although increasingly I felt as if this was why I had been drawn out here.

The Maestro was still alive. Nyban was fighting to hold everything together. And somewhere out there, Leo had become something I couldn’t fully understand.


CHAPTER TWO


The attack came without warning.

One moment we were walking through tall grass, the dissonance humming with nothing more than wind and distant birdsong. The next, the air itself seemed to clench like a fist.

Before I saw the attack, I felt it—a wrongness in the Song that made my skin crawl. Not the musical disruption of a chording form, but something cruder. Manufactured. Like the difference between a forged blade and a sharpened stone.

“Down!” I grabbed Larale’s arm and pulled her into the grass just as something whistled through the space where her head had been.

The grass nearest us moved, shifting in ways that had nothing to do with wind.

I froze, then tapped on the ukelin, creating a chording form designed to still movement. The notes rang out, pure and controlled, the way Nyban had taught me—impose your will, shape the dissonance, force compliance.

As soon as I did, the grass stopped moving. Everything around me went still.

But something felt wrong. The technique had worked, yet the resistance I’d encountered was… different. Where a Guild operative’s chording would have pushed back with musical counter-pressure, this felt like forcing my hand through mud. Thick. Unstructured. Primitive.

It was a safety measure, and one I wasn’t sure I needed, but I was curious—and a bit concerned—about the possibility that whatever was crawling through the grass and trying to make its way toward us might try to overpower us.

“Just some animal,” I said.

Then two other forms began to move, and I realized it wasn’t just some animal.

I spun, flicking the string, using a sharp crack.

This time, there was nothing subdued or constrained about it. Out here in the open, there was no point in subtlety. Larale had already seen what I could do, so I didn’t have any reason to hold back. I had to be ready for what was out there so I could ensure our safety.

Another tap on the strings and another flick, and the grass flattened in front of me.

Then I saw the first of the attackers.

Clad in all black—leather, I suspected—and wielding a pair of short blades, the figure was moving toward me. Toward Larale. But what struck me most wasn’t the weapons or the coordinated approach. It was what I didn’t see.

No instrument or any of the tools a Guild operative would carry as naturally as breathing. Instead, I caught the glint of something at his belt—a small metal disc, inscribed with symbols I didn’t recognize. It pulsed with contained power, a trapped note that didn’t quite belong to any scale I knew.

A fabrication. But not like any I’d been trained to recognize.

Another flick of the string, and the chording form flowed over the attacker with an unexpected sweep of power. I was surprised by how he moved, and the way it washed over him. The energy should have disrupted his concentration, broken his stance, sent him staggering. That was how Guild techniques worked—musical combat, harmony against harmony, the stronger pattern dominating the weaker.

But instead, my chording simply… slid around him. Like water parting around a stone. He stumbled slightly, caught off guard by the physical force of the technique, but the magical component barely touched him.

I could feel some part of it, feel the way it lingered, but I couldn’t identify exactly what I had detected, just that there seemed to be some strange energy to it. The fabrication at his belt flared briefly, absorbing or deflecting my attack in a way that made no musical sense.

Larale cried out.

I turned and saw that there was another attacker coming.

This one stayed low, moving with the same coordinated silence as the first. And again, no instrument. Just another of those pulsing discs, and a short blade that caught the sunlight with deadly purpose.

Larale had a small knife in hand, but she was backing away.

I needed to keep her close to me, primarily because the chording form I was using had limited range. And until I had better control over it or a way of combining forms, I knew I needed to be extra cautious. I had to make sure she was safe from what was coming toward us, so I tapped on the strings again and felt the energy build until it rippled outward.

When I did, the resistance lingered.

There were at least three attackers, and they had us surrounded.

I quickly processed the situation, realizing that they had a way of repelling my chording form, though not entirely.

The other two, however, had let the power wash over them, and even as I strained to make sense of what had happened, I couldn’t tell what was different about them.

These weren’t Guild. The realization crystallized with sudden, cold certainty. Whatever techniques they used, they hadn’t learned them from our Academy. The coordinated approach from multiple angles, the way they’d moved to flank rather than confront directly—that was tactical training, not musical. And those fabrications…

The Song isn’t meant to be controlled, Silas. It’s meant to be understood. Leo’s voice echoed from that final night in Ibanar, when he’d tried to explain what the Guild had always gotten wrong. Listen. Don’t impose. That’s the secret they never learned.

I stopped fighting the traditional way.

Then one of them came at me.

This was not a use of the dissonance, or of chording. This was simply an attack.

He was quick and quiet as he drove a blade toward my midsection. I twisted, grabbing for his wrist. His skin was cold—unnaturally so—and where my fingers touched him, I felt something that made my stomach turn. The fabrication at his belt was feeding him somehow, pumping artificial power through his body in a way that violated everything I understood about how the dissonance worked.

It was like touching someone drowning and feeling the water in their lungs.

He jerked free, making it difficult for me to hold him. I spun and swept my leg, trying to strike. He deftly avoided it, forcing me to turn and back into Larale.

I kept close to her and flicked the ukelin string again, releasing an explosion of energy outward. This time, I wanted the power not just to incapacitate but to harm.

And instead of using the Guild’s technique of imposing my will on the dissonance, I tried something different. I listened. Felt for the manufactured wrongness of his fabrication, the place where it was forcing the Song into shapes it didn’t want to hold. And I pushed there, at the fault line, at the discord.

He wasn’t able to avoid the strike, and didn’t manage to shield himself in time. The strike caught him in the midsection, bending him over with a soft grunt. More than that, his fabrication flickered and sparked, and I heard it: a tortured note, high and thin, like metal screaming under stress. The device wasn’t just containing power. It was imprisoning it. Suffocating the natural flow of the Song into a shape that served its wielder rather than existing in harmony.

I was there in a heartbeat, driving my knee into his chin, then brought the ukelin down on his temple. He crumpled, and as he fell, the fabrication at his belt finally cracked, releasing a burst of discordant energy that made my teeth ache.

I spun around, finding two attackers now facing Larale. One paused, watching. The other one looked as if he had been injured. Maybe one of my strikes had reached him.

Another flick of the string, carried by a different rhythm—something I had learned from Leo. Not the rigid control of Guild technique, but something more fluid. The cascading power built and carried outward, rippling with a different energy.

I continued to tap on the strings, then darted between the two.

I positioned myself to block them from Larale.

But even as I did, I noticed that the men had slowed.

Something about them seemed almost inebriated. Their movements had turned sluggish, their coordination failing. I caught a scent on the wind—sharp and herbal, with an undertone of something bitter. I looked at Larale, who stood with one hand raised, fingers coated in fine powder.

I drove the blade of my dagger into the belly of one attacker, feeling the resistance of leather and flesh. He let out a wet gasp as air left his lungs. His fabrication pulsed once, twice, then died—and with it, his eyes went dark. It was not just that his consciousness was fading. It was something deeper, as if the device had been doing more than enhancing him. As if it had been holding him together.

I spun and flicked the ukelin string, striking outward toward another attacker. It caught him and sent him flying backward, where he landed in a heap.

I darted over to him and quickly finished him off with a strike to his throat. My hands were shaking slightly—not from fear but from the wrongness of what I’d felt. The fabrications weren’t just weapons. They were prisons, binding fragments of the Song into shapes that screamed with silent agony. Whoever had made these had understood the dissonance well enough to cage it. But not well enough to work with it.

When I was done, everything was quiet.

The dissonance had shifted, and even the undercurrent of what I had begun to feel on the wind had started to fade. The Song, released from the broken fabrications, was already healing itself—the natural harmony reasserting its patterns like water smoothing over disturbed sand.

“What did you do?” I asked, my voice soft, knowing that Larale must have done something.

Her hand was inside her dress pocket, and when she withdrew it, it was still coated in that same powder.

“I didn’t know if it would work,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “Crushed dreamwort and silverleaf. The combination works as a sedative when inhaled. The wind was in the right direction, or so I thought.”

“And what if it had caught me?”

Her eyes widened. “I guess… I’m sorry, Silas. I didn’t think about that.”

“It’s fine. It doesn’t matter. It worked.”

“It did. So, who are they?”

“I don’t know. But they’re not Guild,” I said.

I crouched beside the nearest body, examining the cracked fabrication at his belt. Up close, the symbols were even stranger—they weren’t the musical notation I’d expect from any tradition I knew, but geometric patterns that seemed designed to contain rather than to flow. The metal was cold, far colder than it should have been given how long it had been pressed against a living body.

“They came for you?” Larale asked.

“Seems that way. Or for you. Or for both of us.” I straightened, scanning the grass for any sign of additional threats. “Why don’t we tie them up and talk to them.”

“Do you think they will talk?”

The question hung in the air. These weren’t Guild operatives, bound to certain behaviors by tradition and training. They were something new. Something the Maestro had created—or found—outside the structures I understood.

As I grabbed the first of the men, dragged him off to the side of the road, and looked down at him, I wondered. Would they talk?

“Probably not,” I conceded.

“So does it even matter?”

“It does.”

“If you say so,” she said.

At this point, that was the only thing I could acknowledge: It mattered.

Because I wanted to know what they were doing, why they were doing it, and what was happening to my Guild.

Nyban had sent me. The Song had guided me. Now I had to find out why.
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By the time night had fallen and the men had been fully bound and were starting to come around, I didn’t expect to get many answers from them. They were all isolated. I had stationed them in various places around the countryside and placed several different fabrications around them to mute sound so they would not be aware of one another.

As I’d bound them, something had nagged at me. I’d searched each man carefully, looking for instruments—ukelins, citoles, anything that I might be able to use. There were none. Not a single string or bow among them.

That should have told me something immediately, but I’d been too focused on survival to process it.

These were not Nyban’s people—these were Maestro loyalists. I could tell by their formation, their techniques. The Guild hadn’t just fractured; it was actively at war with itself.

At this point, however, I still wasn’t convinced they would give me any answers. In fact, I doubted they would be reliable with any information, and even if they did share something, I questioned whether they would reveal much.

Larale stayed with me.

“You don’t have to watch this,” I said.

“I don’t want to stay away from you,” she said. “I’m concerned about what they might do to me.”

“The Maestro’s people. You’re afraid they’ll find you.”

Her jaw tightened. “I’ve already been attacked before. The Maestro doesn’t forgive betrayal.”

“These people are bound and held in place by several different fabrications. They won’t be able to do anything to you.”

“That you know of, but they also snuck up on you.”

She’d seen that, hadn’t she?

I sighed. “They had, but I don’t think there’s anything to be particularly concerned about now.”

She looked as if she wanted to argue with me, but she nodded nonetheless. I was grateful for that because I didn’t want to get into any sort of argument with her about what was going on.

We needed to talk to them and see if there was anything they would share, but more than that, we needed to know if there was a centralized structure here, or if they had been given information and instructions separately.

“How are you going to do it?” Larale asked.

I understood the implication—she was concerned about my approach, and perhaps worried it was going to involve torture. Then again, considering the information we needed, torture wasn’t off the table.

“I’m going to give them an opportunity to talk,” I said.

“What if they don’t?”

“Then they get to make a choice,” I said, with more ferocity in my tone than I intended. But shouldn’t there be? Especially with everything we’d been dealing with and all that we had been through, maybe a bit of ferocity wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

I let out a heavy sigh and then approached the first of the men. I regarded him for a moment. The way he was slumped forward, he looked as if he was sleeping, his shaggy black hair hanging down in front of his eyes, though there was less regularity to his breathing than I would’ve expected from somebody who was sleeping. This was not a man who was resting so much as a man trying to make it appear as if he were.

I tapped on the strings of my ukelin, readying for the possibility that I might need to use it, or perhaps use some of the power I could summon from one of the chording forms. He immediately flinched and stiffened, though he still didn’t lift his head.

“He’s aware of what you’re doing,” Larale whispered.

“Of course he is.” I took a step toward him. “He’s probably trying to decide if he can counter it. He’s probably even trying to decide if he can undo the bindings.” I said the last bit louder, wanting the man to know that I was aware of what he was trying to do.

A breeze whistled past, carrying with it an interesting sound, as if the hint of the dissonance on it was unique enough that maybe it could actually be useful.

“Is there anything I can do?” Larale asked.

I had considered that. There was the distinct possibility that I could ask her to try to subdue them with some of her strange concoction, but I wasn’t sure how that was going to impact them, or if it was going to prevent them from answering. Considering what I needed from them, I felt it was probably best that they remain capable of speech.

“Be ready to do something if they try to attack us,” I replied.

“What do you think they might try?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I want you to be ready, nonetheless.”

She nodded. I appreciated that she seemed ready, a little bit on edge but quiet. Not that she really needed to say anything.

As she stood fidgeting—though I started to question if perhaps she was readying something rather than simply being nervous—I stepped forward. I continued tapping on the ukelin, though I had quieted it somewhat, keeping it more muted than before.

I stared at the man. “Go on and look up at me,” I said. “I know you’re awake, and I know that you’re trying to seem as if you are not.” I smiled tightly. “It’s not working.”

I continued tapping on my ukelin, a steady tremolo of power that carried energy within it. It was a Guild technique that involved imposing my will on the dissonance and shaping it through force, but something felt wrong. The man’s resistance was different from what I expected.

I shifted my approach. Stopped trying to impose. Started listening instead, the way Leo had taught me.

And there it was. A different kind of signature in the dissonance around him. Not the controlled, musical patterns of Guild training. Something cruder. More primal.

It confirmed that these attackers truly weren’t Guild members, as I had suspected.

“Who sent you?” I asked.

I didn’t truly know who was responsible for this attack, but I had my suspicions. If they were coming after me, it meant I had been targeted the same way Leo had been, and targeting a member of the Guild could only come from higher up.

The man lifted his head slowly, and his eyes were cold with contempt.

“Traitor,” he spat. “You sided with the rebellion. Sided with Leo and that fool Nyban against the only man who understood what was really at stake.”

“The Maestro was corrupt. He burned villages. Killed innocents.”

The man laughed—a harsh, bitter sound. “The Maestro didn’t lose. He’s regrouping. Building something. You think you won in Ibanar? You delayed him. Nothing more.”

A chill worked through me, but I kept my expression neutral. “Building what?”

“You think Nyban can hold the Guild together?” The man’s smile was unpleasant. “Half of us know the truth—Leo was the threat, not the Maestro. Leo and his connection to powers he couldn’t control. The Maestro was protecting us from that. Protecting the realm.”

“By massacring civilians? By trying to open gates to forces he didn’t understand?”

The man’s expression shifted, and something flickered in his eyes. Fear, maybe. Or something darker. “There are things out there worth more than Guild politics. Things the Maestro understands. Things you and Nyban will never comprehend.”

Before I could press further, the man started to shake.

“Nice try,” I said. “If you share more with me, perhaps I will release you.”

I didn’t have any intention of doing that, and he must have known that I would keep him tied up. Maybe even kill him.

“That’s enough,” I said, continuing to tap on the ukelin to disrupt whatever he was doing. I could feel some sort of strange connection here, but for whatever reason I could not pick up on anything beyond that. It was odd—I detected the way he was shaking, the tremulous nature of it, but more than that, I could tell that whatever he was doing was affecting the dissonance. That shouldn’t be the case, but I was increasingly aware of something pushing on me.

“What’s going on?” Larale asked. “It feels like…”

I grabbed her and pulled her down to the ground.

The moment I did, something shifted in the air. I abandoned the Guild technique entirely, where I stopped trying to control and started trying to understand. The Song whispered something I almost grasped. A warning, perhaps. Or an explanation.

Too late.

I tapped on the ukelin, creating a shielding chording, and hoped that whatever was coming wouldn’t be able to target me.

Deep down, I was concerned about the source, the cause. I had felt a whistle of power, been certain of it, but had no real idea what it was.

“Silas,” Larale said, jerking my attention back.

As soon as I turned, I realized the man was dead.

Something radiated from him. Some sort of power.

I’d heard of this before. The Maestro had ways of making sure his people couldn’t talk—fail-safes built into their training. Their silence was more valuable than their lives.

But wait. If they weren’t Guild, how would they have Guild fail-safes? Unless the Maestro had found ways to extend his techniques beyond our organization. Unless he was recruiting other members and creating something new.

“I don’t know what just happened here,” I said to her. I continued tapping, and at this point it was more than just trying to feel the dissonance. I was tapping on the ukelin because I wanted to sense if there was anything else here, because there seemed to be a threat of some sort.

Larale had moved closer to the body, studying something on the man’s wrist. “Silas. Look at this.”

I crouched beside her. A small mark—almost like a brand, but more intricate. Symbols I didn’t recognize.

“I’ve seen this before,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “When I was with the Maestro’s network, some of the newer recruits had marks like this. They weren’t trained at the Academy. They came from… somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else?”

“The Maestro was making alliances. With people who had their own ways of touching the dissonance.” She shuddered. “I never learned the details. I didn’t want to know.”

That explained the missing instruments. The crude resistance to my chording. The fabrications they carried instead of playing techniques.

The Maestro wasn’t just rebuilding. He was building something new. Something that didn’t rely on Guild traditions at all.

I moved forward, still tapping on the ukelin, feeling for the energy within it, but there was no sense of anything else around us. Nothing to suggest that there was anything dangerous here.

“We need to check on the others,” I said. “Stay low, and stay by me.”

“How do you think anybody did this?”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure.”

I moved forward through the grass, keeping low like I had instructed her to do. We approached the next attacker, who was either unconscious or dead. I knelt near him, attempting to pick up on any undercurrent of power, but there didn’t seem to be anything. I noticed a quiet note in the air, but nothing obvious. What had happened here?

How could anything like that even have occurred?

The same mark on his wrist. The same absence of instruments.

The Maestro’s reach extended even here. Nyban was right—the fracture ran deeper than I’d feared.

But it was worse than that. The Maestro had found outside allies. People with their own connection to the dissonance, or something like it. People who didn’t need our training, our traditions, our instruments.

What else had he been doing during those years in power? What other alliances had he forged while we thought he was protecting us?

“What do you want to do with them?” she asked.

“At this point, I think we need to stay away until we have a better idea about what’s happening.”

“So what?”

“So we move cautiously.”

I moved over to the third person, still tapping on the ukelin, still creating a chording form that shielded me, though I already fully expected what I would find. I was not at all surprised to come across another dead person.

Much like the others, there was an undercurrent that lingered, but within it, I noticed something I had not before: an uneasy sensation that hovered around me.

And one question kept circling in my brain: Why hadn’t they targeted me specifically? They’d had the opportunity. When the first man died, the others could have attacked. Instead, they’d all died—or been killed—within moments of each other.

As if killing them mattered more than killing me.

As if making sure they couldn’t talk was the primary objective.

“Somebody’s out here,” I said.

“And they’re targeting these people, not you?” Larale asked.

“I don’t know, but somebody’s out here.”

“What if they are trying to help us? What if it’s that friend of yours?”

I didn’t think so. If it was Leo, he wouldn’t have done anything like this. He would’ve warned me, but I doubted that he would’ve killed them.

But what if he had?

That thought lingered. He was a member of the Guild, after all, so I couldn’t put it past him to do something like that, nor could I claim that he was blameless in everything.

But no—this wasn’t Leo’s work. This had the Maestro’s signature all over it. Clean. Efficient. Ruthless. His people silenced before they could reveal anything useful.

A darker thought crept in. Was this coordinated? Was the Maestro striking at all of Nyban’s allies simultaneously? Were Asarina and Nyban facing similar attacks in Ibanar even now?

The thought of Asarina in danger made my chest tighten. I couldn’t protect her from here. Couldn’t warn her. Could only trust that Nyban’s preparations were enough.

As I moved back to our campsite, I tapped on the ukelin, feeling for the dissonance and finding nothing. The air was quiet, calm, and there was nothing else here.

“What do you think we have to do?” Larale asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we need to keep moving. Get you to Yur. That’s still the mission.”

“If it’s not him, then could it be somebody else?”

“It could be, but the real question is why.”

And why target me now? Why let me live when they could have killed me? Unless the Maestro wanted me to see this. Wanted me to know he was out there, gathering power, making alliances with people outside the Guild.

Wanted me afraid.

“We can’t stay here tonight,” I said. “We don’t know who else might be here, so for now, we just need to move.”

“All right,” she said. “What do we do with them?”

“Search them first, and then we leave.”

“What do you think they might have on them?”

“I don’t know, but I think we need to be careful.”

As we searched the bodies, I made a decision. Whatever was happening, whatever the Maestro was building, my priority was to get Larale to Yur. Completing the mission was the best way to help Nyban—and the best way to ensure that the information she carried reached the people who needed it.


CHAPTER THREE


They hadn’t had anything on them. No instruments. No ukelins, no citoles, no strings or bows of any kind. The fact that there were none of these things, and no signs of them, surprised me and left me more than a little worried about the possibility that maybe there was another explanation about who and what they were, and what they were doing.

What they did have were fabrications—small objects infused with power, designed to be triggered rather than played. They were a cruder approach to the dissonance, and didn’t require training or talent. Just the right object at the right time.

The Maestro had found a way to create soldiers without needing the Guild’s Academy. Without needing years of practice or people who could hear the Song at all.

That terrified me more than anything else we’d encountered.

They had a few coins, which I pocketed, and one of the men had several different fabrications, but without knowing what those fabrications were, I wasn’t willing to keep them. There was a danger in holding on to unfamiliar fabrications, at least until you had an idea about what they could do and the kind of power trapped within them. I knew better than to risk using a fabrication I wasn’t familiar with.

Larale had been quiet, fidgeting and twisting the material of her dress.

“Those fabrications,” she said finally. “I recognize the style.”

I looked up sharply. “You’ve seen them before?”

“When I was with the Maestro’s people. There was a woman—I never learned her name—who supplied things like this. Objects that could be used by anyone, not just trained operatives.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “She wasn’t Guild. She came from somewhere in the north. The Maestro met with her privately.”

“Did you ever learn what she wanted in exchange?”

Larale shook her head. “But I heard rumors. Something about gates. About places where the barriers between worlds had grown thin.” She met my eyes. “The Maestro was interested in those places. Very interested.”

The fae gates. Leo had been investigating those too. Where the dissonance grew strange and unpredictable.

“If you’re going to do that, then I would suggest you be proactive,” I said, noting her continued fidgeting.

“Proactive?”

“Yes. You need to start readying for whatever else you might need to do. I can’t say what that’s going to be, but it doesn’t make sense to just fidget like that. Get ready for what you might have to face and deal with it.”

“Is that what you do?”

“That’s what I had to do, and that’s what we have to do.”

“But that doesn’t help you know what you might have to deal with currently.”

She wasn’t wrong. But at least I understood the shape of the threat now. The Maestro wasn’t just rebuilding his faction within the Guild. He was building something outside it entirely. Something that didn’t need our traditions, our training, our limitations.

Something that could scale.

I thought about Nyban and Asarina, back in Ibanar. Were they facing similar attacks? The coordinated timing suggested yes. The Maestro was sending a message: He could reach anyone, anywhere.

The best thing I could do—the only thing I could do from here—was complete the mission. Get Larale to Yur. Make sure her intelligence reached the people who needed it.

That would help the reformation. That would support Nyban’s efforts. That was how I served the Guild now, not by fighting in Ibanar but by ensuring the Maestro’s network was exposed.

“We should keep moving,” I said, rising and brushing the dirt from my knees. “We’ve stayed here too long already.”

Larale looked at the bodies one last time, then turned away. “How far is it to Yur?”

“Far enough that we’ll need to pace ourselves. But the road should widen ahead, and if we’re fortunate, we’ll find other travelers heading the same direction. There’s safety in numbers, even for people like us.”

She didn’t argue. The attack had drained the argument out of both of us, replacing it with the kind of weary resolve that comes after you’ve seen what people are willing to do.

We gathered what little we had and set off, leaving the dead behind us in the tall grass. The dissonance was quiet now—no trace of the fabrications’ crude power, no hint of whoever had silenced the attackers before I could question them. Just the wind, the road, and the faint hum of the Song beneath it all.

I tapped the ukelin as we walked, not to chord, but to listen. The attack had shown me how much I still needed to learn—about the Maestro’s new allies, about the fabrications they wielded, about the threats gathering beyond the Guild’s knowledge. Every mile between here and Yur was a mile where any of those threats could find us again.

Press on. That was the mission. That was how I could help.


CHAPTER FOUR


We traveled with a caravan toward Yur, with around a hundred people in close proximity. At first it made me somewhat uncomfortable. To have so many people on the road was unusual, and I was concerned about what we might encounter and whether there would be some sort of danger. But the longer we traveled, the clearer it became that there was no threat here, other than what we might bring upon ourselves.

All the while I kept listening, but I did not pick up on much. There was no connection, no power, nothing that told me about what these people had been running from.

More fragments of conversation confirmed my suspicions. Stories of villages where the sky had “torn open.” Places where people had simply vanished. Sounds that weren’t sounds—dissonance without music, reality without structure.

The fae gates. Whatever Leo had been investigating, it was spreading. Getting worse.

And all these people were fleeing toward Yur, as if the city offered some kind of protection. As if the priests’ god could shield them from the unraveling world.

Larale was pulled into action several times. We noticed a small child struggling, and she looked over to me, as if debating whether she should help. I waved her ahead, and she had a look of resolve in her eyes the moment she rushed to him. She mixed a series of powders—I wondered where she had acquired them—and put them into a small bottle of water, which she gave to the parents.

“Give it to him three times a day. Morning, midday, and before bed. This should help.”

I stepped back, mostly because I didn’t want to interrupt, but partly because I didn’t want to be seen as a threat. Not when they needed to trust her and what she was offering them.

“What was wrong with him?” I asked when she returned to me.

“He’s got a wasting sickness. It’s one that can be treated, though. I’ve seen it quite a few times.”

“Magic,” I said.

She puckered her lips in a frown. “It’s not magic, it’s a matter of recognizing the signs and knowing the different types of medicines you can mix in order for a person to get the help they need.”

I chuckled. “Like I said. Magic.”

Watching her work, I found myself reconsidering who she was. Whatever darkness existed in her past—whatever she’d done in the Maestro’s service—this was real too. This compassion. This skill. People were complicated. The Maestro’s corruption didn’t mean everyone who’d worked for him was corrupt.

Maybe that was a lesson I needed to remember. About Larale. About the Guild members who’d followed the Maestro without understanding what he really was. About myself, and the orders I’d followed before I learned to question them.

There was another time when someone had fallen, and the wagons had just kept moving. We came upon a small gathering of people around an injured older man who was holding his leg. A bit of white jutted out, with blood oozing around it, though someone had wrapped a tourniquet around his thigh to stanch the bleeding. I recognized bone and immediately knew the severity of that type of injury.

I tapped Larale’s shoulder. “The poor bastard is gone.”

“Gone?”

She pulled away from me, crouched down next to the man, and whispered something I couldn’t hear, even though I had tapped on the ukelin in an attempt to eavesdrop.

She looked up at several of the gathered people. “Go and get some branches. We’re going to need to stabilize the injury.”

The sharp edge to her tone was like a whip crack, and the people surrounding him looked around for just a moment, before scurrying off at her command.

“I’m going to make something that will deaden the pain,” she told the old man. “It’ll let me straighten your leg, splint it, and then close the wound. That is, if you don’t mind?”

“It’s all right, mistress,” the man said, his voice weak, thready. “I know injuries like this aren’t survivable.”

“They are plenty survivable,” Larale said, that edge in her tone back again. “Those who tell you otherwise are just fools. I’ll mix something that will numb the pain, and I’ll also give you something to apply to the wound over the next two weeks as it heals. If you do it diligently, you will stave off any infection.”

He blinked. “I might live?”

“You might,” she said. “I can’t guarantee it, much like I can’t claim that this will be comfortable, but if you do what I say, and with a little bit of luck, it should be enough for you to survive.”

Some of his people came back carrying branches and set them down.

Larale looked over. “Strip them of the side branches. I need the straightest, strongest pieces. And I need straps of leather. Strong straps. Cut free whatever you need. Cloth will do if necessary, but I would prefer leather.”

I watched her and couldn’t help but be impressed by the efficiency, the steady focus, and the skill with which she worked. She mixed another compound and administered it to the man, sliding it along his gumline. He sucked in a sharp breath. Then he gradually—and visibly—began to relax. I could see it as the effect of whatever she’d given him began to take hold, and his tension started to ease.

She held her hand out, and after a moment the others realized what she wanted from them and handed the branches to her. She checked them, sighting along the length of each before choosing two of them.

Larale glanced over to me. “You could help,” she said.

“I don’t have your training.”

“I just need you to pull on his heel. I need somebody with some strength.”

I crouched down and grabbed his heel, then waited until she motioned for me to pull. I expected him to cry out. Then again, she had administered something to help with his pain. As I continued to pull, he had a serene look on his face, one that seemed almost as if he had fallen into a slumber, though his eyes were still open.

She made quick work of sliding the branches onto either side of his straightened leg, then binding them with strips of leather that his people had found. Once she was done with that, she set to work repairing the wound. I had seen wounds like that before, and I didn’t expect she could do much for him, but she seemed confident that what she could do would be enough. I sat back and marveled as she stitched up the injury, then mixed another concoction.

“Water,” Larale said.

Somebody handed her a bottle of water, which she brought to her nose briefly, sniffed, and then sipped, before dribbling it into the concoction. She worked it slowly into a paste.

“See what I did here?” She didn’t look over her shoulder, but his friends nodded nonetheless.

“You are going to need to add a few drops of water and mix it into a paste like this. I can’t leave it like this because it’s not going to travel well in this form. But the powder will.”

“Yes, mistress,” one of the others said.

“And I would encourage you to be cautious. A little too thick is fine, but too watery is not going to be effective, so just a few drops at a time.” When she was done, she held it up and motioned to it. They all leaned close, and I smiled.

Like I said, this was its own form of magic.

She smeared some of the paste onto the man’s injury, and he gritted his teeth. “Cold.”

“That’s how you know it’s working,” she said softly.

I smiled again at that.

Once done, she straightened, wiped her hands on her pants, and gave the paste to his people. “Wrap this in a leaf to keep it moist. You can use this again later today.”

She mixed another batch of powder and handed it to another of his people. “This is what you add a few drops of water to. You can portion it out in small quantities. Be careful, and don’t lose it.”

“Will you be traveling with us?”

She shook her head. “You’re going to be too slow, I’m sorry. But this will work, and you don’t need me to travel with you.”

Even as she said it, I could see the slight anguish in her eyes, as if she wondered if she should.

Maybe that was the healer in her.

She finished talking to everybody for a few more moments, then joined me as we set off.

“Like I said. Magic.”

She rubbed her hands together. “It’s just mixing things.”

“Yes, but as I explained, it is not dissimilar from what I do. I have no idea what you did or how you did it, but that is its own form of magic.”

By the time we reached the outskirts of Yur, I sensed that Larale was once again pleased with what she could do, and she was no longer asking me to teach her chording forms. I was thankful for that because I didn’t really want to share that with her—not because it was a secret I had to keep, but because I didn’t think she needed it. And I hadn’t been misleading her when I told her that what she could do had its own unique power. The injured man would not have survived the journey without her healing, though the child might have. Depending on how poorly he had been doing before her help, it was possible that he might not have made it back to the city in time, but I knew without a doubt that the man would have died.

As we approached Yur, I paused. The city was situated well beyond most of the typical trade routes. It was a place of spirituality, led by priests rather than a council, or a governor, or a mayor. It was situated in the mouth of a gorge, or at least it looked like it was, with stone slowly rising as we approached, and narrowing to a tight crack that was impassable. You could pass Yur on one of the roads along either side of the rock, but you could not get to its upper reaches in any way other than by going through it.

A series of terraces made up the foundation of the city, with the main level occupying the valley portion of the gorge. Other structures were built up along the walls, terraced further as one went into the city, and higher as the rock rose. By the time you reached the rear of Yur, there was only one single massive structure that looked down upon the entire valley. The gold and silver metal worked into the stone caught the sunlight, reflected downward, and sent streaks of color sweeping around.

And the Song here… It was different.

I stopped, ukelin in hand, and listened—not with my ears but with that deeper sense Leo had helped me with. The dissonance in Yur wasn’t chaotic. It was… structured. Layered. As if someone—or many someones—had been shaping it for centuries.

The priests, I realized. They had their own relationship with the underlying harmony. Not the Guild’s approach of imposing control, not Leo’s way of listening and understanding. Something else entirely. Something that had been built into the very stones of this place.

No wonder the refugees were fleeing here. Whatever instinct drove them, some part of them could sense that the city was… anchored. Stable. A place where reality held firm even as it frayed elsewhere.

Leo had once told me that power structures were just cages on the Song. Looking at Yur’s rigid hierarchy—stone terraces rising like steps toward the golden temple—I wondered what he would have seen here. What the Song sounded like beneath all that careful order. Whether the priests had built something beautiful or simply another kind of prison.

“I have never seen anything quite like this before,” she said.

“It’s an old, sacred place,” I said. “At least if you ask the priests about that. I would encourage you to be careful here.”

“Careful?” She looked over, arching a brow. “Is it going to be dangerous?”

“I doubt you’ll find any particular danger here, but it’s the kind of place that has some… unique features. Primarily because of those who lead here, I would caution you.”

She snorted. “Of course you would.”

“Well, that doesn’t change things. Keep an eye out and watch for anything unusual.” I motioned to the upper level of the city. “That is where you’ll find the priests.”

“Priests? What do they worship?”

“The god Atethos. They claim that he alone oversees the valley, and provides understanding and power to those who live here. If you were to travel north, as you veer around the rock, you would find people who celebrate different gods.”

“I thought there were only the Seven Souls,” she said.

“That’s who you celebrate,” I said.

“And you?”

I shrugged slightly. “I’ve seen quite a bit in my day, and I don’t know that it makes sense for me to worship any of the gods.”

“Any of them? You mean the Seven?”

“Not the Seven, not Atethos, and not Vareth, Kelmira, or Soleth.”

Her eyes widened as she listened. “I didn’t realize there were so many.”

“Like I said. Everybody has their own beliefs, and who’s to say what is right and what is not?”

“So what are we doing here?” Larale asked.

“For now, getting you settled.”

“You want me to stay here?”

“I want you to at least get settled.”

“I could come with you,” she added hurriedly.

Now that we had reached the city, the road had widened. Travelers, wagons, and even a few guiding mules moved steadily along it.

Yur was not going to be able to take in so many people. Not easily. I could already tell that the city was crowded, at least on the lower level. I wondered if it would be the same on some of the upper levels, but I at least suspected there would be a limit to how many people it could handle.

And yet they kept coming. Drawn in by something. Fleeing from something. The fae gates, the thinning barriers, the reality tears that were spreading across the land—whatever drove them, they believed Yur could protect them.

Maybe the priests’ god was real. Maybe their centuries of worship had strengthened this place in ways the Guild didn’t understand. Or maybe it was simpler than that—maybe Yur’s position at the edge of known lands put it far from wherever the gates were opening.

Either way, I was delivering Larale to a city that might soon be overwhelmed by refugees. A city whose priests might have answers about the dissonance that even the Guild didn’t possess. A city that sounded, to my newly awakened senses, like stability.

“Once we get you situated, then I have another assignment,” I said.

“You don’t have an assignment. You talked with him, but you don’t have one.”

“My assignment hasn’t changed.”

Maybe it had, at least in some way, but I still felt as if there were things I needed to do, and ways I needed to serve.

“I don’t know that I want to stay here alone,” she said softly.

“You won’t be alone. There are plenty of people here.”

Her gaze drifted to the walls, then along some of the stone buildings and the wooden structures on the main level, and then up even farther, until she was looking at the priests’ level.

“Not my people,” she whispered.

“How would you know until you have a chance to meet them?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel like my people.”

I understood. I’d felt the same way when I first arrived at the Guild’s Academy—surrounded by people, yet utterly alone. It had taken time to find my place. Time and purpose.

She would find hers. She had skills that mattered. Compassion that persisted despite everything she’d been through. And Yur was going to need healers, especially if the refugees kept coming.

I didn’t know what to say in response, but I knew that I wouldn’t be able to stay. Not for long.

The Maestro was building something with his new allies. The fae gates were spreading. Nyban and Asarina were fighting to hold the Guild together. And somewhere in the dissonance, Leo waited.


CHAPTER FIVE


We ventured into the lower level of the city, and I kept listening for the Song, thinking that some part of it might provide me with some idea about what was here.

What I found was strange. Not a sound, exactly, but an absence of it. A stillness in the dissonance that shouldn’t have been possible.

The priests had done something to this place. Where the Song usually flowed and shifted, here it pooled. Settled. As if the very fabric of reality had been convinced to hold still.

Leo’s words echoed in my memory: Power structures are just cages on the Song. Looking at Yur’s terraced hierarchy rising toward the golden temple, I wondered if he’d been warning me about places exactly like this.

The lower level assaulted my senses in ways I hadn’t anticipated. The air hung thick with the mingled smells of too many bodies in too small a space: unwashed wool, woodsmoke, the sharp tang of animal dung from pack mules. Underneath it all was something sweeter: roasting meat from street vendors, the yeasty warmth drifting from a nearby bakery, the cloying perfume of crushed flowers being sold by children with hollow eyes. The cobblestones beneath my feet were worn smooth by centuries of traffic, slick in places with spilled water or worse. Voices rose in a dozen dialects I didn’t recognize, haggling and arguing and crying out for lost companions in the press of bodies.

For her part, Larale had been silent. She seemed concerned about the atmosphere around us, although it wasn’t even quiet. There was a certain chaos here, a certain energy, that neither of us was quite sure what to make of. So many different people here from all around—I couldn’t tell how many were from nearby towns and cities, or how many were from much farther away.

When I said as much to Larale, she frowned.

“Why would they be coming from such long distances?”

“There’s too many,” I said. “Too many to just be migrating here. I wonder if maybe the threat they are running from is dangerous enough that they had to move quickly.”

But quickly from what?

I listened again for the Song beneath Yur’s structured hierarchy. It was there—different from anywhere I’d been. Muted, almost, as if the priests had learned to harmonize with the dissonance rather than fight it. The opposite of the Guild’s approach. The opposite of what the Maestro had done.

“Do you feel that?” Larale asked suddenly.

“Feel what?”

“The stillness.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “It’s the reverse of what I felt around the Maestro’s people. They were always… pushing. Forcing. This is like being inside a held breath.”

She was right. And that difference might be exactly why the Maestro would see Yur as a threat. His power came from chaos, from tearing at the fabric of things. The priests’ stability was the antithesis of everything he was building.

The crowd became thicker the deeper we went into the city, making it difficult to navigate. It was easy to tell some of the locals from those who were not. The locals wore light brown clothing, made of light linens that would handle the heat of this place better. Those moving in were dirtier and dressed in heavier, darker fabric, with many of them carrying packs.

As we pressed deeper into the throng, I noticed a cluster of refugees gathered around an overturned cart, using it as a makeshift shelter. An old woman sat on a blanket, surrounded by a dozen people who listened with the rapt attention of those desperate for any scrap of understanding about what had happened to their world.

I slowed, drawing Larale closer.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Listen.”

The old woman’s voice was thin, and though it cracked, it carried with surprising clarity. “—thought it was just the sky changing color at first. You know how sunsets can be, all red and purple. But this was different. This was wrong.”

A younger man, his face gaunt with exhaustion, leaned forward. “Wrong how?”

“The colors didn’t stay in the sky.” The old woman’s hands trembled as she wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “They came down. Reached like fingers, touching the ground near Maren’s wheat field. And where they touched…”

She fell silent. Someone handed her a waterskin, and she drank deeply before continuing.

“The air started to ripple. Like heat shimmer, but vertical. Standing up like a door. And then it tore.”

The hair rose on my arms. Beside me, Larale had gone very still.

“Tore?” the young man pressed.

“Split open. Like cloth ripping, but there was no sound. Or rather, there was a sound, but it was inside my head. Inside everyone’s heads. My grandson Tam, he was closest. He screamed and clapped his hands over his ears, but you can’t block out a sound that’s in your skull.”

I tapped lightly on the ukelin, extending my senses toward the old woman. The dissonance around her was scarred somehow—marked by an echo of something profound and terrible. Whatever she had witnessed, it had left traces that lingered even now.

“What came through?” someone asked, barely above a whisper.

Her eyes went distant. Haunted. “At first, nothing. Just… wrongness. The air on the other side of that tear wasn’t our air. It smelled like metal and flowers rotting, and something sweet that made you want to vomit. The light was different—not darker exactly, but thicker. Like looking through honey.”

She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice had dropped to something barely audible. I had to lean in to hear.

“Then the fingers came through,” she said.

“Fingers?” someone else asked.

“Long. So long. Pale as bone but moving like they were made of water. They reached through that tear and they touched Maren’s wheat, and everywhere they touched, the wheat changed. Didn’t burn, didn’t wither, just became something else. The stalks turned to glass. Actual glass, but they were still growing, still moving in the wind. And when Tam tried to run, one of those fingers touched him.”

She started to weep silently, tears cutting tracks through the dust on her weathered cheeks.

“What happened to him?” Larale asked, her voice soft with the healer’s instinct to understand suffering even when she couldn’t cure it.

The old woman looked up, seeming to notice us for the first time. Her eyes were red-rimmed, ancient with grief that no passage of time would heal.

“He didn’t scream. That was the worst part. He just… stopped. Stood there frozen while the finger traced down his arm, and where it touched, his skin went clear. I could see his bones. His blood. His muscles. He just stood there, looking at his own body becoming glass, and then he smiled.”

She shuddered violently.

“He smiled, and he said, ‘Mother, it’s beautiful on the other side. The Song is so loud there. So clear.’ Those were the last words he spoke as himself. Then the glass reached his heart, and something else looked out of his eyes.”

“Something else?” I heard myself ask.

“The thing wearing my grandson’s body turned toward me. It moved wrong, like it didn’t understand how human joints worked but it was trying to remember. And it spoke in Tam’s voice, but the words… the words weren’t human. They hurt to hear. They made shapes in my head that shouldn’t exist.”

She clutched at her temples as if reliving the pain.

“What did it say?” another person asked.

“‘The doors are opening, and we remember what was promised.’ Then it walked through the tear—my grandson’s body, walking into that wrongness—and the tear started to spread. It didn’t close. It grew. Started swallowing more of the field, more of the farm, and we ran.”

“How many escaped?” I asked.

“From our village? Maybe thirty of us, out of two hundred. The rest…” She shook her head. “Some were taken like Tam. Some just… vanished when the tear touched them. Some went mad merely from looking too long at what was on the other side. My daughter-in-law couldn’t stop screaming. We had to leave her. We could hear her screaming for miles.”

The crowd around her had gone completely silent. In the distance, I could hear the normal sounds of the city—vendors calling, children playing, the bustle of daily life—but in this small circle, those sounds seemed impossibly far away.

“How long ago?” I asked.

“Three weeks. We’ve been walking ever since. The tear is still growing, last we heard. It’s swallowed Maren’s whole farm now. Maybe the whole valley.”

I exchanged a look with Larale. Three weeks.

Leo had merged with the dissonance to try to understand how to close these tears, to find a way to stop them from spreading.

The Maestro had tried to open a gate. Had he succeeded? Was this the result?

“The priests here,” I said carefully. “They say they can hold the barriers. That Yur is safe.”

The old woman looked up at the golden temple gleaming far above. “That’s why we came. They say the priests have been singing the barriers strong for centuries. That whatever is happening out there can’t touch this valley.” She turned back to me, and her eyes held something desperate and fierce. “It better be true. Because what’s coming through those tears—it’s not random. It’s not mindless. It knows what it wants.”

“What does it want?”

“To come home. That’s what the thing in Tam’s body said before it walked through. ‘We’re coming home.’ Like this world used to belong to them. Like we’re the intruders.”

I felt the truth of it settle into my bones like ice. The fae gates weren’t just tears in reality. They were doors that had been sealed, and now something on the other side wanted them open.

And somewhere in the north, the Maestro was working to give them exactly that.

“Something is going to happen here,” I said softly to Larale.

“What do you mean?”

“I just mean that something is going to happen. You can see it. There is an energy, a tension hanging in the air. I’m not sure what it is, but I can feel it.”

“Magic,” she said, smiling over at me.

I chuckled. In a way, maybe she was right. Maybe that was a form of magic—the type I had to find—but I wanted to understand if there was anything different here.

The priests had achieved something remarkable. They hadn’t tried to control the Song—they’d invited it to rest. Even from this distance, I could sense the way power moved through these terraces. Not chaotic, not forced, but channeled. Directed. And underneath it all, that strange absence, as if they’d created pockets of silence within the dissonance itself.

It was beautiful. And it made me deeply uncomfortable.

“Do you think we’ll be able to find a place to stay?” Larale asked.

“I don’t know. It depends on where we go.”

“Where? In the city? You don’t know your way around here, unless you’ve been here before.”

“I’ve not, but I think perhaps there is something, some energy, that I might be able to understand more about as I try to make sense of all this.”

“But that’s not really what you’re concerned about.”

“No,” I said.

Honestly, I was struggling with something deeper. The Guild had taught me that control was the goal: mastery over the dissonance, the ability to impose my will on the world. Leo had begun teaching me something different: listening, understanding, cooperating with the Song rather than caging it.

But the priests had taken that philosophy and built an entire civilization around it. Hierarchy upon hierarchy, structure upon structure, all designed to maintain their particular harmony with the dissonance.

Was that freedom, or just a different kind of cage?

As we kept moving, I tapped on the ukelin, curious if there was some element to the dissonance I could find out more about. The stillness pressed against my senses like water pressure at depth. It wasn’t painful, but it was undeniable.

“What if we go up a level?” she said.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. There might not be anything up there.”

“There are other houses and buildings, and look at the bridges that link them.”

We started to walk in that direction. The farther we got into the city, the easier it was to see the bridges. Before they had blended in, as if they were part of the structures rather than wooden bridges spanning the distance.

“Maybe we try going up,” I agreed.

We headed to the rear of the city and tried to find a way up. There didn’t seem to be stairs or any sort of cart path.

“Elevators,” she said, pointing while I looked around.

I frowned. I didn’t know what an elevator was, but she showed me where one of the bridges had a basket that could be lowered and raised.

“So we have to wait until somebody on the upper level allows us up,” I said.

“Seems that way.”

“Which means that they can limit who comes.”

That was how they could prevent some of the migrants from ascending. I suspected the same would be true for the highest levels.

Another kind of cage. Another hierarchy controlling access to power. The priests at the top, literally looking down on everyone below.

Leo would have had opinions about this arrangement.

I could easily imagine getting to the upper levels and having an opportunity to move freely. More than that, we’d be able to stay away from anything dangerous. And if there was anything threatening here, I’d like the chance to at least see what it might be, especially from a better vantage.

“Where are you going?” Larale asked.

“Exploring,” I said.

“But the area is closed to us.”

I maneuvered underneath one of the bridges and swept my gaze up to it to see if there was anything about it I could identify. The stillness here was even more pronounced—a deliberate barrier woven into the very stones.

“It’s closed, but that doesn’t mean it’s not accessible,” I said. “And I suspect that, with the right opportunity, we might be able to make our way up there.”

She trailed after me as I hurried through this part of the city. As I went, I continued looking at the bridges that spanned overhead to see if I might sense anything else from them, but so far I had not felt anything.

“It’s mostly the bridges that have the elevators,” I said, noting that to be the case.

“They have to have something for the rock,” she said.

“I thought you wanted me to leave it alone.”

“I don’t think it makes sense for you to try to make your way up there, but if you are trying to piece things together and see if there might be some way up, I am not going to let you do it in a way that’s dangerous to you.”

I arched a brow. “You’re not going to let me?”

“My fate is intertwined with yours, so no, I’m not going to let you. If we need to figure out what’s going on here, then I want to help.”

I couldn’t help but feel grateful for that because I knew I would need whatever help she might provide as we continued to work our way through the city.

“Let’s see if there is anything we can find at this level that will help us see if we can get up there,” I said.

“But why up there?” Larale asked.

“I want to know if there’s another way through here.”

“Eventually, you’re going to get stuck, right?”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “If we can get up to the second level, then it’s possible we would be safer up there.” I flicked my gaze up. The second level was quieter, but still filled with people. I suspected that many of them were locals, but as my gaze drifted up the rock face to the higher levels of the city, I noticed that the crowds thinned dramatically.

“You want to go even higher?” Larale shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good plan, especially until you have a better idea about what’s there and how easily they can identify outsiders.”

“Well, I’m actually pretty good at this sort of thing.”

“You don’t seem that good at it,” she muttered.

I barked out a laugh. “Maybe I used to be pretty good at this sort of thing, and maybe I’m not so good anymore, or at least not like I used to be. But that doesn’t mean I can’t still find these answers to see if there is anything useful to us. Besides, if we get up there, then we can explore and decide if there’s anything else we can do.”

“Do?”

I nodded. “I still need answers.”

“What makes you think the answers are going to come from up there?”

She swept her hand around and accidentally struck an older woman who was walking in the crowd nearby. Larale grimaced, pulled her hand back, and clutched it against her chest.

“What makes you think this is the wrong strategy?” she asked. “Shouldn’t we be talking to the people here, the people who are part of this, and seeing what they might know about what is going on?”

“We already know what’s happening here,” I said. “We’ve seen it. We know that they are fleeing, and most don’t even know what they’re fleeing from.”

“Most, but not all, right? If that’s your question, then shouldn’t you try to ask them?”

“What do you propose?” I asked.

She snorted. “And here I thought you were a member of the…”

Larale looked me up and down, and hesitated. It was almost as if she was afraid to say that I was a member of the Guild, but maybe that wasn’t the issue. Maybe she just wasn’t sure. Truth be told, I understood that, partly because there were aspects of what I could do that didn’t fit with what I suspected she was accustomed to seeing from the Guild.

“What are you a part of exactly?” she asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “But you are right. As much as it pains me to say it.” I offered a smile to soften my words.

“Great. And you think you don’t need the help of a woman?”

“Actually, it’s more that I don’t need anybody’s help,” I said.

She shook her head, and we kept moving through the throng of people.

What were we going to do here?

I kept surveying the upper levels because, in my mind, they were the key to finding answers. Not from the locals, or at least not from the common locals. Instead, what I wanted was an opportunity to talk to somebody who might be in the know. Somebody who led in the city.

But even as I thought it, I felt the dissonance press against me—that strange stillness, that absence. The priests had built something here that worked. Something that kept people safe, kept the refugees streaming in, kept the fae gates at bay.

And I couldn’t shake the feeling that the Maestro would want to tear it all down. Not because he needed Yur, but because its very existence proved there was another way. A way that didn’t require his chaos, his control, or his fabrications.

Yur’s stability was a threat to everything he was building.

My gaze drifted up the rock face again, and I tracked the movement on some of the higher levels, up to the topmost terrace of the city—what I suspected was the priests’ quarter. But I couldn’t see any sign of activity there.

So without an opportunity to talk to somebody in the know, what was I going to do?

For now, the only thing I needed to do was get information, and maybe that would involve learning more about the city. And Larale was right. Perhaps I could do that by looking around at this level and talking to people here. People who might know something.

Larale was watching me.

“You get this look in your eye,” she said. “Like you’re trying to puzzle out something.”

“Oh?”

“It’s interesting.”

“I’m glad I can be interesting for you,” I said.

She shrugged slightly. “I didn’t say you’re interesting to me,” she said, and then she offered a small smile. “But it is interesting, nonetheless.”

We moved back into the crowd, and I kept my ukelin in my pocket, where I continued to tap on the strings. In a place like this, a place with so many people, it was going to be difficult for me to identify anything else with the dissonance. The priests’ stillness muffled the Song, made it harder to read. Whether that was intentional or simply a side effect of their methods, I couldn’t tell.

Either way, it left me feeling oddly deaf. Cut off from something I’d only recently learned to hear.

“We have to stay away from places where the migrants are, and find someplace more likely filled with locals.”

“Good. Then we go this way,” Larale said, motioning off the main street.

“What?”

“Well, while you were gazing up at the sky,” she said, “I was looking around, and I noticed that some of the people dressed in local attire were moving toward the outskirts. Up against the stone wall, it seems.”

“Good eye,” I said.

“I’m pleased I can impress you,” she said with no malice in her tone, just amusement. “What are you going to do if you find somebody?”

“Talk to them.”

“Do you think they’re going to tell you anything?”

I looked down at myself. With the way I was dressed and the grime and dirt covering me, that probably wouldn’t be the case.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s find a bath, some clothes, and then we can start to ask those questions.”

“You want me to bathe with you?”

“I think we need to bathe, but I didn’t say bathe with me.”

But as I said it, the hint of amusement curled her lips again, and I realized she was needling me.

“This is entertaining,” she said.

“I’m happy I can entertain you,” I muttered.

She chuckled and shook her head.

As we walked, though, I couldn’t shake my unease. The priests had built something beautiful here—a harmony with the dissonance that the Guild had never achieved. Yet they’d also built walls, hierarchies, and barriers between levels that kept people in their place.

Leo had taught me to question the Guild’s approach. Looking at Yur, I realized I needed to question all approaches.

Even the ones that seemed to work.


CHAPTER SIX


It took a while to find where the baths were, but after watching the locals, I started to notice that people with wet hair would emerge from one of the caves on the edge of the wall.

“There,” I said, pointing.

“How do you expect us to get in there?” Larale said. “If this is a place for locals⁠—”

“Money can buy our way into anything,” I said. “But even if it’s just for locals, I doubt they’ll forbid outsiders.”

“You doubt?”

“Well, I’m not entirely sure, but I hope not.”

“Hope doesn’t get you what you need,” she said. “You need to do it on your own, find a way to make it happen.”

“Oh? It sounds like you have some experience with that.”

“I have some experience knowing that there are some things you have to chase.”

“And what have you chased?” I asked.

I thought about what I had seen of her when we first encountered one another. I didn’t think this was the same person as before, or at least she didn’t have the same mindset as that young woman.

“It’s a long story,” she said softly.

I decided not to push it.

We moved through the outskirts of the main level, though there weren’t nearly as many migrants, from what I could tell. Most of the people stayed toward the flatter, more open part of the valley, and didn’t push deeper into the city. But I needed to buy some local clothing, so we weaved through the stalls of a busy market.

The area smelled different from the refugee-choked main thoroughfare—cleaner, with notes of cedar and sandalwood from the incense burning at a shrine tucked between two stalls. The vendors called to us in the local dialect, their voices musical with an accent that stretched vowels and softened consonants. Dried fish hung in neat rows from one stall, their silver scales catching light. Another displayed ceramic pots glazed in the distinctive blue-green that seemed to be Yur’s signature color. A third offered musical instruments—not ukelins or citoles, but curved bowls with strings stretched across their openings, and long flutes carved from bone.

As we walked, something shifted in the dissonance. A wrongness that was faint but unmistakable, like a discordant note in an otherwise harmonious piece. I stopped, and my hand drifted to the ukelin in my pocket.

“What is it?” Larale asked.

“I don’t know.” I listened harder, trying to locate the source. “Something’s not right.”

But the sensation faded as quickly as it had come. Just a ripple in the priests’ carefully maintained stillness. A warning. Or perhaps my imagination.

I filed it away and kept moving until I paused at one stall, where a short, dark-haired woman looked up at me. Her sun-kissed face was heavily wrinkled, and there was suspicion in her eyes.

I offered my brightest, most disarming smile, but she didn’t react to it.

“What is this style of dress called?” I asked, pointing to what one of the men nearest me had on. “It looks so much more comfortable than what I’m wearing.”

“That’s called a dharan.” She said it with a curt, dismissive tone.

“And it’s better for this climate, I presume,” I said.

“Yes.”

“I love the color and the cut, and I love the way it flows as they walk,” Larale said, stepping forward with her hands clasped behind her. She was looking down at one of the dresses laid out on the table, studying it diligently. Finally, she looked at me. “What do you think, dear? Should we purchase something here?”

I smiled inwardly. “I don’t know. There’s so many different stalls we could visit…”

“You don’t need to go anywhere else,” the merchant said sharply, her focus now on us with renewed interest. She looked Larale up and down. “You are a lovely woman. Your hair is dark enough that you could be from Keldara.”

“Oh, I’m from just outside,” Larale said. “But I’ve never traveled this far. My husband never wanted me to.”

The woman scoffed at me, then turned her attention back to Larale. “A lovely woman like yourself needs the appropriate clothing of her ancestors.”

Larale kept her gaze fixed downward. “Of course I do. I’ve been saying that for a while, but you know how men can be.”

“I do know how men can be.” The woman glared at me with obvious disdain.

“I brought you here, didn’t I?” I said.

“You did,” Larale said, and then she held out her hand but didn’t touch any of the dresses. “May I?”

“I will hold it up,” the woman said.

So much for Larale soothing her. Then again, maybe that wasn’t the worst thing, because touching the clothing might anger this woman. We had gotten her talking, though, which was useful.

“There’s just so many people here,” Larale said, looking around the market. “But at least it’s better than out there.”

The merchant’s expression shifted, and something flickered in her eyes. Not suspicion this time, but a memory. Or pain, maybe.

“I’m Hazel,” the woman said, her voice softer than before. “And I know something about running from what’s out there.”

“You do?” Larale asked.

“I came here from the eastern territories. Years ago now.” Hazel’s hands stilled on the fabric she’d been folding. “The fae gates started opening unpredictably. Strange things came through. I decided I’d rather live somewhere that the ground stayed solid.”

Fae gates. Leo had been investigating those before everything fell apart—tears in reality where the barriers between worlds grew thin. He’d merged with the dissonance partly because he was trying to understand them, and trying to find a way to close them permanently.

And now they were “opening unpredictably.” Spreading.

Another thread connecting everything: the Maestro’s experiments, Leo’s research, the refugees flooding toward Yur. All of it was tied to these gates.

“That sounds terrible,” Larale said, and there was genuine sympathy in her voice. She reached out, almost touching Hazel’s hand, then stopped herself. “Were many people hurt?”

“Too many.” Hazel’s voice caught. “Children, mostly. The gates don’t discriminate.”

“I’m so sorry.” Larale’s expression had changed into one that mirrored the look I’d seen when she treated the man with the broken leg. The healer in her, responding to pain even when she couldn’t fix it.

“It was terrible. But Yur took me in. The priests here, they have ways of keeping things stable. Keeping things safe.” Hazel looked up at the golden temple far above. “Whatever else you might think of them, they know how to protect their people.”

“How?” I asked, unable to help myself. “How do they keep things stable?”

Hazel regarded me for a long moment. “They pray. They sing. They’ve been doing it for centuries—maintaining the harmony, they call it. Keeping the barriers strong.” She shrugged. “I don’t understand it. I just know it works.”

The priests’ stillness—their absence in the dissonance—suddenly made more sense. They weren’t just maintaining their city. They were holding something back. Reinforcing the barriers that the fae gates were tearing open elsewhere.

No wonder so many refugees were fleeing toward Yur. Some instinct told them this place was safe.

And no wonder the Maestro might want to destroy it.

The thought landed with unexpected weight. If the Maestro came here, if he tore down what the priests had built, these refugees would have nowhere left. Children like the ones Hazel had described. Families who had already lost everything once.

I thought of Asarina in Leo’s quarters, her eyes bright with tears she wouldn’t quite let fall. I worry that you’ll forget to come back. She had seen what I couldn’t see in myself---the way a mission could swallow me whole, turn me into nothing but purpose and momentum. She’d been afraid of losing me to it.

Standing here, listening to Hazel describe the dead, I understood her fear differently. It wasn’t about me coming back to Ibanar. It was about me coming back at all---remaining someone who could be reached, who could feel the weight of a stranger’s grief in a market stall and let it matter.

“War brings more refugees,” Larale added.

“War does that,” Hazel said.

“Is it war?” I asked. “Or something else?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You ask a lot of questions for a husband who doesn’t want his wife to travel.”

“War? We didn’t see that in Millbrook.” Larale pressed her lips in a frown as Hazel held the dress up, and Larale stepped close to it, holding her arms out with a grin. “It will be perfect.”

“And it will fit your figure much better than the one you’re wearing. That one is too tattered.”

“Our home was burned,” Larale said softly. “We had to take clothes off the invaders. It left me only with this.” She gestured down to her clothes.

“Well, there is no accounting for their taste. But you did well coming here, trying to find the clothes of your ancestors.”

I had to admit that Larale was playing this well. It was almost as if she had trained for it, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Still, she had traveled with merchants, so she would have some understanding of how to fit in. She would’ve needed that to accomplish the things she had.

“My husband here…” Larale looked over. “Well, you understand.”

Hazel frowned again. “I understand.”

She marched away, leaving the two of us standing there.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“I’m getting in with the locals,” Larale said. “Just like you wanted. You wanted information, and this is how we’re going to get it.”

“Oh?”

“Well, I figure if there is a war taking place, and some of the people have been moving and migrating out of necessity, maybe they’ll be willing to talk about it. Especially if they think I’m from nearby. I doubt I could pass as a local, but I could pass as somebody from the surrounding area, and if I do that, then it could give us a chance to ask more questions.”

I smiled at that, and couldn’t help but think she was right. Perhaps there really would be a way for us to figure out more.

“The fae gates,” I said quietly. “Leo was investigating those. Before everything happened with the Maestro.”

“You think they’re connected?”

“The Maestro was trying to open a fae gate. Leo was trying to understand how to close them. And now gates are opening across the realm, driving people toward the one city that seems able to hold them back.” I shook my head. “Everything’s connected. I just can’t see how yet.”

“Maybe that’s why we’re here,” Larale said. “Not just to get me to safety, but because you came here to find out.”

The thought had occurred to me, but I wasn’t sure I liked it.

I continued looking at the fabrics, wondering if Hazel was going to return and provide us with other clothing.

When she finally came back, she was more agitated than before. She flicked her gaze over to Larale, locking eyes with her for a moment, seeming to convey something through that glance. When she turned to me, she glared at me again.

“I suppose you’ll be wanting something as well?” she asked me.

“I like the style,” I said. “And I think it would be comfortable.”

“Yes, it would be. But you probably don’t fit anything I have here.”

“Can you offer any suggestions for other merchants with similar stylings?”

She scowled. “No.”

“Well, then I suppose my coin doesn’t spend well here.”

“Your coin doesn’t. Her coin does.”

“See, husband?” Larale said. She fished into her pocket and pulled out her small purse. Most of it was coin we had taken off the bodies of the men we had brought down. It gave us some funds for maneuvering. “My coin spends.”

Hazel started folding up the dress she’d been holding for Larale, then passed it to her. Larale tried to offer money, but Hazel shook her head. “No. Not your coin.”

“But you said my coin…”

Something suddenly felt off, and I looked around and spotted movement.

Inside the crowded, small market, it was difficult to gauge the activity, but I noticed a shift—part of the crowd was coming closer.

But not all of the crowd.

Just the men.

There seemed to be five of them, but I wasn’t sure I had counted correctly. Until I had a better idea about what was happening, I knew I needed to be careful. I tapped on the ukelin in my pocket. I had stopped when we’d been talking to Hazel, thinking I might get answers from her, but now I understood what she had done when she left earlier to get the dress.

Larale had made some comments that had been misinterpreted.

“I think it’s time for us to go, wife,” I said.

“I was hoping we could shop a little longer,” Larale said. She added a lilt to the words, and I could see the gleam in her eyes—she had no idea what was happening around us.

“No, I think it’s time for us to go.”

“She can stay,” Hazel said.

“She’s my wife. She’s going to come with me.” I slid my arm under Larale’s and pulled her close. “We’ve got at least five men coming at us,” I muttered to her.

She immediately stiffened.

“I think they believe I’m an outsider who forced you to marry me,” I said.

“They think what?” she asked.

“Think about what you implied.”

She paled, then looked back at Hazel.

“It’s all right, dear,” the woman said.

I tapped on the ukelin strings again. The process was simple, especially here, where I doubted anyone would have the chance to resist what I did. I didn’t think they had the potential to counter the ukelin, nor did I think they had any understanding of what was coming. But the problem was that I didn’t know if there would be anything around us that I might reveal, and I certainly didn’t want anybody to know I was here, in a place where I was not supposed to be.

I felt the weight of the chording as it flowed outward, and there was more power, more pattern, that began to build within it.

Everything around us slowed down.

This was a potent chording, though it was meant to be diffuse and subtle enough that people wouldn’t recognize what was happening to them. Still, as they approached, I wasn’t concerned about them trying some other form of attack.

I pulled on Larale. Behind me, somebody argued with what I was doing, but I ignored it. I suspected it was Hazel, who was probably upset that I was taking Larale with me, but it didn’t make sense for me to linger longer than necessary.

Larale stayed close, clinging to my arm. “I’m sorry, Silas. I didn’t know⁠—”

“I know you didn’t know, and honestly, I should have expected it to turn out this way. But maybe it’s a good thing they’re trying to protect each other.”

“You’re trying to see a benefit to this?” she asked incredulously.

I moved through the crowd, flicking the strings on the ukelin and playing a different chording form.

“I’m just saying that it is probably a good thing the people are willing to defend themselves. Sometimes a little fight is better than⁠—”

I didn’t finish, as a man lunged at me.

I ducked, pulling Larale down with me. The man grazed my shoulder with his fist as he pushed toward me.

I twisted with it, avoiding the worst, but it still stung. He was obviously strong, and worse, I suspected he had some sort of fabrication that allowed him to punch with more strength and ferocity than normal. I spun back, not wanting to hurt him, but I didn’t know how to disarm him.

I flicked the strings of the ukelin again, targeting the chording, and knew I couldn’t keep it in my pocket any longer. To have any control over directionality, I had to have it out in the open.

“Stay beside me,” I said to Larale. “I’m going to need my hand free.”

“Are you using your magic?”

There was no amusement in her tone this time. She was nervous, and I understood that the danger would be enough to cause problems.

“I’m using what I need to use,” I said.

I tapped on the strings and felt the energy. Felt something else building.

I didn’t want to harm anybody. What I needed was to use a technique that would allow the power to flow outward, simply disarm—nothing more.

He lunged again.

This time, however, he wasn’t alone.

I pushed Larale back, realizing a crowd was gathering around us.

This was a mistake. Too many people were coming toward us, and regardless of what I chose to do, I was going to draw attention. That was dangerous, because anybody who knew what I could do would realize a Guild member was inside the city.

Which meant that using the ukelin to escape would be a mistake.

I stuffed it back in my pocket.

“Stay close,” I said to Larale.

I charged at one of the men, dropping my shoulder and driving toward him. When he punched, I blocked him from hitting my face, and I slammed my shoulder into his chest. He grunted and stumbled backward.

Another man came at me, and I spun, sweeping his legs out from underneath him.

Then I grabbed Larale and ran with her through the market.

“What happened to using your magic?” Larale asked, her voice low, anxious, and frightened.

“We can talk about that later,” I said. “Right now, we need to get out of here.”

We worked our way through the crowd. Now, at least, we didn’t have as many people pursuing—either because they didn’t know what was going on, or because they had seen me knock down two of their men.

Maybe I should’ve done it from the beginning. At least that way it would look as if I was just a skilled fighter rather than using power I probably shouldn’t be using so openly.

We headed into a thicker crowd. I ducked down, keeping my head low, looking around at everything near us.

“Let’s blend in,” I said.

“How?” Larale asked.

“We have to get away, and I have to avoid drawing any attention to what I did because I don’t want anybody to know I was there.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“I’m afraid of whatever drove people to this city in the first place,” I said. “Until we know what’s happening, I don’t think we want to reveal what we are doing here, or what we can do.”

She regarded me for a long moment, then nodded. “Well, maybe you should put this on,” she said, handing me a bundle of fabric.

“What is this?” I asked.

“You said you wanted to fit in, so put on these clothes.” She grinned. “I grabbed them once the fighting started.”

“Well, I don’t think Hazel’s going to welcome you back anytime soon.”

“My coin wasn’t good there, so I figured I might as well take something else.”

I laughed.

Somewhere behind us, the chaos faded. But Hazel’s words lingered: fae gates opening unpredictably, the priests keeping things stable, refugees flooding toward the one place that seemed safe.

The Maestro had tried to open a gate. Leo had merged with the dissonance trying to understand them. And now the barriers were failing across the realm—except here, where the priests had spent centuries learning to reinforce them.

If the Maestro wanted to tear down everything that stood in his way, Yur would be high on his list.


CHAPTER SEVEN


We ducked down a narrow alley to change into our new clothes quickly, and I felt better once we did. The clothing was lighter, and the fabric had a different feel from cotton or silk.

“I like this,” Larale said, turning in place. The dress suited her more than I’d expected — the dark fabric against her olive skin, the stripe of color at the neckline drawing attention to the sharp line of her jaw. She looked less like a fugitive and more like someone who belonged here. Much like Hazel said, the dress did fit her figure.

“It feels a bit too loose for me,” I said.

“That’s the whole point,” she said. “Besides, I think you’ll benefit from having something like this on. If you have to move and fight, I think it would be better for you to wear something that allows you to maneuver, don’t you?”

“I think it’s good that we can blend in.”

The hard part was that I didn’t have the same pockets I was accustomed to. The one pocket the clothing had wasn’t large enough for my ukelin.

Which meant that I was going to either have to hold it or keep it inside my satchel, then withdraw it whenever I might need it. I didn’t like that option, either.

“What now?” she asked.

“I still want the bath,” I said.

“Even after everything that happened?”

“We got caught, but at least we know we got caught. If we go to one of the outer baths,” I said, pointing toward the open end of the street, back the way we had come, “I doubt anyone’s going to recognize us.”

At least, I hoped not. Really, I wanted to get cleaned up, and I figured that once I did, it would be easier to pass as a local from the city.

More than that, I had a better idea about what we would need to do to blend in, and mask that we were outsiders. Larale would play up the fact that she was from a nearby town, and I…

Well, increasingly, I thought I was just going to have to stay quiet entirely.

Maybe I could play the role of a mute brother.

“I’m sorry about what happened there,” she said. “I didn’t think.”

“You weren’t expected to know what to do or how to react,” I said. “I don’t blame you.”

“Still.”

She moved down the alley and held up her dress, keeping the hem from brushing along the ground. It might be just a little too long for her, but that didn’t make her seem uncomfortable with it.

Larale glanced back at me and offered a big, broad grin. “We do look like we can blend in now, though, and isn’t that the key? You want to get information about what is happening here, and blending in is what you wanted us to do.”

I nodded. “We still have these to deal with,” I said, pointing to our bags. “The locals don’t have them. We’re going to need to find a place to hide them.”

“And your instrument,” she said.

I sighed. “Unfortunately.”

“You don’t want to leave it behind.”

I shook my head. “I really don’t. Not after what happened.”

“But you weren’t willing to use it when you needed to fight. Why? You said you’d tell me later.”

“I’m concerned there might be other representatives of the Guild here, and if there are, I don’t want them to know I’m here. Not until I have a chance to know who is involved, and what they have been involved in.”

“Because your organization has fractured?”

I nodded. “Fractured in a way. I never would have expected that to be the case. I’ve been part of the organization for a long time, and there has never been anything like this.”

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

We moved back into the streets, and as we walked, I tried something Leo had taught me. Instead of pushing my awareness outward in the Guild technique, I simply listened. Let the Song come to me rather than reaching for it.

In the crowd’s chaos, fragments of it emerged. The dissonance around individual people: fear, exhaustion, hope. The deeper stillness the priests had woven through the city. And beneath it all, that fundamental harmony Leo had shown me—patient, eternal, indifferent to human concerns.

Then I felt something else. A wrongness. The same discordant note I’d sensed in the market, stronger now. Someone—or something—was moving through the city, leaving ripples in the priests’ carefully maintained calm.

I couldn’t locate the source. But it was there.

Strangely, we had an easier time navigating now, even though we still had our bags. Some of the locals didn’t cast the same looks at us as before, and we were able to maneuver far more openly, far more freely.

“That’s unexpected,” I muttered.

“The crowd just seems like it lets us through,” Larale said. “Maybe this is its own form of magic.”

I snorted. “I think anything you can’t explain is magic to you.”

“Well, don’t you?”

“I suppose that’s one way of putting it,” I said.

As we passed near one of the bridges connecting to the second level, I noticed figures in pale robes descending in one of the elevator baskets. Priests.

Even from this distance, their presence in the dissonance was remarkable. Not stillness exactly, but more like a deliberate emptiness, like a space where the Song chose not to flow. They moved through the crowd, and people parted around them without seeming to realize they were doing it.

It was the opposite of the Guild’s approach. We imposed ourselves on the dissonance, forced it to bend to our will. The priests had somehow convinced it to make room for them. To cooperate rather than comply.

“Do you see that?” I murmured to Larale.

“The priests? They’re beautiful.”

“Look at how people move around them.”

She watched for a moment. “Like water around a stone.”

“Like the Song around silence.” I shook my head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

As I watched, I noticed that the priests weren’t identical in their robes. Two walked slightly behind the others, engaged in what appeared to be an intense discussion. The taller one—a woman with steel-gray hair pulled back severely from an angular face—gestured with sharp, clipped movements. Her robes bore a crimson thread along the hem that the others lacked. Even from here, I could see the skepticism in her posture, the way she held herself apart from the crowd as if she found the people distasteful.

The second was younger, perhaps my age, with curious eyes that scanned everything around him—the stalls, the refugees, even the architecture of the lower level—as if cataloging information. His robes were simpler, and he carried a leather satchel that looked more suited to a scholar than a holy figure.

Something about both of them caught my attention, though I couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was the way the older woman’s gaze swept across the crowd and lingered, just for a heartbeat, on exactly where I stood. As if she could sense me watching.

I looked away quickly, pulling Larale toward a side street.

She halted in place.

“What is it?” I asked.

“There,” she said, pointing.

There was a building that looked like it must be a store, as it had a small wooden sign hanging out front, but I didn’t recognize the marking on it. It didn’t look like lettering, but it did have some sort of symbol. Whatever it was caught her attention, and she stared at it for a long moment.

“Come,” she said. “I think I can resupply there.”

“You want to resupply? I don’t know if that’s a good idea. We don’t know what’s here⁠—”

“Inside the city, I doubt we’re going to run into anybody dangerous, right? Or at least, now that we’re dressed like this.” She twirled in the dress. “And if we need my form of magic,” she went on, grinning again, “this is for the best. Besides, I’d like to just see what they have. You want answers, don’t you? So let me see if there’s any way I can get answers from somebody I might form a connection with.”

There was something different in her voice. Not fear, not anxiety—anticipation. As if this shop represented something she’d been missing.

“This matters to you,” I said.

“It might.” She met my eyes. “When I was with the Maestro’s people, I couldn’t practice my craft properly. Everything was about poisons, sedatives, things that hurt rather than healed. This”—she gestured at the shop—”this is what I’m supposed to be doing.”

“Then let’s go in,” I said.

She peered inside the window for a moment, then headed to the door, where she stood with her hand on it.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“It is,” she said, her voice soft. “I’m just debating.” She looked back at me. “I know this sounds strange, but I’ve always been curious what it might be like to experience something normal like this.”

“You didn’t have anything like this before you left your town?”

“I never had the opportunity,” she said. “I wanted to, but I never had the chance. We…” She trailed off. “It doesn’t matter.”

Larale pushed open the door and stepped inside. I followed her in, where the air hung with the scent of spices. Some had floral hints, while others were cinnamon, mint, and a dozen different aromas I couldn’t identify. The entire place seemed designed to confound.

The shop was deeper than it appeared from outside, stretching back into the rock face itself. Shelves carved directly into the stone held hundreds of glass jars, their contents ranging from powders of every conceivable color to dried plants, preserved organs floating in amber liquid, and crystals that caught the light from oil lamps and scattered it in rainbow patterns across the walls. The floor was worn smooth, and there was a faint hum in the air—not sound, exactly, but vibration, as if the very stones were singing.

In addition to the jars, the shelves were lined with pots of oil, strange-looking small bushes, and metallic sculptures.

Larale paused, taking it all in.

“Can I help you?” asked a voice from the end of the room.

The woman behind the counter was older than I’d expected — perhaps sixty, perhaps more, with deep-brown skin lined by decades of work and weather. Her silver hair was pulled back in a thick braid that hung over one shoulder, and her hands, resting on the counter, were broad and rough-knuckled, stained faintly at the fingertips from years of grinding powders. She was heavyset, solid in the way that suggested she’d been strong once and still carried the memory of it in her frame. But it was her eyes that caught me — dark, sharp, and almost amused, as if she already knew more about us than we intended to share.

“I was wondering if you might have some moonpetal powder.”

The woman regarded Larale for a long moment. “A fellow herbweaver.”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful. There are far too few out here. But you aren’t from the city.” She eyed Larale up and down, then looked at me. “Despite what you intend to convey.”

Larale flushed. “We wanted to try to fit in.”

“A wise choice, as some of the locals tend to be judgmental. It was that way when I first came to the city as well. Although, that was a long time ago, and before the current issue with people coming in.”

At least this woman might be a little more accommodating to us.

“We came in from the north,” I said. “We encountered some of the travelers along the road, but nobody wanted to talk about why they were heading here. Is there anything you could share with us?”

The woman took a deep breath, then shook her head. “Could I, or should I? I suppose the question is the same, and in a way, it is one that I am not entirely sure how to convey, especially to somebody who has not gone through it.” She looked around. “But I have not had many visitors these days, and the ones I’ve had thought I could offer them healing potions or occasionally love potions.” She snorted, shaking her head. “So I suppose it wouldn’t be the worst thing for me to share a bit about what has been happening.” She leaned on her elbows. “But first, why don’t we talk about what you have in your pack there.”

She gave Larale a pointed look.

Larale glanced down. “What are you asking for?”

“Am I asking for something?” the shopkeeper said.

“Well, a fair trade, right?”

The woman smiled. “True enough. I suppose if you had some twilight berries, I could be intrigued.”

Larale flipped open her satchel, and she surprised me by withdrawing a small cluster inside a glass jar.

“They are hard to come by,” Larale said. “But considering their utility, I thought it would be sensible to keep them as fresh as possible.”

The woman leaned forward to look at the berries, quite intrigued by what Larale had. But it was more than that. There was something intense about the way she studied them.

“Yes, I suppose they are quite useful,” the woman said.

Larale nodded. “Quite.”

I smiled. In this city, she was in her element. She was so different compared to how she was when we were in other places. Here, Larale seemed comfortable. Alive. The anxiety that had followed her since we’d left Ibanar was fading, replaced by something I hadn’t seen before: purpose.

She moved along the counter, opening several drawers and bringing items to her nose to sniff.

“You will find that the quality of my goods is quite high.”

“Obviously,” Larale said. “Are there other stores here like yours?”

The woman scoffed. “You would go somewhere else after coming here?”

“I’m just curious about your competition.”

“Not much competition in this part of the city. I suppose if you go up to another level, there might be others, but that doesn’t matter much.”

“Why not?” I asked.

She regarded me for a moment, a hint of dismissal on her face, but then it passed. “Primarily because most people don’t get the opportunity to venture any higher into the city.”

“What does it take to get up there?”

She let out a laugh. “You want to climb your way to the top, do you? Think you’re going to become one of the priests?”

“No. Just curious what it might take.”

“You have to have appropriate access, and in order to do that, you would need to be blessed by the gods.”

I smiled. “And how would the gods bless me?”

The woman shook her head and smiled. “Oh, I like this one. He has a sense of humor about him, doesn’t he?”

“Sometimes,” Larale said. “But that can be forgiven because he does have other useful abilities.”

The woman cackled. Actually cackled.

“You are quite amusing.” She leaned back against the shelves behind her and folded her arms, studying Larale with open interest now. “I don’t get many like you in here. Most of the people who come through that door want a cure for a headache or something to make their husband more agreeable. They don’t know moonpetal from flour.” She tapped the counter. “I’m Marta.”

“Larale,” she said. “And this is Silas.”

Marta gave me a brief, appraising look — the kind that suggested she’d already formed her opinion and wasn’t particularly concerned about revising it. Then she turned back to Larale.

“Well, Larale, I think you and I are going to get along.” She pulled out several jars from beneath the counter. “I think you might be intrigued by this.”

Larale leaned down, eyeing them for a moment, before taking a short, soft breath, as if she hesitated to take too deep of one. As if there was something dangerous in doing so.

“Is this silvershadow powder?”

“It is. I hadn’t been sure if you were skilled, but that answers it for me,” the merchant said.

“How did you acquire it?”

“I have my ways.” She laughed again. “And I suppose for the right price, I could part with a small quantity.”

“How much?” Larale asked, though there was both eagerness and hesitance in the way she asked it.

“Only two silvers.”

Larale glanced back at me, as if trying to decide what I would say. She had far more than two silvers in her purse, so I wasn’t concerned about the cost, but I could tell she was debating whether that was the kind of money she wanted to spend. Ultimately, she turned her attention back to the shopkeeper, then nodded. “I think I could give you two silvers, but I would want a good-sized dose.”

“Of course.”

As the woman started spooning some into a jar, I pulled on Larale’s arm so I could talk to her in private.

“What is that for?” I asked.

“We can talk about it later,” she said.

“Why later?”

“Because you don’t need to worry about it right now.”

I thought about arguing but decided against it. Instead, I wandered around the shop and debated whether I wanted to tap on the ukelin, but I held back. I didn’t want to cause any problems, but more than that, this woman struck me as interesting, and I was curious about what she was capable of and what she might recognize. If she knew I wasn’t what I claimed to be—though I suspected she did know that already—it was possible she wouldn’t treat us with the same generosity as she was currently.

And yet, watching Larale move through this space, confident and curious and completely at home, I couldn’t help but feel we were exactly where we needed to be. Whatever else happened in Yur, she had found something here.

Maybe that was the point. Not just getting her somewhere safe, but giving her a chance to become who she was supposed to be.


CHAPTER EIGHT


We spent longer in the shop than I intended, though I suspected Larale didn’t mind. She had been talking to and bartering with the shopkeeper for quite a while. There were times when the conversation would shift to a whispered hush, and though I wanted to listen—inclined to use a chording form to draw some of the conversation to me—I did not. Primarily it was because I didn’t want to disrupt anything or risk drawing attention, but also because the woman might share something with Larale that she would not share with me. Something that would help.

When she was done, the woman actually gave Larale a hug, which surprised me.

We headed out of the shop, and Larale whistled softly, patting her pack. “That was a good stop. A very interesting store.”

“Why was it so interesting to you?” I asked.

“Where I come from, they don’t have supplies like that. At least, they don’t get them easily. Most of the time, when I need supplies, I have to go hunting for them on my own. I can do it, but it’s difficult, especially if I want to find more obscure items. And she just had jars of them.” She shook her head. “Plus, she was willing to barter. I just couldn’t believe it.”

“I think that’s common in some of the larger cities,” I said.

“She also had knowledge. I talked with her about several different concoctions I’ve created before, and she added insight into how to mix things and what might make some of those more effective. She also mentioned something about a ceremony the priests are preparing for. A Rite of Gathering, she called it. Apparently it’s the reason so many people have been flooding into the city—the priests offer protection to outsiders during the Rite, some kind of blessing from their god.”

“You seem intrigued by this place.”

She hesitated, and there was a different look in her eyes than I’d seen before. “I suppose I didn’t really expect much from Yur, but it’s been interesting.”

I smiled. “I’m glad.”

“We still haven’t figured out what we need to be doing, but she did give me directions to a bath and told me the phrase we need to use to get in.” She arched a brow. “So, do you want to get clean?”

“Is that an invitation?”

“Don’t push your luck, Silas.”

But she had a playful smile as she said it.

She showed me the way and used the phrase “waters of Atethos cleanse” to get us inside. Then we were separated.

I went down a small tunnel into a large cavern. From the outside, I never would have known this was here. Faint light glowed a greenish hue, almost supernatural. I suspected it came from fabrications, although there could be some natural glow inside the water causing it to be green.

The cavern opened before me like the interior of a great beast’s belly. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, their tips catching the eerie green light and scattering it in patterns that shifted with the steam rising from the water below. The pool itself was massive, perhaps forty feet across, and carved from natural stone but clearly refined by human hands. Stone benches lined the edges, worn smooth by centuries of use, and alcoves had been cut into the walls where bathers could leave their belongings. The air was thick and warm, carrying the mineral scent of the heated water along with something else—herbs, I thought, though I couldn’t identify which ones. Perhaps lavender. Perhaps something more exotic.

The walls themselves seemed to breathe with the priests’ maintained stillness. I could feel that stillness pressing against my senses in a way that was not hostile, but watchful. As if the very stones were aware of my presence.

Then I heard it. A bell, ringing from somewhere high above—from the priests’ level, I guessed. The tone was pure, perfect, and it resonated through the cavern in ways that defied acoustics.

And suddenly I was back on the hillside with Leo, listening to him play a melody that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

The Song isn’t meant to be controlled, he’d told me. It’s meant to be heard. When you stop trying to impose your will on it, you’ll find it’s been trying to communicate all along.

The bell continued to ring, and I felt something shift in my chest—a physical sensation that was almost painful. My dissonance sensitivity responding to something profound. The priests weren’t just maintaining harmony. They were communicating with the Song itself.

Listening. The way Leo had tried to teach me.

As I soaked in the bath, a sense of comfort washed over me. I couldn’t help but feel as if there was some element that allowed me to just relax. The water was warm, and as it swirled around me, I struggled to keep my eyes open.

The heat seeped into my bones, unknotting muscles I hadn’t realized were clenched. My fingers, still sore from days of travel and the fight at the market, uncurled beneath the water. The greenish light played across the surface, creating patterns that seemed almost intentional—spirals and whorls that my tired mind tried to interpret as symbols before I forced myself to stop. Just water. Just light. Just the weight of exhaustion finally being acknowledged.

But part of me stayed alert. That discordant note I’d sensed earlier was stronger now. Closer. Something was moving through Yur, something that didn’t belong in the priests’ carefully maintained calm.

A splash caught my attention, and I opened my eyes to see a large, swarthy man climbing into the bath. He locked eyes with me briefly, then settled into the water and closed his eyes.

I wasn’t sure what the protocol was inside the baths, and didn’t know if it was considered rude to talk or not. In most public baths, conversation was usually kept to a minimum. But in places like this, a person could hear gossip better than in any tavern.

I would play it by ear.

Soon, it became apparent the man was going to fall asleep, so I decided rather than pushing the issue I would just clean myself and get ready for the next opportunity to gather information.

The air had a slight minty aroma, and within it, I could feel some of the humidity and the weight pressing upon me. I breathed in and out slowly, then finally crawled out of the bath.

“You did not soak long,” the man said.

I didn’t turn back to him, only gathered my clothes and dripped dry as I stood there. I didn’t like the feeling of being unarmed and naked, especially here where I didn’t know what to expect.

“I did not,” I eventually said. How did he know? Then again, maybe he’d seen me come in. Or maybe he’d been watching.

“You are not from here.”

“From nearby.” I slipped the lightweight fabric back onto my shoulders, then grabbed my pack and the ukelin because I wanted to be ready, since I didn’t know what this man might do. I turned toward him and saw that he had laid back again, lounging in the water.

“The baths are for locals,” he said. “You should not be here.”

“But I am,” I said. “And I’m finished.”

“You have tainted these waters.”

He whistled, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. I thought maybe he was summoning guards, but I did not expect to see several hulking creatures prowling out of the darkness at the end of the cavern. They looked like dogs, but they were enormous, almost the size of horses.

Their fur was black as void, absorbing the green light rather than reflecting it. Their eyes—six on each creature, arranged in two rows of three—glowed with an inner fire that was wrong, artificial, fabricated. The creatures moved with a liquid grace that no natural animal possessed, their muscles rippling beneath skin that seemed too tight, too smooth. And the smell that came with them—copper and rot and something like burning flowers—made my stomach clench.

These were not dogs. They were something else wearing dog-shaped bodies.

I blinked.

“If I’ve offended you, I apologize,” I said.

I shifted the pack on my back and debated what to do. Should I go for the knife, or the ukelin, or the spool of wire?

Any of those weapons would give me an opportunity to get away, but depending on how aggressive these creatures were, I might have to fight in a way I wasn’t sure I should, especially when I didn’t know what they were. Guard dogs, but were they guarding the man or the bath?

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Just a dirty traveler.”

“Then you should not be here.”

He whistled again.

I backed toward the tunnel. I needed to get out of here, and I certainly didn’t want a fight. And yet, as I neared the tunnel’s mouth, the creatures continued to prowl toward me, a low growl rumbling in their chests.

There were two of them, at least, that I saw.

What if I had missed something?

I tapped lightly on the ukelin, allowing sound to ripple through the cavern. The shape of the space was such that I could feel the way sound echoed, and hear some of the notes as they drifted. I tried to concentrate on what was there, but the Song here was muted. It was the bath, the water, the cavern. All of them interacted in a way that made it difficult for me to pick up on anything else.

These weren’t standard Guild techniques. Someone had found a way to cage the Song itself—to trap the dissonance in fabrications rather than just shaping it. The creatures moved with an unnatural coordination, as if bound by invisible threads of power.

Fabrications. Like the ones the Maestro’s new allies used. Like the marks on the attackers who’d ambushed us on the road.

Had the Maestro’s influence already reached Yur?

But I needed to sense more, somehow. The hard part was that I wasn’t entirely sure what that was going to look like. I had to try to pull upon the Song and see if there might be something I could do with it.

Leo’s voice echoed in my memory: The dissonance isn’t your enemy. It’s trying to show you something.

I tapped on the strings and focused.

I had to hear the Song.

As I continued to play, I felt pressure working against me, and I stopped fighting it the way I’d been trained. Instead, I listened—really listened—for the Song beneath their structure.

And there it was. The fabrications weren’t just caging the dissonance, they were suffocating it. These creatures existed in a state of constant pain, bound by techniques that violated everything the Song was meant to be.

Leo had called Guild techniques “cages on the Song.” These fabrications were worse—prisons designed by someone who understood what they were imprisoning.

But understanding them wasn’t the same as defeating them.

Moving farther down the cavern, I tapped on the ukelin again.

Thankfully, I did so in time with a slow, soft buildup, a rippling of energy, designed to hold more than attack. I didn’t want to injure these creatures, primarily because I didn’t know if there was anything significant to them coming at me, and I didn’t know if the man would raise a different kind of alarm if I hurt them. More than anything, I suspected that all of this was designed to scare me.

It had worked, unfortunately. I hated to acknowledge I’d been intimidated by the fact that he had sent dogs toward me, but dogs the size of horses? Who wouldn’t be intimidated by that?

As I hurried down the cavern, I reached the mouth of the bath and hesitated.

What if the same thing had happened to Larale?

I didn’t like the idea of going to the women’s bath, but I also didn’t want to leave her there when she might be in danger.

Looking back at the cavern, I tapped on the ukelin again, creating another slowing wave that washed outward. Then I hurried forward to the women’s bath, where the light inside was different, a pale yellow instead of green. Soft, soothing music played, though I couldn’t tell where it came from. The air held far more floral notes than the men’s bath had. The atmosphere was quite relaxing.

The pool was smaller but more ornate. Tiles of blue and gold lined the edges, depicting patterns that might have been waves or might have been something more symbolic. Braziers burned at the four corners, releasing scented smoke that coiled lazily toward vents in the ceiling. The steam carried notes of rose and jasmine and something sharper that I couldn’t identify—not unpleasant, but startling after the mineral simplicity of the men’s bath.

Three women had their backs to me, and only one was facing my direction. Larale. She soaked in the clear water, her eyes closed.

How was I going to get her attention?

I knew my presence here was certainly going to cause disruption, but at least she was safe.

How long would that remain the case, though?

I tapped on the ukelin, trying to create a faint strand of the Song, enough that it would hopefully draw her attention.

She didn’t seem to notice it. Then again, I wouldn’t have expected her to notice, as that was not the kind of thing she was trained for.

As I tapped on the instrument again, I noticed something else—movement near the end of the cavern.

The same creatures? Had they circled around, or were there others?

I braced myself as I continued to tap on the ukelin, readying for what might come, and for the possibility that I might need to fight to protect Larale.

If the creatures from the men’s bath had found their way over here, I couldn’t afford to worry about the disruption my presence would cause. Larale’s safety mattered more than propriety.

I slipped along the outskirts of the pool, using just a soft rhythm to shroud my presence. This chording form was quiet, and if I wasn’t careful, there was a real possibility I might reveal more than I wanted. Still, it was also a way of shielding myself so I could pick my way forward and identify what was here.

It was subtle movement.

And subtlety was what I needed.

I had to slip around the bath carefully, trying to avoid drawing attention from the other women with Larale. But as I moved and kept my eye on the creatures along the back wall, I recognized the same wrongness I’d felt in the men’s bath—the same suffocated Song, the same fabrication-bound pain. These were the same kind of creatures, or others just like them. Whatever purpose they served here, they answered to the same power that had sent the pair after me.

The only question was whether they’d been stationed in the women’s bath all along, or whether my intrusion had drawn them here.

I tapped on the ukelin, drawing out the chording cautiously, with enough vibrancy to allow me to detect more than before.

Then I noticed the shift around me. The sound, and sense, of everything began to change.

The creatures lunged directly toward me, which suggested they were aware of me, and probably had been from the beginning. But as they lunged, I continued using my ukelin.

I played a loud, ringing note that carried through the cavern. Through that, I started to question if maybe there should have been something different to what I was doing, because I wasn’t sure what I was picking up on. All I knew was that there seemed to be energy here.

“Silas?”

“I’m sorry,” I said to Larale, though I tried not to look at her. “I shouldn’t disrupt your bath, but something is unusual here, and⁠—”

“What are those?”

“That’s the reason I’m here.”

“But what are they?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Some sort of bath guardians, I think. They were sent after me when I was in my bath.”

“I hope you were able to get clean first,” she said, crawling out of the water.

Behind me, several of the women let out a soft gasp.

I didn’t look back at them. “Sorry,” I called.

Larale slipped into her gown. “You can look.”

“Sorry,” I said again, not knowing what else to say.

She chuckled. “Well, I suppose that’s one way of getting my attention.”

“I think we need to get out of here.”

“Is it because of me, or because of you?”

“I think it’s partially me, but it might be that they recognize both of us.”

“That’s unfortunate,” she said.

I nodded. I didn’t know what to do here, just that I could feel the presence, and the pressure, building on us. More than that, I had to worry about the onslaught of these creatures.

“Let’s leave,” she said.

“I’m trying,” I said.

“Not that way.” Larale motioned to the far side of the cavern.

“What’s that way?”

“That’s the exit, Silas.”

“The exit?”

She laughed and shook her head. “You don’t think you come out the same way you go in, do you?”

“Honestly, I didn’t know.”

“Well, you don’t. At least, not here.”

“So what, then?”

“So we go out the exit,” she said.

She started moving toward it, but the moment she did, the creatures stalked forward.

I readied myself, prepared for the possibility I would need to fight, but they didn’t get closer. I waited, anticipating they would move closer, but until I had a better idea about what they were intending, I didn’t know what else to do. I could feel their presence, but I wasn’t sure what more to make of it.

I simply braced myself, preventing them from getting too close, and I noticed they were trying to keep me from going back the way I had come. Maybe they just wanted to guide me out correctly. Or more likely, they were trying to protect this place and keep me from going somewhere I wasn’t permitted.

“Any suggestions?” I asked.

“My suggestion was to get you out of here,” she said. “But if you’re going to have to fight, then do it.”

“I don’t want to draw attention to our presence.”

She laughed, and I looked over. Sweat beaded her brow. “I think we are beyond that, don’t you?”

I nodded. “Unfortunately.”

“The real question is: Where are we going to go?”

“We have to find a place to settle in the city,” I said.

“Settle?”

“Or we have to leave.”

“What do you want to do?”

Part of me was tempted to stay, to see if there might be something else to find here, but another part knew the danger and doubted I would find any way to keep us safe.

“Something’s wrong with this city,” I said quietly. “Beyond the refugees, beyond the fae gates. Something’s been disturbed.”

“What do you mean?”

“The priests have spent centuries maintaining harmony here. But I keep sensing… ripples. Discordant notes. As if someone’s deliberately disrupting what they’ve built.”

She arched a brow, and then I tapped on the ukelin.

I allowed the rhythm to carry, the burst of energy and power to expand and explode away from us. It streaked toward the creatures.

There was a strange yelp, and then silence.

But only for a moment. Then the yelp, and the effect of my playing, began to reverberate around the room. That rhythm was strange and unique, and it continued to swell, building in a way I could not quite place, and rippling around us.

“Oh,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Just a mistake.”

“Too much?” Larale asked.

“Perhaps. Can you hear it?” It was ricocheting, and something started trembling. If I wasn’t careful, the entire cavern was going to collapse.


CHAPTER NINE


As Larale stayed close to me, I could feel the power around me. Despite that, I couldn’t tell what more I could do to counter this rhythm as it continued to swell and change and build.

That was the key. It was getting stronger, and I needed to understand why, and whether I could defend against it.

Larale pulled on my arm, trying to get me to go toward the other exit, but I didn’t feel comfortable heading there. I didn’t like knowing that what I had done might cause destruction to the cavern.

But it was more than that.

With the energy continuing to change and ripple around us, there was a distinct possibility that it might cause enough disruption to shatter the stone and collapse the city.

All because of a resonant chamber?

When I was younger, learning about the Song and how to build power, and then when I had been in the Academy learning about instruments, I had been taught about resonance. But there was something odd and unique about this place.

The priests had built these chambers deliberately. Resonant spaces designed to amplify their harmony techniques. And I’d just flooded one with chaotic energy—the exact opposite of what they were meant to contain.

I started to tap on the ukelin.

I had to find the right staccato rhythm, one that wasn’t regular. It was more of a tap, tap, tap. Tap. Tap, tap. Tap.

The sound continued to reverberate, swelling outward and sweeping through the cavern.

Then I remembered Leo’s lesson: Stop fighting. Start listening.

I stopped trying to impose a counter-rhythm. Instead, I listened to the chaos I’d created—really listened—searching for the pattern within it. The Song underneath the noise.

Slowly, I began to hear it. Not a battle but a conversation. The resonance wasn’t trying to destroy—it was trying to find equilibrium. All I had to do was stop interfering and let it.

I changed my playing. Instead of forcing a rhythm, I followed one. Let the Song guide my fingers.

Finally I felt everything start to ease.

The sound that had been building began to fade.

“There are men coming into the cavern,” she said.

I glanced over but still followed the rhythm, still listened, knowing I had to be careful here, because there wasn’t time to linger much longer.

Through the chaos, I sensed them—several figures approaching through the tunnels. And their presence in the dissonance was… wrong. Not the priests’ deliberate emptiness. Not the Guild’s controlled patterns. Something familiar.

The same wrongness I’d been sensing since we arrived. The same discordant note that didn’t belong in Yur’s harmony.

I had to finish. I knew that with certainty, as I could feel the rhythm around me, the way it was tapping, flowing, changing. I needed to take advantage of that. We needed to take advantage of that.

Another few taps and I felt the Song finally settle. The energy around us began to fade.

Then I stepped into the darkness of the tunnel, readying to escape.

“Larale,” I said quietly as we moved. “The attackers on the road. The ones with the fabrications. What exactly did their marks look like?”

She was silent for a moment. “Circular. With symbols I didn’t recognize. Why?”

“Because I think I just sensed something similar. Someone in those tunnels has the same signature.”

Her breath caught. “The Maestro’s people. They’re already here.”

As I backed away, I started to question why there would be others with similar signatures here.

We worked through the tunnel, and I was thankful that the crackling of the cavern had faded, at least. I didn’t question how Larale knew where she was going, or why she seemed fully prepared. I wondered if the apothecary shop owner had told her how to navigate through here, but that didn’t seem like the kind of thing she would have told her.

Perhaps another explanation.

“Do you know where we’re going?” I asked.

“We’re supposed to just follow this out. Normally, it’s well lit, but I’m assuming whatever happened here disrupted that.” She looked back at me as if I was responsible. And while I didn’t think I had triggered it, there was a possibility my wielding power had caused something to change. Though if so, I would’ve expected to have felt it more.

“I don’t think it was me,” I said.

“Then someone else is removing the natural guidance here.”

“Or the priests’ power is being disrupted. Their harmony maintains this city. If someone’s attacking that…”

“Then the lights going out is just the beginning.”

She was right. And if the Maestro’s allies were already in Yur, already working to undermine the priests’ stability…

We had to warn someone. But who? We were outsiders. The priests didn’t know us, didn’t trust us. And I’d just used Guild techniques in their sacred baths.

We kept moving, and I continued to test whether I could feel anything more. Whatever was there, whatever power existed, seemed too faint for me to pick up on.

Then I saw a glimmer of light in the distance.

It was natural, not fabricated, and I pointed toward it. The two of us kept going until we reached the end of the cavern. From there, I focused because I could feel the change, and I started to wonder if I should have been aware of it before.

“Wait,” Larale said suddenly. “I need to tell you something.”

I paused, looking at her in the dim light.

“The Maestro’s network—I told you I recognized the fabrication style. But I didn’t tell you everything.” She took a breath. “Before I left, I heard them talking about Yur specifically. Something about the priests being ‘the last barrier.’ Something about what would happen when it fell.”

“When what fell?”

“The stability. The harmony. Whatever the priests have been maintaining all these centuries.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “They’re not just rebuilding, Silas. They’re executing a plan. And Yur is part of it.”

I felt cold despite the warmth of the tunnel.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“Because I wasn’t sure it mattered. Because I hoped I was wrong.” She met my eyes. “Because I was scared that if the Maestro’s people knew I’d heard, they’d kill me before we ever got here.”

Trust. She was offering it now, when we were deep in enemy territory with threats closing in. Better late than never.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “Together.”

We continued moving, and by the time we reached the end of the tunnel, the air had started to shift. There was more heat, and I knew we were about to exit.

“Here,” she said.

“We are close,” I agreed.

“So what else do we have to do?”

“It depends on where the bath takes us.”

The air had changed one more, with a breeze now fluttering in, and I realized we were on a slope leading to the second level of the city.

I pointed up, and Larale frowned.

“We’re all the way up here?” she asked.

I nodded. “I’m starting to think I know why they didn’t want us to exit the baths that way.”

“Because they didn’t want outsiders to reach this.”

“That’s how it seems,” I said.

“That’s strange.”

“I know, but it’s not terribly surprising. They would’ve wanted to prevent us from gaining access to the upper levels because they were trying to protect them.”

We wouldn’t even need the elevator from here. We could just walk up to the next level.

The second terrace was a different world from the chaos below. The air was cleaner here, carrying the scent of incense and night-blooming flowers from gardens I could see in the distance—actual gardens, with trees and flowering bushes, a luxury that was impossible on the crowded lower level. The buildings were taller, their stone facades decorated with carvings that caught the last light of day. Stringed instruments were being played somewhere nearby, and the smell of roasting meat was richer here, more complex, seasoned with herbs and spices I couldn’t name.

The people were different too. Their dharans were finer, the fabric thicker and more elaborately patterned. They moved with the unhurried grace of people who had never been forced to run from anything. Their voices were softer, their laughter more confident.

And the Song was clearer here. The priests’ stillness was stronger at this elevation, more present. I could feel it pressing against my awareness like a gentle hand, testing, evaluating.

As we emerged onto the second terrace, I stopped. Drew Larale into the shadows of a nearby building.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Look.”

Across the terrace, near one of the stone staircases leading up, three figures stood in conversation. They wore local clothing—dharans like ours—but something about their posture was wrong. Too rigid. Too aware.

And on the wrist of the nearest one, barely visible in the fading light, I could see a circular mark.

The same mark Larale had described. The same wrongness I’d sensed in the tunnels.

The Maestro’s people. Here. In Yur.

As I watched, another figure descended the staircase—and my breath caught. It was the steel-haired woman I’d seen earlier, the priest with the crimson thread on her robes. She moved toward the three marked figures with purpose, and I expected confrontation. Expected her to challenge their presence, to invoke the priests’ authority.

Instead, she nodded to them. Brief. Almost imperceptible. And then she kept walking.

“Did you see that?” I breathed.

“See what?”

“The priest. She acknowledged them. Like she knew them.”

Larale’s hand found mine in the darkness, gripping tight. “Silas… if the Maestro has people inside the priesthood…”

“Then Yur isn’t nearly as safe as everyone believes.”

Before I could process what we’d witnessed, a voice came from behind us—young, curious, with an accent I couldn’t place.

“You two are a long way from where you should be.”

I whirled, hand going to the ukelin. A figure stood in the shadows of a doorway I hadn’t noticed—the young priest I’d seen earlier, the one with the scholar’s satchel. Up close, his eyes were darker than I’d thought, and they held an intelligence that made me immediately cautious.

“We got lost,” Larale said quickly. “The bath⁠—”

“The bath has three clearly marked exits, all of which lead back to the lower level.” The young priest stepped forward, and I could feel his presence in the dissonance—not the overwhelming stillness of the senior priests, but something subtler. More curious. “You’re either exceptionally bad at following directions, or you’re here on purpose.”

I met his gaze. “Does it matter which?”

“To me? Fascinating either way.” He tilted his head, studying me with uncomfortable intensity. “You’re Guild, aren’t you? I can feel it in the way you hold yourself. The way you position your hand near that instrument in your pocket. The Academy teaches a very specific kind of wariness.”

I said nothing.

“Brother Kellen.” A sharp voice cut across the terrace. The steel-haired woman had returned, and her expression as she looked at us was anything but welcoming. “What are you doing?”

“Engaging in theological discourse, Sister Vex.” The young priest—Kellen, apparently—didn’t look away from me. “These travelers seem to have found their way to our level through unusual means. I thought I’d offer guidance.”

“Guidance.” Sister Vex’s voice could have frozen the mineral baths below. Her eyes swept over me, over Larale, and I saw recognition kindle there. Not of us specifically, but of what we represented. “They’re not supposed to be here.”

“That does seem to be the consensus.” Kellen’s tone remained light, curious. “And yet, here they are. Which suggests either a failure in our security—something you oversee, Sister—or divine intervention. Given the theological implications, I thought investigation was warranted.”

Her jaw tightened. Even in the fading light, I could see the tension between them. It wasn’t quite hostility, but it was certainly not warmth.

“They’ll need to be brought before the Elder,” she said finally. “Both of them. Tonight.”

“Of course.” Kellen turned to us, and there was something in his expression that might have been sympathy. Or perhaps anticipation. “Come with us, please. I promise you’ll find the conversation enlightening.”

“And if we refuse?” I asked.

“Then Sister Vex will exercise her considerable authority, and the conversation will be significantly less pleasant.” He smiled, and for the first time, I saw genuine interest there that made me uncomfortable. “I understand you used chording forms in the sacred baths. Guild techniques. In chambers specifically designed to amplify harmonic resonance.”

“It was necessary.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it. The creatures you encountered are rather aggressive with outsiders.” His smile widened slightly. “But the fact that you survived, that you were able to stabilize the resonance cascade before it collapsed the entire bath complex, suggests you’re rather more skilled than the average Hunter. That’s worth investigating.”

Sister Vex made an impatient sound. “Enough, Brother. We’re wasting time.”

She turned and began walking toward the upper staircase, clearly expecting us to follow. Kellen gestured for us to proceed, falling into step beside me.

“The sister is suspicious by nature,” he said quietly, pitched so only I could hear. “Don’t take it personally. She’s suspicious of everyone.”

“Even other priests?”

Something flickered in his expression. “Especially other priests. These are uncertain times, and certainty is the enemy of vigilance.”

“The figures near the staircase earlier. The ones with the marks on their wrists. She seemed to know them.”

Kellen’s steps didn’t falter, but his voice dropped even lower. “That’s an interesting observation. One I’d be careful about sharing with the Elder.”

“Why?”

“Because Sister Vex has served the temple for forty years, and the Elder trusts her completely. And because—” He glanced ahead, ensuring the sister was out of earshot. “Because I’ve noticed some interesting things myself, and my observations have been… discouraged.”

We climbed the stairs in silence after that, the weight of the implications settling over me like a shroud.

The Maestro’s people were in Yur. At least one priest seemed to know them. And we were being brought before the Elder to explain why we’d nearly collapsed their sacred baths.

This was not how I’d imagined our first night in the city going.

“We need to find somewhere safe,” I said quietly to Larale. “And then we need to figure out how to warn the priests.”

“Do you think they’ll listen?”

“They’ll have to. Because if what you heard is true, if Yur is part of the Maestro’s plan, then this city’s harmony is the only thing standing between him and whatever he’s trying to unleash.”

“And if they don’t listen?” she asked.

I watched the three figures disappear up the staircase, heading toward the priests’ level. Watched Sister Vex’s rigid back ahead of us. Felt Kellen’s curious presence beside me—ally or threat, I couldn’t yet tell.

“Then we stop him ourselves.”

She said nothing. But she stayed close as we moved deeper into the shadows, two outsiders in a city under siege.


CHAPTER TEN


The slope gradually worked its way around to the outer edge of the city’s second terrace.

The air was a little different up here, which surprised me. I would’ve expected more of a breeze, but it was cooler even without one. That was somewhat surprising, although maybe it was because of the shaded stone. Still, it reminded me more of the coolness inside the cavern with the baths than anything else.

I paused, letting the Song wash over me. Not controlling it but listening, the way Leo had taught me. The dissonance here felt different than in the lower city. Muted. Almost as if something was absorbing the chaotic energy rather than adding to it.

“We should just go back down to the main level,” Larale said.

“You want to go down after we’ve already come up here?”

“It’s going to draw attention.”

“I’m sure it will, but I don’t know that it makes much difference,” I said.

“You don’t think they will be upset with you?”

I shrugged. Did it matter?

I could hide. Dressed how I was now, wearing the clothing of the locals, I figured it would be much easier to blend in. I didn’t have the same dark hair and olive-colored skin, but I wasn’t sure I needed to. I could try several techniques, and I wondered if I could even use a chording that would hide me.

If I couldn’t, I’d find another way.

“I’m not concerned about what they might do,” I said. “I’m more concerned about finding out why there were others in the cavern with us. I’m still not sure what they were doing or what they intended.”

“What do you mean?” Larale asked.

“We weren’t the only ones, or at least I wasn’t the only one, who had power there.”

“Magic,” she said, though there was less playfulness in her tone than before.

“Fine. Magic, but we weren’t the only ones to wield it inside the chamber.”

“Well, you were causing it to fall apart.”

“I thought that as well, but the reverberation there was more potent than I would’ve expected.”

“So you don’t think you were responsible for it?”

The question nagged at me. We continued climbing, but as we went, I found myself pausing and looking down. From above, I could see the city and the people moving through it, and I could feel a different undercurrent of energy here than in other parts of Yur. Could I track individuals from here? Identify threats? The distance made it difficult, but not impossible.

When I stopped trying to impose my will on the Song, when I simply listened, fragments emerged. Whispers of wrongness, like off-key notes in an otherwise familiar melody. The priests, I realized, were aware of it too. I could sense their attention radiating outward from the upper terraces, a web of awareness searching for something they couldn’t quite locate. Their probing felt different from Guild techniques—gentler, more patient, like fingers trailing through water rather than grasping at it.

“I’m not sure,” I finally answered. “It might’ve been all me. But I didn’t think I had played so violently.”

“Does it have to be violent?” Larale asked.

“Considering what happened there, it certainly felt like it was more violent than necessary.”

“So what, then?”

I shook my head. “Honestly, I don’t know. I think maybe there was something unique to it, but I also couldn’t help but wonder if there might be a different connection, a different challenge, that has come to this city.”

“The man in the baths,” Larale said slowly. “The one who sent those creatures after you. And the way those creatures were positioned—stationed in both the men’s and women’s chambers, covering every entrance.” She was frowning now, her expression troubled. “That’s not random. That’s coordinated. That’s operational.”

I turned to look at her. “You recognized something.”

“I’ve seen patterns like that before. When I worked for—when I was in the network.” She met my gaze. “The Maestro’s people don’t improvise. They plan. They place assets. They move in layers, so if you spot one, there are two more you haven’t seen.”

My stomach tightened. I’d already suspected as much—the tattoo marks on the figures near the staircase, Sister Vex’s reaction to them, the fabrication signatures I’d sensed in the tunnels. But hearing Larale describe it in operational terms made it harder to dismiss. “So it’s not just a few agents. You’re saying this is a full positioning operation.”

“I’m saying what I saw in those baths looked exactly like a forward positioning operation. And the fabrications those attackers used on the road—” She gestured vaguely. “The people in the chamber had the same energy signature. I could feel it, even if I couldn’t name it.”

She was right. The fabrications from the road and the power in the baths weren’t Guild. They came from the same source. The same threat that had been pursuing us had arrived ahead of us.

“You mean your people.”

I hadn’t really meant to imply that, but then again, maybe that was exactly what it was. What Larale was giving me wasn’t new information—it was confirmation, and the operational detail behind what I’d only sensed in fragments. The Maestro’s network wasn’t just present in Yur. It was entrenched.

“If it’s related to the Maestro, then I have to be even more cautious,” I said. “Especially after what just happened.”

“Why would they be here?” she asked.

“A lot of reasons.” I wondered how much to share with her. Then again, she was with me, and I didn’t see any sense in keeping things from her since I didn’t know what she would be asked to do. She had stayed with me. Then again, she didn’t really have any other place to go, so she probably felt like she had to stay. But even so, she had been willing to try to see what else was here for us.

“The priests,” I said, the realization settling over me like cold water. “They’re doing something the Maestro couldn’t do. In Ibanar, when he tried to open the gate to the fae realm, he failed. He had power but not understanding. The priests here… They understand something fundamental about how the Song works.”

Larale’s eyes widened. “You think he’s after the temple itself.”

I looked up at the golden spires rising from the highest terrace, gleaming in the afternoon light. “I think he’s after what the temple knows.”

I stopped walking and reached into my pack. There, wrapped in cloth, was the communication fabrication I’d taken from the Maestro’s operatives we’d encountered on the road. I hadn’t tried to use it since leaving Ibanar—hadn’t wanted to risk revealing my position. But now, isolated in a city I didn’t understand, facing powers I couldn’t identify…

“What’s that?” Larale asked.

“A way to contact my people. If they’re still listening.”

I activated the fabrication the way I’d been trained, sending a pulse of the Song through its structure, reaching for the resonance that should connect me to Guild communications. To Nyban, if he was available.

Nothing.

I tried again, focusing harder, pushing more of myself into the connection.

Static. Not even the ghost of a response. Just empty noise where there should have been the familiar hum of Guild channels.

Either the Guild’s communications were compromised, or Nyban was too busy fighting his own battles to respond. I was on my own.

I wrapped the fabrication back in its cloth and returned it to my pack.

Larale watched me with an expression I couldn’t read. “No luck?”

“The Guild’s not what it was. Might never be again.”

She was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Then we figure this out ourselves.”

“The Guild,” I began, pausing at the pathway leading into this level. There were homes built into the rock, and up ahead were shops. I doubted we could pass as locals to the shop owners, but if we could move through here without drawing attention, we could at least navigate safely and I could try to see what else was here. “It has different objectives. And I know it’s not always obvious, nor easy to tell what’s going on, but the Guild likes to see itself as a stabilizing influence.”

She turned, glancing at me. “Stabilizing?”

“Most of the time,” I said, nodding. “I realize how that sounds.”

“Because the Guild is hired to kill people.”

“Pretty much. But there is stabilization in the techniques used, and in the targets chosen.”

“I don’t think I understand.”

“You mentioned once that someone you knew—someone cruel—had been rising in influence back where you came from. A man who used his position to hurt people.” I knew it was a sore subject, but I had to be careful not to ignore it for too long. “Think about if he had continued to rise in prominence.”

“That’s what he wanted,” she said.

“I’m sure. Most men like that want power. Whether or not they deserve it or should have it is another matter, but it’s not surprising he would have wanted it. And yet, he was restricted. So if he had gained power, he would have continued to rise, and he would’ve eventually had oversight, or influence, over other people. That could have been dangerous. Think about what would’ve happened if he had power over an entire town.”

“He would have used that to benefit himself.”

“Right. His cruelty would have continued to expand, and others would have been caught up in it.”

“So you’re saying you remove those like him that have potential?”

“Not potential,” I said. “Or at least, not traditionally. I don’t know if the Guild has decided to look into the future and remove people with potential.”

I said it with amusement in my tone, though she just watched me, her expression unreadable.

“The Guild doesn’t have the ability to look into the future,” I said seriously.

“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t know.”

I resisted the urge to laugh, because to her this wasn’t a joke. I knew better than to mock her, and I understood that what she was going through, and the strangeness of all this, was difficult for her.

“Usually it’s more about people who’ve already established influence and gained prominence,” I explained.

I started forward and walked past one of the buildings. The homes had painted windows worked into the rock face, and they were dark as if they were meant to blend in, though none of them did so perfectly. Then again, they probably didn’t need to, because unless you had access to the elevator on the first level or could come through the baths, you wouldn’t be able to reach this area.

I paused, looking at its door. It was painted light green, and from certain angles the color blended into the stone.

“What happens if you take out somebody who was actually stabilizing things?” Larale asked.

I nodded. “That’s been my concern.” It was one of the things I had asked my mentors in the Guild when I first started to learn what we were to do. There was always the possibility somebody worse would come along.

“So you don’t worry about that?”

“Presumably, there are people in the Guild, people who help lead, who decide such things.”

“And you trust them?”

It was a difficult question to answer, especially with what we had been through, and how the Maestro had hunted Leo.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“So what are you going to do about that?”

“I don’t know.”

“I thought you were still serving them,” she said.

“I’m not sure, but I still don’t know what that’s going to mean for me or what will happen, nor do I know if there will be any other way to uncover what has been going on.”

That bothered me for a reason I wasn’t sure I could explain to her. It was tied to the fact that they had targeted someone I trusted.

And unless Leo had betrayed the Guild—and I had a hard time thinking he had—I was left with questions about who else might not be leading correctly.

“Let’s keep moving,” I said.

“That’s it? You just want to drop this?”

“I’m not dropping anything, I’m just saying we should keep moving. I want to see more of this level and whether there’s anything that can help me understand what is here.”

“I don’t think there’s anything here,” she said.

I shrugged. “You might be right.”

But even as I looked around and noticed the other buildings, the other painted doors, and the quiet around us, I questioned that.

There wasn’t much activity up here, but hadn’t we seen it?

I tapped on the ukelin, letting the Song flow through me rather than trying to shape it. Listening. Feeling. The way Leo had taught me, in those last lessons before he merged with the dissonance.

There—a pocket of stillness. Not silence, but something more profound, like a held breath in the middle of a storm. The chaos of the Song was being reflected back on itself, canceling out in precise interference patterns. I could feel the edges of it—waves meeting waves, each crest matched by a trough until the turbulence simply… ceased. The priests, I realized. This was their territory. Their influence.

They weren’t controlling the dissonance. They were harmonizing with it.

The sensation reminded me of standing in a cathedral as a child, that particular quality of quiet that felt alive rather than empty. But this was different. Deliberate, maintained, an act of constant will disguised as effortlessness.

And maybe that was the key. Not force, but flow.

But something about this, about what I felt, struck me as unusual and strange, because I increasingly couldn’t help but feel that the energy was off here.

I slipped past another building, getting closer to the shops, then raised my hand as I could feel something lingering at the edge of my awareness. A presence, or several, watching from positions I couldn’t pinpoint.

“Silas?” Larale whispered.

“Careful,” I said. “It’s quiet here.”

“I figured you were doing something to make it that way,” she said, and when I looked at her, she shrugged. “I can feel it. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”

“This isn’t my doing.”

But it was similar, wasn’t it?

As I tapped on the ukelin, trying to pick up on that connection, I could feel the energy. Something hiding within it. Something I should recognize but couldn’t name—like a word on the tip of my tongue, or a face half remembered from a dream.

The quiet deepened. My fingers found a minor chord on the ukelin, and the Song responded with something like curiosity. As if the priests’ harmony was testing me, tasting my intent.

I moved forward carefully, continuing to tap on the ukelin to search for the source of my unease. I couldn’t find it, but the feeling persisted. Something was here.

“I think it’s going to be⁠—”

Before I had an opportunity to say “fine,” a ripple of power washed toward me. The sensation hit like a sudden change in air pressure—my ears popped, my skin prickled, and the Song lurched into a different key entirely.

I took a step back and quickly shifted the chording I was using, creating a very different tone. In doing so, I felt the rhythm begin to change.

That rhythm left me with some protection, but the pressure kept building—a slow, steady squeeze from above, like being watched by something vast and patient.

“Silas,” Larale said, “there are people moving above us.”

I flicked my gaze up, and I saw the reason for what I was sensing.

It wasn’t the Maestro’s people, but somebody else.

One of the people was holding a long, slender rod that was pointed down at us. Through the Song, I could feel energy streaming from that rod—not aggressive, at least not yet, but probing. Testing. The power tasted ancient, like stone and incense and the accumulated weight of centuries.

“Stay close to me,” I said.

I moved forward while holding on to the shielding, but I noticed the pressure building against me. That pressure was unique and unpleasant. It squeezed from above like a giant’s hand pressing slowly down.

These weren’t ordinary guards. The power they wielded required understanding, not just strength.

Because this was power.

And it was a kind of power I had not encountered in my time with the Guild.

The rod-bearer shifted, and I felt the Song respond—a subtle tightening.

“What are they doing?” Larale whispered. “It’s like they’re just watching.”

“Because I think they are watching,” I said. “So far, they haven’t attacked us. No direct assault, not yet. But the pressure is a warning. A boundary.”

The targeting continued in a way that was absolute, yet not aggressive.

“Just keep going,” I said.

“But they’re watching us,” she said. “I see six of them, or so it seems.”

“I do as well.”

I couldn’t do anything about it for now, but I filed the information away—their positions, their methods, the way they worked together.

They weren’t coming down the rock, and so far they had left us alone, but the threat was implicit.

They were there, waiting, watching.

And doing something else. The pressure wasn’t just observation—it was measurement. They were testing us, cataloging our responses, learning what we were capable of.

“Priests,” I whispered.

“What?”

“They are the priests’ guardians.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense. I know the city has an organizational structure designed to protect against danger, but the priests are the ruling power here. And they sense something wrong,” I added, the realization crystallizing. “They’re not watching us specifically. They’re watching for whatever they’ve felt approaching the city. We just happen to be here.”

“So what can they do? What can we do?” Larale asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know.”

The energy pressed against me. It wasn’t forcing the door open, but it was checking whether it would give.

“We’re not going to learn anything more with them pressing down on us like this,” I said. “We need to find a way down before they decide watching isn’t enough.”

“Now you want to go back down?”

“I don’t want to,” I said. “But those guardians are going to force the issue if we stay, and I’d rather leave on our own terms than theirs.”

“I thought this level was for the locals,” she said.

I nodded. “I think it is, but I also think they recognize we’re not one of them.” I kept my voice soft and low, and with some control, I carried my words to her with the chording form. But even as I did, something felt wrong—a discord in the harmony, a note that didn’t belong. The guardians had noticed something beyond us. Something that had them on edge.

I needed to shield us. Could I manage it against power like this? Only one way to find out.

The power continued to build around us, pressing down like the weight of deep water and making each breath feel like an effort.

What I needed was to identify their technique—to understand the mechanism so I could find a gap in it. But their method was foreign to me, and the pressure kept building.

When we reached the first bridge, I flicked my gaze around and noted we were still being observed, but I moved forward.

“You’re just going out there?” Larale asked.

“I think we’re supposed to,” I said. “Because I think they are waiting to see what we’ll do, and if we’ll cause any problems.”

“So we just go down.”

“Isn’t that what you wanted, anyway?”

“I do,” she said, shrugging slightly. “But I know you don’t.”

“No,” I admitted. “But staying up here blind while they measure us isn’t going to help. We come back when we know more.” This was the right strategy, at least until I understood more about what we were facing.

So I stepped on the elevator, waited for her to join me, and lowered it.

As we descended, I could still feel that pressure, though I had no idea of its source or how the guardians were able to wield it. Once we reached the main level, where the crowd surrounded us again, a few people glanced in our direction, but I breathed out and stepped forward.

Only then did the pressure begin to lift.

The elevator went back up without me doing anything. Who summoned it?

The Song here was different than anywhere I’d been. The priests had found a way to shape it, to direct it, in ways the Guild had never taught. Leo would have been fascinated. He would have wanted to understand how they’d done it, what they’d learned.

But Leo wasn’t here. Or rather, he was everywhere and nowhere—diffused into the dissonance, sometimes reachable if I listened in the right way. I wondered if he could sense what was happening here. If he knew what the Maestro was planning.

“The temple,” Larale said quietly, her gaze following mine upward to where the golden spires caught the fading light. “If the Maestro’s people are here, if they’re positioning themselves the way I think they are, then the temple has to be the target.”

I nodded slowly. “Not just the temple. What’s inside it. What the priests know.”

“How to do what they’re doing,” she said. “The harmony thing.”

“The Maestro tried to open a gate to the fae realm. He had power—more power than anyone I’ve ever seen. But he failed because he didn’t understand what he was doing. He was trying to control forces that can’t be controlled.” I paused, watching the guardians on the upper terrace. “These priests have figured out something he couldn’t. And he wants it.”

Larale’s face had gone pale. “Then this isn’t an assassination. This is theft. He wants to take what they know and use it for himself.”

“For the gate,” I said. “For whatever he’s building next.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“So now you want to know about these priests?” Larale asked as we worked our way around the main level.

I kept looking up at the rock, but the upper terraces remained inscrutable, their secrets hidden behind that wall of harmonized power.

“I want to know what they are guarding against. There should’ve been people out,” I said, motioning to the second level where we had been only a day earlier.

We had paid hefty coin for a room in a tavern near the outskirts of Yur, the only kind of place that would cater to migrants—which was what we were viewed as. But I didn’t want to sleep out in the open with what was going on, preferring a lock to sleep behind. I didn’t need to trust the locks the tavern offered, as I had my own fabrication to do that, but I did want a chance to rest without keeping one eye open.

Before returning to the tavern, though, I wanted to see something else.

“Come with me,” I said, changing direction.

“Where?” Larale asked.

“Down.”

She frowned. “Down where? We’re already on the main level.”

“No. We’re on what they call the main level—where the markets are, where the refugees gather, where the priests allow commerce. But the city goes deeper.”

I had noticed the steep stairs cut into the rock near the eastern edge, half hidden behind a row of vendor stalls. Most people walked past without a second glance. That was by design.

We descended the stairs that had been worn smooth by countless feet. The air changed almost immediately into something that was cooler, damper, and carried the smell of stone and something else. Something organic. Living.

The lowest level of Yur wasn’t a level at all. It was a maze.

Narrow passages wound between structures that had been carved directly into the rock, some so ancient that the original doorways had crumbled and been recut lower, then lower again, as the floor accumulated generations of debris. Light came from scattered oil lamps and the occasional crack in the ceiling where the main level’s floor had worn thin.

People lived here.

Not the refugees who had flooded in seeking the priests’ protection—those crowded the main level, camping in squares and alleys, hoping for a place in the Rite of Gathering—a ceremony the priests held to welcome outsiders under the protection of their god, Atethos. From what I’d gathered, it was performed only when the priests deemed it necessary, and only they decided when and why. The people down here were different. They had been born in these tunnels, grown old in them, and would die without ever climbing the stairs we had just descended.

A woman sat in a doorway, her face so weathered it was impossible to guess her age. She watched us pass with eyes that expected nothing and feared less. In the passage ahead, two children played a game involving a ball of rags and a series of marks scratched into the stone wall. They didn’t look up.

“Why don’t they go higher?” Larale asked, her voice hushed.

“Because higher costs money. Taxes to the priests, rent to the landlords, bribes to the guards. Down here, you only pay in other ways.”

“What ways?”

I nodded toward a group of young men gathered at an intersection. They had the look of people waiting for something—restless, watchful, hungry in a way that had nothing to do with food. One of them noticed us and straightened, his eyes calculating.

“Desperate people make useful tools,” I said quietly to Larale. “The Maestro’s network didn’t build itself. He recruits from places like this, targeting people with nothing to lose and everything to gain. Promise them a way up, a way out, and they’ll do whatever you ask.”

The young man started toward us. My hand drifted toward my ukelin, and he stopped, reconsidering. We weren’t the easy marks he’d hoped for.

We passed through a wider chamber where vendors sold things the upper markets would never allow—stolen goods, questionable substances, information. A man with a scarred face offered to tell me who had been asking about strangers in the city. I declined, though I filed the information away. Someone was asking.

Near the chamber’s far end, I noticed something that made me pause. A symbol scratched into the wall, almost invisible unless you knew to look for it. A circle with three lines radiating from its center.

The Maestro’s mark.

“They’re already here,” Larale whispered. “Recruiting.”

“For years, probably. Building a foundation.” I traced the symbol with my finger. “When the operation begins, they’ll have people in place. People who know the tunnels, the hidden paths, the ways in and out that the priests might not even remember exist.”

I looked around at the faces in the chamber—the desperate, the forgotten, the discarded. How many of them had already been approached? How many had said yes?

“We should go,” Larale said. Her face had become ashen. “I don’t like it down here.”

Neither did I. But I had learned what I needed to know. The Maestro’s network wasn’t just positioning for an assault on the temple. They were building an army from the city’s own forgotten people.

We climbed back toward the light.

“Look.” I pointed upward once we had returned to the main level.

There were others gathered above now, who had not been there before. One of the figures on the upper terrace moved differently than the others. There was an absence of dissonance around him, a stillness that seemed impossible in a city this chaotic. Through the ukelin, I focused on that figure, and the Song revealed more: He wasn’t fighting the chaos or ignoring it. He was part of it. His presence created no ripples because he moved with the current rather than against it.

This was what Leo had been trying to teach me. Not control—understanding. Not imposition—reflection. The priest wasn’t fighting the chaos. He was becoming part of it, letting it flow through him and around him like water around a stone.

As I watched, the priest paused. Then, slowly, deliberately, he turned and looked directly at me.

Across the distance, across the crowd and the chaos, our eyes met.

He raised one hand in acknowledgment. In invitation.

“So there are people out now. What does that mean?” Larale asked.

“It means they were hiding when we were there. It means they were warned we were coming.”

“They have some sort of detection?”

Perhaps. But I suspected something subtler. If they weren’t detecting power at all—if they were detecting its absence—then they would sense the disruption we caused in their harmony simply by existing within it.

“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “It bothers me. I expected there would be some way for me to identify any trigger we might have passed over, but there wasn’t.”

She looked at me for a long moment, then started to laugh. “It’s interesting to see you this way, since you have always been quite confident, and competent. But you seem a little bit uncertain now.”

“Curious, not uncertain.”

“No?”

“Because I don’t have a job I should be doing. If I did, I might feel uncertain because there might be a challenge for me.”

Usually when I didn’t know quite how to approach a job, I investigated different angles, mapped the terrain before committing. In this case, I was mapping blind. But more than that, I had started to feel the power, that underlayer of energy, and it was far clearer than I had expected.

I had not noticed it before, though maybe I should have. But with the Song pressing against me, and the crowd of the city, and the different types of fabrications I knew were here, it was difficult for me to pick up on anything. I had been trying to identify some of that power, but even as I had been navigating through the main level, I had not been focusing upward. I had been more concerned about the crowd.

“But you keep looking up,” Larale said.

I snorted. “I keep looking up,” I agreed.

And then I felt it, a familiar wrongness threading through the Song. Not the priests’ harmony, but its opposite: a jagged, forced quality, like a broken bone that had healed wrong. The same signature as the fabrications from the road, the same unnatural resonance from the baths.

They were here. Watching us.

“We’re being observed,” I said quietly, not breaking stride. “And not by the priests.”

Larale didn’t tense, didn’t look around. Good. She was learning. “How many?”

“Three, maybe four. The energy is dispersed, but the signature is unmistakable—those attackers on the road had the same source for their fabrications.”

“The Maestro’s network,” she said, and her tone carried the weight of certainty. “I recognize the operational pattern. They’re building a surveillance net. Tracking who goes where, who talks to whom. It’s what they do before they move.”

“Before they move on what?”

“On their target.” She glanced up at the golden spires. “On the temple.”

There was movement up there, figures shifting position in a way that suggested coordination rather than coincidence.

As we moved through the crowd, we had to keep fighting and jostling for position. In the time we’d been in the city, the crowd had intensified, growing thick enough that it became difficult to muscle past. The Rite of Gathering was drawing them in—refugees desperate for protection, merchants hoping to profit from their desperation, and hidden among them were the Maestro’s people, patient as spiders.

I kept thinking about going back to the baths to reach the second level again, even though Larale had already told me it was a bad idea. The thought of finding answers on the second level lingered in my mind because I was curious what the priests were doing, and…

“It’s about what we saw in the baths,” I said, finally. “I’m certain of it. The Maestro’s people were there. And yet, the moment we stepped out, they were aware of us, and ready.”

“So what? You think they’re going to target us?” she asked.

“No. They would’ve done that already if so. They were just trying to keep us down here.”

“Why wouldn’t they have attacked?”

“A good question. And that, Larale, is what makes me curious.”

“But not concerned.”

“No.”

Two factors troubled me, though.

For one, the priests, or their guardians, were ready for us. Not surprising since they defended themselves against every potential incursion.

But what was more impressive, or more important, was that I was convinced there was the Maestro’s presence, or somebody with his type of skill, who had come into the baths and wielded their power there.

That had me curious about the possibility that this city held more layers than I had yet mapped.

I found myself looking around, trying to make sense of what was here, trying to follow the activity we had seen. And right now, I wasn’t sure about any of it.

“We can get you back to where you can rest,” I said.

“I’m not staying behind,” she said.

“I don’t think you need to be part of this.”

“Part of what? You haven’t even made clear what you’re doing, just that you’re concerned that there is something out here.”

She wasn’t wrong, but I was going to start investigating, and until I had a better idea about what was taking place in Yur and whether there was anything dangerous, I needed to do it alone.

“You know their patterns better than I do,” I admitted. It cost me something to say it. “The Maestro’s network. How they operate. How they plan.”

“I know how they move,” she said. “I know their timing. I know the signs that an operation is about to go active.” She paused. “And I know what I’m seeing here.”

“What are you seeing?”

“Final positioning. They’re almost ready.” She looked at me with something fierce in her eyes. “Whatever they’re planning, it’s going to happen soon. Days, maybe. Not weeks.”

The weight of that settled over me. Days. And we didn’t even know what they were planning, only that the temple was somehow at the center of it.

“If the priests fall,” I said slowly, “what happens to the city?”

“The priests are the only thing holding this region together. They took in every refugee for fifty miles. They’re the reason there isn’t a war right now.” She gestured at the crowd pressing around us. “All these people came here because the priests promised them safety. If that safety disappears…”

“Chaos,” I said. “And the Maestro has always known how to use chaos.”

As we made our way through the city, I noticed a familiar figure, causing me to slow. Broad across the shoulders, compact, moving through the crowd with that particular rolling stride I’d watched a hundred times in the training yard. He kept his head tilted slightly forward, the way he always had — chin down, eyes up, scanning. His dark hair was shorter than I remembered, cropped close to his skull, but I would have known that walk anywhere.

“I know that man,” I said.

“Oh? Somebody you targeted in the past? Or maybe somebody you thought you could⁠—”

“Someone I trained with.”

James had been one of my early mentors within the Guild, working with me when I first joined. He’d had a way of correcting you that left no room for argument — a hand on your shoulder, a quiet word, and then he’d demonstrate the technique himself, flawless, before walking away. Strict but skilled, and the kind of man who expected excellence because he delivered it.

What was he doing here?

There was no doubt that the Maestro had a presence in Yur, but I wouldn’t have expected somebody like James to be part of it.

Unless James had switched sides. Unless the Maestro had been recruiting from within the Guild.

“You look troubled,” Larale said.

“Reflective,” I said.

She snorted. “Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to go over to him and say hello?”

I shook my head. “He’s on a job.”

“And you aren’t?”

“Not a formal one, no. I’m here because I chose to be, not because the Guild sent me.” I kept my eyes on James. “Which is exactly why I don’t want to walk up and announce myself. If he’s operating under orders—Guild or otherwise—my showing up uninvited could compromise whatever he’s doing. Or tip him off that I’m watching.”

“This is somebody you don’t just know, but you respect.”

I nodded slowly. “One of my first instructors.”

“What is he doing out here? Didn’t you say this was a pretty remote location, and that you wouldn’t have expected many people from your Guild out here?”

She wasn’t wrong. I had not expected others, but there obviously was a Guild presence here. The real question was why, and for whom.

I could’ve sworn I had felt, and seen, something else. And if so, if there were others from the Guild present, then it seemed there might be more taking place. Maybe this was the Guild’s next target?

“I’m going to need to operate more carefully now,” I said to her. “Alone.”

She regarded me for a long moment, and a hint of irritation flashed in her eyes. I didn’t know what to say at this point because I wanted to investigate this, but I needed to do it on my own so I didn’t draw unnecessary attention.

“If he sees you following, he’s going to know something’s amiss,” I explained.

“Wouldn’t he think that if you were there in the first place?”

“I need to know how many others are here,” I said. “And I don’t think I can do it easily if you’re with me.”

It came out harsher than I intended, but it wasn’t untrue. I didn’t think I could navigate as well with somebody trailing me.

“So I’m a burden now?” Larale asked.

“I didn’t say that. I just need to investigate. Once I figure out what’s going on, then I can include you. There are certain things I can do to navigate without…”

I wasn’t sure how to describe it, or if I needed to. At this point, the only thing that mattered was getting answers, and I wouldn’t find them with someone to protect.

“Please,” I said.

She watched me, but she bit back what she had been considering saying and just nodded. “Whatever you say. Go do what you need to do.”

“Actually,” I said, before she could turn away. “There is something you can do. If I manage to get hold of one of these operatives, I’m going to need them to talk. And I don’t think persuasion alone is going to cut it.”

Larale’s expression shifted, the irritation giving way to something more focused. More professional. “You want a compulsion draught.”

“Vervain and nightshade, among other things. I don’t know the exact recipe.”

“I do.” She said it without hesitation, and something in her tone reminded me that she’d spent years inside the Maestro’s network. She would know exactly what tools they used to extract information. “Marta’s shop. She had quality stock—I noticed when we were in the market. If anyone in this city has what I need, it’s her.”

“Can you get it without raising suspicion?”

“I’ll tell her I need supplies for traveling. She won’t question it.” Larale paused. “But Silas—the dosing matters. Too much vervain and you don’t get answers. You get a corpse.”

“Then get it right.”

“I will find you at the rooms later.”

“Of course.”

I slipped down the street but looked back at one point and saw Larale watching me. Then she turned her attention elsewhere, though I knew what she was doing. She was going to try to figure something out with the Maestro’s network. In a way, we might have been more effective together playing the happy couple, invisible in plain sight. But masking my presence required my full attention, and I couldn’t protect her while doing what needed to be done.

I slipped into one of the alleys after fighting through the crowd, then hesitated. I tapped on the ukelin and listened. The Song of the city washed over me—chaotic, layered, full of individual lives and their small dissonances. I filtered through it, searching for the particular wrongness that marked the Maestro’s people so I could figure out where they were moving and what exactly they were doing.

I continued to tap on the ukelin, which I used to shroud myself. Thankfully, the chording form I used to hide in the shadows—the Nocturne of Nightfall—was effective enough to keep me concealed. The strum was simple and localized, meaning it was unlikely to alert anyone sensitive to such skills. Unless they had their own methods of detection.

They might. The Maestro had always been innovative in unpleasant ways.

After a moment, I ducked back out of the alley and moved into the open, taking the opportunity to look around and see if there was anything else I could pick up on. The Song remained chaotic, but within it, I found what I was looking for: a thread of silence. Not the priests’ harmony, but something else—a deliberate absence, like a note held back.

I had to find James and see where he was going, figure out what he was doing.

But I had another way to do that. I could track him, or at least track his rhythm. That was a subtler approach to wielding a chording form, but it was one I suspected would be effective because I had done it before. I had a pretty good idea I could keep using that technique, so I could feel where he was moving and what he was doing.

I had to move into the open, though.

From here, his trail was a faint emptiness that was difficult to follow, but not impossible. I ignored the surrounding noise, the Song’s attempts to confound me, and focused on that single thread of wrongness.

Slowly, the path revealed itself. Not through sound, but through its absence—a wake in the Song where something had recently passed.

I saw him, finally — that compact frame, that forward tilt of the head, unmistakable even in the shadows of the second terrace.

And I saw others with him.

There were three obvious ones.

They were slipping carefully along the second terrace, shrouded. Had I not been looking—and had I not had the ukelin and therefore a way of tracking them—I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to find out what they were doing.

But I did see them, and I wondered if the priests’ guardians saw them as well.

Probably. It hadn’t taken much time for the guardians to see me, so it was easy enough to imagine they could see James and the others.

What was going on here?

I needed answers, but I found all this troubling. Under other circumstances, and before all this had happened with Leo, I probably would’ve left it alone. Another Guild member on a job was not something to interfere with, and I knew better than to do so. But I was curious if there was something else taking place, and I needed to know whose orders James was following—the Guild’s, or the Maestro’s.

As I watched, a figure emerged from the shadows of the second terrace. Not one of James’s group. A priest, moving with that same impossible stillness I had noticed before, flowing with the dissonance rather than disrupting it.

The priest approached James’s position. I tensed, expecting violence, but the priest only stopped and stood at the edge of the terrace, looking out over the city. As if he wanted to be seen. As if he was sending a message.

James and his group froze. Then, slowly, they withdrew.

The priest remained, a still point in the chaos of the city. And I realized the priests knew something was coming. They were preparing, in their own way.

The question was whether it would be enough.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Marta’s shop was busier.

I didn’t think it was too early in the day for her to have several shoppers inside, though when we had been here before, she had been alone. Now there was an older woman at the counter talking quietly to Marta as she scooped different powders and mixed them.

There was another man, younger, who was looking around as if trying to decide what he wanted. Something about him struck me as a bit unusual.

My hand drifted toward the ukelin. The Song here felt… wrong. Not dangerous, exactly, but layered. Like multiple frequencies were overlapping, some of them artificial.

Larale stayed close to me as she glanced around the shop. “When I came here last night, I had to pound on the door quite a while before she answered,” she said in little more than a whisper. “I wasn’t sure if she was going to answer, but then again I needed to get supplies, and this is the only place I knew how to get them.”

“You could’ve broken in,” I said.

Her eyes widened, and she seemed affronted by that. “Why would I break into her shop? She’s been helpful.”

“Do you really feel like you owe her anything?”

“I owe her kindness, Silas.”

I didn’t know about that, but then again, maybe it didn’t really matter. Maybe what really mattered was that she felt that way.

Once the older woman finished up with her shopping, she pulled a hat down over her eyes as she left. I’d been tapping on the ukelin, just a soft rhythm, and tested the strange energy I detected coming off the woman as she moved past us. It struck me as unique, but maybe what I had detected was just tied to a different sort of rhythm. Maybe it was tied to what had been happening in the streets, and the fact that there was more taking place here than I had imagined.

The man moved up to the counter and got whatever he was looking for, then headed out, leaving Larale and me as the only ones in the shop. That was good. I wanted a chance to talk to Marta privately and see if she might know anything.

“There you are,” Marta said as Larale approached. “Did your medicine work for you?”

The way she said “medicine” suggested that she understood it was more than that. Of course, I didn’t even know what Larale had been asking for, only that she had come back with what we had needed, and the supplies had been necessary for us to get answers.

“The medicine was quite effective,” Larale said. “Honestly, it might’ve been a bit more effective than I would’ve liked. I think I might have used too much vervain and nightshade.”

Marta nodded. “That can be difficult, especially in the wrong combination. Of course, as you can imagine, purity makes a difference. I am quite cautious with my suppliers, wanting to ensure that I have adequate stores of the most appropriate, and most pure, items.”

“You really do have good quality,” Larale said. “More so than I have seen in other parts, and I suppose more so than I would’ve expected in a place like this. It feels like you would be more isolated than you are.”

“Does it?”

“Well, when I was coming here…” She trailed off, as if remembering that we were supposed to be trying to hide what we were doing. “I mean⁠—”

Marta barked out a laugh, and she locked her gaze with mine. “And you? Did you find the medicine,” she went on, emphasizing the word once again, “to be useful?”

“I did,” I said with a slight shrug. “Honestly, I suppose it was useful, but then again you knew it was going to be. I suspect you knew exactly what we were hoping to do with it.”

“Who are you trying to get to talk?” Marta asked.

“Somebody who attacked me,” I said.

“Had you done anything to deserve it?”

“Probably.”

Marta regarded me for another moment, and then she laughed again and patted the counter. “Come to the back.” She slipped around the counter and locked the front door before motioning for us to follow her. “I think we should have a drink.”

“A drink?” Larale asked.

“Not like that,” Marta said. “Well, maybe so if you would like to, but I was thinking we could have a cup of tea.”

Larale nodded solemnly. She had the expression of someone who expected that whatever Marta was offering was some sort of ceremonial gesture—one that Larale recognized and saw as important.

“I’m not much of a tea drinker,” I said.

“You don’t have to be. You can sit there and look pretty.”

Marta laughed as she pushed open a back door and led us down a hallway to another room. This one was about the same size as her shop and just as cozy. It must have been built directly into the stone, as it had curved walls, all of it lit with a glowing arcane lantern. There were several chairs and a cookstove that had a bit of smoke drifting toward the ceiling, where a ventilation shaft had been cut into it.

“I didn’t realize you were so close to the outer edge of the rock,” I said.

“And I didn’t realize you were concerned about that,” Marta said, making her way over to the counter, putting water on, and setting it to boil.

She whistled softly to herself as she worked, and I noticed a certain undercurrent to the sound, and something more to it that I couldn’t quite place. I wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing or, for that matter, if she even knew what she was doing. Maybe she had no idea she had that sort of influence.

When she was done making the tea, she poured several cups out and motioned for Larale to take one.

Larale carried her cup over to the table and then pointed to me.

“I don’t really need a cup of tea,” I said.

“Just take one,” she whispered.

Considering that Larale had been willing to help me and had come back for me, I figured I should do it.

Once I grabbed my cup of tea, I took a seat at the table. Marta wobbled over, one broad hand braced against the wall for balance, her braid swinging with the effort.

“I get a little unsteady in the morning,” she said to Larale, who looked concerned. “As you can easily imagine.”

“Is there anything I could help with?” Larale asked.

“Unless you know a way of handling inflammation in my hip, knee, back, and…” She laughed and shook her head. “Old age, that’s what it is. I don’t think there are too many medicines that work against old age.”

Marta sat down and glanced at Larale for a moment, before she turned her attention to me. “And you, young man. You have a look of uncertainty about you.”

I frowned at that. I didn’t feel as if there was a look of uncertainty about me, but it was possible that there might be because I was unsure about this ceremony with the tea, such as it seemed to be. I held the cup in my hands, but I didn’t drink the tea since I was a little curious—and concerned—that there might be something within it.

Larale didn’t hesitate. She took a sip and closed her eyes, breathing out slowly. “It reminds me of what my grandmother used to make when I was younger,” she said. “She always liked to invite me for tea, and told me that I would one day learn like her.”

“What happened to her?” Marta asked.

“Old age,” Larale said, though there was a hitch to her words that made me question whether or not that was true. In fact, I suspected that maybe there was more to it than what she was letting on. Much more, possibly.

But I also recognized that she didn’t want to be questioned further, and I, for that matter, didn’t want to press.

“So you came back,” Marta said. “I am curious why. I don’t believe it’s because of my useful medicines. Although, considering what you sent her for last night, I can easily imagine that you might want something I have.”

Had Larale told Marta I had sent her?

In a way, hadn’t I?

“I’m curious what’s going on in Yur,” I said, deciding to get right to it. “When we were outside the city, we saw people moving in and heard reports of a war, but the activity here isn’t the kind of thing that would make me think they are here because of a war. And…”

“And the danger you’ve encountered isn’t the kind of thing you would’ve expected from a war?” Marta asked.

“Not in a place like this. The people who attacked us…” I chose my words carefully. “They weren’t using standard techniques. They carried fabrications—devices that store and channel power. Not instruments. Not chording forms.”

Larale’s head came up sharply. “Fabrications? What kind?”

“Small ones. Box-shaped. One of them could freeze a person in place, disrupt the Song itself.”

Her face went pale. “I know those. The Maestro called them ‘silencers.’ They were on his acquisition list—items he was trying to source from beyond the usual channels.” She looked at me with dawning horror. “He never got them through the network I knew. Which means he found another supplier. One that deals in things that shouldn’t exist.”

Not the Maestro’s faction, then. But someone who knew Guild techniques well enough to counter them. No, worse than that. Someone who had access to fabrications that could neutralize Guild techniques entirely. These attackers felt different—organized differently, motivated differently. They were after something specific here, something the priests protected.

I thought of Asarina and Nyban, still in Ibanar, still trying to hold together what remained of the Guild’s legitimate faction. Were they facing similar attacks? Did they know about these silencer fabrications? If the Maestro had found a new source of power—something outside Guild knowledge entirely—then Nyban needed to know. Desperately.

Marta tapped the rim of her mug in a slight rhythm that struck me as a chording form, which surprised me. She eventually took a sip, and even that carried with it something almost rhythmic to it.

“I can’t say much about a war, as I am not familiar with what’s happening outside the city. Not any longer.”

“How long ago might you have been?” I asked.

“It’s been many years…” she said, trailing off. “And now, unfortunately, or fortunately, I am isolated here.”

It was a strange answer, yet I wasn’t sure if there was anything else to it that I needed to try to push her on. I wanted her help, but it was more than just that. It was also the fact that I had the distinct sense from Larale that she wanted me to be careful here, because she wanted to not offend Marta. She had been helpful to us, after all.

“Something’s going on within the city,” I said. “It’s like the priests are doing something.”

Marta was quiet for a bit. “Yes,” she eventually said. “They are, and it is not uncommon. There is the Rite of Gathering.”

“What is that?” Larale asked.

“It is an opportunity to come to Yur and receive the gods’ blessing.”

“So you think that the number of people coming to the city is tied to that?” I asked. It didn’t seem quite right to me.

“Not entirely,” she said. “But it may be partially related, at least as far as I know.” She gave a small shrug and then looked around the room. “The priests perform the ceremony intermittently. Only they know the schedule and the reason behind the summons, and only they know what they need, and what the people need, so that they can perform it correctly.”

“And what generally prompts it?”

“I don’t know,” she said softly, and then she looked down at her hands. “I am not from the city, as I have made clear to you.”

“You’ve been here long enough to get an idea about what’s happening within the temple,” I said.

“You would expect that, but it can be difficult. The priests can be challenging when it comes to what they think and what they are involved in.”

I thought about that, and wondered whether that was true. Then again, I didn’t know anything about the priests, nor did I know anything about what they were doing or why, so why should I assume that she would know more?

“The fabrications,” Larale said suddenly, and I could see her mind working. “Silas, if the Maestro is sourcing items that can counter chording forms—truly counter them, not just resist—then he’s changed his entire strategy. When I was in the network, everything was about finding people with natural talent, training them, using them. This is different. This is about making talent irrelevant.”

“Making the Guild irrelevant,” I said.

“Making anyone who relies on the Song irrelevant.”

The implications settled over me. If these fabrications could be produced in quantity—if anyone with the right device could neutralize a trained musician—then the entire balance of power would shift. The Guild wouldn’t just be weakened. It would be obsolete.

I needed to get this information to Nyban. Whatever else happened here, he had to know what we were facing.

“Have you been able to come up with anything to explain this?” I asked Marta.

“I have not,” she said, shrugging. “But again, it is not something I generally need to be concerned about. I’m content in my little slice of the world, content in working the way that I have been, because the opportunities I have here are more than I would have anywhere else.”

That surprised me, but then again, maybe it shouldn’t. She certainly didn’t want to deal with anything dangerous, and considering what she might have been through and the things she might have experienced before coming to Yur, there could be reasons for her to want peace and quiet, such as it was here.

“I’m going to need to figure out what it is that they’re doing and why they’re coming to the city,” I said to Larale. “Because I think that’s the key here.”

“You had better be careful,” Marta said. “If you anger the priests, you anger the gods. Or at least that is how they view it.”

“What if it’s not me who does it?”

She frowned, arching a brow. “I thought you were talking about intervening and trying to see what exactly the priests were doing.”

“I’m talking about whether or not others might be involved, and if there is anything else they might have been doing.”

I couldn’t help but feel as if maybe that was the key here.

“I do have a question, though,” I said, looking over at Marta. “Since you’ve been in the city for as long as you have, I don’t suppose you know if there is a way to reach the priests?”

Marta was quiet for a moment, hands resting on her mug, and then she started to tap on it. Once again, I began to feel something that suggested there was a rhythm to it, some undercurrent of the chording form, though I didn’t believe she had that ability. I just felt something that tugged on me, something that tugged on the familiarity.

“In order for you to reach the priests,” she said, “you’re going to need access to one of their acolytes. I do not know if there is a way to get to them, not for somebody like yourself.”

“An outsider?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And what if I do something else?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, draw their attention in some way. Find some technique that might be compelling to them that they might feel they have to get involved in.”

“I don’t think you’re going to do anything that will compel the priests to want to speak to you.”

“What if others try the same thing?” I asked.

“The priests aren’t helpless,” she said. “They have protection. That is how they have maintained their role here, and very few people would say that was a bad thing.”

“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing. I’m just asking a question.”

“They’re dangerous questions,” Marta said.

“Maybe.”

This all had to be about whatever reason the priests were calling people to the city for their Rite of Gathering.

“Thank you for your help,” I said, “and thank you for the tea.”

“We are not done here,” Marta said.

“Oh?”

“You will finish your tea, you and I will talk, and you will not do what you are thinking of doing.”

I smiled at that. “I’m sorry, but there might be certain things that I need to do, and certain things I can’t help but force myself into doing.”

But she had a point. Before I did anything, maybe I would enjoy her ceremony, enjoy the cup of tea. I would try to be patient, because patience was what I needed to have to avoid angering Marta, even if I wasn’t sure that angering her would be a problem.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


It was late by the time I saw them moving again.

I’d been wandering through the main level of the city, my gaze fixed upward, struggling to make sense of what James and the others were doing. From this distance, he was little more than that rolling stride and the dark shape of his cropped head moving among the terraces. They were maneuvering, and the priests’ guardians hadn’t intercepted them—not the way they’d intercepted me.

Was I losing my edge? Had I been identified too easily?

Doubt was dangerous, especially in my line of work. It was the kind of thing that could lead a person to second-guess what they were doing, and could result in additional problems when trying to complete a job.

I remembered Leo’s lesson about that.

We had been students then, working together, him training me while still at the Academy. At the time, I hadn’t been quite certain what else he might want to show me, or if there was anything he could teach me. But there did seem to be something more.

I had been having a hard time mastering one of the chording forms he had wanted to show me. Back then, it had seemed like such a serious, significant failing on my part, but in hindsight, I realized my inability to perform it had been typical. So many people had similar struggles, so my own difficulty was nothing to be ashamed of.

“You have to stop allowing yourself to be frustrated,” Leo had said.

We had been seated on the wall surrounding the Academy, where we had often gone. It separated the Academy from the rest of the city. I had learned to climb the wall when I first joined the Guild, and had also learned to run along the top of the wall when training, trying to improve my balance and coordination. There were hidden dangers along the wall that one needed to master, and the fact that I had quickly done so had benefited me within the Guild because they thought I was more capable than I probably was.

It was just that most of those hidden dangers caused a shift in the Song. That was not something I spoke of. I still wasn’t sure how to describe it, and even my instructors at the Academy had not believed I could feel or hear anything like that I kept it to myself.

“It’s just difficult,” I said. “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do this.”

“You don’t know if you can play a song?” Leo’s legs dangled off the side of the wall, and he kicked at the air. “Why wouldn’t you be able to? You go to your classes, don’t you? And you have made it this far.”

I shrugged. “Well, the classes are relatively easy because they give me an opportunity to perform and listen to the different songs, and⁠—”

“This is not all that dissimilar,” he said. “It’s just your approach and, I suspect, your mindset. The mindset is the key here, Silas. It always is.”

“Oh?” I said with a grin.

He was younger than me in years, but older than me in experience. Even when he had come to the Academy, there had been something about him that had always felt skilled, confident, and worldly. From the very first moment I met him, I had been drawn to him, drawn to what he was able to do, and drawn to the possibilities.

“Tell me again how my mindset is preventing me from being able to play what I need to play,” I said.

He returned the smile. “Stubbornness is going to get you far. But you have to embrace the key secrets that you have.”

“What secrets are those?”

He looked along the wall. “What do you feel when you run?”

“I just feel stone beneath my feet, the wind, a little bit of anxiety about falling.” The wall was twenty feet off the ground, and though the Academy had skilled healers, there were certain injuries that could not be healed. Death, for one. I could recover from a broken bone, a sprained ankle, or a scrape or bruise, but I didn’t want to break my neck. “I suppose that’s about all I feel.”

“And yet you stop at the right point.”

“I know where to look,” I said.

“You feel it, don’t you?”

Leo hadn’t approached me about that before. Although, from the way he had been working with me, I had a pretty good idea he had his suspicions about my connection to the Song, what it meant, and whether there was anything dangerous about it. I didn’t think there was, but at this point, there was a real possibility I still needed to conceal it.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“You don’t need to hide it. I feel it as well. Not everybody can, though. That’s going to give you an advantage here with the Guild, and with your training. At least, as you continue to pick up on what they have been trying to teach. I think I would encourage you to look for other approaches, other avenues, that might give you a different understanding of what is here.” He shrugged. “Feel what is there, feel the way you connect to it, and feel what it does for you.”

The conversation had taken a surprising turn, and I was not entirely sure what to make of it. I had been taught to hide what I could do with the Song because it was something I needed to mask.

“I’ve always felt it,” I finally said, looking at Leo. He was somebody who would provide me with information, and perhaps guidance, and that was what I knew I needed. He had risen quickly within the Guild, and though I still wasn’t positive whether I wanted to rise as quickly as he had, there was a part of me that recognized the benefit of what he might be able to show me.

“What does it feel like?” he asked.

“It feels like there’s something wrong.” I shrugged. “When I was younger, my mother helped me with it. She told me it was a way of feeling the Song within the world. Almost as if there was something missing.” I smiled at that, thinking back to my mother, thinking back to those lessons. It was strange to consider, strange to remember, especially because I didn’t know if there was anything else I needed to find, or if perhaps there was something I had missed. “It’s been a part of me for as long as I can remember.”

“Is that how you were identified?” Leo asked.

He seemed genuinely curious, and maybe concerned.

I had to be careful here.

“I was identified because I had potential. I could play.”

At least, that was what my first mentor had said.

He nodded. “Well, that’s wonderful. Potential is good, and something I would encourage you to continue to work through. Find your potential, find what that potential can do for you, and master it.”

“Like I’m supposed to be mastering this form,” I said, trying to return his attention to the task at hand. This was the reason we had come up here. This was what he had been asked to work with me on, even if I didn’t have the sense that he was going to teach me. If anybody could help me find my way to master these more complicated forms, though, it was him.

“You have to ignore the frustration you feel,” he said. “Frustration is easy to experience but difficult to let go of. Emotions in general can be difficult to let go of, but they become a block for you. I would encourage you to find your way past that block, and to find your way through that emotion so you can learn what you have the potential to do. If you are bound by your emotion, you will always be bound. And so I think you need to free yourself from it and find the truth within you.” He flashed a smile, then shrugged. “That’s my philosophical approach to it, at least.”

“Do you hear the Song?” I asked.

I said it with caution and hesitancy, because while I had worked with Leo quite a bit, I didn’t really know him. I didn’t know if anybody could know him, not the way I had come to know some of my other classmates.

“I hear it when things don’t feel quite right,” he said. “I call it the Song, though ‘dissonance’ is another way to phrase it.” He grinned. “And it’s the kind of thing I would encourage you to harness, and master. It will set you apart, and anything that sets you apart gives you an advantage. Don’t let the Guild take that advantage from you.

“Don’t try to control it, though,” he added quietly, and his tone had become serious in a way I hadn’t heard before. “The Song isn’t meant to be controlled, Silas. It’s meant to be understood. Listen. Don’t impose. That’s the secret the Guild never learned—and it’s why they’ll never be as powerful as they could be.”

I hadn’t understood then. Not really. But I was beginning to understand now.

Asarina would have understood what I was feeling. She had trained with Leo too, had heard him speak in that same quiet, certain way about listening and not imposing. She was probably the only person alive who would recognize what this memory felt like from the inside---not nostalgia, but instruction arriving late, finding purchase in experience it couldn’t have reached before.

I wondered what she would make of what I was learning here. Whether she’d see it as growth or as something stranger, something that was pulling me further from the person she’d held onto in that candlelit room. I’m afraid you’ll lose yourself. Maybe she’d been right to worry. But maybe losing my old self was the only way to become someone worth the journey back.

I shook those thoughts away and focused. The Maestro’s people were moving, and I needed to track them.

They were heading down the rock, making their way back toward me.

I prepared for their approach, readying myself—though I still wasn’t sure if I would need to fight or simply observe.

One operative was coming in my direction.

A test? Or coincidence? I didn’t think they saw me or felt me, but the possibility remained that they were aware of my presence. If they knew I was here, I had to be ready.

Still, I doubted it. The way they moved suggested ignorance, not awareness.

I let go of the structured chording form I had been maintaining. Instead, I tried what Leo had described—listening rather than imposing. Feeling the dissonance around me rather than trying to shape it.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the Song seemed to shift. Not because I was controlling it, but because I was becoming part of its pattern. The wrongness I usually felt when someone approached was something I could sense now from a different angle, as if seeing the disruption they caused rather than feeling it press against me.

It was only partial. Fragmentary. But for a moment, I understood what Leo had been trying to teach me, and I saw the operative moving toward me with perfect clarity.

Through the Song, details emerged: The fabrication at his belt hummed with that forced, unnatural resonance. His heartbeat was elevated—not from fear but from focus. He was searching for something. Someone.

Me.

As I waited, I tested whether he would pass me by or whether he was specifically targeting me.

Despite the fact that it was late, it was still packed in the city. With all the outsiders who had moved in, crowds persisted at all hours, so I couldn’t tell if what I sensed was the Song of the city itself, or something else. Something more specific, more dangerous.

But the feeling persisted. There had to be some other element here.

I listened, and in doing so, I noticed movement pressing against my awareness—a ripple in the Song, like a stone dropped in still water. I headed in that direction, prepared for whatever was coming.

I returned to the tavern as the last light faded from the sky. Larale was waiting, a small collection of items spread on the bed before her—herbs, vials, things I didn’t recognize.

“You’ve been busy,” I said.

“Marta’s shop. I told her I needed supplies for traveling.” She looked up at me. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“More questions than answers.” I sat down heavily. “James is definitely working with the Maestro’s people. I saw them coordinating. Whatever they’re planning, it’s happening soon.”

“How soon?”

“I don’t know. But they’re moving into position. It feels like they’re waiting for something.”

Larale was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, “Can I tell you something?”

I nodded.

“When I was working for the Maestro’s network, before I realized what they really were, I saw how they planned operations. Major ones. They always timed them to coincide with something else. A festival. A crisis. Something that would divide attention, create chaos they could use.”

“The refugees,” I said slowly. “The Rite of Gathering.”

“What’s that?”

“Something the priests do. A ceremony that draws in refugees, offers them protection. Marta mentioned it when Larale was at her shop—said the crowds were building because the priests had called for a Gathering.” I stood and paced around the room. “If the Maestro’s people time their move during the Rite⁠—”

“Maximum chaos. Maximum distraction.” Larale’s tone was grim. “That’s exactly how they’d do it.”

I tried to remember if Marta had said anything about the timing. She hadn’t been specific, but the crowds had been swelling every day. More refugees arriving. If the Rite was what was drawing them⁠—

“Then it’s soon. Very soon.”

We sat with that knowledge between us, heavy as a stone.

“There’s something else,” Larale said finally. Her voice had become quieter, more uncertain. “Something I should have told you before.”

I waited.

“When I was in the network, I wasn’t just a courier.” She wouldn’t meet my eyes as she talked. “I was being trained. They saw something in me—some potential they wanted to develop.”

“What kind of potential?”

“Planning. Strategy. They taught me how operations work. Not just how to carry messages, but how to time them. How to…” She trailed off.

“How to what?”

“How to identify targets. How to map defenses. How to find the weaknesses in any structure, either physical or political.” She finally looked at me, and I saw something in her eyes I hadn’t expected: shame. “I was good at it, Silas. That’s why they invested in me. That’s why they let me know things that a simple courier would never know.”

The weight of her words settled over me. “What kind of things?”

“Attack patterns. Timing sequences. The way they coordinate multiple teams.” She stood abruptly, moving to the window, her back to me. “When I saw what they were doing in this city—the positioning, the surveillance net—I recognized it. The specific pattern.”

“You know their plan.”

“Parts of it.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “The Maestro uses a standard approach for temple infiltrations. Three waves: The first creates a diversion, the second breaches the defenses, the third takes the target. Each wave is timed to the exact moment when the defenders are most committed to the previous threat.”

I felt the information click into place like pieces of a puzzle I hadn’t known I was solving. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

She turned to face me, and I saw tears she was fighting to hold back. “Because I was afraid.”

“Of what?”

“How you’d look at me.” Her laugh was bitter. “I told myself I was just a courier. I told myself I didn’t understand the messages I was carrying, what I was part of. But that’s not true. I understood. I just… chose not to think about it.”

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure what to say.

“Every message I carried helped them. Every weakness I mapped, every timing I calculated—people died because of it, Silas. Maybe not directly by my hand, but because of my work.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “And when I finally realized what they really were, when I couldn’t pretend anymore, I ran. But I didn’t run to stop them. I ran to save myself.”

“So why are you telling me now?”

“Because the creatures in the baths—the way they were deployed, covering both chambers, herding us toward the exit—I recognized the pattern. It’s called a Shepherd’s Net. You don’t use it for surveillance.” She met my gaze directly. “You use it for capture. For herding targets into a kill zone.”

“They weren’t watching us. They were positioning for an ambush.”

“One that hasn’t happened yet. Which means they’re waiting for something specific. A signal. A moment.” She took a shaky breath. “And I know what that moment will be. During the Rite, when the priests are most focused on the ceremony, there’s a point where their harmony peaks. All their attention, all their power, is directed inward. In that moment, they’re at their strongest spiritually and their weakest physically.”

“How do you know that’s how it works?”

“Because I helped plan an operation against a different temple. A different ceremony—not this one, but the same kind of thing. A sacred rite where the defenders turned inward.” Her voice cracked. “The operation succeeded. The temple fell. A lot of people died, including priests, refugees, anyone who got in the way. And I helped make it happen.”

The silence stretched between us.

“I should have told you sooner,” she said. “I know that. But I was afraid you’d…” She didn’t finish.

“I’d what? Kill you?”

“See what I really was. Not the person standing in front of you, but the one who helped bring down a temple.”

I thought about what she’d said. About the skills she’d hidden, the knowledge she’d kept to herself, the fear that had made her stay silent. And I thought about the choice she was making now—to tell me, despite that fear, because lives were at stake.

“What you were,” I said slowly, “is not the same as what you are.”

“How can you say that? I just told you⁠—”

“You told me you made mistakes. That you were part of something terrible. That you ran when you couldn’t pretend anymore.” I moved to stand in front of her. “And now you’re telling me things that could get you killed if the Maestro’s people found out, because you want to stop them from doing it again.”

“That doesn’t erase what I did.”

“No. It doesn’t. But it matters.” I reached out and took her hand. “The question isn’t who you were. The question is who you’re going to be. And right now, in this moment, you’re choosing.”

She looked at our hands, then at my face. “You should hate me.”

“Maybe. But I don’t.” I thought about Leo, about the choices he’d made, about the way he’d tried to teach me that understanding mattered more than control. “We don’t get to choose our pasts. Only our futures.”

For a long moment, she just stared at me. Then something shifted in her expression, It wasn’t relief, exactly, but something close to it. Resolution.

“Then let me help you stop them,” she said. “I know how they think. I know their timing. I know where the weaknesses are in their plan, because I know where I would have built weaknesses if I’d been the one planning it.”

“Tell me everything.”

And she did.

By the time she finished, the candle had burned low, and I understood far more than I had before—not just about the Maestro’s plan, but about the woman who had chosen, at last, to stand against it.

“There’s one more thing,” she said. “The man you saw—James—he wasn’t just coordinating with them. He was receiving orders. There’s someone higher up. Someone giving directions.” She finally looked at me. “The Maestro himself, or someone very close to him.”

“You’re saying this is a major operation. Not just a few operatives, but something the Maestro is personally invested in.”

“Yes. Which means whatever they’re after here, it’s important. More important than anything I saw during my time with them.”

I thought about the priests and their harmony with the Song. About the failed gate-opening in Ibanar. About what the Maestro might need that he didn’t already have.

“I think I know what they’re after,” I said. “And if I’m right, this is much worse than an assassination.”

“What do you mean?” Larale asked.

“The Rite of Gathering. Whatever the priests do during that ceremony—I think that’s what the Maestro wants. Not to stop it. To take it.”

And then I felt that strange stillness again from the upper terrace. One of the priests was watching. Not the guardians, but someone different. Someone whose presence didn’t disrupt the Song at all.

That presence flowed with it, became part of it, the way water flowed around stone rather than crashing against it.

Leo had been trying to teach me something like that. Had he known? Had he somehow understood what these priests had achieved?

“If we’re going to stop them,” Larale said, “we need to know exactly when the Rite happens. And we need to warn the priests.”

“They know something’s wrong. I’ve seen them watching. But I don’t think they understand what’s coming.”

“Then we tell them.”

“How? We can’t even reach the upper terraces.”

Larale smiled—a thin, dangerous smile. “The baths. We already know the exit tunnel leads up to the second terrace. We’ve done it once.”

“Past the creatures, past whatever guardians the priests have stationed there, to deliver a warning they may not believe from strangers they have no reason to trust.”

“Yes,” she said simply. “Unless you have a better idea.”

I didn’t. And time was running out.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“We should just go back down to the main level,” Larale said as we approached the bath entrance for the second time.

“You’re the one who suggested this.”

“I suggested we find a way to warn the priests. I’m having second thoughts about going back in there with those creatures.”

I couldn’t blame her. The last time we’d gone through the baths, the fabrication-bound creatures had herded us through the tunnels, the cavern had nearly collapsed around us, and the priests’ guardians had made it clear we weren’t welcome. But I didn’t see another option.

“Stay close to me,” I said. “And if something goes wrong⁠—”

“I know. Run.”

We slipped into the baths as the evening crowd began to thin. The warm, sulfurous air wrapped around us, familiar now. I led her toward the deeper pools, toward the passage that had opened for me before.

And then I felt it—wrongness in the Song, sharp and immediate. We weren’t alone.

“Stop,” I breathed.

Larale froze beside me.

Three figures emerged from the steam. They weren’t priests, weren’t guardians. The unnatural hum of power radiated from the fabrications at their belts. The same signature as the road attackers. The same source.

“Silas of the Guild,” one of them said. A woman, her tone flat and professional. “We’ve been looking for you.”

“I’m flattered. Though I’m not sure we’ve met.”

“We haven’t, but the Maestro has told us quite a bit about you.” She took a step forward. “You’re going to come with us.”

“And if I decline?”

“Then we’ll take the girl instead. She has her own debts to pay.”

Larale tensed beside me. I felt her fear, but also something else—anger. Determination.

“She’s not part of this,” I said.

“She was part of the network. She left without permission. That makes her very much part of this.” The woman’s hand moved toward her fabrication. “Your choice, Silas. You, or her.”

The dilemma crystallized with terrible clarity. If I went with them, Larale would be safe, but the priests would get no warning, and the Maestro’s plan would proceed unopposed. If I fought, Larale would be in the crossfire against enemies with weapons I didn’t fully understand.

And then, from somewhere deep in the Song—or perhaps from everywhere and nowhere—I heard Leo’s voice.

Listen. Don’t impose. The path is there if you stop trying to force it.

I let go of the chording form I had been preparing. Let go of the attack I had been planning. Instead, I listened.

And I felt the bath—the water, the steam, the ancient stone. The Song moved through all of it, showing me currents invisible to the eye, pathways through the chaos. In that moment, I understood how to move with it rather than against it.

I didn’t attack. I stepped sideways, pulling Larale with me, into a current of steam that the woman’s eyes couldn’t penetrate. The fabrication at her belt hummed as she activated it, but she was targeting where I had been, not where I was.

“Go,” I whispered to Larale. “The pool. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Silas—”

“I won’t hide while innocents are threatened. Neither will you. Now go.”

Something shifted in her expression. Not fear—resolution. She nodded once and slipped toward the deeper pools.

I turned to face the three operatives.

They were already spreading out, trying to flank me. Through the Song, I sensed their fabrications pulsing with that unnatural energy. It was wrong in a fundamental way, forcing the Song into patterns it was never meant to hold.

No wonder Leo had tried to teach me a different way. Against power like this, control was useless. Only understanding would serve.

The woman struck first. Her fabrication released a wave of pressure, the same attack that had paralyzed me outside the city. But this time, instead of resisting, I moved with it, letting it wash over and past me. Disrupting nothing because I wasn’t holding ground.

She frowned, then recalibrated. The second operative moved in from my left, blade in hand.

I flowed. I didn’t fight, I didn’t flee—I flowed. Like water. Like the priests on the upper terrace, existing in harmony with the chaos rather than controlling it.

The blade missed. I was already past it, already leading them away from Larale.

But I couldn’t keep this up forever. The understanding was fragmentary, incomplete. Already I felt myself slipping back into old patterns—the need to control, to impose, to fight.

The third operative appeared in front of me. I hadn’t seen him move.

His fabrication was larger and more complex than the others. It hummed with a deeper note of wrongness.

“Impressive,” he said. “No wonder the Maestro wants you alive.”

He activated the fabrication, and this time there was no flowing around it. The power slammed into me like a physical force, and the Song shattered into a thousand discordant pieces.

I went down.

Through the ringing in my ears, I heard the woman say, “The girl. She went toward the pools.”

“Leave her. We have what we came for.”

“The Maestro wanted them both.”

“He’ll settle for one. And if she goes through the passage—” I could hear the smile in his voice. “The priests can deal with her. She’s not our concern anymore.”

They hauled me upright. My head was spinning, the Song a chaos of broken harmonies. I couldn’t have played a chording form if my life depended on it.

Which it probably did.

“Move,” the woman said. “We have a schedule to keep. The Rite begins soon.”

As they dragged me toward the bath entrance, I caught one last glimpse of the deeper pools. A flash of movement. Larale, disappearing into the water.

The lines were drawn. The countdown had begun. And I was on the wrong side of it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


They didn’t take me far.

A building near the outer edge of the city, one of the structures that had been built for migrants—cheap, temporary, anonymous. The kind of place no one would think to look twice at.

They bound my hands with cords that hummed with fabrication energy, disrupting any attempt to play a chording form. Smart. They knew what I was.

The room was small and bare, with only a single chair, a table, and a lamp that cast harsh shadows. The three operatives spread out around me, the one with the larger fabrication taking position by the door.

“The Maestro will want to speak with you personally,” the woman told me. “But that won’t be for some time. Until then, you’ll wait here.”

“And if I don’t feel like waiting?”

She smiled, though it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “Then we’ll make waiting easier for you.”

She left the man with the large fabrication to guard me and withdrew from the room with the third operative. I could soon hear them in the next room, speaking in low voices.

The guard watched me with flat, professional eyes. He didn’t speak.

I looked around and took stock. Hands bound, Song disrupted by the fabrication cord. But the Song itself still flowed around me—I could feel it, even if I couldn’t shape it.

Leo had been trying to teach me something beyond technique, beyond control. I hadn’t understood then. Maybe I still didn’t understand fully. But bound to this chair, stripped of my instrument, I was beginning to glimpse the edges of it.

I closed my eyes.

The guard shifted, probably thinking I was trying to sleep. Let him think that.

I stopped trying to access the Song through my hands, through the ukelin I no longer held. Instead, I listened. The dissonance moved around me and through me—the wrongness of the fabrication bindings, the hum of the guard’s device, the Song of the city beyond the walls.

And there—a thread of something else. A resonance I recognized.

Larale.

She was alive. Her presence registered like a distant note in a vast symphony—not her location, not even close, but her existence. Her fear. Her determination. This Song-sense was too new, too raw, for me to read more than that. She might have reached the upper terraces and found the priests. She might have turned back to Marta’s. All I knew for certain was that she had survived the pool and that she hadn’t given up.

I opened my eyes.

The guard hadn’t moved, but something had changed in his posture. Alertness. Anticipation.

“Your friends,” I said, “are about to have a very bad night.”

He didn’t respond.

“The priests know you’re coming. They’ve known for days. They were just waiting to see what you would do.” I didn’t actually know if that was true, but it felt right based on the way the guardians had watched us on the second terrace, and the deliberate appearance of the priest when James’s team got too close. “And now they know exactly when you’re planning to strike.”

The guard’s hand moved toward his fabrication.

The standard Guild approach: launch an attack now, use the distraction to break free. But the bindings would respond to any aggressive chording form by constricting and maybe even harming me.

So I didn’t attack.

Instead, I listened harder. The Song moved through the room, through the guard, through the fabrication at his belt. I asked it a question, though one that was not demanding, not imposing. Just asking.

Where is the weakness?

The answer came as sensation instead of words. The fabrication hummed at a particular frequency, disrupting the Song in a specific pattern. But patterns could be matched. Harmonized. If I could find the right resonance⁠—

I began to hum. Very softly. A tone that matched the fabrication’s frequency.

The guard frowned. “What are you doing?”

I ignored him. The hum built, matching and harmonizing. Then, very slightly, it diverged. Created a dissonance within the dissonance.

The guard’s fabrication sparked.

That moment of distraction was all I needed. I still couldn’t play a chording form, but I could listen more deeply. Feel the shape of his intentions, the pattern of his attention.

He was going to check his fabrication. His eyes would leave me for one second. In that second⁠—

Now.

I didn’t break the bindings. I slipped them. The Song had shown me how they were designed to tighten against force, so I used no force. I simply wasn’t where the bindings expected me to be.

The guard looked up. The chair was empty.

I was already behind him. My unbound hands wrapped the fabrication cord around his neck before he could cry out.

“Sleep,” I said.

He struggled. I tightened even more. After a moment, he went limp.

I lowered him carefully, then took his fabrication—which might be useful—and checked the door.

Voices were still coming from the next room. They hadn’t heard.

I eased the door open. The two other operatives were hunched over a table covered in papers—maps, by the look of them. Plans.

The woman was speaking. “—priests don’t know about the secondary entrance. By the time their guardians respond to the main assault, we’ll already be inside.”

“And the Rite itself?”

“The Maestro’s orders were clear. We don’t disrupt the ceremony. We observe. We learn.” She traced something on the map with her finger. “He doesn’t want the priests dead. He wants what they know.”

My blood ran cold.

This wasn’t an assassination. It wasn’t even sabotage. The Maestro wanted to capture the priests’ knowledge—their understanding of harmony, of flowing with the Song rather than controlling it.

The same knowledge Leo had been trying to teach me.

“What about the refugees?” the other operative asked.

“What about them? They’re irrelevant. Once we have the knowledge, the Maestro can replicate whatever the priests are doing. He doesn’t need their temple, their ceremonies, their”—she waved dismissively—“faith.”

“And the priest who performs the Rite? He’s the key?”

“He’s the one who actually channels the harmony. Yes. We take him alive. Everyone else is expendable.”

I had heard enough.

They died quickly. Not cleanly—there was nothing clean about it—but quickly. The woman reached for her fabrication and I was already moving, the guard’s device in my hand, which I used as a disruption rather than a weapon. The Song shattered around her, and while she reeled, I took her down.

The other operative drew his blade. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t fighting with Guild technique anymore. I was flowing, listening, feeling the pattern of his movements before he made them.

He fell.

I stood in the sudden silence, breathing hard, looking at the maps on the table. The plans for the attack. The timeline. The secondary entrance they had mentioned.

Dawn. A few hours away.

I gathered what I could and slipped into the night.

Larale was alive somewhere in the city—hopefully safe, maybe with the priests by now, though I had no way to be sure. The Maestro’s people were preparing to strike. And I was caught in between, holding knowledge that might save or doom them all.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


I left Larale behind with Marta. I had shown her the maps I’d taken from the Maestro’s operatives the night before, explained what I’d overheard—the plan to observe the Rite, the secondary entrance, the order to take the performing priest alive. Her face had gone pale, and she’d started asking questions I didn’t have answers to yet. But I needed to investigate on my own. I also wanted her to try to listen and see if there was something more going on.

The bells continued to ring out periodically. It was infrequent, but often enough that as they tolled, I could feel some part of the energy within them. So far, I had not been able to pick up on any power to them, but I still listened.

All around me were the people that had moved into the city. I already knew the Rite of Gathering was drawing them in, but knowing why they were here wasn’t the same as knowing what would happen when the Rite began. I focused on them, listening for anything that might tell me how close we were—and whether the Maestro’s people were moving among them.

I had heard about the war, heard about people’s troubles and what they had been through, but underneath all of it, I heard the undercurrent of struggles. Many of the people here were hoping for a chance at peace, but not all of them. Some of them were just following along with the crowd.

But why?

I moved carefully, keeping my hands in my pockets, and hurried through the city. There did seem to be a very faint, strange energy, one that I wanted to understand but that I did not quite know how to follow. All I knew was that I could feel the connection and the way that some part of the city itself seemed to be guiding me.

As I walked, I found myself thinking about what I’d overheard from the operatives—and what Larale had told me before that. The Maestro’s inventory list. Silencer fabrications. A new supplier dealing in things that shouldn’t exist.

The distinction mattered more than I had initially understood. Chording forms—what the Guild taught—worked with the Song. We created patterns, shaped dissonance, used our instruments as focal points for techniques that had been developed over centuries. It was skill. It was training. It was understanding.

Fabrications were different. They were objects imbued with power, devices that could be used by anyone. The Guild had always viewed them with suspicion. They were useful tools, certainly, but no substitute for true mastery. A fabrication was a shortcut, and shortcuts had limitations.

But these new fabrications—the silencers Larale had described—they weren’t just shortcuts. They were counters. They could neutralize chording forms entirely. And that meant someone had figured out how to weaponize the Song, to turn it against those who used it.

That kind of knowledge didn’t come from the Guild. It didn’t come from any tradition I knew.

Where had the Maestro found it?

By the time I neared the part of the city that was farthest back, where the elevators were, the crowd had thinned a little bit. There were still quite a few people moving into shops and restaurants, all of which were overcrowded. I found myself looking up, studying the upper levels, where the crowd was not nearly as thick. Where the priests would be found.

Could I reach the priests before the Maestro’s people made their move? The maps I’d taken showed a secondary entrance the operatives believed the priests didn’t know about. But there might be other teams, other routes I hadn’t found on those papers.

The attackers I’d faced—they weren’t just after me. They were after something the priests protected. And their techniques, while similar to Guild methods, had a different signature. As if someone had trained them using Guild knowledge but for a different purpose entirely. Or as if someone had found a way to bypass Guild knowledge altogether, using fabrications that didn’t require training at all.

The priests needed to know what was coming—not just that an attack was possible, but the specifics. The secondary entrance. The plan to observe rather than disrupt. The order to take the performing priest alive. Without that intelligence, the guardians would prepare for the wrong kind of threat.

But reaching them was going to be the problem.

I wasn’t a local. That much had been made clear by going into the baths. I had the intelligence the priests needed, but getting it to them was another matter. Fighting my way up to the upper terraces struck me as dangerous, and it would more than likely draw the ire of the priests—the very people I was trying to warn.

I could try the baths again—Larale had made it through the pool once, and the priests had let her pass. But the last time I’d gone near those pools, I’d been captured by the Maestro’s operatives. There might be more of them watching that approach.

Marta had been unclear about how the priests could be reached, as the priests were often reticent to share much. They had their own schedule, but it was not one that many others understood. The bells were significant, I assumed, though I didn’t have any good reason to know why.

The bells were the key, somehow, though.

They rang again.

I had been listening to them, following their frequency as I had been weaving through the crowd, trying to keep from constantly brushing up against other people.

The frequency of the bells ringing had changed, now happening more often.

This time they rang twice, like it was a countdown. It had to be.

But a countdown to what, and for whom?

Something about all of this struck me as unusual.

I needed to get the warning to the priests, and the only way I thought I would be able to do it would be by getting up to one of the upper levels. Maybe it was time for me to risk it, even though it would put me at odds with the priests.

I spent the rest of the day wandering. At one point, I checked back on our rooms to see if Larale was there, but she wasn’t. I guessed that she was still with Marta, which might be for the best because she and Marta seemed to enjoy each other’s company. I had not seen any other signs of the Maestro’s operatives in the city, which troubled me more than it reassured me. The maps had shown a coordinated plan—multiple teams, a timeline tied to the Rite. They were here. They had to be. The fact that I couldn’t find them meant they were better concealed than the three I’d killed.

As dusk fell and the frequency of the bells continued to shift, ringing twice still but in quicker succession, I continued to question why it was changing and what the source of that change was. So far, I couldn’t tell much about it.

I had maneuvered myself so that I was near the end of the valley, near the rock, so that I could listen and perhaps even avoid drawing any sort of untoward attention. As I listened and focused, I noticed that there was some additional power, some additional strangeness there that I recognized.

And then I felt it.

A different connection here. Something that suggested to me that there had been a change. I wasn’t sure why, nor was I sure what it was, just that there did seem to be an undercurrent of power that lingered around here.

That had me curious.

I waited until I was sure there were fewer people around, then I tapped on the ukelin to use a chording to shroud myself.

This form, the Nocturne of Nightfall, was one of the earliest techniques I had learned at the Academy. It allowed me to maneuver unseen by drawing in shadows to conceal me in darkness.

The chording form was pure Guild technique—instrument, skill, understanding of how the Song moved through shadow. A fabrication couldn’t replicate this. Not yet, anyway. The thought was both reassuring and troubling.

I started to climb the wall, and I wondered whether I could maintain this form without using the ukelin. For now, I needed to tap on it, move my hands, tap again, move my hands, and climb in that fashion. It was slow, steady work that was a bit of a challenge for me.

At one point, when the bells rang again, I nearly lost my handhold thanks to a lack of true concentration. It was dangerous, especially because I was now suspended about fifteen feet in the air.

I waited, listening and focusing on my own dissonance rather than trying to concentrate on drawing additional power. It was odd because I had been using the ukelin to augment my ability to hear the sounds around me and had not tried this before, but now I heard a different context, and a contour, than I had in the past.

As I moved carefully, I continued to focus on the quietness and the energy around me. I knew that I needed to try to master myself, and the dissonance, in order for me to uncover more than what I had.

The darkness shrouded me, and yet it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough. I wanted to have more of the darkness surrounding me so that I could make my way up the wall without drawing attention. That, more than anything else, was the key here, because then maybe I would find some answers that would help me know what was happening in Yur.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


By the time I reached the fifth terrace, I was exhausted from scaling rock. The process was dangerous, but it gave me the best vantage to peer out over the city and watch for the possibility that there would be someone from the Maestro’s forces moving through here. I had not seen evidence of anyone, nor had I felt anything, but increasingly I still felt as if there was a high likelihood that they were in the city.

Without knowing why they had come or what they were willing to risk, I did not know if there was anything else here that I had to be concerned about. But considering everything I had seen and all that I continued to feel, I couldn’t shake the idea, however unusual, that there would be some additional element that I needed to be aware of, some aspect that I had to be careful with in all of this.

The air crackled with the potential of the night.

Darkness had fallen in full, so that I no longer needed to shroud myself using the chording form. Occasionally, I would still play the ukelin to try to identify whether there was anything unusual or dangerous present. I could still feel something buried within the dissonance, and I attempted to listen, wondering if that connection, that potential, would be anything I needed to have a hand in.

This was the terrace that I had come to intentionally because I had known that there was going to be something here that would tell me what the priests were doing. I started to move again, carefully making my way along the lip of rock, keeping cautious hold of my footing. As I did, I listened to everything around me, listened to the way that the sound, and the energy, continued to pull on me. But it was more than just that. It was more than just the sound that I was aware of. It was more about the energy that I could feel, and more about what was here.

Something called to me in a way that I found surprising, and more than a little disconcerting.

I rolled forward and then began to notice the light just up ahead. This ledge was difficult to move along. There was a section where the rock was built out, but whether it had been chiseled away or if there had been some other attempt to work at it, something natural—or even supernatural—I wasn’t entirely sure. The platforms on this level were different than they were on the lower ones. Up here, I could see the ornate structures that were built into the rock, entrances into the cave itself. And even above that, there was more.

But as I began to focus on what was here and what I could identify, I tried to make sense of whether there was going to be any other way that I would be able to move forward without drawing the wrong kind of attention. I knew I had to be careful, though.

I needed to get into this temple, but it was proving difficult for me.

As I crawled forward and moved steadily along the rock face, I could still feel the wind, could feel the dissonance and the energy around me. All of it seemed to build in a way that left me aware that I needed answers, and the only way I was going to get them was to enter the temple.

Eventually, I managed to reach the space above its entrance. After uncoiling the rope I carried with me, I slowly began to descend. The rock was smooth here, and it wouldn’t have been possible for me to have climbed quite as easily. But even as I maneuvered, feeling the rock underneath my hand, it felt almost as if some part of it tried to push against me, as if it resisted me, though I didn’t think that was truly the case.

Then I made it to the opening. There was no lip, and I assumed that the only way in would be through the mountain itself, but even that would be difficult. I swung myself down into the entrance, and as I attempted to propel myself forward and find my way in, it was increasingly difficult to maintain any sort of focus as I swung out and back, out and back.

Each time I did, I felt the weight around me, some bit of pressure building, almost as if the dissonance itself were trying to fight me. That was strange, and something I didn’t really understand, but I also recognized that maybe it didn’t need to be.

I waited another moment and then I kicked, much like I had before, allowing myself to swing in. I had to take a leap of faith, which would be risky because if there was no stone or no place to land, I didn’t know if there would be a way for me to swing myself back.

I made another arc, making sure that I had the most momentum as I could as I flew forward through the opening, but then the rope gave.

The suddenness of the fall was dramatic and terrifying, but I came to land on the floor of the space, the ground underneath me pressing upward, as if it were trying to crush me. I tried to ignore the pain that worked through me as I stood,  focusing instead on what I might be able to find here.

The space was quiet, but not entirely.

No. There was a sound up ahead, something that was drawing on me.

And then there was pressure. Dissonance. Movement.

I took the opportunity to gather myself and tap on the strings of the ukelin, thankful that it had remained intact during my fall. Turning in place, I focused, listening, and then noticed that there was a familiar connection around me. It took me a moment to realize why it was so familiar, but it was because I had felt it before when I had faced it. Previously, I had been willing to run away from it.

But not this time. This time was different, and I was determined to deal with it.

Not violently, not definitively, not the way that the Guild had taught me.

No. I didn’t want to harm any of the priests’ guardians.

I wanted to get answers, and the only way I could do that safely, and effectively, was by pushing forward. I tapped on the strings, creating a rippling wave of paralysis. This was a different form of chording, one that I rarely used, typically because the people I would have used it against might have a way of countering it. Out here, in the darkness, I needed to try to control the situation as quickly as possible, to ensure that whatever else might be here with me would not be able to get to me.

I felt something strike. I couldn’t tell what it was, but I felt the way the power began to build and how it connected. As soon as it did, I noticed that there was some other element within it.

Something pushed me, and something pushed against me. I wasn’t sure what it was, only that I could feel the power, could feel the way it was building, and I knew that I would need to counter that.

But how?

I needed light.

There was one particular type of chording form that I could try, but it was not one I had often used, as the technique was unusual and rarely effective. Still, it was one that I thought I might try here.

Another tap on the ukelin, and the chording form made the air shimmer. It cast such a lovely glowing light that I had always found intriguing. At this point, however, I didn’t think the chording form would be necessary, at least not with what I was doing. But the longer I listened and played, the more I began to feel I had to use it.

I took a moment, spinning in place, and then I saw five figures around me.

They didn’t have any lanterns, but they had come directly toward me. It was almost as if they were fully aware of how to find me, somehow. That surprised me, because I would’ve expected them to have had more difficulty doing so, but they had managed to maneuver so quickly and effectively that they had.

I turned in place, tapping on the ukelin, listening to the energy.

Two of the guardians came forward, both swinging spears, the air whistling with the movement. The first strike came faster than I expected. The spear tip carved through the space where my head had been a second before, and I felt the wind of its passage like a cold finger tracing my cheek. The sound it made—a thin, keening whistle—registered in my awareness not just as noise but as a thread in the larger tapestry of the temple’s Song. The stone walls sang with echoes. The guardians’ breathing created rhythm. Their heartbeats, rapid with exertion, added percussion I could almost count.

This was different from how I had fought before. The Guild taught us to impose our will through technique—to create patterns in the dissonance and force the world to comply. But here, surrounded by the priests’ guardians in their sacred space, I found myself doing something else entirely. I was listening first. Feeling the way the Song moved through this place, through these people, and then—only then—adding my own voice to it.

The second guardian thrust his spear at my midsection. Instead of blocking with a chord of force, I stepped into the attack, letting the weapon’s motion carry past me while my fingers found a sequence on the ukelin that felt less like a command and more like a question. Where are you going? What do you want?

The answer came in the form of the guardian’s surprised grunt as his own momentum carried him off-balance. I hadn’t pushed him. I had simply understood where he was already heading and removed myself from his path.

I spun, barely avoiding one attack, and felt the wind shift as it came rolling past me. Then I flicked the strings of the ukelin, sending just a small strike. I dropped down and then drove my fist into the attacker’s chest. He stumbled back, the wind knocked out of him. I spun to the next, and he was already turning, his spear driving toward me in a sharp strike, but much like with his friend, I was already ready. More than that, I had already begun to build the power that I could feel, had already begun to build the energy that was spilling out of it, and had already begun to counter him.

It slammed into him.

But something was wrong. The force I had used felt excessive, clumsy. Like shouting when a whisper would have sufficed. The guardian crumpled, and I felt a twinge of guilt that had no place in combat. The Guild would have called it weakness. Leo, I thought, would have called it awareness.

My head throbbed. Not from injury, but from the strain of holding two modes of perception simultaneously—the trained reflexes of a Guild operative and this newer, stranger sensitivity that wanted to feel rather than fight. It was like trying to hear a conversation while someone played music in the same room, except I was both the listener and the musician, and the conversation was being conducted in a language I was only beginning to learn.

It was more forceful than I had intended, and perhaps a bit more forceful than I would’ve liked. Under other circumstances, I probably would not have used such a strike against the priest’s guardian, but in this case, what I needed was time, and an opportunity, to ensure that I didn’t have to deal with him. Incapacitate and move on.

He crumpled.

The other three came at me, each carrying a curved blade in either hand.

They cracked them together. The moment they did, the dissonance rippled around me and became something almost unpleasant, something familiar, something dangerous, even. I hesitated as I listened to that, then braced for what they were going to do.

The sound their blades made when they connected was not merely metallic. There was a harmonic quality to it—a resonance that vibrated in my bones and made my teeth ache. These weren’t ordinary weapons. They had been crafted to work with the Song, to create patterns of their own. The fabrications the Maestro’s people carried were crude imitations of what I was sensing now. This was something older, something that had been refined over generations of priestly tradition.

I could feel the way the blades’ vibration interfered with my own connection to the dissonance. My fingers found the ukelin strings, but the notes I played felt muffled, distant. The guardians were actively disrupting my ability to use standard chording forms.

This, I realized with sudden clarity, was exactly what the silencer fabrications were trying to replicate. The priests had developed techniques to counter Guild methods centuries ago. The Maestro had simply found a way to put that knowledge into a box.

It was potent and unique, but I also knew that what they were dealing with, and how they were doing it, was tied not to something that I in particular was doing—it was more about trying to protect the priests, and protect the temple.

I had to keep that thought in mind. They were not here because of me. Or at least, they were not here to target me.

I flicked the ukelin, and once again the chording that exploded outward was potent and had something unique within it. There was a bit of light that caused the air to glow and shimmer, and there was the sound that rolled outward and struck each of their blades. I chose this chording intentionally, primarily because if they were carrying blades like that, I had to believe that the technique alone might make those blades unstable.

I had not counted on the fact that those weapons might be fabrications.

And despite the fact that I had triggered a burst of power, those blades managed to withstand the strike.

That surprised me. It should have been powerful enough to overcome what they were able to do. Still, even as I struck them, they managed to endure the attack.

I was fighting the wrong way.

The realization hit me with sudden clarity. I was trying to overpower the fabrications the way the Guild had taught—impose my will, force my technique upon theirs. But that was the old way. The wrong way.

Leo’s voice echoed in my memory, as clear as if he were standing beside me: Don’t impose. Listen. The Song isn’t meant to be controlled—it’s meant to be understood.

I had touched this once before, in the square in Ibanar, when I had reached into the raw dissonance and unmade the Maestro’s binding. But that had been desperate, instinctive. I hadn’t understood what I was doing.

Now, with five guardians circling me and their fabrications humming with power, I had to understand.

I stopped playing. Let my fingers rest on the strings without pressing. And I listened.

The Song was everywhere—in the stone, in the air, in the guardians themselves. And in their fabrications. Every bound power had a pattern, a structure. The Guild taught us to override those patterns with stronger ones. But Leo had shown me something different. The patterns had flaws. Places where the binding strained against itself. Places where the Song wanted to move differently than the fabrication allowed.

I didn’t need to overpower the fabrications. I needed to find their discord and amplify it.

The shift in perception was physical. I felt my awareness expand outward like ripples in still water, and with that expansion came a strange vulnerability. I was no longer armored in technique; I was open, receptive, exposed. The guardians’ breathing became a rhythm I could almost predict. The scrape of their boots on stone told me where they would step before they stepped. The faint whisper of displaced air around their blades painted trajectories I could trace with my mind’s eye.

But openness has a cost. I felt everything—not just the useful information, but all of it. The distant thrum of the city below. The slow pulse of the mountain itself, ancient and indifferent. The fear of the guardians, their hearts racing, their sweat carrying the salt-sharp scent of adrenaline. I felt their devotion too, the certainty that they were protecting something sacred, something worth dying for.

For a moment, the sheer volume of sensation threatened to overwhelm me. My knees buckled. The light from my chording form flickered as my concentration wavered. One of the guardians saw the weakness and lunged.

I stepped forward, then flicked again. But this time, I wasn’t attacking. I was asking. Listening for the weakness in their blades, the place where the Song fought against its binding.

There.

The central guardian’s blade had a flaw in its structure, a harmonic dissonance where the binding didn’t quite align. I didn’t strike it. I resonated with it. Let my own playing match that discord, then amplified it, pushed it toward instability.

The sensation was unlike anything I had experienced through Guild technique. It felt less like wielding a weapon and more like… singing a harmony. My fingers moved on the ukelin to echo and enhance the pattern that already existed within the blade—the wrong pattern, the flaw, the place where it was already breaking itself.

The sound that emerged from the ukelin was strange. Not the clear, commanding tones of a chording form, but something more like a hum, a vibration that seemed to come from the stone itself as much as from my instrument. I could feel the blade’s structure responding, its internal tensions amplifying as my playing gave them permission to express themselves.

The cost was immediate. Using the Song this way—working with it rather than imposing upon it—demanded something different from standard technique. It wasn’t about power; it was about precision. About emptying myself and becoming a conduit rather than a force.

My head throbbed. My fingers ached. Something in my chest felt hollow, as if I had given away a piece of myself.

It struck the centermost guardian.

He took a staggering step back and clutched his chest.

His blade shattered. Not from force, as there had been almost no force at all. It shattered because I had found the flaw and let the Song exploit it.

The sound of breaking metal was almost musical—a cascade of high, clear notes as the blade’s harmonic structure came apart. The guardian stared at the fragments in his hands with an expression I recognized: the look of someone whose fundamental assumptions about the world had just been proven wrong.

I had worn that look myself, not so long ago.

This was what I had done in the square in Ibanar, but more controlled. More deliberate. And far more costly.

Had I used too much force?

I certainly hadn’t intended to, and I didn’t want to do anything that would be harmful to them, but with the strike, and with the technique, there was the distinct possibility that I had overdone it.

No, it had not been too much force. I had used too much of myself. I could feel the exhaustion settling into my bones, a weariness that went beyond physical tiredness. This kind of understanding, this way of touching the Song, took something from me that I couldn’t easily name.

I had a difficult time creating the variability of that power, primarily because they were here, and they were more potent than I would’ve expected. And because of the fabrications they were carrying. As I struggled to get past that and avoid drawing too much power, I could feel some of it. I could feel the way it was building, and could feel…

I could feel something changing, and knew I had to work quickly.

Two figures slipped to either side of me. The remaining guardians had adapted. They were no longer attacking in the straightforward manner of trained soldiers; they were circling, keeping their distance, their blades held at angles that minimized the harmonic patterns I might exploit. They had watched their companion’s weapon shatter, and they had understood—faster than I would have given them credit for—that I was doing something different from standard Guild technique.

One of them spoke, a single word in a language I didn’t recognize, but the tone was unmistakable: a warning. The others acknowledged with subtle shifts in their stance. They were communicating, coordinating, treating me as a threat that required a different approach.

My body was screaming for rest. The feeling in my chest had spread to my limbs, making my movements slower, my reactions delayed. Each time I reached for the Song in this new way, it was like opening a door in my chest and letting something vital escape. I couldn’t keep doing this indefinitely. I couldn’t even keep doing it for much longer.

Then the air continued to shimmer.

Something was changing.

I had to work faster. If I didn’t, then whatever was happening here, whatever was building, would reach a crescendo, and it might become more than I would be able to withstand. I couldn’t linger here any longer, and I had already taken too long, not only getting in here but then in dealing with these guardians.

What I needed was to find one of the priests, have my questions answered, and get out.

I still believed that I could blend in within the city once I did, and that I could avoid drawing any sort of untoward attention. I believed it, but I didn’t know if it was going to be true or not.

I reached for the Song again—not grabbing, but opening. Letting it flow through me rather than trying to channel it through the ukelin. The exhaustion deepened. My vision blurred at the edges.

But I could feel everything now. Every fabrication in the room. Every flaw in their bindings. Every place where the Song wanted to move differently.

I didn’t need to fight them one by one. I needed to resonate with all their flaws at once.

The sensation was almost unbearable. I was holding multiple frequencies in my awareness simultaneously—four remaining blades, each with its own internal tensions, each singing its own quiet song of structural compromise. Finding them individually had been difficult. Holding them all at once felt like trying to listen to four conversations in four different languages while running a race.

My hands shook on the ukelin. A thin trickle of warmth ran from my nose—blood, I realized distantly. The cost of this kind of perception was becoming physical. I was pushing too hard, too fast, asking my body to process information it wasn’t designed to handle.

But I could see them now. All four flaws, glowing in my mind’s eye like cracks in a windowpane. I could feel the way the Song wanted to move through those cracks, wanted to express the discord that had been bound into the blades’ construction. All I had to do was give it permission.

Another tap on the ukelin, but this time I readied a different sort of rhythm. I started to play with a bit more frequency and intensity as I drummed my fingers along the strings. And in the process, I began to feel the rhythm starting to shift underneath my fingertips. I continued to build that up, playing steadily, and I needed to try to find the rhythm that was going to work here. I listened as I played, using something of the dissonance to do so, and when I reached the point where everything began to hit a peak, I flicked the strings. The strike that rang out didn’t overpower the fabrications they were carrying. Instead, it found their discord and let them destroy themselves. The metal rang out, and then there was a sharp strike that reminded me of the bells tolling. And then silence.

Every fabrication in the room shattered simultaneously. Not because I was stronger—I wasn’t. But because I understood them better than whoever had made them.

The guardians staggered, suddenly weaponless. I nearly fell too, my knees buckling under the weight of what I had just done.

There were limits to this. I could feel them now, pressing against me like walls. The Song wasn’t infinite, and neither was my capacity to serve as its conduit. Push too far, take too much, and I would become like Leo—dissolved into the dissonance, present everywhere and nowhere.

Was that what he had wanted me to understand? The gift and the price, bound together?

The guardians stared at me, though not with hatred, which I had expected. Or at least anger. Instead, I saw something more complicated in their eyes. Recognition, perhaps. Or wonder. One of them—the oldest, a man with gray threading through his close-cropped hair—lowered his hands slowly, deliberately. The gesture was unmistakable: not surrender but acknowledgment.

“You did not kill us,” he said. His voice was rough, accented, but the words were clear enough. “You could have.”

I leaned against the stone wall, my breaths coming in ragged gasps. The blood from my nose had reached my chin now. I probably looked half dead. I felt more than half dead.

“I didn’t come here to kill anyone,” I managed.

The guardian studied me for a long moment. Then he nodded, once, and stepped aside.

I ran forward, using that silence, and hurried until I reached an opening.

I paused there, my gaze darting around, attempting to figure out where I would need to go and what I would find here. All I could tell was that there was a strange sort of energy that existed.

A figure came toward me.

They were unarmed and dressed in long, flowing robes, and they seemed to be glowing with a bit of energy.

One of the priests.

This was my target.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Rushing toward the priest, I expected some sort of resistance, but as soon as I neared him, he just stared at me. I recognized the shaved head, the spare frame, the deep lines around his mouth. But what struck me was how still his hands were — folded exactly as they’d been when I first met him, as if nothing that had happened in between had disturbed him in the slightest. He flicked his gaze past me, then turned back to me.

“Did you kill them?”

That was his first question?

That surprised me, and more than that, I found the fact that he was concerned about his soldiers to be refreshing.

“No,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I intended. I was still feeling the cost of what I had done—the hollowness in my chest, the tremor in my hands. “They are not dead.”

The priest’s eyes narrowed, studying me with sudden intensity. “You are unwell.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are not. I can see it.” He took a step closer and I tensed, but he only looked at me with that same calm assessment. “You touched something, didn’t you? Something beyond your normal techniques. And are you here for me?”

“I’m here for answers,” I said.

“I’m afraid that you are going about this the wrong way, child,” he said.

There was nothing derogatory in the way he called me child.

“I’m afraid I don’t follow your gods,” I said.

“There is no need to fear that, as there’s always time to embrace them,” the priest said. “But there are better ways to go about finding your way to the faith. Although, somebody of your skill might be used in other ways.”

“I’m not interested in being used.”

“Undoubtedly.” He watched me for a moment, and as he stood before me, I noticed something odd. I suppose I should’ve recognized it sooner, but given everything that had happened, I had not been able to pay that much mind to it.

The dissonance had fallen silent.

Whatever else was going on, whoever this priest was, he had caused the dissonance around me to fall completely and utterly silent.

Not just quiet—absent. As if he existed in perfect harmony with the Song, creating no discord at all. This was what the priests had learned. This was what they could do. And now that I had touched something similar, now that I had used the Song rather than fought it, I could recognize what I was seeing.

The priest wasn’t suppressing the dissonance. He was harmonizing with it so perfectly that there was nothing left to sense.

There was something unique about that, something quite profound as I listened and tried to make sense of what that was and why the silence continued to build.

“You understand now,” the priest said, and there was approval in his voice. “You’ve begun to see. What you did to my guardians’ weapons—that was not Guild technique. That was something older. Something truer.”

“I don’t know what it was,” I admitted. “I’m still learning.”

“Learning is the beginning of wisdom.” He smiled slightly. “But learning that costs so much should not be undertaken lightly. I can see what it took from you. Rest, child. You will need your strength for what is coming. But first, would you like to talk?”

“Here?”

“If we were to stay here, I might get an opportunity to see more of your unique gifts. But I don’t get the sense that you are here to harm me, unless you intend to take me away and torment me?”

“I only have questions,” I said.

“Very well. Then I will go willingly.”

“You will?”

“I will. You have a place that you would prefer to talk?”

I pointed behind him.

“A wonderful place to go,” he said. “A place where you can see, and perhaps you can feel, and perhaps you can know,” he went on, as if trying to preach to me.

I motioned for him to take the lead, and he did so with a steady grace. He still emanated a glow, and it took me a moment to realize that it came from his robes. He walked with an unhurried stride that covered more ground than it seemed to, his shaved head catching the light from the temple lanterns. I didn’t know if they had fabrications woven within them that allowed the glowing light to emit from him, or if there was some other explanation. I didn’t feel anything unique about him, and certainly didn’t feel anything threatening, but there was no doubt that there was this overwhelming sense of power that came from him that I should have been able to identify.

But it wasn’t power in the way I understood it. It was absence of discord. Perfect harmony. The ultimate expression of what Leo had been trying to teach me—and what I had only glimpsed moments ago, at great cost.

And maybe it was just the peaceful nature he had, one that radiated that energy, and one that gave off a distinct sort of connection and power that I started to feel.

“I have always enjoyed coming out here,” he said as we reached the entrance to the temple. “There are some who view this location as a bit precarious.” He took a step closer to the edge, and as he did, I found myself worried he might try something foolish. Would he jump? “But it’s not precarious, is it? It is an opportunity for us to be closer to the people. Unfortunately, as I have risen within the faith, I have found myself drawn further and further away.”

“You would prefer to be closer to the people?” I asked.

“I find that it is only fitting that a person have an opportunity to draw themselves closer to those they serve. And when you do, you can understand their needs.”

That surprised me. “I want to know what’s going on in the city.”

“You are not from here,” he said.

It was both a question and a statement, as if he suspected but needed confirmation.

“I am not,” I said.

“Are you with them?”

“I don’t know who they are.” I chose my words carefully, as he was obviously aware of something.

“There have been episodes of violence outside the city, which have brought people to us, and to our borders. Sadly, our city cannot contain so many. There are far too many here to be served, or at least effectively.”

“You would serve all of them?”

“Any who ask,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because it is our calling.”

“And you believe that?” I asked.

“You do not?”

“I’m not sure what I believe,” I said. “But I am curious what exactly it is that you believe.”

“I believe the world is a dangerous place, and that if we find the faith, we can find meaning in the dangers, and perhaps we can find a measure of safety within it.”

“And I find that if you instill order, you can find your way,” I replied.

He turned again to look out while still standing on the ledge, seeming at ease.

I had my back to the far side, mostly so that I could watch both him and the inside of the cavern, as there was a distinct possibility that more guardians would come at me.

Were they not worried about the priest?

Or maybe they still had not come around.

“Are you instilling a measure of order now?” he asked me.

“I’m not trying to impose order. Well, that wasn’t why I came to the city, anyway, but sometimes I feel like I am called to do so.”

The word “impose” had caught in my throat. Minutes ago, I had learned—viscerally, painfully—that imposition was the wrong approach. That the Song demanded something else.

I didn’t think this was the conversation I needed to be having, but if it would keep him talking and give me a better idea about what was happening in the city, then so be it.

“Those who have come to Yur will seek such order,” he said. “But it is the gods who can provide that. It is not man.”

“And yet, the priests try to offer that order too.”

“We offer what we must, and we offer what we can.”

“Do you do it because you believe you have the right, or do you do it because you are the only ones who can?” I asked.

He frowned. “An interesting question, and one I had not considered before. But I suppose the real answer is that we do it because we believe. The gods offer a pathway to safety and salvation, and to understanding.”

“So is that why you are calling people into the city for this ceremony?”

“Is that what you fear?”

“I don’t fear anything here. I’m just trying to understand what’s happening,” I said. “I’m trying to understand why there are people of dangerous means in the city.”

He sighed. “We have been aware of them.”

“I suspected as much.”

“Did you? And yet, you came here,” the priest said.

“For answers.”

“You chose an interesting way. You chose violence, when peace might have been safer.”

“Sometimes peace can only be achieved through violence,” I said.

“That is the logic of a child.” He turned, staring out over the city again. “So many of the children here believe the same thing. It is why war has spread, why violence has continued to persist, and why so many have come here, seeking answers, seeking hope, and seeking peace.”

“The attackers in the city,” I said, pressing forward. “They carry fabrications that can neutralize chording forms. Devices that shouldn’t exist. Do you know where they came from?”

The priest was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was troubled.

“There are doors that should remain closed. Boundaries that should not be crossed. We have known for generations that certain powers exist beyond our understanding—and that seeking them invites destruction.” He looked at me with those wise, sad eyes. “The fabrications you describe… They carry an echo of something we have sensed growing stronger. Something pressing against the barriers that separate our world from others.”

“The fae gates,” I said.

He nodded slowly. “You know more than I expected. Yes. The barriers are weakening. In some places, they have already failed. That is why so many flee toward us—not just from war, but from the wrongness that war has awakened.”

I wasn’t sure there was peace, not when there were so many people now in Yur. But then again, I wasn’t sure he would appreciate the fact that there might not be a measure of peace here.

“Do you know what’s been taking place in the city?” I asked.

“Do I know? Why, I know quite well what has been taking place,” he said.

“And it doesn’t bother you?”

“Should it?”

I shrugged. “I think it should, at least a little bit, especially considering what I have been seeing of the dangers here.”

“What dangers are those?” the priest asked.

“The same dangers that you have alluded to. You try to make it seem as if you are not at all concerned about them, but I think you very much are. If you were truly not concerned about them, you wouldn’t have the soldiers standing guard the way you do. They keep people from reaching even close to your levels.”

“Not effectively,” he said with a slight smile.

“Well, I’m sort of a unique case,” I said.

“Not as unique as you think. There are countless men who know only violence.”

“I don’t know only violence. I know a measure of peace as well.”

“But it doesn’t bring you peace,” he said.

Once again, I was acutely aware of the fact that I still didn’t feel anything from the dissonance. I wondered if that was because he did not influence it in any way, or if it was simply that I had not been focusing on it and had been avoiding it, but I still couldn’t help but wonder why, or what was building here. There was some element that I couldn’t shake, some element that I knew was significant, but I did not detect anything from him.

“No,” I finally admitted, “it doesn’t always bring me peace.”

“What would?”

I didn’t have an answer to that. Was there one?

I hadn’t even considered what might bring me peace, but then again, I never really felt as if I needed to. Peace was found in action, or at least it always had been before. But maybe that wasn’t truly what I needed. Maybe that wasn’t truly what I deserved.

More and more, I wasn’t sure of the distinction between the two.

“Finishing my assignment,” I said eventually.

“And the assignment is me?”

“No,” I said. “I chose to come here, primarily because I wanted to get some answers, and I thought that maybe you, or one of the other priests, would be able to provide them for me. I want to know why you have the celebration. I want to understand the countdown.”

There hadn’t been a tolling of the bells since I had climbed up the rock. But there had been tolling the entire time I had been making my way up here.

That countdown had been happening all day, but now it had faded, as if there was no further reason for it. Or maybe it was just that it had paused for the night and would begin anew in the morning.

“Countdown?” he asked, and then he flicked his gaze up. “Ah. I see. You have a wise mind, especially for a child.”

I didn’t care for him continuing to call me a child, but then again, he was a priest and I was in his temple. More than that, I wanted to get answers and not have to fight my way out of here, so I decided not to push the issue.

“Are you going to explain to me what the countdown is for?” I asked.

“I have not decided,” he said, regarding me. Every so often, he would look behind him, and it occurred to me that he was looking for whoever was back there. Perhaps the guardians. “What do you intend to do about it?”

“I don’t intend to attack the church, if that’s your concern.”

“You mean again,” he said.

I shrugged. “Fine. I don’t intend to attack the church again. I wouldn’t have done it this time had there been any way for somebody like me to reach anyone within the church. But your people have prevented that, making it difficult for anyone to be able to get access to a priest to ask questions.”

“I can see where that would be a concern, especially for somebody like yourself.”

“Somebody like myself?”

“Someone who is trying to find themselves,” he said. “Because are you not trying to find yourself?”

It was a strange comment because I didn’t really think I was trying to find myself. But there was something in his tone that suggested he was almost amused by this, amused about what was taking place, as if the fact that I had come here didn’t worry him whatsoever. Maybe, honestly, it didn’t.

I was going to need to be patient to see if he would be willing to share anything with me. It was difficult to be patient, especially somewhere I felt vulnerable. And yet, I wasn’t entirely vulnerable because I could depart relatively easily by dropping down the ledge and scaling the side of the rock if I needed to.

“I suppose I am trying to find myself,” I said. “But then, I think that everybody is trying to at some point.”

“Of course they are,” he said, and he smiled. “But not everybody does it quite like this. Your approach is unique.”

“And what do you know of my approach?”

He watched me again, and as he did, I felt that same strange uncertainty from him, and that same feeling of emptiness that came from the lack of dissonance around him. That started to trouble me.

I had never felt anything quite so persistent. I had noticed times when the dissonance would be quiet, but never absent. Never anything quite like this.

“I know you are looking for meaning,” the priest said.

“Now you’re speaking in generalities again,” I said. “Because I think that most men are looking for meaning in their lives.”

“Not most, and not only men. I think there are quite a few people who are looking for meaning, but there are others who don’t know how to approach it. They have a hard time doing so because they’re struggling with what exists in the world, and struggling to see if their place in life is useful.”

I chuckled and continued to look around. “Well, I’m just trying to understand why you are calling people to the city, and if it’s going to be dangerous for others here. I suspect it has something to do with this countdown of power that you’re doing, but I don’t entirely know if that’s the case. If you want to keep that information to yourself, I suppose I can’t force you, or anybody else, to share that.”

“You would try, though,” he said.

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

He smiled slightly. “No maybe. You would try to force someone to share because you would impose your desires over theirs.”

“It’s not about my desires,” I said. But wasn’t it?

I felt as if what I was doing was necessary. I needed to get answers so that I could ensure everyone was safe, but it still was a measure of my desire, I knew. And maybe that was the real issue at hand here. As much as it pained me to admit, he was making sense, and that left me with a vague sense of unease.

Taking a deep breath, I looked around. “So you aren’t going to share?”

“I didn’t say that, either. There are certain items of a ceremonial significance. That is all.”

“I don’t understand.”

He smiled tightly. “Of course you do not. That is quite obvious, child.”

“Are you saying you’re bringing something to the city?”

“I am not, but others are.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because of what has begun to transpire,” he said.

“Because of the war,” I said, realization dawning. “Something is coming to the city because of the war, and you are doing what?”

“I am doing nothing.”

I shook my head. “Something is happening, and whether or not it is because of you or one of the other priests, that doesn’t change the fact that something is coming.”

“Yes,” he said. “It is.”

“From outside?”

“Yes.” He straightened, and then he glanced behind him. “And now, child, I’m afraid that our time has run out.”

I frowned, but realized that there were more guardians coming. Either I would stay and fight and try to force him to give me more answers, or I would escape and avoid the danger of having to deal with them.

Besides, I wasn’t sure I was going to get any more answers from him. He didn’t appear as if he wanted to continue sharing with me.

And he had already told me something. Maybe not everything, and maybe not even enough, but he had still shared something with me.

I turned to leave, but the priest spoke again. His voice had changed—softer now, almost gentle.

“The way you fought my guardians,” he said. “It was not the way of the Guild. Not entirely.”

I paused, my hand on the stone wall, ready to begin my descent. “No. It wasn’t.”

“They will speak of it. Word will spread among our order.” He met my eyes, and for the first time I saw something other than calm wisdom there. I saw curiosity. Perhaps even hope. “There are those among us who have wondered if such a bridge could be built, between the old ways and the new. Between harmony and the… controlled discord that your Guild practices.”

“I’m not sure I’m building anything,” I said. “I’m just trying to survive.”

“Survival often requires adaptation. And adaptation, given time, becomes evolution.” He smiled, and this time there was warmth in it. “You are not our enemy. I see that now. You may even prove to be something more valuable—a reminder that the boundaries we draw between traditions are not walls, but doors.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. The Guild had always been the Guild. The priests had always been the priests. The idea that someone could belong to both—or to neither—was something I hadn’t considered. Something that felt both terrifying and liberating.

“Return if you wish,” the priest said. “When you understand more of what you are becoming. There are those among us who would speak with you further. Who might even teach you, if you are willing to learn.”

The offer hung in the air between us. I nodded, once, and then turned to the ledge. From here, the climb down was going to be dangerous, but I could do it.

“Be careful, child,” he said, “because you never know what purpose will find you.”

I began my descent, the priest’s words echoing in my mind. Purpose. Identity. The bridge between traditions that I hadn’t known I was building.

The climb down was harder than the climb up had been. My body was still recovering from what I had done in the temple—the new way of touching the Song that had cost me so much. But my mind was harder to quiet than my trembling muscles.

What was I becoming?

The question pursued me down the rock face, through the shadowed ledges and hidden handholds. I had been trained as a Guild operative. I had learned to impose my will on the dissonance, to create patterns of power through skill and technique and sheer force of intent. That was what I was. That was what I knew.

But tonight, in the darkness of the temple, I had done something else. I had listened instead of commanded. I had found flaws instead of creating force. I had let the Song move through me rather than trying to bend it to my will. And it had worked—better, in some ways, than any technique the Guild had taught me.

It had also nearly broken me.

I found a stable ledge about halfway down and paused to rest, my back against the cool stone. The city spread out below me, torches and arcane lights creating a constellation of warmth against the darkness. Somewhere down there, Larale was waiting. Somewhere down there, the Maestro’s agents were hunting for whatever the priests protected. And here I was, suspended between earth and sky, trying to understand what I had just learned about myself.

The priest had called it “something older. Something truer.” As if what I had done was not a new technique but a recovery of something that had been lost. Or deliberately forgotten.

I thought about Leo. About the way he had dissolved into the dissonance at the end, choosing to become part of the Song rather than continue to fight against it. At the time, I had seen it as sacrifice—a desperate act to save Asarina and me from the Maestro’s trap. But now I wondered if it had been something else. A choice. A transformation.

Leo had been trying to teach me something, in those final days. Something about listening. Something about not imposing. I had thought I understood, but I hadn’t. Not really. Not until tonight, when my usual techniques had failed me and I’d had no choice but to find another way — or be overwhelmed.

The feeling in my chest had faded somewhat during the climb, but it hadn’t disappeared entirely. I could still feel an emptiness where something had been taken, or perhaps where something had been given. The cost of touching the Song in this new way.

What would happen if I kept doing it? If I continued to develop this approach, to refine it, to make it part of how I operated?

Would I become like Leo? Would I eventually dissolve into the music itself, present everywhere and nowhere?

The thought should have terrified me. In some ways, it did. But there was another part of me—a part I hadn’t known existed until tonight—that found the possibility almost… appealing. Not the dissolution itself, but the understanding it implied. The connection. The sense of being part of something larger than myself, rather than always standing apart.

I had spent my entire life as an instrument of the Guild’s will. A tool to be pointed at problems and let loose. I had found meaning in that role, or at least I had thought I did. But tonight, standing before the priest and his perfect harmony, I had glimpsed something different. A way of being in the world that wasn’t about control or power or the imposition of will. One that was about relationship. About listening. About understanding.

Neither pure Guild nor pure priest. Something new.

The Guild would call it heresy, probably. The priests might call it incomplete. But it felt right in a way that neither of those traditions, on its own, ever had.

I continued my descent, my fingers finding holds in the stone with an ease that surprised me. The Song was still there, all around me, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like I had to fight against it. I could simply… move with it. Let it guide me. Trust it, in a way I had never trusted anything before.

The cost was real. I could still feel the empy space in my chest where something vital had been given away. But the gift was real too—this new perception, this way of sensing the world that went beyond anything the Guild had taught me. Perhaps, with practice, I could learn to manage the cost. Perhaps, with time, the space would heal, or be filled with something new.

Or maybe not. Maybe every time I touched the Song this way, I would give up a little more of myself, until there was nothing left but the music.

It was a risk. Everything in my life was a risk.

But for the first time, I felt like I was risking something for a purpose I had chosen, rather than a purpose that had been chosen for me.

I reached the bottom of the cliff and paused, looking back up at the temple entrance high above. Somewhere up there, the priest was probably explaining to his guardians what had happened—how a stranger had broken in, fought them without killing, and then talked his way into a conversation. I wondered what they would make of it and what the priests would decide to do about me.

But those were questions for another time. Right now, I had to get back to Larale. I had to process what I had learned. Not just about the Rite of Gathering and the coming ceremony, but about myself.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Returning had taken longer than I preferred.

It had not been difficult to get away from the guardians. The rope I had left was still well secured, so I didn’t have to worry about falling, although the scramble down the rock face had been slower and more complex than I had anticipated. But it was also the fact that I had needed to shroud myself using the ukelin and some of the muted sound around it.

Every chording form cost me more than it should have. The exhaustion from what I had done in the temple lingered, a bone-deep weariness that made my fingers clumsy on the strings. There were limits to touching the Song the way I had. I was learning them the hard way.

And yet, I had not been discovered by the guardians.

A strange thought had occurred to me as I worked my way back toward the main level. Maybe the priest had a hand in my escape. The idea seemed ridiculous, but then again, I had not had any more guardians coming after me. And there had been something about him and his approach that had been so oddly knowing, and so strangely calm. I had not been sure what else to make of it, but he had just waited.

So when I did finally make it back down, I looked around and felt for the quiet around the city. There was more of the dissonance once again, and it was reassuring in a way, though I wasn’t sure if that was just because of the return of the dissonance or if it was because of something else I felt within it. Maybe it was the calmness of the energy here.

Larale was in the room we had rented, waiting on me.

She seemed preoccupied, worried by the fact that I had been gone for so long.

“You look terrible,” she said, studying my face. “What happened up there?”

“I fought the guardians. Got some answers from a priest.”

“That’s not what I mean.” She crossed the room to where I sat on the edge of the bed. “You look… hollow. Like something’s been taken out of you.”

I didn’t know how to explain it. How did you tell someone that you had touched something beyond technique, and it had left you diminished?

“I learned something,” I said finally. “About the Song. About how to use it differently. But it costs more than I expected.”

“Costs how?”

“I’m not sure. Energy. Focus. Maybe…” I trailed off, thinking of Leo. Of what he had become. “Maybe something more fundamental. I don’t know yet.”

Larale sat on her bed and was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was careful. “In the square, in Ibanar—when you unmade the Maestro’s binding—you did something similar, didn’t you? Something that shouldn’t have been possible.”

“Yes.”

“And after that, you were exhausted. Barely conscious.”

“Yes.”

“This is the same thing. Bigger, maybe. More controlled. But the same thing.” She sat down beside me. “Silas, what are you becoming?”

I didn’t have an answer. I wasn’t sure I wanted one.

“The priest said something,” I told her, the words coming slowly. “About how what I did was ‘something older. Something truer.’ As if I wasn’t inventing a new technique. As if I was remembering one that had been forgotten.”

“Forgotten by whom?”

“I don’t know. The Guild, maybe. Or maybe it was never really known by the Guild at all. Maybe it’s what the priests have always understood, and we just… never saw it.”

Larale was quiet, processing this. “If that’s true,” she said finally, “then the Guild’s entire approach to the Song has been wrong. Or at least incomplete.”

“Not wrong, exactly. It works. You’ve seen it work.” I flexed my fingers, feeling the ache in them. “But there’s more. There’s another way to interact with the dissonance that doesn’t require force. That doesn’t require imposition. And if that way could be taught, if it could be integrated with what the Guild already knows⁠—”

“Then everything would change.”

“Maybe. If the Guild could be reformed around both approaches...” I shook my head. “But I barely understand it myself. I almost killed myself figuring it out. How would I teach it to anyone?”

Even as I said it, I was thinking of Asarina specifically. Not Nyban. Nyban would see the strategic value, the political leverage of a unified approach. But Asarina would see what it meant. She had trained with Leo. She had felt the gap between what the Guild taught and what the Song actually was. If anyone could grasp what I’d discovered here---this way of listening that the priests wielded, married to the structured technique of Guild training---it would be her. She had always been closer to this than I was. She’d just never had the chance to prove it.

I wanted to tell her. The desire was sharp and specific, not the dull ache of missing someone but the urgency of having found something that belonged to both of us.

“You wouldn’t have to teach everyone. Just the right people. People who are already questioning the old ways.” Larale met my eyes. “People like you were, before tonight.”

The implication settled over me. I wasn’t just gathering intelligence about the Maestro anymore. I was carrying something else—knowledge that could change how the Guild understood its own power. Knowledge that might be the key to the reformation Nyban was trying to build.

If I survived long enough to share it.

“What do you want to do now?” she finally asked, watching me. She had a pouch next to her, supplies ready.

“I need to understand what’s happening—whether or not it has anything to do with the Maestro, and the reason his people have come to the city. I know it is tied to what the priests are doing, but I’m not sure what it is or if there is going to be any sort of significance to it. I am going to investigate more.”

“Why?”

“Because I think there is something here that I need to better understand. I can’t help but feel as if whatever is here is beginning to become a problem, and until I have a better idea about what it is, I don’t know what else I’ll need to do, if anything.”

“But why does it have to be you?” Larale said.

In a way, that question reminded me of what the priest had asked about what motivated me, what drove me. It was something I didn’t really know if I had a good answer to. It was something I wanted to know, but at the same time, why me?

It wasn’t an unreasonable thing to ask.

“The Maestro’s people are after something, and it is unusual for him to get involved in things like this,” I said.

“So?” She shrugged. “I have a hard time understanding you and some of the things you’re doing. Maybe I never can, and never will. It isn’t my world.”

I nodded. It wasn’t, and perhaps that was for the best. There wasn’t anything here that she needed to be a part of, nothing here she needed to get involved in, at least not now. But there was something else about all of this that was troubling, and I didn’t know what more I was going to need to do.

I sighed. “I keep thinking about what happened, though I’m not sure if it’s about what they did to us or just what they did in general. Regardless, it bothers me.”

“So now you think you need to be able to handle all of this, and you need to be able to counter it?”

“I’m concerned because I don’t really understand what is going on, or whether there is anything here that I need to be a part of. I can’t help but feel as if I need to know how they intend to target other places and⁠—”

“Target?”

“I suppose maybe that might be a little harsh.”

“I don’t know. If it’s true, it’s not harsh. What do you think they mean by targeting?” Larale asked.

“That’s the point of the Maestro’s operations, after all. There is a target. And truly, I don’t exactly know the point of the target, but there is something significant to it.”

“And it’s something you want to be a part of.”

Did I mean that?

In a way, I couldn’t help but feel as if there were parts of what the Maestro was doing, and what Leo had been targeted for, that I had wanted to be a part of. But in other ways, I just wanted to get back to the normalcy of what the Guild had been. Of my role within it. I had felt as if it was a place that I could and should be, but now I didn’t know. Not really.

“Targeting priests and religious institutions is not what the true Guild does.”

“No, you just kill people.”

She rolled over in her bed and quickly fell asleep. Either that, or she feigned it.

I sat on my own bed for a little while, debating what I was going to do.

Something was coming to the city, and until I had a clearer idea about what it was, why the Maestro was after it, and whether there was anything to it that I needed to have a hand in, I couldn’t shake the feeling of uncertainty about what my responsibility was.

Maybe it was because of guilt. Could that be what motivated me?

Would Asarina and Nyban be facing similar attacks in Ibanar? Was this coordinated across the realm—the Maestro’s allies striking while the Guild was divided?

Or was this something else? Something bigger, like Leo had suspected before everything fell apart?

The fae gates. The reality tears. The Maestro’s obsession with power. They were all connected somehow. I just couldn’t see the pattern yet.

“Silas.” Larale’s voice, quiet in the darkness. She hadn’t been asleep after all. “The things you’re describing—the coordinated attacks, the fabrications that counter Guild techniques, the targeting of religious sites—I’ve seen this pattern before.”

I turned toward her, though I could barely make out her form in the dim light. “When you were in the network?”

“Near the end. There were whispers about a new phase. Something beyond the usual operations. The Maestro was talking about ‘fundamental restructuring.’ I didn’t understand what he meant at the time. But now…” She sat up slowly. “The priests know something about the fae gates, don’t they? About keeping them closed?”

“The priest mentioned barriers. Doors that should stay closed.”

“We already knew he was after their knowledge. But if the priest is telling you the barriers are failing now—not someday, but now—then the Maestro might already have what he needs from the other side.” Her voice was grim. “The fabrications, the silencers—what if they’re not just tools? What if they’re proof of concept? What if he’s already tapping into whatever’s bleeding through those gates?”

The implications settled over me like cold water. The fabrications that could counter chording forms. The power that didn’t come from any tradition I knew. What if it came from the fae realm itself?

“If he can access that power,” I said slowly, “and he can learn how the priests maintain the barriers…”

“He won’t just open the gates. He’ll control what comes through.”

I thought about what the priest had said, his words lingering with me as I drifted off to sleep that night, and when I awoke in the morning—to the sound of three bells ringing out, a different pattern than there had been the night before—I had a new set of questions.

Larale was already up and had started to gather her belongings. I looked over at her and arched a brow in confusion.

“If you are leaving, then I wanted to make sure I had everything ready.”

“I told you that you don’t need to come with me.”

“I know. And I wouldn’t want to normally, but I have already committed to this and, in a way, committed to you, so much that I feel as if it’s necessary to be a part of this so I can make sense of what you are doing.” She sighed. “Anyway, I think you need me.”

I sat up. “I’m not going to do anything dangerous. This is more about finding out information.”

“Unless you come across the Maestro’s people and decide you need to attack them.”

“I suppose,” I said.

She nodded, as if there was never any doubt. “At least you’re honest about that.”

I shrugged. “I suppose,” I said again.

As I grabbed my belongings, I wondered what supplies she had with her. When we had tried to question the man on the road, she had carried with her a series of items that had been somewhat useful.

“How long do you intend for us to be gone?” Larale asked.

“Not long,” I said.

“Do we keep our lodging?”

“If you’re asking if we’re going to return, I suppose the answer would be yes.”

“Good,” she said.

I smiled. “I don’t intend to keep you away from whatever it is that you need to do here.”

We set out into the chaos of the city. There was a different energy to it today, something that was more unusual and more robust, in a way. The makeshift housing was spread out, raising a question of whether there would be any more space for new people to come to Yur. At some point, I started to wonder if the crowd might start to be oppressive in some fashion. If that were the case, what would the people here do?

I looked back. Maybe the locals already had a plan in place to situate themselves in the higher tiers of the city.

“What are you looking at?” Larale asked.

“I’m trying to get a sense of the place. Eventually, Yur will need to fall into a new sort of dynamic. I’m guessing that eventually the locals will need to figure out how much they are willing to put up with.”

“You think they would just banish refugees? Do you think that’s even possible?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I think that ultimately people are going to want to return to their homes,” she said. “Because once the war stabilizes and everything is quiet again, the people that have immigrated here will want to return to what they knew.”

“Unless they can’t,” I said quietly. “Unless whatever drove them here—the wrongness the priest described—has spread too far to go back.”

Larale looked at me sharply. “You think the barriers are already failing? The fae gates are already opening?”

“I think there’s a reason so many people are fleeing in the same direction. And I think there’s a reason the priest talked about ‘doors that should remain closed’ as if it were a present concern, not a theoretical one.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “If the gates are opening—if the Maestro is somehow causing it, or accelerating it—then this isn’t just about Yur. This isn’t just about the priests.”

“No. It’s about everything.”

“Then Nyban needs to know. Asarina needs to know. The remaining Guild needs to understand what they’re facing.”

“I know.” The weight of it sat heavy. “But I can’t just leave. Not yet. Not until I understand what’s happening here. Because completing this mission—stopping whatever the Maestro is planning—is warning them. The information I gather here is what Nyban needs so he can protect what’s left.”

“Is that what you’re hoping for?”

“I don’t know. And what of you? What are you hoping for?”

“I haven’t given it that much thought,” she said. “And I have traveled long enough and far enough that I don’t know if it will even be possible for me.”

“Why?” I asked. “You don’t believe that you’ll be able to return to what was there for you before?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged slightly. “Maybe, and I certainly would like to, but there’s a part of me that wonders if I can. And given what happened before you freed me, I don’t even know if it’s the kind of thing I want to do.”

“Do you intend to stay with me?” I asked as we made our way along the road. There were still more people coming into the city, and I paused to look around so I could gauge which direction we should go.

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll want to have me with you for much longer,” she said. “Although you are interesting company most of the time, I don’t like what it is that you feel like you need to do, nor do I care much for your mindset on how you have to do it, but I don’t blame you for that. I owe you, you know.”

“I’m not trying to hold it over you,” I said.

“I know. If you were, it would be different.”

“So what?” I asked after we set off. I didn’t want to go on one of the roads because I needed a different vantage, so I decided to walk up a hill to look at the city below.

“I haven’t decided,” she said. “I don’t know what I want to do. I don’t know if there is anything I can do.”

“You don’t think there’s anything you can do?”

“Not easily,” she said, shaking her head. “I know how that sounds. You’re going to accuse me of feeling like… Well, I don’t exactly know what you’ll say, just that I am starting to question whether there will be a different place for me. I have been looking for a purpose, but I don’t really know what that is.”

I nodded. Again, I thought of what the priest had said when it came to looking for purpose. That was going to be the key here, after all. Not just my purpose, but hers. And I believed that they would be different.

I was looking for understanding of what the Maestro had been after and why his people were doing what they were doing, but she, on the other hand, was looking for a purpose for herself. She was looking for something more.

And she wasn’t going to be able to find that with me, I didn’t think.

I doubted she would want to, even.

I took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. In doing so, I began to feel the buildup of a strange sort of energy as we reached the peak of the small hill. For just a moment, I reached toward the Song—not imposing, not demanding, but asking. Reaching for that deeper connection I had touched in the temple.

Leo? If you’re still there—if any part of you can hear me—I need guidance. I need to understand what’s coming.

There was no answer. Not exactly. But for the span of a heartbeat, I felt a warmth in the dissonance, a sense of presence that was everywhere and nowhere. Not words but… acknowledgment. Recognition.

He was still there. Somewhere in the Song, Leo remained. And he knew I was looking for him.

The sensation faded almost as quickly as it came, leaving me more exhausted than before. But also more certain that I wasn’t alone in this. I had never been alone.

“Why are we here?” Larale asked, trying to change the topic of conversation.

“Because there has to be something up here that I can see. The priest had mentioned that there was something coming. Things coming from some of these other places.”

“And you think what?”

“Well, after he said it, it got me thinking. The priests often claim that items are godly.” I shrugged at that. “And they want people to believe that they truly do serve the gods.”

Larale barked out a quick laugh. “You know, you are an interesting man, but you have to be careful because it seems as if you are diminishing the values of the people around here.”

“I’m not trying to diminish anything. I’m just saying that many people in this part of the world will make the claim that items are descended from the gods, whether or not they actually are.”

“You don’t believe they are.”

“I don’t think that most of them are.”

“Most?”

I nodded. “But there are some items, some artifacts, that are unusual.” I remembered certain ones that I had encountered in my time before I had come to the Guild. Items that had been potent, and ones that had carried an undercurrent of energy. Something I couldn’t quite place, even now.

“So what about them?”

“I don’t know. But I think that might be what the Maestro was after.”

“Why would they have attacked in the city, then?” Larale asked.

“That’s a good question, and I’m not entirely sure.”

“What are you going to do?”

“My goal is to see if there’s anything I can find in any of these items that will help me know if there is anything godly about them,” I said.

“I thought you didn’t believe in that.”

“I don’t know that they’re truly touched by the gods, but there are other items of power, items that have significance, and that, I think, is far more important. Now, why don’t we take a look and see what we can find out here.”

I stood on the hilltop and listened for the better part of an hour. Sent the Song outward in widening circles, testing every caravan, every cluster of travelers, every wagon that rattled along the road below. Nothing. Dust trails and the ordinary hum of frightened people moving toward what they hoped was safety.

"Anything?" Larale asked.

"No."

She waited, patient at first, then increasingly not. "So what if there's nothing to find?"

“Then we return,” I said.

“You don’t sound very excited about that.”

“Because I’m not.”

“We could come back another time,” she said.

“We might need to.”

“Or I suppose you could come back.”

“I might need to,” I said.

Because as I stared down below and tested for what I could identify, there was not much, if anything. Increasingly, that had me concerned, not just because I had not been able to pick up on any undercurrent of power, but because there was a possibility that whatever was here, whatever was building, was beyond my capacity to find. And a different part of me started to question if maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I didn’t need to have a hand in any of this.

Because regardless of what else was going on, did I need to chase down power? Did I need to push, when this was happening here? Did I need to get involved in the workings of the Maestro, and the dangers that might exist?

Then again, could I leave it alone?

The answer, I knew, was no. Not when the patterns were starting to emerge. Not when Leo had warned me—in his own way—that something larger was at play. The Maestro might have been defeated, but his reach extended further than any of us had realized. And if these attacks were coordinated, if the fae gates and the reality tears and the priests’ ceremony were all connected…

Then I was already part of it, whether I wanted to be or not.

And somewhere in the Song—diffused, present, patient—Leo was waiting for me to understand what he had been trying to teach me all along.

The answers weren’t in power. They never had been. The answers were in understanding.

I turned to Larale. “We’re going back to the city. I’ve been looking for the wrong thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been looking for power — artifacts, fabrications, anything physical coming into the city. But we already know that’s not what the Maestro is really after. He’s after what the priests know, and he’s not going to learn it by intercepting caravans. He’s going to learn it by watching the Rite of Gathering.” I thought of the priest’s perfect harmony with the Song. Of Leo’s teachings about listening rather than imposing. “The ceremony is when the priests use their knowledge openly. That’s when the Maestro’s people will have to be in position to observe it. And that’s when they’ll be exposed.”

Larale was quiet for a moment, and eventually she nodded. “Then we need to be ready.”

“Yes. We do.”

We started back toward the city. The bells were ringing again—three tolls still, but closer together than before. The countdown continued.

And somewhere beyond the barriers, beyond the gates that should have remained closed, something was waiting. Something that the Maestro wanted to control.

I didn’t know if I could stop him. I didn’t know if anyone could. But I was going to understand what was happening. And I was going to make sure Nyban learned everything I discovered, even if delivering that knowledge was the last thing I did.


CHAPTER TWENTY


I spent the next couple of days leaving the city.

Something had changed in me since the fight. The Song-listening technique Leo had tried to teach me—the one I’d finally grasped in that desperate moment—had opened something. Where before I had felt the dissonance as raw awareness, now I could hear layers within it. Patterns that spoke of intention, of history. It was still overwhelming, but I was beginning to understand.

Larale went out with me the first day, but she quickly grew bored with it. I basically stood on the hillside and played the ukelin, listening for the dissonance. As caravans would come toward the city, I would move closer, trying to keep myself shrouded as I did. And now I noticed something I’d never detected before—each person carried their own signature in the Song, a resonance that marked them as clearly as a face.

Eventually she asked me if I would be offended if she decided to stay behind, and I quickly gave her permission to wait. “I’m not going to tell you what to do, Larale,” I said. “You’re not mine to manage.”

I think she believed that I was going to venture farther from the city, and the fact that I had stayed so near had either reassured her or made her curious about what I was doing.

At first I didn’t know what she did with her time. But when I returned that first evening, I found her at Marta’s shop, surrounded by bundles of dried herbs and small clay pots.

Marta’s workshop occupied the back half of her dwelling—a space that smelled of earth and growing things, of bitter roots and sweet flowers dried carefully in darkness. Wooden shelves lined every wall, each one bearing dozens of labeled containers: elderflower for fever, willow bark for pain, comfrey for wounds that wouldn’t close. Bundles of lavender hung from the ceiling beams, and in one corner, a small brazier warmed a copper pot of something that steamed with a sharp, medicinal fragrance.

“She’s learning to make a poultice,” Marta said when I entered, nodding toward Larale. “Simple enough work, but important. The body knows how to heal itself. Our job is to remove what blocks it.”

Larale looked up from the mortar and pestle she was using to grind dried comfrey root. There was something different in her expression—a focus I hadn’t seen during our travels. Her hands moved with careful precision, and I noticed she’d tied her hair back the way Marta wore hers, practical and out of the way.

“It’s different from what I learned before,” Larale said quietly. “In the Maestro’s service, everything was about forcing outcomes. Making things happen whether they wanted to or not. This is…” She paused, searching for the word.

“Listening,” Marta supplied. “The plants have their own wisdom. We don’t command them—we cooperate with them.”

I watched as Larale added drops of oil to her mixture, following Marta’s murmured instructions. There was a rhythm to it that reminded me, oddly, of the chording forms I used with the ukelin. Not the same power, but the same principle of working with natural patterns rather than against them.

“The Maestro’s healers used fabrications,” Larale said, not looking up from her work. “Metal instruments that could close wounds instantly, stop bleeding with a touch. I always thought that was superior. More efficient.”

“Efficient, perhaps.” Marta moved to check on her copper pot, stirring its contents with a wooden spoon. “But efficiency isn’t always wisdom. A wound closed too quickly traps corruption inside. The body needs time to purge what doesn’t belong before it can truly heal.”

“Like the Guild,” I said, the words coming before I’d fully formed the thought. Both women looked at me. “Nyban can’t reform it overnight. He has to let the corruption surface before it can be removed. Otherwise it just festers beneath.”

Marta had a knowing expression on her face that made her look younger despite her silver hair. “The Song teaches us through many voices, Hunter. You’re learning to listen. So is she.”

When she spoke of it, there was something different in her voice—purpose, perhaps. Or the first stirrings of a calling she’d never expected to find.

And then there was the ringing of the bells.

I knew that there was some sort of countdown, though with my new awareness, I could hear a harmonic structure within it that felt almost like a binding. The bells weren’t just marking time. They were maintaining something.

The bells had an urgency to them, which troubled me because I had not been able to decipher the purpose behind that.

As I stood outside the city at one point, it did occur to me how strange it was that I would feel such complexity from the bells, and such layered intention, when I had felt only stillness from the priest when I had been with him. The priests created harmony in a way I was only beginning to understand—not by forcing the Song to obey, but by becoming so aligned with it that discord simply couldn’t exist in the priests’ presence.

It was on the afternoon of the second day of going outside the city when I noticed some shifts of the dissonance. There was a purpose to the bells.

I had been using a chording form to keep myself shrouded so that I wasn’t just some strange man standing in the middle of the hillside. It had not occurred to me in the beginning that I should keep myself hidden until I noticed several caravans watching me as they had passed, and I saw more than one look of fear.

So as I stood hidden and listened, I noticed a different type of shimmer moving across the ground. It was almost as if the air and heat were fluctuating. It took me a moment, but as I focused on it, I realized that somebody was using the chording to try to keep themselves shrouded. Several somebodies.

I focused on the dissonance and debated whether or not I wanted to tap on the ukelin and reveal my presence, because there was a possibility that if I were to do something too aggressively, they might start to recognize that I was here. Then again, I had to be cautious with what I was doing and how I was doing it, as the unique nature of that power had started to shift and build, and it had started to carry to me in some fashion.

I decided to stay shrouded as I moved forward.

They were not following the road, which surprised me. Instead, they were moving along the lower aspect of the hillside and spreading outward. As far as I could tell, there had to be four of them. But I imagined that there were more. I kept thinking back to the odd fabrication that they had, which I had still not identified, though I knew there was power trapped within it. I could feel a wrongness in the Song that set my teeth on edge.

I followed, moving carefully, and noticed a dust trail up ahead that led toward the city. It left me with a different sensation, as if some part of the dissonance reacted to that trail in some way.

Moving again, I felt the power and the potential around me, which were considerable. More than that, I could feel the way they were using some of their power to draw on something. They were testing, probing the city’s defenses.

I continued to attempt to disrupt the way they were shielding themselves. Even though they were shrouded, I could tell when one of them turned toward me.

I darted forward across the uneven ground, loose stones shifting beneath my boots, and I planted my lead foot on a flat rock before pushing off. The shrouded figure raised something in their hand—a fabrication, glinting with that unnatural fae-touched gleam—and I dove left as a pulse of isolating energy shot past where I’d been standing.

I rolled, came up with the ukelin already in my fingers, and struck a sharp chord. The resonance shield snapped into place just as a second attacker materialized from the shroud to my right, blade descending in a killing arc. Steel met the invisible barrier with a sound like breaking glass, and the attacker stumbled back, arm numbed from the impact.

The first figure charged while I was still recovering. I couldn’t maintain the shield and attack simultaneously—at least not yet. Not with the precision this fight demanded. So I dropped the shield, sidestepped the rush, and lashed out with my boot, catching his ankle. He went down hard, and I was already moving, unspooling wire from my belt as I closed the distance.

The second attacker had recovered, circling now, more cautious. I could feel their fabrication charging, that distinctive buzzing wrongness that preceded an attack.

I didn’t wait for it. I feinted left, then pivoted right, flicking the wire in a tight arc. The strand caught them across the forearm, and I felt the bone give way beneath the tension. They screamed, their fabrication tumbling from nerveless fingers.

The first man was up again, drawing his weapon. I met his eyes across the space between us—saw the fanatic certainty there, the absolute conviction.

“Who sent you?” I demanded.

He answered by lunging.

I tapped on the ukelin in a soft, rhythmic pattern to try to counter what was building here. Because in my mind, something was definitely building, and in a distinct way.

The man brought his hands up, holding something within them.

I wasn’t sure what it was, but I was prepared for the possibility that it was a fabrication similar to the kind that had been used when I’d been attacked before. I flicked the strings of the ukelin, and in the process, I began to feel some of the power that spilled out of it and would target him. There was a bit of resistance with the way he countered it, so I sent a dissonance strike at his chest.

He was using fabrications, and it occurred to me that he wasn’t with the Guild, then. Not the Maestro’s people directly. Something else entirely. Which meant that I felt freer in the way I could fight, and didn’t have to hesitate the way I had been.

Another slide, and more fabricated energy began to build near me. I braced for it, and as I did, I started to detect the way power was radiating, but I also noticed something different within it. It pushed against me, trying to isolate me from the Song.

Bracing for it, I rolled off to the side, getting away before it had the chance to strike me.

I had to work quickly here.

Another flick of the ukelin, and the sound began to echo. A different sort of sound, a different sort of pressure, began to build.

The man came at me, dropping low. He still held on to the fabrications, which made it seem as if they were the key to what he was doing.

I had to end this quickly.

Which meant allowing a bit of brutality.

I dove, wrapping the spool of wire around his ankle, and then I pulled to try to disrupt what he was doing. His fabrication struck me, but thankfully I was already beginning to tighten the strand. I created a wave of energy that ricocheted through him, shattering his ankle and tearing through bone.

He cried out and collapsed to the ground. I drove my elbow into his temple, and he went limp.

Popping to my feet, I looked around, readying for another attack, but I didn’t see the rest. The one was incapacitated, but the others were gone.

And the energy I had detected when I had come out here had faded as well.

This attack had been a distraction. A sacrifice to keep me busy while the others completed their mission.

I crouched down, looking around, and I didn’t see the dust cloud that I had seen before, didn’t feel anything pressing on me the way I had earlier.

What was the power source?

I moved back to the incapacitated man, his ankle bleeding badly where I’d torn through bone. He probably would die from this wound, unless I could stabilize him.

Working quickly, I cut strips of fabric off his pants, wrapped them around his lower leg, and then bound it tightly to create a tourniquet around the ankle and stanch the bleeding.

He moaned, but he remained unconscious.

That much was easy, but the next part would be more difficult because it would involve me trying to gather information using a method I wasn’t necessarily comfortable with, but it might be the only way I would be able to uncover what was happening here, and whether I could do anything to stop it.

The fabrications these people used weren’t Guild work. They felt different—older, somehow. And the way they’d coordinated their attack suggested military training, not Academy instruction. Whatever organization had sent them, they knew what they were doing.

And they were after the priests.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The night was quiet.

The man had also fallen quiet, which I was thankful for because I didn’t want to have to deal with him or the energy he was crying out with as I tormented him for information. He’d let slip only a few things, anyway.

I held on to the fabrication he had thought he was going to use, the one he had scrambled for when he had come around.

That much, at least, had gone the way that it needed to. I had wanted to get answers, and had come to learn that the fabrications were the key to what these attackers were doing. The fabrications were potent—and strange. Not Guild work at all.

As far as I could tell, and as far as he had been willing to admit, he didn’t know the source of the fabrications. I wasn’t sure whether I believed that, though increasingly I started to wonder if he might be telling the truth. Maybe he was just working with them, and maybe he didn’t truly know anything more.

If that were the case, then the real question was why was he sent out here?

I’d been practicing the Song-listening as I questioned him, pushing my awareness the way Leo had taught me. And I’d felt something—a resonance in the man’s fear when I mentioned the priests. Whatever they were planning, the temple was the target.

He moaned and started to come around again. I moved over to him, holding the fabrication where he could see it. He blinked and then jerked his head around, as if looking to see if I was still here.

“Oh, don’t worry,” I said, “you don’t have to worry. I am not leaving you.”

He growled. He actually growled.

“Do you think they are going to allow you to get away with this?” he asked.

“I think they allowed you to be left behind. If they cared about you, they wouldn’t have done that, would they?”

“They didn’t allow anything.”

“Then do you think they’re coming for you?” I stood and looked around for a moment, then cupped a hand over my brow as I made a great show of sweeping my gaze around everything. “Because I do not. We’ve been here for the better part of an hour or so. In that time, you continue to pass out. It’s quite disappointing because as you go unconscious, it becomes difficult for me to get my questions answered. Nobody’s coming for you.”

“They’re going to,” he said. “They are going to take you.”

“Take me?” I flashed a smile. “I think you are mistaken. They aren’t going to take me anywhere. They don’t even know me.”

“I know you.”

I leaned forward and pushed his head back, forcing him to lie down again. “You know nothing,” I said. “And perhaps you could have, but you know nothing. Time is running out,” I added in a harsher tone. It had the effect of lending weight to what I was doing.

He sputtered as he tried to get up, but I kept my weight on him, kept pressing.

“They were going to transport it,” he said, managing to get the words out through gasps.

“Where?” I asked.

“Priests,” he said.

“Transporting it to the priests?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

But even as I asked, I had a good idea about why.

Getting access to the priests was difficult. Maybe impossible. I had managed to do so, but I was unique, and I suspected that my ability was not the kind that others had.

But if these people had what the priests expected to be delivered to them, then it would be much easier to send something dangerous to them. To get close. To strike.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“I don’t know.”

Each word he said came out with a grimace, but I continued to crush my weight downward in hopes of getting answers.

Maybe there weren’t any more. Maybe he didn’t know anything else.

The bells changed from a countdown to something else—preparation, maybe. Or warning.

The decision was clear: force him to talk, or go see what the others were doing.

Time was bleeding away with every toll of the bells. Through the Song-listening, I could feel the shape of what he was hiding. Not words—the technique didn’t work like that. But the texture of his resistance had a geography to it. Certain questions made his fear spike and flatten, like a stone dropped into water. The priests. The temple. The timing. Each time I pressed on those subjects, the resonance in him went taut and bright. He knew more than he was giving me. The knowledge was there, lodged behind his teeth, and I kept pressing because I could feel how close it was to breaking loose.

He sucked in a sharp breath, and then he went still.

I checked for a pulse. There was none.

For a long moment I crouched there with my fingers on his throat, feeling nothing. The Song around him had gone flat---not the vibrant wrongness of his fear, not the brittle resistance I’d been pressing against. Just silence. The particular silence of a body that no longer held a person.

I had been imposing. That was the word for it, Leo’s word, and it arrived in my mind with the quiet precision of a knife. I had felt the man’s resistance and I had leaned into it, pressed harder, demanded the Song give me what I wanted. The same instinct I’d been trained to use. The same force the Maestro wielded, scaled down to a single man pinned against a tree.

The priest would have listened. Would have found the cracks in the man’s fear and let them open on their own. Would have trusted the Song to reveal what it wanted to reveal, in its own time.

I had not done that. I had run out of patience, and a man was dead because of it.

I searched his body for additional fabrications but found nothing. I pocketed the one I had taken from him earlier and moved his body to rest against the trunk of the tree, arranging his limbs with a care that served no practical purpose. A gesture for myself, not for him.

Then I stood and wiped my hands on my trousers, and the bells changed their rhythm, and there was no more time for reckoning.

As I ran toward Yur, I reached out with my awareness—listening as Leo had taught me—trying to feel what was happening ahead. The city’s harmonies were changing, building toward something. I just didn’t know how much time we had.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


By the time I got back, the crowd had thickened even more. I was not surprised by that. I could feel the energy in the air and the way it was building. Power pressed inward, as if it were going to squeeze me.

As I pushed through the crowd, I tried to listen for the attackers’ trail. It was not obvious to me where they had traveled, or if there was any sort of pattern to what they were doing or any other way that I was going to pick up on the sense of movement. I had to maneuver carefully, cautiously, as I slipped through the crowd and worked my way toward the back of the valley. The sound of the bells ringing was gone.

I practiced extending my awareness the way Leo had shown me. Each attempt revealed more—I could feel the Celebrants gathering, their devotion creating ripples in the Song. I could sense the priests above, pools of stillness amid the chaos. And beneath everything, there was something else. Something contained.

The ringing started up again, but it had changed somehow. I wasn’t sure why, nor was I sure what it was that I had noticed about it, just that some contour to the ringing had begun to shift.

Before, I had thought there was a countdown within it, but now I started to wonder if maybe there was a pattern, something akin to what I did with the chording forms. When I had met with the priest, I had noticed that there was an absence of sound, almost. It had struck me as a vague quietness within the dissonance, something that would be startling around anybody else, yet around the priest it had been quite reassuring, even soothing. But now, within this pattern, I recognized that the contour of energy, the power that echoed, and the sound of the ringing bells had changed in some fashion, and there was a different energy within it. That seemed significant, but why?

I had to get closer.

At one point, a group of people moved steadily through the crowd, all dressed in heavy, thick leather robes. They were chanting in a way that seemed to reverberate in time with the calling of the bells. These were likely the Celebrants.

They were calling power, but I wondered if they even knew what it was they were doing, or even how they were doing it.

The crowd was too thick for me to keep moving forward.

I had to get higher.

The options were either climbing or going through the baths, which would lead me up onto the third level. That route would be a bit dangerous, especially because I didn’t know if anybody was going to be there.

I knew it would still be easier than climbing, so I raced toward the baths.

Fighting my way through the crowd was difficult, even with using the ukelin to get enough space to move. I had to push past several people, and while many of them were focused on the movement of the Celebrants, but some of them sneered at my passing.

By the time I reached the entrance to the baths, the crowd had thinned.

I entered carefully, then paused, waiting to see if there would be anybody here who might try to stop me. But it was empty.

I found Larale waiting at the entrance to the upper levels.

“I thought you’d come this way,” she said. “We’ve used this passage before. I knew you’d come back to it.”

“You should stay below. What’s coming⁠—”

“Is exactly why I’m going with you.” She cut me off, her voice steady. “I’ve spent enough time hiding from danger. If people are going to get hurt up there, they’ll need a healer.”

I studied her face. The fear was still there in the set of her jaw. But there was something else now. Decision.

“Marta taught you about them,” I said. “The Maestro’s people — she called them the Hollow.” I filed the name away. “Their patterns.”

“She’s seen them before. Years ago.” Larale’s hand went to her satchel. “They target the leaders first. The ones with the most knowledge. Not to kill—to capture.”

“The Elder.”

“That’s what she thinks.”

I nodded slowly. “Then stay close. And if I tell you to run⁠—”

“I’ll decide that for myself.” She gave me a small smile. “We’re partners now, remember? Not protector and protected.”

Partners. The word felt strange. Right, maybe, but strange.

“Then let’s move.”

Once inside the baths, I looked around, noting that it was darkened. No lantern light, no sense of any dissonance here, so I moved quickly and carefully as I crept around to find my way to the far side of the area.

When I reached it, I hesitated a moment, listening. There didn’t seem to be anything else here. I remembered when there had been a guardian here before, some sort of protector for the baths, but there didn’t seem to be anything now. I tapped on the ukelin because I needed the guidance.

With just a small strike on the instrument, there was a burst of white light, and I saw the opening.

But not before I saw the form of the animal ahead, glowering at me in the darkness.

The guardian. I froze, remembering my last encounter with these creatures.

But it didn’t attack. It watched me for a long moment, those ancient eyes seeming to weigh something. Then it simply moved aside, padding into the shadows.

“It knows you,” Larale whispered behind me. “Or knows what you’re trying to do.”

“The priests’ creatures. Maybe they sense intent.”

We moved past it and hurried through the passage that would lead us upward.

By the time we emerged out into the open, the air held a strange energy. I could feel something that was calling to me, moving up ahead and trying to draw on me in some fashion.

A sharp fragrance burned my nostrils. Incense from the ceremony.

In the distance, smoke rose into the air. And two sections below me, the crowd made its way toward the end of the valley.

The bells rang steadily and I paused, listening not just to them but to the Song beneath them. On impulse, I reached out the way Leo had taught me. I wasn’t searching for anything external, but I was extending myself into the spaces between sounds.

For a moment, nothing.

Then, faint as breath: Trust what you’ve learned.

Leo. Somewhere. Watching, maybe. Or just an echo of his teaching, surfacing when I needed it.

Either way, the words steadied me.

I slipped to the edge of the wall and looked down. And as I tapped on the ukelin, listening for the dissonance, I realized I was not alone. There were others out here, but not people. More guardians lay on nearby ledges, watching the crowd, not me.

Then the character of the bells changed. Three long, resonant notes that seemed to make the very stone vibrate. Below, the Celebrants raised their voices in response, their chant meeting the bells in a harmony that sent shivers down my spine.

The Rite of Gathering had begun.

Almost immediately, I felt it—a discordance in the Song that hadn’t been there moments before. Wrong. Approaching.

“They’re coming,” I breathed.

Larale’s hand found mine briefly, then released. “We’re ready.”

I turned and watched the ceremony. At this point, it was the only thing I could do.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The bells rang and the crowd began to push forward. Above, the smoke rose in ceremonial plumes.

I noticed a different type of activity down below—the Celebrants forming a barrier, pushing people back.

The elevator started to move, and I approached it, readying for whatever might come out.

It opened, empty.

Wrong. This was wrong.

I tapped on the ukelin, and the moment I did, I began to feel a different undercurrent that I had not noticed before. There was power there, and within it was an energy that began to tremble and radiate outward.

I realized I could not move.

The shimmering around me shifted—it was coming from fabrications, from multiple sources. The empty elevator had been a distraction. They’d been waiting.

How many were there? I couldn’t tell. My mind tried to process what was there and whether there was anything I would be able to do, but I could not identify anything else.

Movement blurred around me, and a tall, solid figure approached.

He seemed as if he emerged out of the shadows, yet he was still a blur of darkness around me. I had seen this man before. The leader from the hillside.

He leaned in toward me. “Did you really think you could stop this?”

“I think I can keep you from what you’re trying.”

He laughed. “We’re something older than even the Guild. Something that knows what your priests really protect.”

“The fae gate,” I said. The words came without thinking.

His smile flickered. “So you do know. Good. Then you understand why we can’t let them continue.”

“You work for the Maestro,” I said, and watched his face carefully.

Something shifted in his expression—not denial, but a complex reaction. “The Maestro is a means to an end. He wants power. We want… restoration.”

“Restoration of what?”

“The old ways. Before the priests sealed the gates. Before humanity forgot what we once were.” He gestured at the city below, at the celebrating crowds oblivious to the danger above them. “They think the bells are tradition. Sacred. They’ve forgotten that the bells are chains—binding the gates, keeping the realms separated, denying us our birthright.”

The fabrications’ hold on me was weakening slightly. I could feel the power draining, requiring constant renewal, so I kept him talking.

“The fabrications,” I said. “They’re fae-touched. How does the Maestro’s network get them?”

His smile turned knowing. “You’ve felt them. The spaces between. The thin places where the worlds brush against each other.” He drew out one of the metal devices, which was larger than the ones I’d encountered before, its surface etched with patterns that seemed to writhe. “The gates aren’t sealed completely. They never were. Small things can pass through. Materials. Energy. Knowledge.”

“You’re harvesting from the fae realm.”

“Harvesting. Trading. The distinction matters less than you might think.” He turned the fabrication in his hands, and I saw how the metal caught the light wrong, reflecting colors that shouldn’t exist and casting shadows in directions that defied the sun. “The fae have their own interests in reopening the gates. We provide them with… opportunities. They provide us with the means to create change.”

I thought about the fabrication I’d taken from the fallen attacker. Its wrongness in the Song suddenly made more sense. It wasn’t just fae-touched—it was partly fae itself, a piece of another realm forced into shapes that served human purposes.

“The Maestro doesn’t control this,” I said slowly. “He’s just another tool.”

The man’s expression hardened. “The Maestro is ambitious and powerful. Useful qualities, properly directed. When the gates open fully, he’ll serve or be consumed like everyone else who stands against the restoration.”

“And what about the people who don’t want your restoration? The ones who’ll die when you let whatever’s on the other side through?” I asked.

“Casualties of progress.” His voice held no emotion. “The fae realm isn’t evil, Hunter. It’s simply different. Older. More honest about power and what it means to wield it. When the worlds merge again, those who can adapt will thrive. Those who can’t…” He shrugged. “Natural selection.”

The fabrications flickered again. I was almost free.

“You talk about the fae like they’re allies,” I said. “But you don’t even control the fabrications they give you. You just use them without understanding what they really are.”

“Understanding comes later. Power comes now.”

He raised his hand, and I felt the fabrications surge with renewed energy.

But I was already fighting against the fabrications’ grip.

Trust what you’ve learned.

I stopped struggling. Stopped trying to force my way through. Instead, I listened—found the rhythm of the fabrication’s effect—and moved with it rather than against it.

The bells rang again, and each time they did, some part of me reacted to it. It was a rhythm, it was adding to the dissonance, and it changed something nearby, only I thought that I might be the only one who noticed it. The others, my primary attacker, didn’t seem to be affected by it.

The grip loosened. Just slightly. But enough.

I moved.

Wire out. Tension. Strike.

The first Hollow dropped, wire biting deep across his reaching arm.

The leader shouted something—a command—and the others converged.

I let them come. Listened to their movements through the Song. Felt where they would be before they arrived.

Wire sang. The ukelin screamed dissonance. Bodies fell.

But there were too many. And somewhere above, I could hear combat—steel on steel, the hum of fabrications. They’d sent multiple teams.

The leader’s fabrication caught me. Shadows started to move around me. Pain. Isolation. My connection to the Song wavering.

Then the guardians struck.

Shadows pushed on me, massive forms erupting from the darkness, ancient harmonies clashing against fabrication-made discord.

The leader screamed as one of the creatures caught him, those huge jaws closing on his arm. His fabrication shattered.

I was free.

I didn’t hesitate, and my wire found his throat.

“The Elder,” I said to the dying man.

“Already taken,” he choked out.

No.

I ran for the upper levels.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Everything burned as I climbed.

The path of the priests was steep, treacherous in darkness, but faster than any other route. I took it at a run, one hand on the wall, the other clutching my ukelin.

Larale met me at the third landing.

“The sanctuary—” I started.

“I passed it coming up. The binding still holds, but the priests—” She was pale, breathing hard. “Sister Vex is down. Others are wounded. I did what I could.”

“The Elder?”

“They took him. Toward the peak.”

I started to move, but she caught my arm.

“You’re hurt.” She pressed something against a wound I hadn’t noticed. “Thirty seconds. That’s all I need.”

“I don’t have⁠—”

“You have thirty seconds or you’ll collapse before you reach him.” Her eyes met mine. “Marta taught me something. The Hollow—they need the Elder alive. They want what he knows. That buys us time.”

I forced myself to wait while she worked.

“The fabrications,” I said. “Can you feel them?”

“I can feel something wrong. Is that what you mean?”

“Close enough. Stay behind me. If I go down⁠—”

“I’ll decide what I do.” She tied off the bandage. “Partners, remember?”

We kept climbing. The path of the priests wound upward in a tight spiral, and every time my weight shifted to my injured ankle, I had to clench my jaw against the urge to cry out. Sweat beaded on my forehead despite the cool mountain air, and my breath came in harsh gasps that echoed off the narrow stone walls.

Then I saw the first of the soldiers.

He lay motionless on the stone, his weapon splayed off to the side, resting on the ground untouched. It looked as if he had been about to draw it but had not in time. I crouched down and checked for a pulse in his neck.

There was none.

Larale knelt beside the next one, a few paces farther up the path. He was the same—dead before he could fight back. She looked at me, her face tight.

“Whatever hit them was fast,” she said quietly.

By the time we reached the next landing, more bodies were waiting. A cluster of priests who looked as if they had made a stand here—seven, by my count. Whatever power the attackers carried had overwhelmed them before their harmony could take hold.

The air crackled around us. It felt strange, as if there was some other influence pushing against me. Fabrications. The attackers’ weapons. I could feel them now—that particular buzzing irritation that was unlike anything the Guild used. Fae-touched, Marta had called them.

It occurred to me that my mind was growing hazy. At first, I thought it was the pain from my ankle, but increasingly, I started to think it was the faint trace of smoke drifting through the tunnels.

I tapped on the ukelin and created a compact shielding around myself. A simple chording form, but a necessary one. Until I had a better idea about what was pushing on me and why, I needed a way of protecting myself.

Larale had stopped beside one of the fallen priests. Not dead—I could see the faint rise and fall of his chest. She was already pulling supplies from her satchel.

“Go,” she said without looking up. “There are more wounded back down the path. I passed them on the way up. I’ll work my way back to them.”

“Larale—”

“This is what I do, Silas. You go stop whatever’s happening up there. I’ll keep as many alive down here as I can.” She met my eyes briefly. “Partners. Different jobs.”

I nodded and kept climbing alone.

My ankle gave out three turns later.

I went down hard, catching myself on my hands, the ukelin clattering away across the stone floor. The impact jarred through my wrists, my elbows, my shoulders. For a long moment I just lay there, face pressed against cold rock, breathing in the dust and ancient air.

Get up. People are dying.

My body didn’t move.

Get up.

Still nothing.

I thought about Leo. About the way he’d slipped into the dissonance, becoming something more than human. About his last words to me: Trust the Song, Silas. It’ll guide you where you need to go.

The Song was trying to guide me. But my body was failing.

I reached for the ukelin. Dragged it back toward me. Pressed my forehead against the cool wood of its body.

And I listened.

Not to the bells. Not to the battle above. To something deeper—the fundamental rhythm Leo had taught me to hear. The heartbeat of the world.

It pulsed through me, slow and steady. Ancient. Eternal. Indifferent to pain, to fatigue, to the small struggles of one damaged Hunter.

But not indifferent to purpose.

I felt something shift. The Song recognized what I was trying to do—recognized the intention behind my struggle. And it responded, not by healing me, not by taking away the pain, but by showing me how to move with it instead of against it.

I got up, and even though my ankle still hurt and the exhaustion still dragged at me, now I could feel the pattern of my own limitations and adjust as needed. Step here, where the stone was slightly raised, to minimize impact. Breathe here, in this rhythm, to maximize efficiency. Move like this, using the wall for support without slowing down.

It wasn’t elegant. It wasn’t fast. But it was sustainable.

I kept climbing.

Above me, the bells rang with renewed urgency. Not steadiness. Desperation. The priests were calling for aid that would never come in time.

Unless I got there first.
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The final approach to the peak was a spiral carved into living rock.

Two Hollow guarded the entrance to the highest chamber. Their fabrications hummed with barely contained power.

I didn’t slow down.

The first guard was ready—I could see it in his stance, the way his weight settled onto his back foot in anticipation. He expected me to charge straight at him, the way any desperate rescuer would.

So I didn’t.

Three steps from engagement range, I dropped and slid, the stone scraping against my leathers as I passed beneath his prepared strike. His blade whistled through empty air above me. Before he could adjust, I was past him, coming up in a roll, wire already singing as it wrapped around his ankle from behind. One sharp pull and he went down hard, skull cracking against stone.

The second guard was smarter. He’d seen what happened to his partner and was already backing toward the door, fabrication raised. The air between us thickened with that isolating energy, trying to cut me off from the Song.

I answered with the ukelin. Not a chording form I’d learned at the Academy, but something newer—a sustained note that Leo had taught me, one that resonated with the Song itself rather than trying to impose upon it. The fabrication’s effect stuttered, confused by power it wasn’t designed to counter.

I closed the distance in two long strides. His blade came up in a desperate parry that I slipped beneath, then I drove my shoulder into his midsection. We went down together, tangled, his fabrication pressed between us. Its power surged, trying to latch on to me, but the harmony I’d summoned was still echoing through my body, and the fae-touched metal couldn’t find purchase.

My wire found his throat. He went still.

I was up and through the door before his body finished falling.

The chamber beyond opened up—massive, carved from living stone, with pillars reaching toward a domed ceiling painted with stars that seemed to glow with their own inner light. Lanterns blazed along the walls. At the far end, near an altar of white marble, the head priest I had met before was on his knees. Blood stained his white robes and ran down the side of his shaved head from a gash above his ear. His hands, always so still, trembled where they pressed against the marble floor. Around him, a ring of attackers closed in, their fabrications humming with that distinctive fae-touched energy.

And standing over him, hand raised to deliver a killing blow, was a man I recognized. He was older than the leader I’d killed, but with the same fanatic certainty in his eyes. The true commander.

“The Maestro sends his regards,” the man said, his voice carrying across the temple. “He thanks you for keeping the harmony techniques safe for so long. Now they belong to him.”

The Maestro wasn’t just rebuilding. He was expanding. Taking what the priests knew.

The head priest looked up, and even from this distance, I could see the defiance in his ancient eyes. “The harmony was never yours to take. It exists to contain, not to control.”

“Contain what?” The commander laughed. “The gates are already opening. Your little protections, your sacred songs—they mean nothing now. When the fae return in force, only those with the power to command them will survive.”

He raised his hand high, and I saw the fabrication he held—larger than any I’d encountered, its surface writhing with patterns that hurt to look at. “The Maestro has negotiated the terms. When the gates open, humanity will take its rightful place among the fae. Not as servants. As partners.”

“The fae don’t take partners,” the priest said quietly. “They take subjects. Slaves. Food.”

“Old stories. Old fears.” The commander smiled. “The world is changing, priest. Those who cling to the old ways will be swept aside.”

The gates. The fae. Everything Marta had hinted at, everything I had sensed in the spaces between, was true. And the Maestro wasn’t just seeking power for its own sake. He had a larger plan.

I glanced around. There had to be at least eight operatives in the chamber, arranged in a loose circle around the Elder. The commander made nine. Poor odds for a direct assault.

But I had advantages they didn’t expect.

I tapped on the ukelin in a soft, rhythmic pattern that shrouded me. I needed to give myself some time and try to ignore the pain in my ankle. I would have to fight my way through this.

Across from me, however, I could see it in the eyes of the priests that were here that they had started to realize several things:

First, I was here.

Second, I was not one of the attackers.

And third—most importantly—that the head priest had seen me, and something had changed in his expression. Recognition. Hope.

“The Song-listener,” he breathed. “Leo’s student.”

The commander whirled to face me. His eyes widened with recognition—and then narrowed with rage.

“You,” he snarled. “How many times must I kill you?”

“More than you’ve managed so far.” I stepped forward, drawing my spool of wire. “Tell your master the Guild’s reformation sends its regards.”

He laughed, but there was an edge of uncertainty in it now. “You think you can fight all of us? You could barely stand against me alone.”

“That was before.” I began to tap on the ukelin, not a single chording form but something I had been building toward throughout this entire journey. The Song-listening technique Leo had taught me, combined with the raw dissonance power I had used against the Maestro in Ibanar.

But refined now. Controlled.

I didn’t just listen to the Song. I became part of it.

And as the first notes of my chording form rang out, something extraordinary happened. The head priest, still kneeling and bleeding, began to hum. The surviving priests around the edges of the temple joined him. Their voices wove together in a harmony that was ancient and profound—the same harmony they used to contain whatever fae influence threatened this region.

My dissonance and their harmony. Oil and water. Chaos and order.

But Leo had shown me the truth, that they weren’t opposites. They were complementary. Two parts of the same greater Song.

I opened myself to their harmony and let it merge with my dissonance.

The effect was like nothing I had ever experienced. Power surged through me. It was not the raw, destructive force I had wielded against the Maestro, but something more refined. More focused. The Song seemed to sing through me, showing me exactly where each attacker stood, exactly how their fabrications worked, exactly how to unravel them.

I moved forward.

The priests’ soldiers were standing with blades unsheathed, and they arranged themselves into a line, as if they were going to have to fight.

No. They weren’t trying to fight through anything—they were creating a line in order to defend their charges.

If these attackers managed to fight their way through the guardians, what would they do?

Now I knew. They would take the priests’ knowledge. They would give it to the Maestro. And the gates he was trying to open would swing wide.

I couldn’t let that happen.

The commander’s fabrication flared, and the air between us crystallized into a wall of isolating force. But the combined harmony-dissonance flowing through me saw the wall for what it was—not solid, but a pattern. A song played in a key I could now understand.

I didn’t try to break through it. I harmonized with it, found the frequency that would make it resonate apart.

The wall shattered like glass made of frozen sound.

The commander’s eyes went wide. He hadn’t expected that. None of them had.

The first two attackers came at me together, their fabrications working in tandem to create overlapping fields of isolation. Standard tactics—if you couldn’t cut a Song-listener off from the dissonance individually, then overwhelm them with multiple sources.

But they’d trained against Guild techniques. Against chording forms that imposed patterns on the Song.

They hadn’t trained against someone who was part of the Song itself.

I felt their attack coming before they launched it, felt the fabrications drawing power and the moment they would release it. I was already moving, sliding between the two fields as they formed, letting the isolation pass me like water around a stone. My wire caught the first attacker across the face, blinding him. A sharp kick to the second’s knee dropped him within reach, and the wire finished what the kick had started.

Two down. Six plus the commander remaining.

They spread out to try to surround me, but the priests’ harmony was still flowing through me, showing me the temple’s geometry and the ways the sound bounced and echoed. I could feel where each attacker stood, even with my back turned.

The next three came as a wave. I met them with a sustained note on the ukelin—something offensive rather than a defensive shield. A frequency that resonated with the fae-touched metal of their fabrications. The devices screamed in their hands, suddenly too hot to hold. They dropped them, and in that moment of distraction, I was among them.

Bodies fell as I used my wire.

The remaining three hung back, uncertain. I could feel their fear in the Song—a discordant note that told me they were close to breaking.

The commander wasn’t afraid. He was gathering power, his fabrication glowing brighter than any I’d seen before. This was his final gambit.

“You can hear it, can’t you?” he said, his voice strained with effort. “The Song. What it really is. What it could be, if the gates were opened.”

“I hear what you want to use it for,” I answered. “Control. Domination. The same thing every tyrant wants.”

“Freedom,” he corrected. “From the chains the priests put on us. From the limitations of this isolated world.” The fabrication pulsed. “The Maestro understands. When the realms merge, everything changes. The old rules, the old powers—meaningless. Only those who’ve prepared will survive.”

“You call slavery to fae masters preparation?”

“I call it evolution.” He released the power he’d been gathering.

It was a massive wave of isolation that would have cut even Leo off from the Song. A technique refined over centuries, perfected through countless experiments. The ultimate counter to everything I’d learned.

The isolation washed over me—that suffocating force trying to cut me off from the Song, from the dissonance, from everything that gave me strength.

And it found nothing to grip.

Because I wasn’t fighting it anymore. The harmony and dissonance I’d channeled had left something behind—a way of being that existed beneath any technique, beneath any chording form. The Song wasn’t something I used. It was something I was.

The isolation passed through me like wind through an open window.

It met the combined power of ancient harmony and awakening dissonance, then it broke.

The fabrications shattered. Not one by one, but all at once. Every fae-touched device in the temple cracked and crumbled as the combined harmony-dissonance swept through them. The attackers cried out, clutching their heads, overwhelmed by a power they had never been designed to face.

Because they had prepared for Guild techniques. For chording forms. For dissonance.

They had not prepared for the priests’ ancient harmony joined with a Song-listener’s awakening power.

The commander stumbled backward, his eyes wide with something that might have been fear. His own fabrication—the most powerful in the temple—was flickering and dying.

I advanced on him, my song still flowing, the priests’ harmony still supporting me. The wire in my hands hummed with combined power.

“Tell the Maestro,” I said, my voice resonating with harmonics I’d never achieved before, “that the Guild’s reformation knows what he’s planning. Tell him we’ll be ready.”

I had him. The wire was alive in my hands, singing with the combined power of harmony and dissonance, and one flick would open his throat the way I'd opened a hundred throats before. The motion was so practiced it was barely a decision—muscle and memory and the cold arithmetic of threat elimination. A Hunter's reflex. End the danger. Move on.

My hands started the motion before I told them to.

But the merged power was still flowing through me, and it showed me something I hadn't expected. Not the commander's threat—his composition. The Song laid him open the way light through a prism reveals colors hidden in white. I could feel the architecture of him: the conviction that had hardened into something brittle, the fear running beneath it like a crack through stone, and deeper still—buried so far down he probably didn't know it was there—a thread of genuine grief. For the world he believed was dying. For the future he thought he was saving.

He was wrong. Catastrophically, murderously wrong. But the grief was real.

In Ibanar, I wouldn't have seen any of this. In Ibanar, I'd sung the Maestro's power apart with everything I had, meaning to destroy him utterly, and I'd felt nothing but the need to end the threat. That was the Guild's way—impose, control, eliminate. A Hunter didn't need to understand his target. He only needed to be stronger.

But this power—this thing the priests' harmony and my dissonance had built together—it didn't work that way. It didn't let me reduce a person to a target. It insisted on showing me the whole of what stood before me, the way the Song insisted on being heard rather than controlled.

I could still kill him. The power would let me. But it wouldn't let me do it without knowing exactly what I was destroying.

And that knowledge—that terrible, unwanted clarity—was the difference between what I'd been and what I was becoming.

“Go,” I said, lowering my wire. “Carry my message.”

The commander stared at me, disbelief written across his face. Then, without another word, he turned and fled into the shadows, toward whatever hidden passages had brought his people here.

Several of his agents tried to follow, but most couldn’t. Most lay unconscious or worse, scattered across the temple floor.

But the commander would survive. He would reach the Maestro, and my message would be delivered.

Whether that was wisdom or foolishness, only time would tell.

The priests’ harmony faded. My song died away. And I found myself standing in the aftermath of battle, exhausted in ways I’d never felt, surrounded by bodies and destruction and the lingering echoes of power.

The cost had been real. The temple was damaged, with cracks running through ancient pillars, lanterns shattered, the pool of sacred water churned to mud. Many priests had fallen. Many soldiers would never rise again.

But the head priest was alive. The knowledge was protected. And for the first time since leaving Ibanar, I felt like I understood what I was becoming.

Not just a Hunter. Not just a tool of the Guild.

Something new. Something that could bridge the gap between harmony and dissonance, between old ways and new.

Something Leo had been preparing me for all along.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The priests tended their dead and their wounded while I sat at the edge of the cavern, looking down upon Yur.

From this vantage, I was higher than I had ever been before, at least within the city. There was a glow and an energy, along with a distant bit of smoke that whispered upward, making everything seem smaller and a bit less substantial than before.

I don’t know how long I sat there before the head priest found me. Long enough for the worst of the trembling in my hands to stop. Long enough for the sweat to dry cold on my skin.

He settled beside me, his robes still stained with blood, but his hands folded and still once more. He flicked his gaze over to several of the soldiers that had regrouped. Not all had been slaughtered the way I had feared, though I suspected they had lost more than they had anticipated.

I had let the commander escape. The one person who could have told me everything about the fabrications and the Maestro’s plan—gone, carrying my message to his leader.

Perhaps that had been a mistake. Perhaps I should have killed him when I had the chance.

The old Silas would have. The Hunter who’d walked into Nyban’s office, who’d tracked targets across three countries without hesitation—that Silas wouldn’t have thought twice. Wire across the throat. Clean. Final. Professional.

But I wasn’t that person anymore.

In Ibanar, I’d nearly killed the Maestro. Had meant to kill him, had sung his power apart with everything I had, with raw fury and righteous certainty. And he’d survived anyway, to flee north, to rebuild, to send these Hollow against the priests. My killing intent had accomplished nothing except to prove that I could become exactly what I’d been fighting against.

Tonight, I’d chosen differently, though not out of weakness. I could have ended him, and we both knew it. But I’d let him go. Let him carry my message. Let him live with the knowledge that someone who could have killed him had chosen not to.

Maybe that was foolish. Maybe he’d return with a larger force, better prepared. Maybe my mercy would cost lives.

I thought of the dead soldiers I’d passed on the climb up. The priests who’d made their stand and lost. If the commander returned, there would be more bodies on the stone. More weapons undrawn. More people who never had the chance to fight back. And that blood would be on my hands—the hands that had chosen to let him walk away.

Mercy isn’t weakness, I told myself. But some part of me wondered whether the people who’d died tonight would agree.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted in me during that final moment. That the Song had whispered of another way. Leo had taught me to listen, and what I’d heard wasn’t telling me to kill him. It was telling me to let him carry the truth.

The Maestro would know, now, that his enemies weren’t just fighting back. They were becoming something he didn’t understand.

Whether that was wisdom or weakness, only time would tell.

If nothing else, I had stopped an attack on the priests, I had disrupted an attempt to steal the power and the connections within the city. I had managed to change the dynamics here. And I’d done it without becoming the thing I was fighting.

That had to count for something.

Not that I wanted to be a part of any sort of attack.

“You did well, child,” the head priest said.

“Still ‘child’?”

“After what you did tonight, perhaps not. You have begun to see something different.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“You have begun to see that there are other powers in the world, and other ways the world has worked.”

“And you have begun to learn,” he added, “that mercy and ruthlessness aren’t opposites. They’re tools, like any other. Wisdom is knowing which one to use.”

“I knew that there were other dangers in the world,” I said. “Honestly, I’m not terribly surprised by the fact that you were targeted, especially if you had something of power.”

“Oh, we do, and we have for a very long time.”

I waited for him to say more. Something in his tone told me he was ready to share more than he had before.

“What we protect,” the priest said slowly, “is not a thing. It is a technique. A way of singing that can seal the spaces between our world and… elsewhere.”

“The fae realm.”

He inclined his head. “You have heard the name. Good. Then you understand something of what we face.”

“Marta told me about the gates. About the fabrications and how they’re made from fae-touched materials. But I don’t understand what the Maestro wants with your techniques.”

“To pervert them.” The priest sighed heavily. “Our harmony seals the gates. Closes the spaces between. But any power can be inverted. Instead of sealing… one could open. Instead of containing… one could release.”

A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the mountain air.

“He wants to open the gates,” I said.

“He wants to control what comes through them. The fae are powerful, but they can be bound—if one knows the songs. Our songs were created to bind them, to seal them away. But the same principles…”

“Could bind them to serve him instead.”

“Yes.” The priest looked out at the city, at the lights of the celebration still flickering far below. “The gates are opening across the realm, child. Not just here. Everywhere. The barriers that have protected humanity for centuries are weakening. And your former Maestro sees this not as a catastrophe but as an opportunity.”

“The commander said something before the battle,” I said slowly. “That the Maestro had negotiated terms. That when the gates open, humanity would take its place among the fae. As partners.”

The priest’s expression darkened. “Partners. Yes, that is what the Maestro believes. It is what makes him more dangerous than a simple conqueror. He thinks he can bargain with forces that have consumed civilizations older than ours.”

I processed this. Everything made a terrible kind of sense now. The Maestro’s obsession with power. His flight to the north. The attack tonight.

“You said you protected techniques,” I said. “Are there… Could you teach me? Not the full harmony—I understand that’s sacred. But enough to help fight what’s coming?”

The priest studied me for a long moment. In the starlight, his eyes seemed even more knowing.

“You have already begun to learn,” he said. “Tonight, when your song joined with ours, that was not something we gave you. That came from within. From your connection to the Song itself.”

“Leo’s teaching.”

“Perhaps he understood more than most. His student may understand even more, in time.” The priest reached into his robes with those long, unhurried fingers and withdrew something small — a crystal, roughly the size of my thumb, that glowed with faint inner light. “This is a memory stone. It contains the essence of our most basic containment harmony. Not enough to seal a gate, but perhaps enough to help you recognize one. And to slow what comes through.”

I took the stone carefully. It hummed against my palm, warm and strangely comforting.

“Take this knowledge to Ibanar,” the priest said. “To Nyban and the reformation. They must know what the Maestro truly seeks. And they must prepare.”

“I will. But first…” I hesitated. “First I need to find Leo. He disappeared after we defeated the Maestro, and I think… I think he knows more about all this than anyone. If I can find him, if I can learn what he knows…”

The priest nodded slowly. “Yes, he is the one who walks in the spaces between. He would know. He has walked those paths for longer than you might imagine.”

“You’ve met him, then? Personally?”

“He has visited the priests before.” The priest paused. “If you seek him, trust the Song. It will guide you as it guided you here.”

“How? How do I follow someone who can vanish into the dissonance itself?”

“You have already begun.” The priest smiled slightly. “Tonight, you sang with us. You bridged harmony and dissonance in a way that has not been done for generations. That connection is how you will find him. Listen to the Song, and it will show you where he waits.”

He seemed certain, and it meant that somehow they knew.

And at this point, considering the fact that I had no real answer as to how they knew or what it meant, I decided that perhaps it didn’t matter.

“Now I guess I have to follow the path of the priests back down,” I said, not looking forward to it. My ankle throbbed, and there was a devastating pain in it. I wondered if maybe it was more damaged than just a sprain. I could have broken something.

“You will be escorted down,” he said.

“Maybe one of your soldiers could carry me,” I muttered.

He offered me a small smile. “I doubt such a thing will be necessary.” He stood and brushed off his robes. “You have served well, child. May you continue to serve well.”

He turned to go. I don’t know what made me ask — perhaps it was the memory stone warm in my pocket, or the knowledge that I might never return here. But the word came out before I could stop it.

“What’s your name?”

He paused, and for the first time, something like surprise crossed his lined face. Then he smiled — not the measured, patient smile I’d grown accustomed to, but something warmer.

“Ketho,” he said.

With that, he headed back into the temple.

For a moment, I sat there alone, lingering at the overlook. Then several soldiers came. I got up, leaned on my good leg, and looked down at the path of the priests.

The soldiers guided me down the trail to where an elevator waited.

“Well, maybe I should thank the gods for this,” I said.

The priests’ soldiers didn’t say anything.

I followed them into the elevator and took it down, where Celebrants were still waiting. Smoke drifted from nearby lanterns, carrying a distinct, potent smell that radiated around me.

“Thanks for the ride, gentlemen,” I said.

I hobbled forward and fought my way through the crowd, knowing exactly where I was going to go. It took a long time to weave through the city. The bells continued to ring, but they had a different sense to them now, and not any sort of urgency the way they had before. Now it was almost as if it was a celebration rather than a warning, or even a countdown.

By the time I reached Marta’s shop, I let out a slow sigh and hoped that she would still be there. Thankfully, lights were glowing in the windows, and when I knocked, the door opened.

Larale was already inside. She must have made her way down from the mountain while I’d been sitting with Ketho—she’d had a head start, having split off to tend the wounded long before the battle at the peak was over.

She frowned when she saw me.

“Ankle injury,” I said. “I stopped the attack on the priests.”

“You made it to the peak?” she asked. “I saw the bodies on the way up—I wasn’t sure you’d get through.”

“Barely did. But the head priest is alive. The knowledge is safe.”

“Needed to be there. Couldn’t have them thinking the Guild was involved.”

She slipped my arm around her shoulders and guided me inside. The counter was covered with an assortment of different powders and oils.

“What’s going on here?” I asked.

“Just working with Marta,” she said. “I think I’m going to stay here, when you go.”

“That’s good.”

“Is it?” She regarded me, and there was a look in her eyes that made me wonder if she was curious whether I would try to keep her from staying.

But I couldn’t. Not when this was the right place for her, not when this was the right thing for her to do.

“It’s good,” I said.

“I thought you might argue,” she said quietly. “When we started this journey, you would have. You would have insisted on escorting me all the way back to Ibanar, mission complete, duty fulfilled.”

“When we started this journey, I didn’t understand much of anything.”

She smiled. “Neither did I. I thought I was running from something. Turns out I was running toward something. This place, Marta, the work here… This is what I was meant to do, Silas. I can feel it.”

“You’ve grown.”

“So have you. You’re not the same closed-off Hunter who collected me from that village. You listen now. Really listen—not just to sounds, but to people. To the Song, whatever that means.”

“Leo’s teaching,” I said. “And yours, in a way. You made me think about why I was doing things. Not just how.”

She nodded slowly. “What will you do now? Return to Ibanar?”

I thought about the priest’s words. About the memory stone in my pocket. About the message I needed to deliver.

“Eventually. But first… I need to find Leo. He knows things. About the gates, about the fae, about everything that’s coming. I can’t fight this without understanding it, and he’s the only one who can help me understand.”

“How will you find someone who can disappear into the dissonance?”

“The priests said to trust the Song. They said it would guide me.” I managed a half smile. “I’ve gotten better at listening.”

Larale was quiet for a moment. Her hands — steadier than they’d been on the road out of Ibanar, and stained now with different colors than before, Marta’s dyes and tinctures layered over the old marks — reached into her healer’s pouch and withdrew a small vial.

“Take this. I’ve made more, but this batch is special. Mixed with some of Marta’s techniques. It’ll protect you from fae-touched effects better than anything else I can make.”

“Larale—”

“Take it.” Her voice was firm. “You saved the priests. You saved this city. And wherever you’re going next, you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

I took the vial. Our fingers touched briefly, and I felt something pass between us—respect, perhaps. Or the beginning of friendship, forged in the fires of a shared journey.

“Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

“Thank you for bringing me here. For not giving up on me when I made things difficult. For becoming someone worth knowing.”

She sat me down in a chair and examined my ankle. While she did, Marta made quick work of gathering a few items, and then brought out a steaming mug of tea, which she slipped into my hands.

The last time she’d offered me tea, I hadn’t drunk it. Maybe I should hesitate now, but I didn’t. I took a sip and immediately felt the pain beginning to drift away.

“Thank you,” I said to them both.

“Well, doesn’t appear to be broken,” Larale said. “But you are going to bruise. I can bind it, but I think your best bet is to lay up here for a couple of days, or maybe even longer, to let it recover. I’m sure Marta wouldn’t mind if we stayed with her, especially since I’m going to be taking over the shop.”

I blinked open my eyes. My lids had gotten heavy, which suggested to me that whatever was in the tea was not only a pain reliever but some sort of a sedative. “You’re taking over?”

“I can’t keep running this place,” Marta said. “Not forever. The people of this neighborhood need a good healer.”

She moved to her workbench, where dozens of small clay pots sat in neat rows. Each one was labeled in a careful hand—Larale’s, I realized. She had already been organizing, cataloging, learning the inventory of this place.

“For a long time,” Marta continued, “I thought I would just keep working until I dwindled away. But then you come, and she has her natural ability, and I think that perhaps the gods were smiling on me. On all of us.”

“It’s more than natural ability,” Larale said quietly, not looking up from where she was binding my ankle. “Marta’s teaching me things I never knew existed. The way plants can work together, the way certain herbs strengthen others or counter their harmful effects. It’s like…” She paused, searching for words. “It’s like learning a language I was born to speak but never knew.”

“The Song has many voices.” Marta exchanged a glance with me—knowing, significant. “Some hear it through instruments. Some through the growing of things. The gift is the same, even if the expression differs.”

I thought about that. About the harmony the priests wielded. About Leo’s teachings. About the dissonance I had learned to channel. All of it was the same fundamental power, expressed in different ways.

And now Larale was finding her own expression through the simple, profound act of helping things heal rather than through combat or ancient techniques.

“The Maestro’s people used fabrications for healing,” I said slowly. “Metal devices that closed wounds without understanding them.”

“I remember,” Larale said, her voice tight.

“But you’re learning something different. Something that works with the body instead of forcing it.”

“Marta says that’s the key.” Larale tied off the bandage with practiced efficiency. “You can’t force healing any more than you can force growth. You can only create the conditions that let it happen. Support what wants to mend. Remove what blocks it.”

“Sounds like something Leo would say.”

“Maybe wisdom sounds the same regardless of who speaks it.”

Marta brought over another cup—this one for Larale—and settled into a chair across from us, her stained fingers wrapped around her own mug. The shop was warm, fragrant with dried herbs, lit by the soft glow of oil lamps. It felt safe in a way I hadn’t experienced since leaving Ibanar.

“There’s something else,” Larale said after a moment. “Something I wanted to tell you before you leave.”

I waited.

“The fabrications they gave me weren’t just for healing. Some of them could hurt people. Make them talk. Make them compliant.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I used them. More than once.”

The confession hung in the air between us. I could see the shame in her face, the fear that I would judge her, reject her, see her as something less than human.

“I know,” I said quietly.

Her head snapped up. “You knew?”

“I suspected. The way you reacted to certain things. The guilt you carried.” I shrugged. “I’m a Hunter, Larale. I’ve done worse than you could imagine, and I did it believing I was serving something righteous. We’ve all made choices we regret.”

“But how do you live with it?”

“You don’t ignore it,” I said. “You don’t pretend it didn’t happen. But you also don’t let it define you. You learn from it. You choose differently, going forward.” I gestured at the shop around us. “This is you choosing differently. This is you becoming who you want to be instead of who you were forced to be.”

Tears were streaming down her face now, but she was smiling—a fragile, uncertain expression that looked like it might break at any moment.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For understanding. For not…”

“For not what? Condemning you? Judging you?” I shook my head. “We’ve traveled together for weeks. I’ve seen who you are when no one’s watching. The person who shared her supplies when we were short. Who stayed up nights treating wounds when she could have slept. Who stood beside me in the baths when she could have run.” I met her eyes. “That’s who you are, Larale. Not who you were. Who you are.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You’ve changed too, you know. The Hunter I met wouldn’t have said any of that.”

“The Hunter you met didn’t know how much he had to learn.”

Marta was watching us with a small smile—the expression of someone who understood that she was witnessing something important, even if she didn’t know all the details.

“Rest now,” she said. “Both of you. Tomorrow is soon enough to think about what comes next.”

Distantly, I was aware of the sound of the bells, and as before, it still felt like some sort of celebration. And maybe it was.

“The gods, you say?” I asked Marta.

“Oh yes. The gods. And maybe you did your service as well. That might be why they smile on you.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. It was difficult to feel as if anybody smiled on me, but right now, maybe the only thing that really mattered was that the pain was easing, fatigue was claiming me, and I had prevented the Guild from getting embroiled in something they were not meant to be a part of.

But even as sleep pulled at me, I knew this was bigger than the Guild. Bigger than the reformation. The Maestro was out there, gathering power, waiting for the gates to open. And Leo was out there too, somewhere in the spaces between, holding knowledge that could change everything.

Maybe I did serve the gods.

But why did it feel like I still had more to do?

I suppose because I did.

I had come here looking for a place for Larale, thinking that I could help her get settled, and maybe even established. I had not expected to find purpose.

But perhaps that was what Leo had anticipated when he had said that I would. He had known something I had not, and I was left wondering if perhaps that might be all that mattered.

I had found myself, even if I wasn’t sure what that might mean.

I could ensure that the Guild served the way that it needed to. And I could ensure that those who did not serve the Guild, did not.

I would rest and recover. I would take advantage of this place, of Marta and Larale’s healing, and I suppose the comforts here.

And then I would find Leo.

Because I had questions about what he was involved in, what I would do, and how I could serve.

And beyond that, I wondered about Asarina. She had been left in Ibanar when I departed, and told to work with Nyban, to help with the reformation. By now she would have had weeks to establish herself, to build connections, to navigate the complex politics of a Guild tearing itself apart.

What would she think when she heard about what happened here? Would she approve of my choices—the mercy, the brutality, the uncertain balance between them?

Would she even still be in Ibanar when I returned? Or would the factions within the Guild have made her position untenable?

Too many questions. Not enough answers.

But that was tomorrow’s problem. Tonight, I would rest.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


I stood at the eastern gate of Yur as dawn broke over the mountains.

The city looked different in the morning light. Softer, somehow. The celebration had ended hours ago, and now the streets were quiet, the citizens sleeping off the night’s festivities. Smoke still drifted from lanterns here and there, but the frantic energy of the bells had faded into peaceful silence.

Two days I had rested in Marta’s shop, letting my ankle heal and my strength return. Two days of conversation with Larale, of learning what little could teach me about fae-touched materials, of preparing for a journey whose destination I didn’t know.

Now it was time to go.

“You’re sure you won’t stay longer?” Larale asked. She stood beside me, wrapped in a healer’s apron, already looking more at home than she ever had during our journey. “Your ankle⁠—”

“Is good enough.” I shifted my weight to prove the point. It still ached, but I could walk. I could run if I needed to. “I’ve stayed too long already. Every day I delay, the Maestro grows stronger.”

“And Leo gets farther away?”

“Maybe. Or maybe he’s been waiting for me this whole time.” I reached into my pocket and touched the memory stone the priest had given me. It hummed against my fingers, warm and reassuring. “The priests said to trust the Song. That it would show me where he is.”

“Do you trust it?”

I considered the question. Two weeks ago—two days ago, even—I might have hesitated. The Song was Leo’s teaching, and Leo had manipulated me, tested me, used me for purposes I still didn’t fully understand.

But he had also believed in me and trusted me to make the right choices when they mattered. And everything he’d taught me—every lesson about listening, about harmony and the spaces between—had proven true.

“Yes,” I said finally. “I trust it.”

Larale nodded. “Then go. Find him. Learn what you need to.”

She paused, and I saw something shift in her expression—the courage it took to say what came next.

“When you find him… when you learn whatever you need to learn… come back. Not for me. Not as an obligation.” She met my eyes steadily. “But because you’re the first person in a long time who saw me as something other than a tool or a burden. And I’d like the chance to return the favor someday.”

“Larale—”

“I’m not asking you to stay. I know you have to go. I’m asking you to remember that there’s someone here who believes in what you’re becoming.” She gave me a sad smile. “That’s all.”

I didn’t know what to say. The Hunter I’d been wouldn’t have known how to receive such words. Would have deflected, or ignored them, or filed them away as irrelevant to the mission. But I wasn’t him anymore.

“I’ll remember,” I said. And meant it.

She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me—brief, fierce, unexpected. I felt her trembling slightly, felt the goodbye in the way she held on for just a moment too long before letting go.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything.”

“Thank you for becoming who you are. For showing me that change is possible.”

She stepped back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Go on, then. Before I change my mind and try to keep you here.”

“You couldn’t keep me if you tried.”

“I know.” Her smile was bright and alive in a way I’d never seen from her before. “That’s one of the things I like about you. You’re too stubborn to save.”

I laughed—actually laughed, something I hadn’t done in longer than I could remember. “Coming from you, that’s practically a compliment.”

“It was meant to be.” She stepped back, one hand raised in farewell. “Trust the Song, Silas. And don’t get killed before you find out what Leo knows.”

“I’ll do my best.”

I turned and walked through the gate, leaving Yur behind.

The road stretched before me, winding down from the mountain terraces toward the lowlands. I had no map, no guide, no clear destination. Only the Song and the faint, persistent sense that Leo was out there somewhere, waiting for me to find him.

I closed my eyes and listened.

At first, there was nothing. Just the ordinary sounds of morning. Birds calling, wind rustling through the trees, my own footsteps on the packed-earth road. But beneath that, if I listened carefully…

There. A thread of something. Not sound exactly, but something that felt like sound. A whisper in the dissonance. A hint of harmony where none should exist.

Leo.

It was impossibly faint, like trying to follow a single candle flame across miles of darkness. But it was there, and as I focused on it, as I let my consciousness expand the way Leo had taught me, the thread grew stronger. Clearer.

Not words. Not direction, exactly. But a sense of presence. A knowledge that if I kept following, if I kept listening, I would eventually find him.

Trust the Song. It’ll guide you where you need to go.

I opened my eyes and started walking.

The road would take me east, toward the lowlands and eventually back toward Ibanar. But Leo wasn’t in the city. The thread led… elsewhere. North, perhaps. Or to places that weren’t on any map—the spaces between, the thin places where the fae gates were opening.

I thought about what lay ahead. The Maestro, rebuilding his power in the north. The gates, weakening across the realm. Nyban and Asarina in Ibanar, trying to hold together a Guild that wanted to tear itself apart.

And Leo, somewhere in the dissonance, knowing things that might change everything.

I thought about what I’d learned in Yur. The priests’ harmony. The hybrid power I’d discovered. The crystal humming in my pocket, containing knowledge I hadn’t yet begun to understand.

I thought about what I’d become. I was not just a Hunter anymore, or a tool of the Guild. I was something new, something that could bridge the gap between old powers and new, between harmony and dissonance, and mercy and ruthlessness.

I didn’t look back at Yur. The city had served its purpose—giving Larale a home, teaching me that the priests’ knowledge and my own power could work together, showing me the scope of what we faced.

Now it was time for the next part of the journey.

As I walked, the thread in the Song grew stronger. And somewhere in the spaces between, I could have sworn I felt a whisper of acknowledgment. A sense of approval.

Leo was waiting, and I was finally ready to find him.

The fight wasn’t over, but for the first time since I’d left Ibanar, I felt like I understood my place in it.

Not a Hunter following orders.

Not a weapon pointed at whatever target the Guild chose.

Something else. Someone who could hear the Song beneath all the noise.

And who was finally learning to sing along.


EPILOGUE


The message reached Ibanar three days after the failed attack on Yur.

Nyban read it twice, his face growing grimmer with each pass. Around him, the council chamber was unusually quiet, given the typical political tensions that filled every meeting.

“The priests?” Asarina asked. She had grown in the time since the Maestro’s fall, her presence more assured, her voice carrying the authority of someone who had helped reshape history. “They’re certain?”

“As certain as they can be.” Nyban set the message down. “The attackers were working for the Maestro. They came for the harmony techniques—the containment songs the priests use to seal the fae gates.”

“But they failed.”

“Thanks to Silas.” Nyban’s expression shifted into something between pride and concern. “He was there. Fought alongside the priests. Apparently developed some kind of combined technique, dissonance and harmony working together.”

Asarina’s eyebrows rose. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

“A lot of things shouldn’t be possible, like Leo walking between realities, the Maestro surviving what Silas did to him in the square, gates opening across the realm.” Nyban moved to the window, staring out at the city he was trying to protect. “The rules are changing, Asarina. Everything we thought we knew about power, about the Guild, about our place in the world—it’s all shifting.”

“And Silas? Where is he now?”

“Looking for Leo, according to the priests. He believes Leo knows more about what’s coming.” Nyban paused. “I’m inclined to agree. Leo always knew more than he let on. If anyone understands what the Maestro is really planning…”

“Should we send people to help? To find Leo, or to intercept the Maestro?”

Nyban shook his head slowly. “We don’t have the resources. The reformation is still fragile. Half our people would side with the Maestro if he returned tomorrow. We need to consolidate here, prepare for whatever’s coming, and hope that Silas finds what he’s looking for before it’s too late.”

Asarina moved to stand beside him. Outside, the city of Ibanar gleamed in the afternoon sun, beautiful and ordinary, its citizens unaware of the threats gathering beyond their walls.

“Do you think he can do it?” she whispered. “Find Leo? Stop whatever the Maestro is planning?”

“I think,” Nyban said slowly, “that Silas is the only one who might be able to. He has gifts we don’t fully understand. And Leo… Leo believed in him from the beginning. Trusted him to become something more than a Hunter.”

“Something more?”

“Something new.” Nyban turned from the window. “Spread the word to our allies. Quietly. The fae gates are opening. The Maestro is moving. And war—real war, not political maneuvering—is coming. We need to be ready.”

Asarina nodded, then left to carry out his orders. And Nyban returned to his vigil at the window, watching the city and wondering how long the peace would last.
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Far to the north, in a place where the mountains gave way to ice and the sun barely touched the horizon, another man received news of Yur.

The Maestro read the report with something that might have been amusement, if amusement could survive the depths of the cold that had settled into his soul.

“They failed,” his lieutenant said, clearly expecting rage. “The priests still have the techniques. And the Hunter—the one from Ibanar⁠—”

“Silas.” The Maestro’s tone was soft, almost gentle. “Yes. I know about young Silas.”

“Master?”

“Yur was but one piece.” The Maestro set the report aside and rose from his chair—slowly, carefully, his body still bearing the scars of what Silas had done to him in that square. The raw dissonance had torn something fundamental in him, something that was only now beginning to heal. “One small piece of a much larger design.”

He moved to the window of his northern sanctuary. Beyond the glass, the world was white and silent, but not empty. Here, in the far reaches where humanity rarely ventured, the gates were already opening. The spaces between were thinning, growing permeable, inviting what lay beyond to slip through.

“The fae are stirring,” the Maestro said. “They sense what’s coming. What I’m bringing.”

“The gates⁠—”

“Will open. All of them. Not one by one, as they’re doing now, but all at once. A great tide of power washing across the world.” The Maestro smiled, the cold, knowing expression holding no warmth. “The priests’ containment songs might slow it, but they can’t stop it. Nothing can stop it now.”

“And this Silas? The reformation? If they learn what you’re planning⁠—”

“Let them learn. Let them prepare. It won’t matter.” The Maestro turned from the window. “The boy is strong. Stronger than he knows. He sang my power apart in Ibanar. He merged harmony and dissonance in Yur. Given time, he might become a genuine threat.”

“Then we should move against him. Before⁠—”

“No.” The word was final, absolute. “Let him run. Let him search for Leo. Let him think he’s uncovering my plan.” The Maestro’s smile widened. “By the time he understands what’s really coming, it will be far too late.”

He returned to his chair and stared into the fire that burned in the ancient hearth. In its flames, he could almost see them—the shapes that moved in the spaces between. The intelligences that waited beyond the gates. The fae in their terrible glory, preparing for a return that would remake the world.

“Prepare the next phase,” he said. “Yur was a distraction. Now we begin the true work.”

The lieutenant bowed and departed, leaving the Maestro to sit alone with the knowledge that everything was proceeding exactly as he had foreseen.

In Ibanar, the reformation prepared for a war they didn’t understand.

Something ancient was stirring. Something that remembered a time before humans. Something that had been waiting, patient and vast and hungry, for the barriers to finally fall.

The Song continued.

But beneath it, a new melody was rising.

And nothing—not the Guild, not the priests, not even a young Hunter who could bridge harmony and dissonance⁠—

Nothing would be the same again.
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