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THE STORY SO FAR
A SUMMARY OF DRAGON MAGE





Part I: The Old Blood

In the fishing village of Anai, a boy named Aramon Raythe sat apart from the crowd, doing what he loved best: tying knots. Aram had always been different. Villagers called him odd, impossible to know. A child who struggled with reading people, who craved routines and patterns, and who saw the world in ways others could not. Literally.

To Aram's eyes, living creatures were surrounded by colored auras. He had never told this secret to anyone, fearing people would think him deranged. He had no friends, despite desperately wanting them. He also had no father. Darand Raythe had disappeared when Aram was small, and everyone in the village assumed he simply ran away. The only comfort Aram found was in the language of twine and ropes, the satisfying logic of knots.

The day the bard arrived, everything changed. Master Ebra's aura was blazing red, a color Aram had never seen on a person, and the bard singled out Aram’s knotwork as extraordinary. That night, Aram heard Master Ebra perform an ancient ballad about the hero Raginor and his battle against the Archons, demigods of immense power from a time before the Sundering when the world was split in half. Master Ebra's song was more than legend—it was a warning. Their Sundered world was in danger again.

Ebra took Aram and his only true friend, a teenage boy named Markus, under his protection. Markus was everything Aram was not: confident, physically capable, and effortlessly social. But Markus was also loyal, and when a gang of ruffians beat Aram bloody in the street, it was Markus who carried him to the healer. The two forged a friendship that would define both their lives.

Their time with the bard was cut short when Sergan Parsigal, a sorcerer of the Exilari Order, killed Master Ebra and took the boys captive. The Exilari were an order of mages who extracted essence from Gifted individuals and used it to fuel their own sorcery. Aram was the most powerful True Savant the Exilari had ever encountered. Markus was a natural Shield, immune to magic entirely, and was equally prized by the Order. Sergan put both boys in a wagon to transport them to the Exilari College at Karaqor.

On the way to the College, Sergan explained about the Veil that separated the two halves of their world. They lived in the half called the World Above, also known as Issia, where magic was all but extinct. Its mirror-world was called the World Below, or Pyrial, where magic was still abundant. Separating the two worlds was a Veil made of aether, and constructs called the Anchors of Heaven held the worlds apart. Between the worlds was a space called the void, inhabited by terrible creatures called therlings and void walkers.

In the night, their wagon was attacked by void walkers that had burst through a rupture in the Veil. With Markus’s help, Sergan fought off the creatures, which were attracted to Aram’s magic. One of them, an enormous void dragon, would have killed them had it not been for Markus’s magical immunity.

Upon their arrival at the Exilari College, Sergan began training Aram in magic while Markus trained as a Shield. Aram discovered that his magic only worked when someone else was in danger. Sergan, impatient and calculating, pushed the boy hard. When Aram failed to produce results, the leader of the Order remanded him to the cellars where the extraction chambers were located. There, the Exilari sorcerers harvested essence from living captives to fuel their own magic. Markus was told that Aram had died, so he never went looking for him.

Aram managed to survive the torture of the cellars. His resilience was not ordinary; his Auld heritage made him more durable than any human. The experience left marks that never fully healed.




Part II: The World Below

Four years after Aram's imprisonment in the cellars, Markus was a fully trained Shield, haunted by guilt. By chance, he found out that Aram was still alive. He planned a rescue with the help of his fellow students and nearly died getting Aram out of the cellars. They were almost captured, but Aram tore a rupture in the Veil between worlds, and he was snatched inside by the same void dragon that had attacked them on the road.

The void dragon flew Aram to the World Below. Weakened from his time in the cellars, Aram barely survived the journey. The void dragon set him down and then fell into the abyss of an enormous gorge, having expended the last of its strength. Aram was found by elderly failed Warden named Esmir, whose Champion had died under his watch. Esmir immediately recognized what Aram was: not just a Savant, but potentially a Champion, the first in four hundred years.

While Aram recovered his health under Esmir's care, a healer named Calise tended his emotional wounds. Calise was half-Auld, gifted with the ability to heal. She and her young dragon Zandril gave Aram warmth and support that no medicine could replicate.

Aram awoke to find that he had arrived in Skyhome, the vast fortress city carved into the cliffs of the gorge. From Skyhome’s eyries, dragon riders defended Pyrial against the Archon Kathrax, who sought to conquer the World Below with armies of void creatures. Aram found himself the subject of intense political conflict.

Some of Skyhome’s leadership wanted him trained immediately to be a Champion, others feared that he wouldn’t survive the Trials that were required to become one. Esmir believed in him though and convinced the Council that Aram should be trained.

Markus and Sergan were ordered to the World Below on a mission to extract magical essence from the half of the world where it still existed. They attacked an Anchor, one of the magical constructs holding the two worlds apart. During a battle, Aram and Markus were reunited, and Aram convinced the leaders of Skyhome to let Markus train to become his Warden.




Part III: Apprentice

Aram's training under Esmir was unlike anything at the College. Esmir had no patience for self-pity or excuses, but he was also the first adult who had ever truly believed in Aram. Under Esmir's instruction, Aram began to understand his magic as an extension of his lifelong love of knotwork. The strands of aether that composed reality were, to his eyes, a vast and infinitely complex system of interlocking knots, and he was a natural. His Gift was not just the ability to manipulate aether but to perceive it in color, giving him information no other mage had access to.

Aram trained hard every day so that he could survive the Trials to become a Champion. He didn’t have a choice, because it was the only way his magic could be unlocked, so that he could use it at any time and not just when someone was in danger. The thought of the Trials terrified Aram, for he knew that very few people survived intact. Aram practiced relentlessly, battling not only skill deficits but the particular difficulties of his own mind.

Meanwhile, Sergan Parsigal had not been idle since Markus's escape. He had teamed up with an enemy sorceress who was hunting Aram for the Archon Kathrax.

Aram found himself in the middle of an evolving tragedy: Elesium, the beautiful and magical horses of the plains, had been butchered by Kathrax’s minions. Terribly saddened, Aram promised a surviving stallion that he would find the people who did it.

After months of preparations, Aram at last undertook the Trials and barely survived. He was now a Champion, his magic unlocked. Markus pledged himself to Aram and became his Warden.




Part IV: Champion

While Aram recovered from the Trials, Markus bonded a dragon of his own, Siroth. But there was no dragon for Aram because Champions could only bond Greater Dragons, and the last one had been lost to the Void four hundred years before when Esmir’s Champion Daymar was captured by the Exilari. That dragon, Agaroth, had become a void dragon—the same one who had saved Aram then fell into the abyss of the gorge. Determined to find him, Aram descended into the depths of the gorge. There, he found Agaroth and saved his life by offering the dragon his own essence to recover.

During a banquet, Aram met Calise on the terrace of Skyhome and told her that her freckles were beautiful, a gesture that earned him a kiss. Later that night, he learned that his father, Darand Raythe, had been a Wingmaster of Skyhome and would-be Champion who fought the Archon Kathrax. He had returned from the World Above to lead the defense of the Greenwood and was killed when his dragon fell. This revelation—that his father had not abandoned him but died trying to protect the world—reshaped everything Aram had believed about himself and his origins.

The Archon Kathrax began marshaling his forces in earnest. His armies, bolstered by Exilari sorcerers and therlings, swept across the World Below. Skyhome mobilized for open war. Aram, as Pyrial’s new Champion, found himself leading the fighting Wings.

The final battle was fought on a wide plain where Skyhome's combined forces battled the armies of Kathrax. Aram fought on dragonback with Agaroth, and for the first time, he faced an Archon directly. Markus was nearly killed, and could no longer fight, so Esmir came to stand at Aram’s side. What defeated Kathrax was not force but perception: Aram's ability to see the strands of aether in color allowed him to find the threads of Kathrax's being and to unravel him from the world. The Archon fell.

They were attacked on the battlefield by Sergan, armed with a Baelsword. He nearly killed Aram, but Agaroth spewed flames upon him. In the end, there wasn’t even a corpse left of him. Sergan was simply gone.

The victory was not clean. Lives were lost, the world was changed, and the war was not over. More Archons remained, and the Exilari were still ascendant in the Empire, led by the Archon Logarin. But Pyrial was saved, at least for now.




Epilogue

In the early hours before dawn, Aram walked through the empty streets of Hearth Home with Markus and Calise at his sides. He carried a long bundle wrapped in dark cloth: the Baelsword of Kathrax that had consumed his father’s soul. He brought it to a swordsmith’s forge and cast the Baelsword in. As the blade melted, the souls imprisoned within it escaped in a rush of hot wind, and Aram felt his father's spirit finally pass free.

Above them, Agaroth's beacon fire blazed from the Heights of Skyhome, visible for miles in every direction: a signal to all the world that a Great One and his Champion watched over them. For the first time in four hundred years, the world was at peace. But they all knew, without saying it, that peace would not last.

The road ahead would be hard and long.


PRINCIPLE CHARACTERS


Aramon (Aram) Raythe — A young man of Auld descent raised in the World Above, now Champion of Pyrial. His gift allows him to see and manipulate the strands of aether in color. His dragon, Agaroth the Red, is the last Greater Dragon.

Markus Galliar — Aram's Warden and closest friend, a True Impervious who cannot be touched by magic. Raised in Anai alongside Aram, he is Aram's physical protection and emotional anchor. His black dragon is Siroth.

Calise Andar — Aram’s beloved, a half-Auld healer with the rare ability to sense and heal injury and illness. Her golden dragon is Zandril.

Esmir Revin — A failed Warden who lost his Champion. He found Aram and became his mentor.

Sergan Parsigal — The Exilari sorcerer who first captured Aram and Markus, immolated by Agaroth in the Battle of Eranor.

Logarin — An Archon posing as the Revered Master of the Exilari Order, Evanar Valeda.

Kathrax — The Archon defeated by Aram at the end of Book One.

Luvana Elegar — The Dedicant Mother of Skyhome and head of the Council.


PROLOGUE


Every night, Logarin dreamt of the dragons he had lost.

First, there had been mighty Laranth, cobalt and ferocious, a true sovereign of the skies, who had ruled the eyries of Iranor with justice and fury until his uncompromising morals had rendered him a liability. Then, there had been gentle Nandril, who loved him selflessly. His betrayal had destroyed her, hardening her flesh to stone and smothering her flames. He had wept. Oh, how he had wept! But his heartbreak had not gone so far as regret, and so he had weathered her loss, for she was just one of numberless victims of his desperation.

After Nandril, Logarin had vowed never to forge another soul-bond. Humans were not meant to outlive the dragons who cherished them. But he was only half-human, and the part of him that was greater than human had endured. For Laranth and Nandril, he would forever grieve, forever despair. And he was not foolish enough to believe that any living dragon would ever again choose to bond him.

He was the enemy of their kind. It wasn’t the role he would have chosen for himself, but rarely does fate ask permission before intruding upon a life. He was not proud of what he had become, but he took pride in his purpose. And he would be prouder still when that purpose was actualized.

Stepping out of the shadows of the unlit corridor, Logarin abandoned the protective shroud of anonymity afforded him by the darkness. He lingered in the doorway, letting his eyes accustom themselves to the wavering candlelight. Then, lowering his cowl, he strode forward. The murky chamber he entered was oppressive, the gloom seeping into him like fouled water, filling him with a kind of dread he hadn’t felt in many hundreds of years, not since the last time he’d set foot in this cursed place. The damp cold of the mountain had settled into his joints, hampering his stride, and he limped like a lame old man toward the place prepared for him at the table of his peers.

As he walked, Logarin felt the judgmental eyes of his brothers upon him, stabbing into his flesh like accusatory spikes. He took a seat without a word of greeting and spread his hands upon the table’s cool surface, a solid slab of fine-grain onyx, its translucent layers backlit by a haunting, mercurial light. Logarin glanced around the table, searching the silhouettes before him for familiar features. He was curious about what his brethren looked like, for it had been millennia since he had last seen their faces. One and all, the children of Senestra had grown old. They had gone their separate ways, forging their own paths toward their collective destiny.

The light in the chamber intensified, exposing faces that were unrecognizable. Though they were not all old in body, like himself, those gathered around the table were ancient in spirit, their eyes clouded by years and by the darkness of their deeds. Too long had they bided in the shadows, the heavy grinding wheel of time gradually wearing them away. They could not endure much longer, he feared. After so many centuries, time was finally catching up with them. Their lives had already stretched thin, long past the extremity of mortal years.

“Logarin.”

He turned to regard the gaunt old man seated next to him. “How long has it been, Vissar?”

“A while.” His brother’s voice sounded like air wheezed through reeds. “Centuries.”

The last time the children of Senestra had met in the flesh had been before Erok had cleaved the world in half, before the aethereal Veil had separated them from each other and their goals. But now, thanks to their brother Mirak, movement had been restored between the two halves of their broken world. It was a glorious victory, the culmination of hundreds of years of war and treachery. After millennia, all five remaining brothers were at last reunited.

The light shifted, and silence fell over their gathering like a shroud drawn over the dead.

The youngest of his brothers, Shirkan, rose from his seat and swept his gaze around the chamber. He wore no expression and displayed no reaction to the sight of their faces, some distorted by age, others hidden beneath the false façade of youth. Logarin only recognized his brother Alessir from the signet ring he wore on the small finger of his left hand, for Alessir had cloaked himself in the comely flesh of a young woman. Catching him staring, Alessir flashed Logarin a coy smile, winking playfully.

Shirkan addressed them, his voice strong. “So strange to see us gathered here together—all of us that remain. Once, we thought ourselves immortal. We learned differently when our brother Draxel fell in battle, slain by the Worldsunderer Erok.”

Shirkan paused for a moment, bowing his head as though in remembrance. “And now our brother Kathrax has also fallen. Where once we were seven, we are now but five. All because of you.” Shirkan turned to fix Logarin with a blistering glare. “You, Brother, let one with an elder soul slip through your fingers. Your failure has brought us to this crux.”

Logarin felt the accusatory eyes of his brothers searing into him. Glancing around the table, he took in each of their faces separately. “It was impossible to know at the time that Aramon Raythe would have the fortitude to become a Champion. I accept no blame.”

Shirkan dismissed his words with a wave of his hand. “Our brother Kathrax is no more, yet the soul who destroyed him persists. This Champion’s power waxes and will only grow stronger. He must be destroyed before he matures into his full potential.”

“I’ll deal with him,” growled Logarin.

His brother, Vissar, glowered. “You had him in the palm of your hand, yet still you lost him.”

“I could not possibly have known what I had at the time,” Logarin said. “No one foresaw this. Not one of you. We all thought the blood of Ahn had been wrung from the world. But now we know better. I will use his heart to imprison him.”

“This Champion is too dangerous to cage,” said Vissar. “He must be put down.”

Logarin snorted. “Champions have arisen before, and we have defeated each one. This Champion is no different. He can be contained. He can be controlled.”

Across the table, their eldest brother cleared his throat, and all fell silent. Hands steepled before him, Mirak lifted his gaze. His body was swathed in a thick embroidered robe woven of golden thread that glittered in the candlelight, and his long black hair fell in a thin braid to his waist. His face seemed graven from marble, a visage that only a handful of living mortals had ever looked upon.

“The Web of Ages stirs in a way I have not felt since the Sundering,” His voice was little more than a resonant whisper. “Be cautioned: this Champion is more than he seems.”

Vissar stiffened. “What are you saying, Brother?”

“It is my belief that his is an elder soul, perhaps as ancient as ourselves.”

Hissed exclamations of surprise rose from around the chamber. Cowled heads turned in Mirak’s direction, and even Alessir’s comely face tensed with concern.

“Do you agree, Logarin?” asked Vissar. “You are the only one of us who has encountered him in the flesh.”

Logarin paused, gathering his thoughts before answering. “I had my suspicions,” he said at last. “But I also had reason to doubt. When he came to me, Aramon Raythe was constrained by the bonds of the Auld Covenant, and he could not bind aether freely.”

“Well, he is constrained no longer,” snapped Shirkan. “Why would the Overseers release such a dangerous soul upon the world?”

“They didn’t,” said Mirak. “They were overpowered and defeated.”

His words were met by incredulity. Shirkan sank back into his seat, withdrawing into shadow. “Only a child of Ahn could defeat the Godless. But how is that possible?”

No one answered his question. For long moments, the five ancient brothers sat in silence, encased by the cold shadows of the chamber, their eyes fixed on the polished onyx table. It was a possibility none wished to consider.

“I’ll deal with him,” growled Logarin.

Mirak’s eyes locked on his. “Your agents have already proven they are not up to the task. If he was strong enough to defeat Kathrax⁠—”

“It wasn’t strength. It was luck. Kathrax was overconfident and allowed himself to be taken by surprise. I will not make the same mistake.”

When he first looked upon Aramon Raythe, Logarin had warned the boy that every day of his life would be a gift from him. Yet every gift came with a price, and now it was time to collect. He had driven a hook into the Aramon Raythe, inserting it deep. It was the kind of tether even a Champion could not dismiss. He pushed his chair back and rose from the table.

“I want him,” said Mirak softly.

Vissar caught his arm. “What if he finds the Path?”

Logarin scowled. “Unlikely.”

“But what if?”

Logarin swept his ancient gaze around the chamber, taking in the pale faces of his brethren one at a time. “We will work together. All five of us that remain. We will reclaim the World Below. We will destroy the stronghold of the dragonmen and defeat their Champion. We will crush his heart and break his spirit on the wheel of grief. When I’m done with him, Mirak, you may have what’s left.”


PART 1

AN ELDER SOUL




CHAPTER ONE




The wind sighed as it swept over the high red walls of the canyon, twisting through the ancient ring of standing stones that formed the training ground of the Henge. The gust tossed Aram Raythe’s reddish-brown hair back from his face and traced the bare, sweat-slicked skin of his back, making him shiver. He stood panting, every muscle ablaze with fire. He wiped sweat out of his eyes then glanced over his shoulder to where Markus stood with a wooden practice sword, readying himself to face their opponents. Catching his gaze, Markus flashed Aram a quick, exhausted smile.

Today they were working with two master swordsmen that Esmir had summoned from the far lands beyond the Senjian Waste. Aram’s brush with death during the Battle of Eranor had unsettled the old Warden, and he’d quickly determined that their fighting skills were in desperate need of honing. He sent to the Cadavanian School, requisitioning two sword masters trained in the Ilyrian tradition. A month later, masters Kwan and Omi arrived, two old but lithe warriors who had each spent centuries perfecting their swordcraft.

Master Omi raised his weapon, inviting Markus to engage. Markus brought his practice sword up, assuming a fighting stance as Aram moved into his Warden’s shadow. The two masters circled them slowly, pacing around the ring of standing stones. Their feet made no sound as they stalked the perimeter of the Henge over sand that was the same color as the surrounding cliffs. Aram tracked their motion with his eyes, cognizant that Esmir stood watching from the opposite side of the ring.

Master Omi attacked first, lashing out at Markus with a lightning-quick series of strikes that Markus was hard-pressed to defend against. The wooden wasters they trained with made sharp clacking sounds that rang off the canyon walls, punctuated by the occasional yelp or curse whenever Master Omi’s sword slipped past Markus’s guard. The two sword masters took turns advancing then retreating, pressing Markus from both sides. Neither master was ever satisfied with their performance. Both ruthlessly pursued perfection, usually at the cost of their pupils’ skins. After a week of training with Master Kwan and Master Omi, Aram’s torso was striped with welts and darkened by bruising, each mark a painful reminder of a lesson learned.

“Ons!” Master Kwan snapped, disengaging from Markus. He turned and raced across the ring, leaping at Aram with an overhand strike.

Startled, Aram almost didn’t get his sword up in time to block the attack. He followed with a chopping slice that was easily caught on the strength of Kwan’s blade. The sword master reached out, quick as a snake, and caught Aram’s wrist, trapping his blade against his chest.

“Why do you do this?” Kwan demanded. “Every time you counter, you attack my sword. My sword is not your enemy—I am your enemy! Threaten me, not my sword!” Letting go, he stepped back and brought his blade up. “Ons!”

Aram dropped back into his stance and drew his practice blade to his shoulder. This time when Kwan attacked, he blocked the master’s waster then let his blade continue its trajectory, thrusting through Kwan’s guard to stop just shy of his head. The master swordsman stepped back, nodding curtly.

“Again.”

They continued the lesson throughout the remainder of the morning, Kwan slowly adding variations that always ended with Aram’s sword angled at his head or torso and not pointed futilely at the air. It wasn’t until well past noon that they were allowed to take a break.

Feeling like a wrung-out rag, Aram retreated from the Henge. He tossed his practice sword on the rug that contained their few belongings then followed it to the ground. There, he guzzled the remaining water in his waterskin while Markus stood over him, toweling the sweat off his body with his shirt. Their two instructors left without a word of praise, just as they always did. Aram was beginning to feel like nothing they did would be good enough.

Esmir came forward and considered them with his hands on his hips, surveying their bruised bodies with a look of disgust. He shook his head, his lips skewed like a listing ship.

“You’re supposed to block with your sword, not your skin,” he remarked. “After all, I hired these good men to prevent you from getting hurt!”

“Then you should have hired someone slower,” said Aram. He stared down at his bruises, feeling sheepish. His own torso bore far more marks than Markus’s. There was barely an inch of his flesh that hadn’t been scored by Master Kwan’s wooden blade. The bruises made the faint white ripples of scarring on his chest and shoulders stand out more, artifacts of his confrontation with the Archon Kathrax. He tugged on his shirt with a beleaguered sigh.

Markus grinned as Aram probed his new bruises. “Any excuse to get Calise to tend to you, huh?”

“No, that’s not—” Aram started to protest before he realized Markus was right; the bruises would be a good reason for Calise to spend time with him.

“Gather your things and go wash up!” barked Esmir. “You don’t have a lot of time. Or did you forget about the Council meeting? And the banquet after?”

Aram groaned, for he actually had forgotten about both.

It was a great honor that he’d been asked to participate in the Council, and at first, the meetings had been something he’d looked forward to. But they were too frequent for Aram’s taste, and they had a habit of dragging on. It wasn’t boredom that ate at him, but rather the particular exhaustion of tracking six conversations at once while trying to look like he belonged there. He'd gotten better at it. He no longer said the wrong thing aloud. He'd learned to let the silence after a question stretch instead of filling it with the first thing that came to mind. But the effort of managing all of it left him hollowed out by the end. He always needed an hour with Agaroth afterward just to feel like himself again

He stooped to gather his things. “I never thought that being a Champion would entail sitting around all day talking about grain prices and water rights.”

Esmir fixed him with a look of mild amusement. “So, you thought being a Champion meant you’d fight battles every day?”

“No, that’s not it. It’s just…” Aram shrugged. “I just thought the life of a Champion sounded more…interesting, I guess.” He waited for Markus to collect his things then started for the stairs.

Behind him, Esmir chortled. “You better learn to enjoy peace while it lasts.”

Just as Aram reached the stone-carved steps leading down from the Henge, the ground beneath him bucked, almost knocking him over.

Aram lurched, throwing his arms out for balance. All around, the air itself vibrated as colorful strands of aether twisted and writhed. He grimaced and clamped his jaw against a surge of nausea brought on by the contortion of the world’s fabric. Beneath his feet, the ground seemed to heave as though tossed by ocean waves.

Staring at him as though he’d gone insane, Markus reached out, catching Aram’s arm to help stabilize him. “What is it?”

Apparently, Markus didn’t feel a thing, though Aram didn’t know how that was possible. Even though Markus was impervious to magic, he should still at least feel a twinge when the whole fabric of the world was vibrating. Aram bit his lip, nausea making him wish that he was impervious as well. Whatever happened was already over, but the strands of aether still trembled as though terrified of the memory. He sent his mind out along the colorful filaments that made up the world, searching for insight into the nature of the disturbance.

“A rupture,” Aram gasped, clutching his temples. “Somewhere to the west.” He turned to stare in that direction, though he knew he was too far from the source to see what had happened.

“Is it the Eldenwood again?” asked Esmir, limping toward them across the sand of the Henge.

Aram shook his head, wincing as taut threads of aether snapped in front of his face. There had been no way to seal the rupture in the Veil created by the destruction of the Eldenwood’s Great Tree. It had been one of the Anchors that held the worlds apart, and its removal had destabilized the Veil in the place where it had fallen, creating a breach that allowed soldiers and Exilari to pass freely from the World Above. Without the Eldenwood Anchor, the Veil would remain weakened in that area. And with so many Imperial soldiers camped around the rupture, there was nothing they could do about it.

But this time, it wasn’t the Eldenwood.

This new breach was farther to the south, perhaps even in the rugged highlands of Altier. Aram squinted into the hazy distance beyond Skyhome, but there was nothing to see, just white-capped mountains haloed by flickering webs of aether that shimmered like gauze.

“This is different.” Aram’s brow pinched in concentration. “This rupture’s smaller. And a lot closer.”

“Can you tell what caused it?” Markus asked, staring past him. “Or was it spontaneous?”

Aram squinted, groping mentally at the strands of the world that quivered before him like a colorful spider’s web with a trapped insect. There was a pattern and context to their motion, the way the vibration of a lute’s strings generated tones and, when modulated, created melody. Only, instead of producing music, the aether before him danced iridescent in color, its patterns subtle and difficult to interpret.

“It wasn’t spontaneous,” he said at last, frowning. “Someone created it intentionally. Someone came through from the other side.”

He was certain of it. The tremors in the Veil were too rhythmic for the rupture to have been natural. The fibers of aether had been severed as though sliced with a sharp blade. They hadn’t unraveled of their own accord. The realization pricked his nerves, drawing every muscle in his body taut.

“We’d better check it out,” he decided, his skin tingling. He glanced at Esmir with a smile that was far from apologetic. “I guess the Council will have to meet without us.”

He started down the steps without waiting for Esmir’s objection.

“Wait up!” Markus called, jogging after him.

They took the stairs down to the level of the eyrie they shared with their dragons. The wide cavern with its two large alcoves stood empty; Agaroth and Siroth had gone to hunt. Aram walked to the center of the chamber and stood beside the eyrie’s soaking pool. There, he closed his eyes and summoned his dragon with his mind, an exercise more like groping within himself than reaching outward. There was a place deep inside where Agaroth’s spirit inhabited, intertwined and inseparable from his own soul. Because of that connection, Agaroth was already aware of his alarm, and it took scant moments to communicate the details.

Assured that his dragon was already on his way, Aram rushed to gather his armor while Markus did the same. He scooped up his long knife and shoved it in his belt then knelt to collect Hope, the star-steel blade he’d help forge when he became a Champion.

Markus helped him into his gear then walked with him onto the terrace that extended outward from the cliff. There, they stood on the wide ledge that overlooked the deep chasm of the gorge, the cliffs surrounding them riddled with caves that were the homes of dragons and their riders.

A large shadow swept over them, cooling the air. Aram looked up in time to see the sun slip behind the silhouette of Agaroth’s wings. The great red dragon descended, alighting on the edge of the terrace with a gusty displacement of air. He folded his mighty wings and canted his head in Aram’s direction, issuing a low rumble of greeting.

Markus’s black dragon slipped from the sky like a shadow, coming to rest at Agaroth’s side. Even though Siroth wasn’t as large as his red companion, he was no less fearsome. He strode toward them with the grace of a panther, his muscles rippling beneath the obsidian armor of his hide. Reaching Markus, he greeted his rider by pressing his head against Markus’s outstretched hand then plowed forward to nuzzle his cheek, knocking him off-balance. Markus caught himself on the spines of his dragon’s neck. He closed his eyes, and Aram knew they were speaking in the same silent language he shared with Agaroth, a tongue universal to dragonkind.

Walking to Agaroth’s side, Aram lay a hand on the cool, smooth scales of his neck, caressing him tenderly. In the six months he had known him, Aram had never gotten used to the sleek beauty of his dragon. Every time he stood beside Agaroth, he was captivated by wonder and gratitude that such a majestic creature had chosen him. Agaroth was a Greater Dragon, which meant he was larger and more brightly colored than the Lesser Dragons that inhabited Skyhome. His scales were a deep crimson that darkened to black at the extremities of his wings. His coloration reminded Aram of a venomous snake, a visual testament to his deadliness. Yet, beneath that ferocious exterior, beat a kind and noble heart, one that Aram deeply loved and admired.

He smiled at his dragon affectionately, giving Agaroth’s neck a scratch. “I hope you got enough to eat, because it’s going to be a long day.”

Opening his mind, he communicated what little information he knew about the location of the rupture. His descriptions were not delivered in words, but more like a mental exercise in which he imagined himself flying on Agaroth’s back over the mountains, soaring down the foothills to glide across the Highlands, following the sinuous ridgelines to the north. At first, such conversations had been taxing for him, for his human mind wasn’t used to painting images in such detail. But the longer he spent with his dragon, the easier communication became. Now, it was almost as though the two of them shared one mind. When Aram was finished, Agaroth drew back and rumbled his understanding then turned to Siroth. His golden eyes grew distant, and Aram knew he was relaying the information.

Markus moved past him and climbed onto Siroth’s back, where he sat waiting. Stepping onto the leading edge of Agaroth’s wing, Aram climbed onto his dragon’s back, taking a seat in the groove behind Agaroth’s powerful shoulders, just in front of his wings. There, he strapped himself into the riding harness by buckling the leather straps that hung from his belt, then he bent to secure his sword so it wouldn’t slip from its scabbard.

As soon as he was settled, Agaroth walked to the edge of the terrace and stepped off. Aram sucked in a breath as they dove toward the canyon before catching the air and gaining height. He had never gotten used to the exhilaration of dragonflight; every new experience was as breathtaking as his first. His heart pounded against his ribs and his stomach plunged, but he couldn’t help grinning at the thrill of wind in his face.

They glided alongside looming sandstone bluffs and out over the deep fissure of the gorge, a jagged cut thousands of feet deep that spewed a foul-smelling steam. Siroth caught up with them quickly and took his place at Agaroth’s side, matching him wing stroke for wing stroke. Markus rode low on his dragon’s back, his dark hair swept back by the speed of their flight.

Agaroth dipped a black-tipped wing and rolled into a steep, banking turn that took them away from the canyon and out over a sprawling terrain of snow-garbed mountains that extended in an ambling curve toward the northern horizon. A golden aura emanated from the highest peak, brightening the sky around it. They followed the line of mountain ridges, racing the wind and chasing the clouds, at last soaring out over the green, stone-strewn moorlands of the Altier Highlands. Below, the shadows of their dragons kept pace with them, gliding over the pockmarked landscape.

They journeyed ever northward, the ground below them rising into dark green hills encrusted with enormous boulders. As they flew, Aram reached out with his mind, reading the strands of aether in the air around them. The strands had not forgotten the insult of the rupture and continued to vibrate, marking a shimmering path across the sky that only Aram’s opal eyes could see. He concentrated on the vibrant trail ahead, expanding his awareness to encompass his dragon, allowing him to share his vision.

As they neared the edge of the highlands, Agaroth angled downward, making for a low ridgeline. He splayed his wings to slow their descent, at last backstroking to a rest in the cleft between two hills, in a wide ravine. Immediately, Aram released the leather straps that anchored him to the harness and slid to the ground. Siroth landed next to them, Markus sliding off his dragon’s back, sword already in hand.

Aram stood still for a moment, struggling to find his balance while the ground rocked beneath him. It took a few seconds for the world to stabilize and for his stomach to creep back to where it was supposed to be. He stared out across a bleak terrain textured by clumps of heather and punctuated by the occasional spindly, wind-canted tree. Above, dark clouds had consumed the afternoon sky, the sun merely a white circle in a sea of unrelieved gray.

“What do you sense?” asked Markus, coming to stand at his side, scanning the surrounding landscape.

Aram concentrated, straining to interpret the story woven by the strands. Though the rupture had closed, the threads of the Veil remembered its wound, for they trembled as though fearful. Aram glanced around at the surrounding ridges of the ravine, his nerves tensing like harp strings.

The strands of aether shivered, and a terrible feeling of foreboding wrapped around his spine.

Hand going to his waist, he glanced back at Markus. “Draw your sword.”


CHAPTER TWO




As Aram watched, the strands of aether that wove the Veil between worlds began to fray and unravel. A tear ripped through the fabric, cutting across the ravine, forming a ragged horizontal slice in the air that opened with a blinding gush of spectacular light. Aram threw his hands up before his face, dark motes dancing across his vision. A piercing, high-pitched noise echoed off the walls of the ravine as every fiber in the world around them strained and writhed.

The first creature emerged, an eel-like therling with a thin silver body and a wedge-shaped head crammed full of sharp teeth. It hovered in the air, rippling like a ribbon borne by a breeze. Seeing them, the creature let out a metallic hiss, recoiling.

Other creatures appeared around it, bursting through the rent in the Veil, dark shapes backlit by the blinding light spilling through the rupture. They were of various forms, both creatures of the void and those born of his world. Some resembled animals Aram knew, like horses and wolves, cougars and foxes, while others were foreign. Upon seeing him, they hesitated only a fraction of a second before scrambling forward.

Markus leapt in front of Aram, drawing his sword and angling his body in a stance that had been drilled into him by hundreds of hours in the practice grounds of the Henge. Aram bared his blade and readied himself, a familiar calm settling over him, the steady march of time seeming to slow. The threads of aether in the air sharpened into vibrant focus, rendered pliant and tangible before his eyes.

He reached out and grasped a handful of the colorful strands and started binding them. He knotted them quickly, working with the nimble dexterity of an artisan, weaving a barrier which he cast in front of the advancing creatures, hardening the air between them. He barely got the barrier up in time. The first rank of creatures slammed into it with frustrated shrieks. They started attacking it, ripping and gnawing, seeking to tear his weaving apart with claws and teeth.

Within seconds, Aram’s hasty creation was shredded to filaments. More creatures poured from the rift and surged toward them in a steady stream. They were a mismatched compilation of distorted shapes, as though a child had assembled them using any object on hand. Many looked like dead and long-rotted animals, while others resembled clacking crabs and squirming insects, spindly-legged spiders or barbed-tail scorpions.

As the first creatures drew within striking distance, Markus let go with a series of hacking cuts that sliced off legs and cleaved mandibles. Aram moved behind him like his shadow, keeping Markus between himself and the brunt of the attack. The fingers of his left hand danced in the air in front of him, dexterously weaving glimmering strands of aether, his right hand gripping his sword, using it as a conduit to channel the magic within. He wove a glistening web before them and, with a sharp tug, spilled all the knots at once, releasing their energy in an enormous fireball that drove the assault back.

Shrieks filled the air as therlings and void walkers succumbed to the flames. Yet others managed to survive the fire, and they lunged at Markus. Aram was forced to retreat, Markus’s sword keeping the creatures at bay. But more were spilling through the rupture, dozens every second, and their position was quickly becoming overwhelmed. The therlings were ravenous, and they focused on Aram with a singular intensity, for his gift shone like a brilliant beacon, attracting everything that emerged from the void.

The two dragons joined the fight, spewing flames and roaring ferociously. Agaroth pounced into the thick of the fray, where he opened his mouth and let pour a roiling stream of white-hot dragonfire that gushed over the ravine like a rogue wave, incinerating therlings as they emerged from the rupture. Behind him, Siroth fought with tooth and claw, ripping pale bodies apart and showering the earth with black ichor.

Letting the dragons clear a path, Aram edged forward, Markus matching his movements stride for stride, until they stood at the edge of the rupture. There, letting Markus and the dragons shield him from attack, Aram knelt and started weaving. He had to close the rent, or the creatures would keep coming, pouring out of the void into their world. He knotted the strands as quickly as he could, working his way painstakingly across the uneven landscape of the ravine. As he worked, Markus hovered over him, warding his back, Shielding him with both body and blade.

Aram mended the rupture as quickly as he could while creatures on the other side of the Veil struggled just as hard to undo his progress. He could feel them ripping at his stitches even as he wove; the fabric of the Veil poked and buckled, fraying as the creatures on the other side battered against it.

“Aram!” Markus cried.

He turned as an enormous void dragon emerged from the rift, its head swiveling in their direction. Aram only had time to get his hands up before the great beast opened its maw and let out a gush of broiling voidfire that blasted toward them with the force of an avalanche.

Markus stood his ground and spread his arms wide, positioning his body between Aram and the threat like a human sacrifice. A searing blast hit him with a deafening roar, enveloping him entirely. But instead of succumbing to the flames, Markus defied them, for his resistance to magic repulsed even voidfire. The broiling inferno gushed over and around him, leaving Aram unscorched in his wake.

Insulated by Markus’s protection, Aram fought to remain calm as roiling blue fire seared past him on both sides. Grasping a handful of aether, he quickly wove a spear of flame and hurled it over Markus’s shoulder at the void dragon. The shaft drove through the armor of the creature’s milky hide, sinking deep into its chest. Voidfire spewed from the wound, and the dragon howled with pain and fury. Before it could lash out at them, Agaroth pounced, landing on his adversary’s back and clamping his vice-like jaws around the long, sinuous neck. He wrenched hard with a twisting motion that snapped the void dragon’s spine with an audible crack.

The beast let out a sharp, agonized cry then went limp, its tattered wings flailing as they wilted. The purple light faded in its eyes as the last of the void dragon’s un-life drained out of it. Its tail continued to twitch like a decapitated snake, whipping the ground.

Aram turned away from the sad creature, pitying it. Once, it had been a Greater Dragon, just like Agaroth, proud and majestic, before it became twisted by the void. Though he was relieved that the threat it posed had been dispelled, he could not feel good about the void dragon’s death.

He glanced at Markus, who offered him a hand. Aram took it, pulling himself up, then turned as a group of humanoid void walkers converged on their position. Markus sprang forward, driving them back with streaking slashes of his sword while Aram turned his attention back to the rupture.

Trusting Markus to ward his back, Aram bent his concentration to the task at hand, working his way along the length of the tear. He wove carefully, for it wouldn’t do to hasten the job with a shoddy patch that would quickly come undone. Anything less than a thorough mending would leave the Veil vulnerable to another rupture. Glancing up, he saw that the flow of void creatures spilling through the rent had been reduced to a trickle that was easily handled by the dragons. As he worked, Markus edged ahead of him, dispatching the occasional creature that managed to make it past Siroth and Agaroth.

It took several minutes, but at last Aram reached the end of the tear and tied off his work, sealing the rupture. He tugged the last knot tight then sank to his knees, thoroughly spent, shaking and dizzy. Aram glanced back and surveyed his work, visible as a silvery scar that ran parallel to the ground, bisecting a large, fire-scarred area littered with burned corpses. The blackened ground smoldered, and flames still licked at the vegetation that grew along the margins of the charred area.

Markus lowered his blade and heaved a great, exhausted sigh. He stood over Aram, glancing about. Behind them, the dragons feasted on the roasted flesh of void walkers and therlings.

Looking up at Markus, he managed a feeble grin. “We stayed together really well that time. Think Esmir would be proud?”

Markus snorted, rolling his eyes. “Doubt it. He’d still gripe.” He stalked toward a spider-looking therling that lay on its back, barbed legs twitching in the air. Raising his sword, Markus thrust the blade deep into the creature’s thorax, which split open with a loud crunch, ending its suffering. He paused to wipe the steel clean on the dull carapace.

Turning back to Aram, Markus asked, “What happened here, exactly?”

Aram gazed at the surrounding carnage, answering, “There was a rupture.”

An affectionate grin flickered across Markus’s weary face. “Yeah, I figured. I mean, why was there a rupture? Did it just happen, or did someone cause it?”

Aram narrowed his eyes, focusing on the colorful strands of aether that still trembled in the air. Occasionally, he could interpret the patterns of their vibrations as an image, but this time, nothing came to him. It was as though something had dampened them, silencing their story.

“I can’t tell,” he said at last. “Anything’s possible.”

Sheathing his sword, Aram rubbed his throbbing temples. The small battle they waged hadn’t lasted very long, but it had taken a lot out of him. He pushed himself to his feet and stood breathing heavily, surveying the ravine. If someone had managed to come through, they were likely still here, perhaps fallen or hidden amidst the twisted piles of smoldering bodies. Most of the dead were void walkers. Many were wolves, but there were also deer and elk, horses and bobcats, all devoid of fur, their pale skin half-rotten. They were interspersed among therlings, both insect-like and the kind that resembled silvery eels. Those he hated the most, for it was one of the eel-like creatures that had injured his leg so long ago in his village, leaving scars that ran the length of his thigh.

He walked forward, scanning the faces of the fallen. Markus followed him, nudging corpses with his boot. Aram worked his way back in the direction they had come, toward the start of the rupture. There were dozens of dead bodies scattered across the ground, but only a few looked human. Aram knelt beside one and rolled it over, exposing the distorted features of a void-man who looked like he’d been dead far longer than mere minutes. He moved to the still form of a woman and squatted beside her. She was ancient and hairless, dressed in a filthy, ruffled gown that was unlike anything he’d ever seen.

“Over here!”

Aram turned to see Markus bending over a body on the ground, his hand gripping his sword’s hilt. Glancing up at Aram, he gasped, “It’s a woman!”

Aram rose and hurried over to him. He slowed as he approached, taking in the body of a pale woman with long, snow-white hair.

Seeing her face, Aram froze.

His back went rigid, his insides chilling to ice. The woman’s skin was as pale as a corpse, her hair and eyelashes white as morning frost. She so resembled the sorceress who had attacked him with an Archon’s Baelsword that it made his stomach twist. The woman he had killed had been some type of ancient Champion resurrected from the void. Yet the woman on the ground was cloaked in a blue mantle, her white tunic embroidered with the insignia of the Exilari. Whoever she was, she was his enemy. The kind of enemy he knew he had reason to fear more than any other.

“She’s…” he whispered. “She’s like the sorceress I killed.” He swallowed. “Kathrax’s Champion.”

“She’s an Exilar!” Markus growled.

Aram circled the woman, trailing his gaze over her. She looked similar to the enemy Champion he had killed. The resemblance was uncanny, and he doubted it could be coincidence. But the woman he’d fought had been surrounded by a halo of blazing purple. This woman was enveloped in an aura of brilliant, scarlet red.

“She’s alive,” he said, for only living people had auras of any kind.

He’d only seen one other person with an aura that color, and that had been Master Ebra, the bard who’d come to his village and selected Markus and himself to be his apprentices. Master Ebra had been a good man and had died trying to save them from the Exilari. This woman’s aura was more vibrant than Master Ebra’s had been, but Aram had no idea what that meant.

Usually, when Aram saw colors around a person, he got a feeling in his gut, and he could tell from the color something about that person’s character. Most people had green or brown auras of various shades. He liked yellow the best, because people surrounded by yellow were usually kind and gracious. Those with dark blue or purple auras, he had learned to be wary of. They were not good people. They were damaged, usually in bad ways.

But red… He had no idea what red meant.

Aram bent closer, examining her features. Her skin was smooth and youthful, not corrupted and decayed. Dark brown blood, darker than his own, ran down her face from a wound on her scalp, and her chest moved with the rhythm of her breath.

“What do you want to do?” Markus edged around him, licking his lips. His hand moved from the hilt of his sword to the dagger he wore strapped to his belt, looking ready to slit the woman’s throat.

Maybe it was the wise thing to do. The last void-pale woman Aram had met tried to kill him with a Baelsword. This woman didn’t have a Baelsword, but she was still a sorceress, which meant she was a threat. And yet, that red aura…

He wished he knew what it meant.

Aram said, “I think we should take her back with us.”

Markus shot him an incredulous look. “You’re not serious. What if she’s an enemy Champion?”

Then they would have a problem. But Aram didn’t know what else to do. He couldn’t kill the woman in cold blood without even knowing who she was or what that mystical aura meant. There were too many questions surrounding her, and he needed to know the answers. Where had she come from? Why had she pried open the Veil between worlds, risking her life to come through a rupture far from the Imperial presence in the Eldenwood? Was she a void walker, or an Exilari sorceress? Were there more people like her on their way, and if there were, what was their intent?

A growl from Agaroth made him turn back.

At the opening of the ravine, a cluster of people had appeared and stood behind them as a group, gazing upon the dragons with terrified wonder. There were four men and two women, and all had a wild look about them. They were clothed in furs and leather, with long, unkempt hair snarled by the wind. As one, they stood gaping at Agaroth as though they had come across a miracle fallen from the sky. In a way, they had. Agaroth was the last of his kind, the only Greater Dragon left in the world. They had reason to stand in awe of him.

A man glanced their way and, seeing Aram and Markus, froze in place. His eyes widened in shock and recognition at the sight of the embroidered dragons on their tabards, emblems of a Champion and his Warden. Recovering, the man bowed, lowering his gaze and raising his palms. He trudged toward them across the fire-scarred ravine, the rest of his band following. Reaching them, he fell to his knees.

“Champion…” He kept his stare trained on the ground at Aram’s feet. “We heard rumors. I didn’t dare believe they were true. Forgive me! It is an honor to meet you.”

Aram felt his cheeks heat, for he hated it when people reacted like that. All his life, as far back as Aram could remember, he’d been treated differently. He’d thought that becoming a Champion would end all that, would finally earn him acceptance. But he’d been wrong. Becoming a Champion had only exacerbated his differences. Now instead of mocking him, people constantly deferred to him, which was almost as bad. The last thing he wanted was strangers bending the knee to him in the ashes of a battlefield.

“Please, don’t.” Aram motioned the man upright. “The honor’s mine. Really.”

The man rose but wouldn’t look him in the eye. The people who accompanied him echoed his posture, keeping their gazes lowered deferentially.

“The wind brought you,” he said. “I’m Aramon Raythe. Do you know what happened here?”

“Berad Handor.” The man brought a hand to his brow in the traditional Aulden greeting. “No, I don’t know what happened.”

He looked like a man of middle years, though his face was deeply lined, as though it were older than the rest of him. His body was stout and strong, built like a thick live oak, and he wore trinkets in his hair, shiny copper rings and small feathers that fluttered in the breeze.

Aram motioned to Markus. “This is my Warden, Markus Galliar.”

“The wind brought you both.” Berad nodded toward the sorceress who lay amongst the dead. “This woman. Is she someone you know?”

“No.” Aram wiped gore and sweat from his brow then crouched at her side. “We think she’s the cause of the rupture.”

Berad’s eyes narrowed, his lips thinning. “Then she must be very dangerous.”

Markus looked like he agreed.

“She might be,” Aram allowed. “But she’s injured.”

“Good.” Berad spat on the ground. “We’ll all be safer when she’s dead.”

Aram shook his head. “I want her alive.”

He was uncertain what to do. It was probably safest to carry her back to Skyhome while she was still unconscious. But her head wound looked bad. She needed someone like Calise to tend to her, at least patch her up enough to get her back to Skyhome. He asked, “Do you have a healer nearby?”

Turning, Berad motioned to a woman behind him, who hurried forward, looking anxious. Her hair was long and matted and, like Berad’s, woven with trinkets that shimmered as she moved. Stopping before Aram, she inclined her head respectfully. Like Calise, she was young, a little older than himself. And, like Calise, she had a powerful golden aura that surrounded her like a nimbus of burnished flame.

“Namara is training to be a Dedicant,” explained Berad.

Aram greeted her with a slight bow then stepped back to give her room to do her work. Namara knelt beside the sorceress, laying her hands on the pale woman’s blood-matted hair and squeezing her eyes closed. She squatted there for a while, her hair tousled by the wind, her face pinched in deep lines of concentration. Subtly at first, her golden aura stirred. It condensed, swirling down her arms and spreading to envelop the body of the woman she tended. Her brow furrowed, her jaw clenching. The light coming from her glimmered, swelling in brightness.

With a gasp, Namara drew back and opened her eyes, looking up at them. “It’s not working. I don’t know why.”

Aram nodded his thanks, appreciative that she’d tried. Healing a person’s injuries was something he could never do, for he didn’t have the Talent for it. People like Calise and Namara didn’t use the power of aether but used an entirely different kind of magic all their own. It was something he didn’t understand, for he was blind to its workings.

“Aram,” whispered Markus, nodding at the pale sorceress.

Aram saw that her eyes were open, staring up at them. Alarmed, he moved back and leaned down to look into her face. Her eyes were violet, the same color as the enemy Champion he had fought and slain. It was also the color of a void creatures’ eyes, which alarmed him.

“Who are you?” he asked.

Her violet eyes narrowed, focusing on his face. “You…” Her voice came out soft and strained, barely more than a whisper. “You need to come back with me….”

Frowning, Aram leaned closer. “Back where?”

“To the World Above,” she whispered as her eyes slid closed.


CHAPTER THREE




The coldness invading Aram intensified, working its way deep into his bones. He shoved himself to his feet and took a staggering step backward, feeling like he had a block of ice wedged in his gut. He stared down at the woman as memories of pain and darkness shuddered through him, trembling his nerves.

“What did she say?” demanded Markus.

Aram swallowed hard. “She wants me to go back to the World Above.”

“Like hell!” Markus bared his dagger, looking ready to slit her throat. His eyes fixed on the woman’s neck with an intense and seething rage.

Aram drew in a steadying breath, trying to calm his nerves. “I’m taking her back,” he decided. “Help me get her on Agaroth.”

“No. Let’s end her,” growled Markus. “She’s an Exilar!”

Memory of the Exilari cellars made Aram’s blood run cold. Just the sight of the woman’s blue mantle sent his heart racing, and his mind veer toward panic. He swallowed hard. “I want to talk to her. We need to find out why the Exilari would send one lone sorceress after me without even a Shield. It doesn’t make sense.” He scowled at the woman, who lay helpless in the trough of the ravine. “Check her for essence. Make sure she doesn’t have any on her.”

Sorcerers of the Exilari had little natural talent for magic, so they relied on the essence they extracted from Auld victims, which allowed them to manipulate the strands of aether. They kept their vials of essence close, usually fixed to leather belts worn around their waists or across their chests.

While Markus checked the woman over for vials, Aram turned back to Berad and Namara. “The rupture should stay closed. But just to be safe, you may want to watch it for a few days.”

Berad looked none too pleased with the idea. “What do we do if it opens again?”

“If one opens, I’ll sense it. Just hold them back until I get here.”

Berad stood silent for a moment, gazing at the burnt carnage surrounding them before at last nodding reluctantly. “If they’re smart, they’ll leave it closed. But if they’re not…” He shrugged. Then he nodded toward the sorceress. “She was fortunate you were here. I would not have let her live.”

Aram understood. The woman’s presence was a threat. Keeping her alive probably wasn’t the best idea, but he refused to kill an unarmed and injured woman.

“What did you find?” he asked Markus.

Markus brandished a small glass vial filled with a milky liquid. Essence, Aram realized. Likely his own, extracted during his confinement in the Exilari cellars. He had no idea how much they’d been able to wring from him during the four years of his imprisonment, but he figured it had to be enough to last them many years.

“Just one?” he asked, more doubtful than surprised. One vial wasn’t a lot. Especially not for a lone woman who’d carved her way through the Veil with the intention of capturing an Auld Champion. He stared harder at the sorceress’s face with a growing feeling of apprehension. Each minute that passed made her more of a mystery that he wanted desperately to solve.

“If we’re going to take her, then let’s do it,” said Markus.

Berad looked displeased but had the manners not to argue with a Champion.

Aram turned away from him and helped Markus lift the woman. Together, they carried her to where Agaroth stood considering the sorceress with an expression of hatred and mistrust that mirrored Markus’s. They lifted her onto the dragon’s back, which wasn’t difficult, for she didn’t weigh much. Holding her against him, Aram buckled himself into the riding harness.

Agaroth spread his wings and took to the air with a great leap, pulling them upward toward the clouds. They circled once over the ravine, waiting for Markus and Siroth. Below, Berad stood with his people, his hand raised in farewell. As soon as Siroth was in the air, Agaroth turned and angled back toward the hazy line of mountains in the southern distance, pumping his wings to gain altitude.

Siroth caught up with them quickly, taking up position on Agaroth’s wing as they climbed toward the clouds. Aram clung to the unconscious woman with both hands, trusting the harness straps to keep him on his dragon’s back. She slumped against him, her bloodied head resting against his chest. It was the blood he kept staring at, for it was so dark that it was almost black.

Aram was so distracted by the woman and the mysteries she posed, he was surprised when they cleared the plains and entered the long gorge that cleaved the mountain range in half. The canyon walls were steep and made of striated sandstone rock weathered by water and wind. The gorge extended down to a river of lava that bled hot magma from the heart of the world. Steam rose from the fissure, a sulfurous miasma.

As they flew, Agaroth banked first one way then the next, following the bends in the canyon until at last the monoliths of the Henge and the cave-riddled walls of Skyhome came into view. Aram directed him toward the wide opening of the Southern Eyrie, which was easily identifiable by the enormous rock terrace that jutted from the cliffs below the eyrie’s cavernous entrance. Agaroth heeded him, tucking his wings and angling toward the terrace, which teemed with dragons basking in the afternoon sun.

As soon as they landed, dragon riders came rushing to greet them. Kye and Corley were there first. They helped Aram lower the unconscious woman from his dragon’s back and lay her on the stone of the terrace. Calver Gant arrived, forcing his way through the crowd of eager bystanders amassing around them. He stood with his hands on his hips, looking between Aram and the woman he carried, running his tongue over his lips.

Gant had been chosen by the windriders to replace Vandra as Wingmaster of the Southern Eyrie. Aram liked Gant. While he wasn’t as experienced as some of the other captains, Gant had an easy way about him and a good eye for detail. The eyrie ran smoothly under his direction. Still, every time Aram looked at Gant, he found himself missing Vandra. She had been the heart and soul of the Southern Eyrie, and no one could ever truly replace her.

Gant crouched beside Aram, his long, greasy hair plastered to his sweat-slicked face. Gant sweated a lot, more than anyone Aram had ever known. His shirt was always stuck to his back, and the musty odor that clung to him wasn’t endearing.

“Who is she?” Gant asked, carefully turning the woman’s blood-crusted head to examine the wound on her scalp.

“She came through a rupture,” Aram said. “She’s Exilari.”

Hearing that, Gant withdrew his hand, his gaze shooting up to lock on Aram’s face. He stared at him hard for a long, silent moment before at last rising. He snapped his fingers at Kye and Jeran, who were hovering on the edge of the crowd, looking on anxiously.

“You two milksops! Grab a stretcher!”

The two young windriders dashed off to comply. They returned moments later with a stretcher and two of their friends, Iver and Eugan, who came forward to help them.

“Get her down to the infirmary and stay there!” Gant ordered. “Don’t leave her alone. Not for one second!”

Iver looked more than put out by the directive. Scrubbing his hands through his hair, he grumbled something under his breath before asking, “How long are we supposed to stay there?”

“Until you’re relieved,” Gant snapped. “The moment she wakes up, send word.” He turned to Aram and Markus. “I’ll let you know when she wakes.”

“Thanks,” Aram said, watching his friends carry the unconscious woman toward the opening of the cavern.

The crowd around them dispersed, though Gant lingered longer than the others. At last he clapped Aram on the shoulder and walked away without saying another word. When he was gone, Aram remained where he was, gazing across the wide crevasse of the canyon. A cool breeze ruffled his hair. The rock walls surrounding them seemed to ripple in the afternoon light, distorted by the clouds of vapor drifting up from the fissure.

“You all right?” Markus asked, looking down at Aram’s hands.

Aram followed his gaze and realized that he was knotting and unknotting the drawcord of his belt pouch, which was his habit whenever he was bored or nervous. With a small, embarrassed smile, he let go of the cord.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I just don’t like the idea of that woman in the infirmary with Calise.”

Markus gave a sideways grin. “You better not let Calise hear you say that.”

Markus was right. Calise didn’t like it when he got protective. She was always quick to point out that his duties were more dangerous than hers. Which was true, for the most part, though her calling as a healer sometimes led her places he wished she didn’t have to go.

Aram rubbed his eyes. “What a day.”

“It’s not over yet,” Markus reminded him, clapping his back. He started toward the eyrie entrance. “There’s still the banquet tonight, remember?”

Aram groaned, for he had forgotten all about it. At least they had an excuse for missing the Council meeting. He followed Markus out of the eyrie and downstairs to the level of the baths, leaving the dragons behind to sun on the terrace.

Once in the bath, he spent some time scrubbing the battle off his skin, then sank back in the tub and closed his eyes, enjoying the soothing heat of the water. His muscles ached from both the fighting and the practice yard, and his mind was exhausted from the magic he had woven. All he wanted was to find his bed and fall into it, which, of course, wasn’t going to happen.

When they returned to their eyrie on the upmost level of the Heights, they found Esmir already there. The old Warden sat at their wobbly table, a cup of liquor in his hand. From the looks of him, he’d been there a good while and wasn’t happy about being kept waiting.

“Where is she?” Esmir demanded as soon as they entered.

Aram exchanged glances with Markus, wondering how Esmir could have already heard about the sorceress.

Seeing their expressions, Esmir snorted. “Don’t be shocked. All of Skyhome’s in an uproar!”

“Gant had Iver and the others take her to the infirmary.” Aram walked to the corner where he set his carefully folded towel atop a stack of other carefully folded towels. He couldn’t stand it when things were disorderly, so his side of the eyrie was always meticulous.

“Tell me what happened.” Esmir poured himself more whiskey from the jug on the table. The liquid sloshed out of the cup, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Aram poured a little for himself then took a seat across the table from him. He slid the jug toward Markus, who came to stand next to him, a wet towel draped over his broad shoulders.

Aram took a heavy drink, scowling at the bite of the liquor. “It was a big rupture, the biggest I’ve seen outside the Eldenwood. We killed everything that came out of it, and I sealed it up. But then we found the sorceress. She wore an Exilari mantle, but I also suspect she’s Gifted. She looks just like the woman who attacked me in the Winmarch.”

Esmir’s eyebrows ruffled. “You mean their Champion?”

Aram nodded. “Yeah. Her. She even has the same purple eyes.”

Esmir sat in silence for a moment, grinding his teeth. At last he tilted his head back and drained the liquid in his cup in one enormous gulp. Leaning on the table for support, he pried himself out of his chair and ambled toward the door.

Aram half-rose from his seat. “Where are you going?”

“To the infirmary,” Esmir barked. “If she really is a Champion, then you need a Warden there when she wakes up, not a bunch of bumbleheads!”

“Then I’ll go!” Markus started after him, but Esmir waved him away.

“You’ve got a banquet to attend, boy. You can come relieve me after.”

“Do we have to go?” Aram asked. “This is more important⁠—”

Esmir snorted. “Forging alliances is the most important thing you can be doing right now. Go on. I’ll stay with the sorceress. I’m not entirely incompetent, you know.”

Before Aram could protest, the old Warden was gone, the door thudding shut behind him. Aram sank back into his chair, feeling anxious. Once again, his hand went to the draw cord of his belt pouch and started knotting it.

“We should probably get ready.” Markus moved away, combing his fingers through his wet hair. When Aram didn’t budge, he added, “You really don’t like banquets, do you?”

“No.” Aram glowered at his cup. “I never know what to say to people.” He frowned. “I’m just not very good at conversation.”

“Conversation’s easy,” said Markus. “Just ask a lot of questions.” He tossed his towel into the corner. “People love to talk about themselves. Find out what interests them and have them tell you all about it.”

Aram nodded. It was a tactic he’d never tried before. “That’s a good idea.”

“Come on,” Markus urged, moving away. “Get dressed. Try to look important.”

“I don’t care about impressing anyone.”

Markus smirked. “Calise might be there.”

Aram forced himself to rise. He donned a clean set of clothes, identical to the ones he took off. It was the same outfit he always wore, regardless of whether he was headed to a banquet or to a day of labor: the uniform of a Champion. He pulled on black trousers and a matching knee-length tunic then drew on a fresh tabard with a gold dragon embroidered on the breast. Markus wore a similar ensemble, though his was gray instead of black. They stood out in a crowd, especially when they were together, for the uniforms announced to the world that they were Champion and Warden. Once, such a sight had been a common enough sight in Pyrial. But over the past thousand years, the number of Champions had dwindled to one.

Together, they left the eyrie and made their way down to the level of the dining hall, a large chamber that adjoined the Southern Eyrie filled with rows of trestle tables covered with linen. As Aram and Markus entered, the people gathered within stepped aside to let them pass, drawing back and creating a path for them. It was the same deferential treatment that Aram received everywhere he went, making him feel like a spectacle.

Worse, it was isolating.

As they made their way to the front of the dining hall, Aram nodded politely to the people he passed. When they were halfway across the room, someone caught his arm. Aram turned and was surprised to see that it was Luvana, the Dedicant Mother of Skyhome. A long gray braid escaped her blue headscarf, a hair color that, among the Auld, was exceedingly rare. The Auld were a long-lived people, capable of living twelve centuries or more, and Luvana had to be well over that.

She smiled at Aram, greeting him with an affection that had been absent before he had passed the Trials. She lifted a hand, indicating the two men standing next to her.

“Dedicant Gandren, Dedicant Kevatis, I present to you Champion Aramon Raythe and his Warden, Markus Galliar. Dedicants Gandren and Kevatis have pledged their support against the occupation of the Eldenwood.”

“It’s an honor, Dedicants,” said Aram, touching his brow in greeting.

The two men echoed his gesture. Dedicant Kevatis, a frail old man whose skin was splattered with age spots, stepped forward and greeted him with a welcoming smile. “The wind brought you, Champion Raythe.”

His stare locked on Aram’s and, ever so slowly, his smile transformed into something else. “You have an elder soul,” he breathed, peering deep into Aram’s eyes.

Aram fought the impulse to wince away from Kevatis’s prying gaze. Looking directly into people’s eyes distressed him under normal circumstances, and Kevatis’s intense, unwavering stare made his nerves stand up and scream. But Aram forced himself to bear it, because the Dedicant Mother of the Greenwood had said something similar to him once.

“What does that mean?” asked Aram, at last breaking his gaze away.

“It means that your eyes have seen more years than your age,” answered Kevatis, still staring at him as though he were a mystery in need of solving.

Aram frowned. “My eyes aren’t any older than the rest of me.”

“It is your spirit I refer to, Champion Raythe,” Kevatis clarified with a smile. “Some people have walked this world before. You are one such person.”

“How is that possible?” asked Aram.

“Sometimes a soul’s purpose cannot be fulfilled in a single lifetime. Instead of moving on, some souls return.”

Aram cast a troubled glance at Luvana before returning to Kevatis. “So, you’re saying I used to be someone else? Someone who died?”

“No.” Kevatis shook his head. “Not someone else. You have always been you, for you could be no other, but you wouldn’t remember your previous incarnations. Birth and death erase such things from our minds.”

Dodging the man’s eyes, Aram kept his gaze trained on the far wall of the dining hall. If what the Dedicant said was true, then that might explain the rare instances when thoughts or knowledge came to him that seemed too detailed to be mere instinct. More like…memories.

Aram asked, “Do you have any idea what my soul’s purpose might be?”

The old man gave an apologetic smile, spreading his hands. “That, Champion Raythe, is something you must discover for yourself.”

Aram nodded. His fingers had sought the comfort of his belt pouch’s drawcord again, fingering it absently. He barely felt Markus’s hand catch his arm, giving a slight tug.

Excusing himself, Aram let Markus lead him to the head table, where they took their seats next to Wingmaster Gant. Aram was relieved to escape Kevatis, not liking what the man had to say. The last thing he needed was something else to set him apart.

A servant came by and offered them wine. Aram took a cup and sat staring down at it, avoiding all the eyes in the room that felt trained exclusively on him. Markus struck up conversation with Somlan, a tall, dark-skinned man who was the new Wingmaster of the Lower Eyries.

The food came, delivered by servants dressed in gray wool tunics. A red-haired serving girl placed a roasted pheasant between Aram and Markus. As she passed by, Markus flashed her a broad smile, which was eagerly returned.

Aram leaned close to him and asked, “Is that the same girl as yesterday?”

“No.” Markus carved into the pheasant with his eating knife, dividing it into portions.

Aram shook his head. It never ceased to amaze him how popular Markus was with the women of the eyries. Markus had always been outgoing, but after donning the gray tabard of a Warden, he seemed to draw women like iron filings to a lodestone. Aram found that his own uniform had the opposite effect. It made people even less likely to interact with him.

As the meal wore on, Aram became increasingly aware of the conversations going on around him that he wasn’t taking part in. He realized that he was the only person at the head table not interacting with anyone. Embarrassed, he looked around for someone to talk to—anyone—but everyone around him was already engaged in conversation, and he didn’t know how to include himself without interrupting.

With a heavy sigh, he lowered his gaze and began an intense study of the pewter saltcellar in front of him, which was shaped like a lounging dragon. The saltcellar had good weight to it. He counted the scales on the dragon's haunches. The tail curled back on itself three times. There was a small dent near the base, probably from a dropped tray. He made himself set it down before someone noticed

“Relax and enjoy the food,” Markus whispered, nudging him.

“I hate banquets,” Aram grumbled.

When Markus turned back to his own conversation, Aram tried to do as he suggested, straightening and picking at the pheasant listlessly.

“You look troubled.”

Aram turned to see that the man seated next to him had gotten up, and Dedicant Kevatis had taken his place. Though grateful to have someone to talk to, Aram wished it wasn’t Kevatis. Their previous conversation had put a damper on his mood that he hadn’t been able to shake.

The old man leaned forward, plucking a grape off Aram’s plate and plopping it into his mouth. “Dedicant Luvana was telling me about how you defeated Kathrax. Slaying an Archon is an incredible accomplishment, something none of your predecessors were able to achieve. Tell me, how did you manage it? Where did you learn such skill with magic?”

“It wasn’t skill,” Aram admitted. “It wasn’t even magic, really. I just… I saw the strands that anchored him to the world, and I plucked at them until they started unraveling on their own, and then he just…came apart.”

“I hear he almost did the same to you.” Kevatis’s gaze dropped, and for a moment, Aram didn’t understand what the old man was looking at. Then he realized: Kevatis was staring at the thin white scars on Aram’s hand. Uncomfortable, he removed his hand from the table.

“You were lucky,” Kevatis pronounced.

“Yes,” Aram agreed. “I was lucky. If it hadn’t been for Markus, I wouldn’t be here now. He Shielded me from death itself.”

Kevatis gave a deep, knowing nod. “You are fortunate to have such a brave and impervious Warden.”

“And we are all fortunate to have such a brave and resourceful Champion,” said Markus, breaking off from his conversation and turning toward them, training a smile on Kevatis that Aram couldn’t interpret.

Kevatis inclined his head as though acknowledging a riposte. “And you, Markus. What are your thoughts? Do you believe the two of you would succeed against another Archon, should one manifest itself? Or was it all just…luck?”

“I have faith in Aram,” Markus said. “He might say it was all luck, but it wasn’t. It was quick and creative thinking.”

Kevatis smiled. Reaching across Aram, he plucked another grape off his plate then rose from the table. He smiled cordially at Markus. “Let’s hope your faith is never again put to the test.” With that, he turned and edged past the long row of people seated on the bench.

When he was gone, Aram let out a deep, relieved sigh. “That’s exactly why I hate banquets. Can we go yet?”

“Yeah,” said Markus, his gazed still fixed on Kevatis’s retreating back. “I think we can.”

Aram tossed his napkin down, but before he could rise, he caught a glimpse of Kye and Jeran rushing up the center aisle of the dining hall toward them. They didn’t slow as they scrambled up the steps and onto the dais before dropping to crouch across the table from him.

Kye gulped, “Esmir wants you in the infirmary! Right now!”

“What is it?” Aram was already halfway out of his chair.

“It’s the woman! She’s asking for you!”


CHAPTER FOUR




Aram hurried after Kye and Jeran, hard-pressed to keep up with them. Markus kept pace easily with his long strides, walking with intense purpose, one hand resting on the pommel of his sword’s long hilt. It was dark out, but the moon was full, and its light illuminated the corridors, coming in from long, narrow shafts cut at angles through the thick rock of the cliffs. The light from the shafts wasn’t much, but it eased the shadows between pools of wavering lantern light.

The walls swarmed with churning patterns of bas-relief knotwork, each interlocking strand rising and falling in an endless dance of stone. The carvings were more than merely ornamental. They were living history: an ancient writing system whose sinuous loops and whorls inscribed the verses of an epic ballad upon the very bones of Skyhome.

They followed the knotwork patterns down winding flights of stairs, the ancient verses guiding them deeper into the sandstone cliffs, to the level of the infirmary. There, they emerged into a corridor filled with windriders dressed in their worn riding leathers, oil-dark and supple from years in the saddle and wind. All were fully armed, their faces grave with purpose. Gant must have sent a third of the flying Wing to help guard the woman. Yet even surrounded by all this martial strength, Aram suspected that Esmir alone would prove more protection against the sorceress than all the windriders of Skyhome combined.

Men and women pressed their backs against the walls to clear a path for them. Aram entered the infirmary and found the small room nearly empty. Only Calise and two other healers were present, moving quietly among their supplies. Esmir was there as well, standing like a sentinel beside the woman’s bed, arms crossed, eyes pinned on her with furious intensity.

Calise looked up the moment Aram crossed the threshold, and their eyes met. Recognition and relief flickered in her gaze, and she started toward him. Aram shook his head slightly, warding her off. She stopped, understanding dawning in her expression as she read the warning there. He did not want the sorceress to know who his friends were. An enemy who knew nothing of his heart could only wound his flesh.

The woman lay with her head propped by pillows, her long, platinum hair spilling unkempt about her shoulders. She was filthy, covered in soot and too-dark blood. When her violet eyes settled on Aram, they widened in recognition, her lips parting as though surprised.

“Champion Raythe,” Calise called from across the room, her voice firm and professional.

When Aram glanced her way, she gave a meaningful nod at the doorway. “Would you mind stepping out for a moment?”

Leaving Markus with Esmir, he followed Calise back out into the corridor, letting the door sway shut behind them. There, out of sight of their prisoner, Calise turned to him with love and concern in her eyes.

“You need to be careful around her,” she whispered, smoothing her shoulder-length brown hair back behind her ears. “There’s something not right about her. I’m not sure what it is, but trust me, she’s not what she seems.”

Aram took her hand, seeking to reassure her. “What do you sense?”

“Healing doesn’t work on her like it should. It’s like she’s resistant to it.”

The news gave Aram pause because it was the same thing the healer Namara had said back in the ravine. Troubled, he glanced at the infirmary door. “Is she a Shield?”

“Maybe.” Calise’s expression was clouded with worry. “This is different though. Even Wellspring water doesn’t work on her, and it should.”

That was odd. Markus was a True Impervious, and though most magic couldn’t touch him, the healing power of Wellsprings still did.

Aram nodded his thanks and gave her a quick, soft kiss on the cheek before returning to the infirmary. There, he found Esmir and Markus standing on either side of the woman’s bed, both glaring down at her as if intimidation were the answer to the riddle she posed.

When Aram entered, the sorceress’s gaze was drawn to him, and their eyes locked. Just as he had with Dedicant Kevatis, Aram felt a powerful urge to look away but forced himself to ignore it. He stopped at the foot of the woman’s bed and stood regarding her.

She might have been beautiful, had it not been for the grime and bruises that mottled her features. Her face seemed chiseled from alabaster, and the longer Aram considered her, the younger she seemed. It was her eyes, more than anything, that disturbed him. Her violet gaze felt like it was digging under his skin, probing his layers, testing what he was made of.

Seeing too much.

“Aramon Raythe,” she said with a strange accent he couldn’t place. “Thank you for coming.”

Aram glanced from Markus to Esmir. Both Wardens stood stone-faced and imposing, their hands within easy reach of their weapons. When Aram moved to take a step closer, Markus’s hand rose in a subtle but unmistakable gesture: stay back.

“What is your name?” Aram asked, trusting his Warden’s instincts and keeping his distance.

The sorceress inclined her head. “My name is Illith Kumaro. I am here at the request of Evanar Valeda, the Revered Master of the Eternal Order of Exilari.”

Valeda’s name sparked the painful memory of an old man with corpse-like fingers who had sat beside Aram’s sickbed when he was a boy. It was that same man who had condemned him to the essence cellars, to four years of darkness and agony. According to Esmir, the Revered Master of the Exilari was an Archon. Aram believed him, for only an Archon could be so evil.

“You mean Logarin.” Aram’s voice was just as cold as his memories. He glared at the sorceress with contempt, unable to keep the hatred he felt for her from his eyes. “What does he want?”

“Yes. Logarin.” She smiled, as though pleased by his knowledge. “My master sent me here to warn you. Those who are your enemies—those you call Archons—have become enraged by the slaying of their brother, Kathrax. For the first time in centuries, all five brothers have united behind a common goal: destroying you. The Revered Master would like to help you because he believes you could also help him. He would like to propose an alliance.”

Aram scoffed. Four hundred years ago, Logarin had used a similar tactic to lure Daymar Torian to the World Above. Logarin’s sorcerers had captured Daymar and kept him alive for a century in their cellars.

“I’m not interested in an alliance.” Aram started to turn away.

The woman’s voice stopped him. “The Revered Master asked me to remind you of the oath you swore to the Exilari Order. As he never released you from that oath, you are still bound by it.”

Aram stiffened, startled by her words. Long ago, when he and Markus had first fallen into the hands of the Exilari, they had been forced to pledge themselves as servants of the Order. Aram had forgotten all about it, his trauma in the cellars erasing all other things from his mind. Her words dredged up a dangerous, dark anger within him. He had sworn that oath under terrible duress. Such an empty oath could not be binding.

He said firmly, “I owe no allegiance to a man who locked me in a dungeon and tortured me for years.”

The sorceress spread her hands. “The Revered Master conveys his regret. When he met you, my master thought he recognized your nature. But when you failed to unlock your own magic, he assumed that the Auld Covenant must bind you. That is why he gave you to the Extractors, because a shackled weapon was useless to him. But it turns out that he was wrong. You did eventually unlock your own magic. My master believes you would make a powerful ally.”

Her words provoked a flood of emotions that broke over Aram like a wave, sending him reeling. There were so many things wrong with her assertions, he didn’t know where to start. He sorted through his thoughts, at last deciding to point out the claim that was most problematic.

“Your master is wrong,” growled Aram. “I didn’t unlock my own magic. I passed the Trials. The Overseers unlocked it for me.”

“You did not pass the Trials, Champion Raythe,” the woman said in her strange, lilting accent. “The Overseers were going to kill you, and they would have—if you hadn’t killed them first. You did so by unlocking your own magic and using it in your defense.”

For several seconds, Aram could not respond because, deep inside, he feared she was right. He had suspected all along that he had failed his Trials, and that he had only lived because of happenstance. A sinking feeling gripped his stomach, clenching it tight.

He swallowed the knot of apprehension in his throat, making sure his voice did not waver. “So what, exactly, does your master want with me?”

The sorceress gave him a reassuring smile. “He asks that you and your Warden return with me to the College of the Exilari, where he would like to speak with you about how, as allies, you can work together to rid the world of his brethren.”

It took all the restraint Aram possessed to keep from laughing outright, for her request was absurd. He couldn’t believe the Exilari would try to use the same tactic on him that they had on Daymar Torian. It was little more than insult. For once, Aram had no trouble reading the outrage on Esmir’s scalding face.

“No. I won’t be doing that.”

He turned to leave.

“Your reluctance is understandable,” the woman called after him, stopping him in his tracks. “You were gravely mistreated by the Order, but that was under entirely different circumstances. I can assure you: it will not happen again⁠—”

“Damn right it won’t,” snapped Markus.

“Aram,” Esmir growled. “We can’t hold her.”

Aram let out a frustrated sigh because he knew Esmir was right. He looked down at the woman, considering her. Even though she claimed to be Exilari, her resemblance to Kathrax’s Champion was too obvious to ignore. It was possible that she was Gifted, and if that were true, then no cell in Skyhome could contain her.

“You have a decision to make,” prompted Esmir.

Aram understood. He was left with only two choices: let her go…or order her death. Neither choice felt right. She was a messenger, of a sort, and because of that, killing her would be a grave crime. She was also the servant of an Archon, he reminded himself, and therefore dangerous. More than dangerous. Letting her go should be unthinkable.

And yet, Aram was thinking about it.

He stood for a moment scowling down at the floor, tormented by indecision. He couldn’t expect Esmir and Markus to stand guard over her night and day. He hated everything the sorceress represented, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to take the life of an unarmed woman.

Markus must have guessed his thoughts. He protested, “You are not thinking of letting her loose!”

“No,” said Aram. “But I’m not going to murder her either.” He turned to the woman in the bed. “Your master lured Daymar Torian with an offer of alliance. Tell Logarin that he needs to come up with a different tactic. That one’s not going to work again.”

“You are not Daymar Torian!” the woman cried, sitting upright. “You’re more important!”

Two swords rang with metallic hisses as they were drawn and leveled at her breast.

Throwing off her blankets, the sorceress cried, “Aramon! They know who you are and where you are—and they will come for you here! One of them killed Raginor himself. If a demigod could not stand against them, then what hope have you? You really don’t know the first thing about binding aether. Do you think you can face all five of them alone? You will be destroyed without my master’s help.”

Aram didn’t want to listen anymore.

Too many things she said rang true.

“We’re done,” Esmir growled.

Markus reached for the dagger sheathed at his waist.

Quickly, Aram grabbed a fistful of aether and tugged at it violently, ripping a hole in the Veil right there in the center of the infirmary. An excruciatingly bright light poured through the rent, halting Markus’s motion. The woman cringed, throwing up her hands.

Aram rushed forward and caught her arms.

“They will kill you!” she gasped.

He wrenched her off the bed, heaving the sorceress bodily into the rupture.


CHAPTER FIVE




Markus’s footsteps rang off the walls. Aram could hear the fury in them, the urgency. He didn’t understand why Markus was so angry. He’d dealt with the sorceress the only way he knew how. Anything else would have been either merciless or foolhardy. Calise was irritated with him too; he could see it in her eyes as he brushed past her out the door.

“Aram!” Markus shouted after him.

He didn’t stop.

He wanted to put some distance between himself and the infirmary, from Calise and the weight of her disappointment. He couldn’t bear to be dressed down by the two people he loved most, not here, not in front of the men and women he was supposed to lead. So Aram hurried toward the stairwell, though the sharp echo of Markus’s footfalls pursued him through the corridor. He didn’t stop until he was halfway up the first flight of steps. Only then did he turn to face his friend.

“You’re angry,” Aram said.

Markus’s fists were clenched, his face red with fury.

“Of course I’m angry!” Markus snapped, rage sharpening every word. “What the hell happened back there?”

Aram drew a heavy sigh. “I opened a rupture.”

Markus’s face darkened to a deeper shade of red. “I know that! Why didn’t you let me kill her?”

The sound of Markus’s voice—raw and harsh with emotion—made Aram go cold inside. Never before had his friend raged at him so, not even when he had flown Zandril into the gorge to rescue Agaroth. What if Markus didn’t forgive him?

“I couldn’t kill her,” he whispered.

“You didn’t have to! I was going to take care of it!”

“She’s an envoy,” Aram reminded him. By all the unwritten rules of diplomacy, the life of an envoy was to be protected. Markus knew that. He should understand. “Anyway, she’s gone. She can’t do anything to me from the World Above.”

Markus’s eyes narrowed. “She won’t stay in the World Above, Aram! She can just make another rupture!”

Aram shrugged. “If she does, I’ll sense it.”

Markus looked like he wanted to take a swing at him. Aram took a step back, wondering what he’d said that was so wrong. Markus glared at him, the tension between them almost crackling. At last he let out an exasperated sigh, turning away. He hung his head, running his fingers through his hair wearily.

“Look, Aram. You can’t afford to take chances like this. You’re the only Champion we have.”

Aram asked, “If I start killing envoys, then what does that make me?”

“It makes you prudent.”

Aram didn’t understand. Killing an unarmed prisoner wasn’t right. “Could you really have killed that woman in cold blood?”

“Yes,” Markus answered without hesitation.

Aram couldn’t fathom how Markus could say that with such conviction. That was something men like Sergan would say, men who lived without honor or conscience. Not men like Markus.

“The world has only one of you,” Markus reminded him. “You can’t afford to take unnecessary risks. And that woman is an unnecessary risk. A big one.”

Aram still didn’t understand, but he didn’t want to argue. Turning away, he resumed his climb up the stairs. When he didn’t hear Markus’s boots following him, he glanced back to find the stairwell empty, the door to the hallway swaying closed.

Weary and worried, Aram returned to the eyrie alone, feeling a dull ache of sadness. There, he occupied himself by cleaning his armor and hanging it properly on the rack, for with all the events of the day, he hadn’t had time to deal with it. The work helped distract him, but his thoughts were still mired in his confrontation with Markus, worried that he’d lost his best friend. When he was done with the armor, he moved on to picking up the eyrie, returning every item to its place, stacking it just right, angling it just so. When there was nothing left to stack or angle, he sat by the fire, looking around the large, empty cavern, feeling more alone than he had in a long while.

He sensed the dragons returning before he saw them. A shadow fell over the entrance to the eyrie as Agaroth’s enormous wingspan eclipsed the moonlight. The Greater Dragon alighted on the terrace with a grace that belied his majestic size then snaked his wedge-shaped head into the cavern. He peered at Aram with golden eyes that regarded him in commiserating silence, sensing his mood.

Aram stood and moved to Agaroth’s side, laying a hand on his great neck. Closing his eyes, he recounted the events in the infirmary and his conversation with Markus after—not in words, but with a series of mental images linked to feelings. As the events played out in his mind, he could sense Agaroth’s growing impatience and anger. Not at the sorceress, but at him. By the time Aram was finished, Agaroth’s spines were laid back in fury.

Though Aram hadn’t understood Markus’s anger, he certainly understood his dragon’s. Agaroth had lost his previous rider to the Exilari, and he hated the sorcerers more than any other enemy. The thought of losing Aram the way he had lost Daymar filled Agaroth with fear and wrath.

But where Markus might be reasoned with, dragons were different. For Agaroth, the logic was crystalline and unassailable: recklessness could not be justified, not when it risked Aram’s life. Dragons had a way of reducing complex moral questions to their simplest elements, like whether or not to kill someone.

“I’m sorry,” Aram said, laying a hand on Agaroth’s horned brow. “I couldn’t do it, don’t you understand? That’s what separates me from them.”

Agaroth didn’t understand, just as Markus hadn’t.

Seeking to move on from the subject, Aram asked, “How about we fly somewhere? Anywhere. You pick.”

Agaroth loved nothing better than being together in the air, and sometimes they simply went flying with no destination in mind. At first, Aram sensed only reluctance; Agaroth wanted to cling to his outrage and wasn’t ready to give it up yet. He crouched as though ready to spring, glaring at Aram with an intensity that would have sent any other human running for the door. But slowly, the dragon relented, letting out a deep, disappointed growl.

Aram brightened, for he knew he was grudgingly forgiven. An image of the two of them skimming over a blanket of clouds filled his mind, and he smiled. Springing to his feet, he went to the table and scooped up a waterskin then climbed eagerly onto Agaroth’s back. As he strapped himself into the riding harness, a questioning sensation filled his mind, one he had no trouble interpreting.

“Just fly somewhere,” he responded with a shrug. “Surprise me.”

He didn’t know why he talked to his dragon aloud; it wasn’t necessary. He could have conveyed the same idea without ever moving his lips. Come to think of it, he did talk to himself from time to time, even when his dragon wasn’t part of the conversation. Perhaps it helped him construct his thoughts better.

Once he was situated, Agaroth stalked toward the entrance of the eyrie and out onto the terrace, where the brazier burned with a preternatural flame. The moon hung large and low in the sky, blanketing the canyons with silvery light and painting the surrounding cliffs in wide brushstrokes of shadow.

Agaroth approached the cliff’s edge then simply stepped off. Aram sucked in a sharp breath as his stomach plunged. Agaroth’s great wingspan at last caught air and lifted them over the gorge. They glided smoothly out over the dark fissure of the canyon, their moon-cast shadow chasing them across the ground.

Aram clung to his dragon’s back, gripping the spines for stability. Icy wind raked his hair back from his face, and his mantle crackled behind him. He narrowed his eyelids to slits, his eyes filled with tears wrung by the wind. When Agaroth rolled into a steep, banking turn, waves of exhilaration made Aram throw his head back and laugh.

They flew southward, following the long line of snowy mountain ridges. The further they went, the peaks grew taller and more jagged, looking like enormous teeth protruding from the jawline of a great monster. Beneath the snow line, the mountain flanks were black with a carpet of pine trees interrupted by the white mottling of meadows. Minutes later, Agaroth angled toward one of the mountain lakes, which filled a large crater-shaped valley.

They touched down on the conical peak of an island in the center of the lake. The snow that frosted the surrounding mountains met the surface of the lake and in some places extended across it, forming a flat, white layer of ice that glowed iridescently in the moonlight.

Agaroth folded his wings as Aram slid from his back, landing in the soft, crunchy snow. The night was crisp, and his breath formed a shimmering cloud of mist before his face. A chill breeze stung his cheeks, and even flexing his hands did little to drive the spikes of cold from his fingers. He stood for a minute with a hand on Agaroth’s warm scales, staring out across the shimmering lake. It was a beautiful night, and he understood why Agaroth had taken him to this place. It was a surreal location, and the frost in the air carried a cold silence that was complete and compelling.

Aram asked, “Did you and Daymar used to come here?”

His dragon stood gazing out across the ice, a distant expression in his reptilian eyes. Instead of answering with words, an image formed in Aram’s mind of Agaroth and Daymar basking together in the summer sun beside the blue water of the lake. Aram got the feeling that this might have been a special place for them, that Agaroth was revealing something profound and private he had shared with his former rider. The image portrayed a tender and intimate moment, and Aram found himself cherishing it. He had never met Daymar Torian, but after both Agaroth’s and Esmir’s recounts of him, Aram felt like he knew him well. And the more he got to know Daymar, the more he realized how much they had in common.

There was no summer sun to bask beneath, but Aram, nevertheless, wanted to share such a moment with Agaroth, to make their own memories in this serene enclave. So he made a place for himself at his dragon’s side and let Agaroth curl about him, melting the snow and warming his body with the heat of his inner fire. Aram leaned back in his dragon’s embrace and closed his eyes. As he drifted toward sleep, he silently thanked the gods for the friendship of this powerful and compassionate creature, wondering what he had ever done to deserve such an ally.


CHAPTER SIX




Markus found himself in the Southern Eyrie. It hadn’t been where he’d meant to go, but his mind had been so wrapped up in angry thoughts that his boots had led him in the direction he was used to walking. He’d thought to go down to Hearth Home and find something suitably strong to drink at a wine shop, but his subconscious apparently thought he needed company more than liquor, and it had led him in a different direction.

He exited the stairwell and stepped out into the large cavern of the eyrie, which was dimly lit by flickering hearth fires. Thick rock columns grew from the cavern’s floor, helping support the high ceiling. Along the edges of the eyrie were alcoves where the individual dragons and their riders made their homes, separated by wicker screens that could be drawn aside or closed for privacy. Most stood open. The dragons and riders of the fighting Wing were a gregarious lot and usually enjoyed company.

Nodding to people he knew, Markus strode across the cavern toward the large soaking pool which dominated the center of the eyrie. There, a few of the young windriders had gathered on the shore as their dragons lounged in the shallow water. The soaking pool was a gathering area, where both dragons and riders came to relax and socialize.

Though no longer hatchlings, the young dragons were not old enough for their first flight and still acted like juveniles. Seeing him, Gananth, the friendliest of the bunch, raised his stone-gray head and emitted a greeting that sounded more like the bleat of a goat. The sound brought a smile to Markus’s face. He enjoyed the fledglings, especially Gananth. All but Iver’s blue dragon Tandriel, who was always aloof and reticent. He stood apart from his counterparts on the shore, looking supremely bored. Iver leaned against him, arms crossed, the expression on his face a mirror of his dragon’s.

“Well, look what the wind blew in!” exclaimed Jeran. He beamed at Markus then wriggled into his wet shirt, his whipcord-thin body glistening with water from the soaking pool.

The young men turned toward Markus, Kye, and Corley with welcoming grins, Iver and Eugan with cordial nods. Corley stood from where he sat by the pool and came forward eagerly. But when he saw the look on Markus’s face, he paused, his hand coming up to scratch the thin whiskers on his cheek. He glanced sideways at Jeran and Kye before looking back at Markus.

“What the hell happened back there?” asked Iver, rising and walking toward them.

Markus clamped his jaw, trying to contain the deep, troubled sigh that managed to escape anyway. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

With that, he yanked his shirt off and tossed it on the damp stone of the cave beside a pile of clothing that probably belonged to Kye, who stood half naked and dripping, hugging himself for warmth.

“Oh, come on,” exclaimed Corley. “We deserve some explanation! Who was that woman? Was she really Exilari?”

“I don’t know. She claimed to be.” Markus stooped to tug off his boots, tossing them on the ground beside his shirt. He stripped down to his breeches then waded into the warm water of the pool, the air above the pond heavy with steam and the scent of wet dragon. The pool became deep quickly, and within a few strides, Markus found himself treading water.

Kye splashed after him, kicking off from the bank. Bobbing in the water next to Markus, he asked, “Do you think she’s Exilari?”

They were quickly joined by the rest of their friends—all but Iver, who sat alone on the shore, relaxing against Tandriel with his knees drawn up to his chest.

“I don’t know,” answered Markus. “There were a lot of inconsistencies about her.”

“Like what?” asked Jeran, treading water next to him.

“Well, for one thing, there’s a strong possibility that she might be Gifted.”

“And Aram let her go?” exclaimed Kye. “Why?”

One of the larger dragons lumbered into the soaking pool next to them, creating waves. They rocked Markus one way and then the other, slapping water into his face. He righted himself, spitting dragon-water out of his mouth and wiping his eyes.

“I don’t know why he let her go,” he responded angrily. “Sometimes I don’t get the way he thinks.”

Kye’s eyebrows flew up. “You too?”

Markus blinked, taken aback. He hadn’t meant to invite criticism. The last thing Aram needed was for his own Warden to point out his quirks to his friends.

Instantly regretful, Markus scowled. “That’s not what I meant. I do understand him. It’s just…if Aram gets an idea in his head, it can be hard to change his mind.”

With that, he swam toward the shore, leaving his friends behind in the soaking pool. He stood for a moment dripping and shivering, wishing he’d brought a towel. He shook most of the water off and did his best to rake the rest off his body with his hands, but when he drew his clothes back on, they stuck to his skin. The others eventually followed him out of the pool. Kye offered him a towel belatedly, and Markus waved it away, scrubbing his fingers through his hair.

“Where’s Aram right now?” asked Eugan.

Good question. Markus directed it to the part of his mind he shared with Siroth. He was rewarded with a vision of Aram and his dragon vaulting off the terrace of their eyrie into the moonlight.

“He took off with Agaroth.”

Eugan gave him a disbelieving frown. “I’m surprised you let him out of your sight.”

“It’s not like I had a choice,” Markus grumbled.

“Well, he does have an awfully big bodyguard,” said Kye.

“And a temperamental one at that,” added Corley.

To his right, Tandriel rose and spread his wings in a display of dominance. One of the other young dragons had emerged from the pool and gotten too close. Tandriel was larger than the others, almost as big as the adults, even though he still had years left to grow. Markus wondered if maybe he didn’t have some Greater Dragon in him. He wouldn’t be surprised.

“I can’t believe how big he is,” he remarked to Iver. “How long until he’s ready to fly with you?”

“I think he’s ready now,” Iver patted his dragon’s neck. “I’m just waiting for Gant to agree. We can’t fly without permission.”

“Well, if he gets any bigger, you’re going to need a new alcove.”

Iver pointed with his thumb across the dim cavern of the eyrie to where a large alcove sat dark, its entrance sealed off by a wicker screen. “I’ve got my eye on that one over there.”

Markus raised his eyebrows, shocked. “Wasn’t that Vandra’s?”

“Yeah.” Iver looked only slightly guilty. He added defensively, “But no one’s using it, and it’s the only one big enough for Tandriel.”

Markus’s gaze lingered on the dark alcove, a profound sadness bearing down on him like a heavy weight. He missed Eraine Vandra. She had been more than just a good Wingmaster. She had been an advocate for both him and Aram, and he would always be grateful to her for that. He still had nightmares of her death, and the guilt he felt from leaving her behind during the battle for the fortress never faded. It plagued him daily, especially at night, when his thoughts had a way of taking a dark turn.

“So, what did the sorceress want with Aram?” asked Kye.

Markus blinked, swallowing the lump that had formed in his throat. “She was trying to bait him by using the same trick they used on Torian. Their essence cellars must be running dry for them to be that desperate. Either that, or they think we’re really that stupid.”

“It doesn’t make sense.” Jeran crossed his arms, looking thoughtful. “Why would they use the same tactic? They had to know Aram wouldn’t fall for it.”

“I don’t like it,” said Eugan. “They’re up to something. You’d better watch Aram’s back.”

“Yeah,” Markus muttered. Without excusing himself, he turned away, making quickly for the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Kye called after him.

“To talk to Esmir.”

This time, he took the steps with purpose up to the Heights, where Esmir had lived alone in the eyrie he had once shared with Daymar. Markus exited the stairwell into a dark hallway lit only by shafts of light angling down from above. The narrow corridor before him was conspicuously silent, encased by shadows and haunted by the absence of the dragon riders who had once lived there. Centuries ago, the eyries of the Heights teemed with Greater Dragons and their riders. Now, only Esmir remained on this level, and the only Greater left in the world was Agaroth.

Markus knocked on the door but didn’t wait for the old Warden to answer before letting himself in. He paused on the threshold, vision groping through the dim murkiness of the eyrie. His gaze finally settled on Esmir, who sat hunched at his table, illuminated by a fragile lantern flame. He didn’t look up at Markus’s entrance and made no sign that he was aware of him.

Markus crossed the dim, neglected cavern toward the table. Esmir’s eyrie was large; it was intended to house two Greater Dragons. For hundreds of years, Esmir had lived there with Daymar, his husband and Champion, and their dragons, Agaroth and Faranth. But when Daymar was captured, both dragons had been caught in the void between worlds. Aram had rescued Agaroth—or perhaps it was the other way around—but Faranth was still there, trapped somewhere in the void. Ever since, Esmir had lived alone in the cave, dragonless, without a Champion to love and protect. He was the embodiment of a lonely, bitter, and broken old man. He was exactly what Markus never wanted to be.

Predictably, Esmir was in his cups. He barely looked up as Markus slid into the chair across the table from him. Leaning forward, Markus plucked the mug of liquor out of Esmir’s hand and took a long sip of its contents before handing it back. Instantly, he scowled. The whiskey was horrendous, and it stung his throat going down.

“You look rattled,” Markus observed.

Esmir lifted a heavy eyebrow. “You’re not?”

His face was deeply lined, and the shadows thrown by the wavering flame of the lantern weren’t flattering. Baggy pouches sagged beneath his eyes, and his puffy cheeks bristled with unkempt whiskers. He took a long, slow drink from his cup, closing his eyes as though savoring the awful liquid.

“Stirred up some bad memories?”

Esmir grunted. “Perhaps.”

Markus sat back in his chair, gripping the armrests. “You have a reason to be upset.”

Esmir’s face darkened, his wrinkles swarming into an angry grimace. “Damn right I do.”

For moments, he stared across the table at Markus with a needling gaze. Then he lifted his cup and tossed back a heavy swallow.

“Tell me about Daymar,” said Markus.

Esmir sighed, his body sagging as though the last of his strength escaped him. “What do you want to know?”

Leaning forward, Markus hefted the jug of whiskey and refilled Esmir’s cup. “I want to know what they said that convinced him to go.”

“It’s not what they said,” the old Warden snapped. “It’s what I said.”

Markus sat in silence for a moment before prompting, “What did they say to you, then?”

A heavy silence followed his question, during which Esmir drew his cup against him, as though protecting a small child. His gaze grew distant, his expression sad and regretful.

“We were losing the war. We were running out of ideas, and we were running out of allies. We were injured and exhausted, especially Daymar. He’d extended himself far more than he ever should have. I didn’t think he had another battle left in him. I was terrified.” He drew in a heavy breath then let it out, puffing out his cheeks. “The Exilari sent an emissary with a missive, asking us to meet him in the World Above for parlay. He gave us assurances and promised safe conduct. I wanted to hear what he had to say. I convinced Daymar to go.”

Markus waited for him to continue, but he did not. Esmir sat staring out at the dark opening of the eyrie, cup of whiskey forgotten in his hand.

Markus asked, “Once they had Daymar, what stopped them from breaking the Anchors?”

Esmir blinked as though waking from a trance. He knocked back another gulp. “Because it turns out conquering us wasn’t enough.” He gave a bitter smile. “They needed two things to break the Anchors of Heaven. The essence of a Champion was one. But they also needed something else: Kathrax’s cooperation, and they didn’t have that.”

Markus frowned. “I thought all the Archons were on the same side.”

“Kathrax was bent on conquering the World Below, of harvesting every drop of essence in this land of plenty for himself. He had no intention of sharing it. No, Kathrax had other plans. He worked with his brothers in the World Above only long enough to remove Daymar, who was a very sharp thorn in his side. But breaking the Anchors was something he simply wasn’t ready to do.”

Markus leaned back in his chair, his eyes fixed on his cup. Staring at the liquor in it, he asked, “So, what’s stopping them now? Kathrax is dead, and they already have barrels of essence. What else do they need to break the Anchors?”

Esmir grimaced. “They need Aram.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Aram awoke to a bright but chill morning that was a contradiction of itself, a pleasant dichotomy of snow and sun. Agaroth’s inner fire had kept his body hot all night, leaving his hair damp with sweat. But his extremities were cold and shivering, barely warmed by the dim morning sun.

When he stirred, Agaroth raised his crimson head and peered at him with one golden eye, the pupil contracted in the sunlight. Aram yawned, wiggling his toes in his boots to see if he could feel them. It was time to head back. He stood on trembling legs and stomped his feet to work some of the cold out of them. At the same time, Agaroth raised his hindquarters and stretched like a great cat, opening his mouth and heating the air in front of him.

Aram glanced at the snow-covered hilltop they perched upon, ringed by scraggly pines and old, dead snags. Groggy, he climbed onto his dragon’s back and strapped in, trusting the flight would wake him. As soon as he was situated, Agaroth kicked off with his powerful hindquarters and launched into the air, pulling them upward toward the clouds with graceful wing strokes. He banked, veering back toward the gorge, offering Aram one last glimpse of the lonely island in the center of the lake.

The cold air streaming past them invigorated Aram. His numb feet began to tingle and then throb as feeling returned to them. He clung tightly to Agaroth’s spines, the dragon’s great muscles working beneath him, rippling under his armored hide as they climbed higher into the air. The mountain peaks sped by below them, slipping away into the distance. The flight took almost an hour, and by the time they arrived at the gorge, Aram was fully awake, the bleariness of sleep wrung from him by the invigorating wind of their flight.

When Agaroth at last swooped to a landing on the terrace of their eyrie, Aram slid from his back, knowing his dragon would want to leave to hunt. The morning had turned gloomy, a thick fog blanketing the cliffside that made it impossible to see the gorge below, almost as though it was hidden by a murky white sea.

Aram shivered as he crossed the terrace and walked beneath the arching entrance of the cavern that yawned from the cliffside like an ancient, toothless maw. Inside, he found the eyrie dark and cold, the fire still banked from the previous night. The alcove that Markus shared with Siroth was closed off by a wicker screen, informing Aram that his Warden was still asleep.

Agaroth departed to look for his morning meal, which usually consisted of rugged highland cattle bred expressly for that purpose. He was rarely gone long, for he had a keen eye for prey, better even than a raptor. Dragons could see more colors than humans, and Agaroth could detect the heat of an animal’s body from far away, even in darkness. When he shared his mental images with Aram, Aram could see those colors too, in the form of patterns or objects that weren’t there when he looked with his own eyes. It was a powerful way to view the world, providing critical information.

He paused by the hearth, holding his chilled fingers over the banked coals, an action that did little to warm him. Moving to the wood pile, he gathered an armload of logs and set about rekindling the hearth. When he had a good fire going, he sat beside it, staring into the flames and allowing his thoughts to wander where they liked.

The sound of the door opening behind him made him turn. He rose quickly when he saw Calise’s form in the doorway. She offered a tentative smile, moving into the eyrie and closing the door behind her. She was beautiful, in a leather riding shirt and a long wool skirt, two articles of clothing most people wouldn’t consider pairing, but on Calise, they looked natural.

Aram started toward her but then stopped mid-stride, hit by a sudden thought. He sucked in a sharp gasp, wanting to smack himself.

He had almost forgotten.

Today was her birthday.

He hurried toward her and pulled her close. Holding her tight, he closed his eyes and savored the feel of her. She smelled faintly of flowers, as though she had just come from the bath. Letting her go at last, he kissed her cheek then stepped back with a smile.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” he said, thanking every god in the world she wasn’t still mad at him.

“You’re forgiven. This time.” Worry clouded her eyes. Reaching up, she stroked his face. “Next time, heed Markus. It’s his job to look out for you, and it’s your job to listen to him.”

As always, she was right. Aram let out a sigh as bitter sadness and shame washed over him. “I will next time.” He managed a shy smile. “I know it’s bad timing, but… Happy birthday!”

Calise beamed. “You remembered!” She gave him a quick, fierce hug.

“Of course! How could I forget?” Aram released her, lifting a hand to stop her. “Wait here. Don’t move! I’ll be right back!”

Leaving her by the door, he dashed into the alcove he shared with Agaroth, knocking the wicker screen aside. Within, he found the gift he had purchased months earlier tucked away inside a chest. He scooped up the small music box that he’d commissioned from the master clockmaker in Hearth Home. Cradling it in his palms, he returned to her and offered it out.

With a gasp, Calise lifted the music box and held it up to admire. It was exquisitely made, with a black lacquered finish, embellished with gold-leaf dragons whose arching necks formed the shape of a heart. When she opened the lid, a melody began to play, sweet and bright and cheerful, slowing ever so gradually as the spring within the mechanism wore itself down, eventually coming to rest with one last, fragile tone that lingered in the air like a fading memory.

“It’s beautiful,” Calise whispered, closing the lid carefully. When her eyes lifted to meet his, they were moist with unshed tears.

Reaching into the pouch at his waist, Aram removed the other gift he’d prepared for her, which he’d almost forgotten: a linen parchment folded a half dozen or more times into a little wadded square. He unfolded it as rapidly as he could, smoothing the creases out as she stared at him with a bemused smile.

Holding up the poem he had written for her, Aram read:

“‘May you always be inspired, that your aura flows into the people you help, and that the golden fire inside you never fades.

May you always have friendship, to be a laugh on the good days and a shoulder on the bad.

May you always have strength to persevere, and your obstacles be small.

May all the kindnesses you show others come back to you a hundredfold.

May all your heartfelt wishes come true.’

Happy birthday, Calise!”

By the time he was finished, his cheeks were blazing hot, his voice quivering like a leaf trembling in a breeze. When he lowered the parchment, Aram saw that the tears in her eyes were now spilling down her cheeks, and he felt mortified.

“Oh, no,” he breathed. “You hate it.” He crumbled the poem in his fist.

“No!” Calise gasped, catching his arm before he could throw the poem away.

And then she kissed him, her body pressed against his, her fingers stroking through his hair. It wasn’t just any kiss. It was passionate, sending electric energy from his toes to his fingertips. The anger inside him melted into confusion then dissolved into a dreamy sea of bliss. The kiss lingered, Aram holding her tight in his arms, savoring the feel of her against him. When they parted at last, he stood breathless and light-headed. Slowly, he raised his hand, offering her the crumpled parchment.

Calise wiped her tears as she accepted the gift. “Thank you, Aram.”

He didn’t understand why she looked so terribly sad. He had hoped the poem would make her happy, but she looked ready to cry again.

“I’m sorry…” he whispered. “I tried. I guess I’m not a very good poet.”

Calise smiled. “Don’t apologize. It’s perfect. It’s beautiful. It’s just…no one’s ever written me a poem before.”

Aram sighed with relief. “I’m glad you like it.”

He pulled her close again, pressing his cheek against her hair and breathing in the fresh scent of it, fragrant with flowers and healing herbs. He cherished the way she fit so perfectly against his chest, as though they were made for each other.

Aram caressed her skin. “Let’s go sit outside on the terrace. It’s a beautiful morning.”

She accepted his hand, and he led her out into the sunlight, finding the rocks warm and empty, for both dragons had left their roost. They sat at the end of the outcrop, where a blanket and pillows lay scattered beside the dragon brazier. Calise settled next to him on a pillow, leaning back against his shoulder. Her golden aura seemed more vibrant than usual, and Aram realized it was because she was happy. The knowledge made him feel warm inside, for he wanted to make Calise just as happy as she made him.

“I love my birthday gifts,” she said with a smile, staring down at the lacquered box in her lap.

“I’m glad.” Aram trailed his fingers through her silken hair. “I just wanted to do something special for you because you’re such a special person. And you’re very special to me.”

She snuggled into him, resting her head on his shoulder. Closing her eyes, she smiled.

“You’re very special to me too, Aram.”

A quiet moment passed, during which no words were spoken. A breeze rustled her hair, and he squeezed her hand.

“Aram…” she said. “Why did you let that woman go?”

He sighed heavily, wishing she hadn’t asked that. He’d wanted to savor this moment and make it last. But it popped like a bubble.

“She had a red aura,” he answered, looking down.

Calise frowned, little wrinkles forming on the bridge of her nose. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only seen a red aura on one other person. That was Master Ebra, the bard who took Markus and me as apprentices.”

“What was he like?”

Aram considered. “He was clever. Wise. He knew so many things, and he spent his life sharing his knowledge with others.” He gave her a sad smile, remembering the bard fondly. “He tried his best to save us, but Sergan killed him.”

“I’m so sorry.” Calise squeezed his hand.

“Am I interrupting?” came Markus’s voice from behind them.

Aram turned to see Markus standing in the opening of the eyrie. His dark hair was disheveled from sleep, and he squinted at them through eyes narrowed against the sunlight. He was holding a small burlap sack in one hand and a green apple in the other.

Aram gave Markus a tentative nod in greeting, for he didn’t know whether his Warden was still angry with him.

Markus smiled at Calise. He took a bite of an apple, tossing it lightly as he walked toward them. To Aram, he said, “I’m sorry about yesterday.”

“I am too. I know you were trying to protect me.”

“That’s right.” Markus took another crisp bite of apple as he sat across from them on the rug. “I’m just trying to do my job, but you keep making it hard on me. You’ve got to stop doing that.”

Aram nodded, understanding. “I’ll try.”

“I’d sure appreciate that.” Markus chucked his apple core over the side of the terrace. “So, what are you two up to?”

“We were just talking about Master Ebra,” answered Aram. “He had a red aura, just like the sorceress. I was trying to figure out what it means.”

Markus sat forward, his gaze suddenly intense. “Did you figure it out?”

“No,” Aram admitted. There had to be something about Master Ebra that made him red. Something different, something unique to him.

Markus’s eyes went distant in thought. “He saw in color.”

“What?” gulped Aram.

“He told me he could see in color, but only a little bit,” said Markus. “Not as good as you. But maybe that’s what you saw in him. Maybe a red aura means someone’s Gifted?”

Aram had met a few people with the affinity for magic in his life, but none of them had a red aura. Of course, being Gifted was more than just having the affinity. Maybe it had to do with degrees of talent.

“Maybe it’s a different kind of Gifted,” he mused. “I mean, I’ve met people with Talents who weren’t red. Like Vandra. And when I look at Luvana, I see bright green, like the color of spring grass.” He swatted away a gnat buzzing by his cheek. “I think maybe it’s the brightness of the aura that has to do with being Gifted, not the color.”

Calise asked, “What color’s your aura?”

“I don’t know,” responded Aram. “I can’t see it.”

“What color do you think it would be?”

“Red,” he said immediately.

Markus frowned. “Why red?”

“I think that’s what red means.” He shrugged. “I think it has to do with being Gifted in a way that makes a difference. It can’t be just about power. It has to be about how you use it. Like Master Ebra. Everywhere he went, he brought people together and kept them connected, not just to each other, but to the past. He was a powerful force for good in the Vardlands. I think that’s what I have in common with Master Ebra: I try to use my Gift to make the world better.”

Markus asked, “So…basically, you’re saying that red’s the color of a Champion?”

Aram nodded thoughtfully. “Something like that. I don’t know.”

He looked away, angling his gaze at the brazier at the edge of the terrace. The air above it was distorted by the heat, making the canyon walls behind it seem to writhe. He stared at the flames for a while, lost in the unsettling memory of a pale woman’s face.

Calise asked, “Is it possible that Master Ebra was a Champion?”

“I don’t think so. But maybe he could have been if he’d had the opportunity. If…if he’d lived in the World Below.”

Memories of Master Ebra always made Aram sad. The old bard had been kind to them. He would never forget that night in the wagon on the long, dark road to Karaqor, lying next to the dying bard, listening to his death rattle. Sergan had let Master Ebra die, for no better reason than he didn’t want to waste the essence it would take to save him.

“Is that why you let that woman go?” asked Markus. “Because of her aura?”

“Maybe,” Aram responded distantly, his eyes averted in thought.

Markus seemed to accept that answer. Reaching into the small burlap sack he was holding, he produced two more apples, which he offered to Aram and Calise. Aram accepted an apple gratefully, biting into it.

Calise unsheathed her belt knife and used it to carve a slice out of her apple. She gave a soft yelp of pain, dropping the apple to the ground.

Aram sprang to his feet and, seeing nothing else, grabbed Markus’s empty burlap sack and pressed it tightly to Calise’s bleeding hand. Fat droplets of bright red blood spattered onto the stone from a slice on her thumb.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got it,” Aram said, seeking to put her at ease.

She gave him a funny look that took him a minute to figure out. When he did, he almost laughed at himself. Between the two of them, Calise was the healer. While all he could do was stand and apply pressure to the wound, she was the one who could actually mend it. With a self-deprecating smile, he released her.

They walked back inside, where Calise helped herself to their flask of Wellspring water. She poured the water over her cut then gripped her thumb with her other hand. The golden light of her aura swelled, and when she let go, Aram saw that the cut was already well on its way toward healing.

Calise turned back to him with a knowing smile followed by a kiss on his cheek. “I appreciate the effort, my Champion.”

Aram didn’t respond. His smile slipped, for he was staring down at her blood staining the jute fibers of the sack. Looking at it made him frown. He’d never thought about the color of her blood.

“Your blood is red,” he muttered.

Calise smiled. “My mother was human, remember? I’m only half-Auld.”

“So am I. But my blood’s brown.”

“You’re far more than just half,” Markus pointed out. “Your father was fully Auld, and your mother was a Vard, which isn’t far removed. That makes you a lot more Auld than Calise.”

“Be happy you’ve got brown blood,” Calise asserted. “You’ll live a lot longer.”

Her words made Aram’s thoughts stutter and stall. All he could do was stare at her and blink.

“What did you say?” he managed at last in a bare whisper.

“You have Aulden blood.” Calise shrugged. “You’ll have their long lifespan.”

Aram had never considered that, and the idea shook him. He came from a village of humans in the World Above and had grown up thinking of himself as human. Never once had he thought about his father’s roots and what that might mean for him, not to mention the fact that his mother’s people were the descendants of the Auld, and while their bloodline was diluted, it still contained a fair amount of Aulden characteristics.

Markus was right.

He was far more than just half-Auld.

And Calise was also correct; he probably would have their long lifespan.

Aram looked between the two people most precious in the world to him, feeling his heart on the verge of breaking. If what they said was right, then he would outlive them both by hundreds of years. The thought made him ache, because he couldn’t imagine even a day without Calise’s smile or Markus’s friendship.

He looked away, gritting his jaw.

He would outlive both his Warden and his soulmate.

He would lose them both long before he died.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Aweek went by.

Even though Aram kept his thoughts to himself, each time he looked at Markus or Calise, he felt a deep, gnawing pain. He tried imagining life without them, an exercise that proved paralyzing. It felt like someone was opening him up and scraping him out, hollowing him like a gourd. Calise and Markus were part of him, just as much as Agaroth, and he couldn’t imagine living even a day without either of them.

The thought sat inside Aram like a weight in his heart, heavy and cold. Every morning when he woke, the first thought that came to him was the same: he had one less day to spend with the people he loved.

He found himself watching Markus more carefully, cataloging details he’d never paid attention to before. His unconscious habit of resting his hand on his sword’s pommel, as though the blade were an extension of his arm. The quick, crooked grin that lit his face when he laughed at one of Jeran’s terrible jokes. Aram tried to burn these images into his memory, knowing that, centuries from now, they would be all he had left of his friend.

And when he saw Calise, it was even worse. Everything about her deserved to be noticed, remembered, and cherished. Every movement, every gesture. The golden luminescence of her aura, the small dimples that appeared when she smiled. The gentle curve of her neck as she tilted her head…everything. He watched her constantly, memorizing every feature. At night as he tried to sleep, he would review the images in his mind, rehearsing them, lest he forget anything about her.

Every afternoon, Calise came to the eyrie and met up with him for supper on the sun-warmed stones of the terrace, a basket of bread and cheese spread between them. Each day, Aram found it harder to make small talk, harder to enjoy the moments he spent with her.

When she smiled, it was like sunlight breaking through the clouds, making the breath catch in his throat.

Beautiful. She was so beautiful it hurt to look at her.

But he couldn’t enjoy that smile, for as the days went on, it only made him sad. Often, he just sat next to her in silence, studying her elegant hands. Healer’s hands. Hands he loved.

What would he do when she was gone?

He would mourn. For centuries, he would mourn.

“Aram?” Calise’s voice pulled him from his thoughts. She frowned, concern clouding her eyes. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Just…staring at me.” She pulled her hands away. “What’s wrong? You’ve been distant all week.”

“I’m fine,” he managed, unable to tell her what he was really thinking. That someday, centuries from now, memories like this would be all he had left of her. “I’m just…thinking.”

Calise’s frown deepened, but she didn’t press. Instead, she laced her fingers through his and squeezed gently. Her hand was warm, small, alive, and temporary.

“I’m sorry,” he said, unable to look at her. “I’m just trying to figure out how I can be better for you. Because you deserve the best man in the world, and I’m not him.”

“You are.” She squeezed his hand. “You don’t have to be perfect, you know.”

But he did. He had to be perfect because he would have centuries to regret every mistake. Someday, she would be gone, and he’d still be here, remembering every moment he failed her.

The thought made him pull away, suddenly unable to bear the contact. He saw hurt flash across her face and hated himself for it.

“I should go,” he said, gathering his things. “Esmir is expecting me back.”

“But you’ve barely eaten⁠—”

“I’m not hungry.” Aram stood, avoiding her eyes. “I’ll see you later.”

He left her there on the terrace, feeling her confused gaze on his back, clenching his fists in self-loathing and pain. He would watch her grow old. Watch her hair turn silver, watch as lines etched deeper into her skin. He would hold her hand as she drew her last breath.

He would kiss her goodbye.

And he would go on. Year after year, decade after decade. Century after century.

Alone.

As he reached the door to the eyrie, Calise’s voice stopped him. “You know you’re doing exactly what you’re afraid of, right?”

Aram closed his eyes and blew a quiet sigh, then turned grudgingly to face her. “What do you mean?”

“You’re so worried about losing us someday that you’re pushing us away now.” She walked toward him, her expression troubled. “That’s not living, Aram. That’s just…existing.”

Aram avoided her gaze, unable to look at her. “How am I supposed to pretend that nothing is wrong while knowing that someday I’m going to lose you?”

“The same way everyone does.” Calise reached up and cupped his cheek, bringing his gaze back to her. “You treasure the time you have instead of grieving for the time you don’t. That’s the reality we all live with. Every one of us. Who knows? I might outlive you. You have a dangerous job, you know.”

Aram nodded, realizing she was right.

“Don’t waste the years we have together being afraid of the years we won’t,” she pressed.

Her words were both a weight and a comfort.

“I’ll try.”

Pulling her close, he kissed her with a desperate tenderness, as though he could hold back time itself.
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The week passed in a predictable pattern: training at dawn with Masters Kwan and Omi, evenings alone with his books while Markus spent time with their friends.

Aram sat on his bed, a knotted panel in his hands, staring across the cavern at his Warden’s empty alcove. The wicker screen had been drawn back, and he could see into the living space Markus shared with his dragon. Even Siroth was gone; he tended to spend evenings in the Southern Eyrie, where the other dragons looked up to him as something of a hero.

The door to the cavern opened, startling Aram. To his surprise, Markus entered, returning early.

“There you are.” He strode toward Aram, one hand resting on his sword’s pommel. “We’re all going down to the Lantern in Hearth Home. Want to join us?”

Aram almost said yes because he liked the Lantern. It was a friendly place that served a hearty meal and ample drink. But instead, he shook his head, gazing down at the knotted panel he was holding. He hated leaving anything half-done.

“I need to finish. I think I’ve almost got it.” He glanced at Markus apologetically.

He had made the panel himself, translating the interlaced carvings he’d found on a stone tablet into the language of cordage. The panel was formed of many interwoven knots that reminded Aram of macramé, an art he’d learned as a boy from the sailors who pulled into port. But unlike macramé, the knots that made up Aram’s panel were more complex and rarely were any two the same.

Aram held up his work for Markus to see. To the casual observer, it would probably look like a messy crocheted tapestry made of mis-matched knots from unbleached wool. But the panel was actually an ancient poem that had been passed down through the generations in Aulden oral tradition from the Age of Chaos.

“That looks great,” Markus said, admiring his knotwork. “But why don’t you set it aside for one night and come down to Hearth Home with us? If you don’t spend more time with your friends, you’re not going to have any.”

Aram nodded. Markus was right. He had been keeping to himself too much. He didn’t want to put down the knotted panel, for doing so went against every grain of his character that screamed for him to complete what he’d started. But he understood the need, so Aram folded the panel neatly, laying it on his bed.

He rose and donned his black tabard, strapping on his sword, Hope. He wasn’t as good at wearing it everywhere, but he was trying to get better at it.

“How do I look?” he asked, sweeping his hair out of his face with a halfhearted grin.

“You’ll do.” Markus clapped Aram’s back then made for the door. “Let’s go! Everyone’s waiting!”

Aram started after him but drew up short as every fiber in the world suddenly stretched taut all around them then snapped back into place with a dazzling light storm that made Aram stagger. He cried out, throwing his hands up to protect his vision.

“What is it?” Markus caught Aram’s arm, steadying him.

“Something happened,” Aram gasped, the world beneath him yawing. He was aware of Agaroth uncoiling and rising to a crouch behind them, spines raised and teeth bared.

Aram narrowed his eyes, concentrating on the colorful strands of aether that shimmered and thrummed like a moth caught in a spider’s web. Flickering threads shot sparks across his vision that disappeared the same instant they were born. It was all so chaotic, impossible to read.

“I think we’re in danger,” he said.

“Another rupture?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

Aram concentrated harder, fixing his attention on individual strands and sliding his mind along them, seeking the source of the disturbance. When he found nothing, he turned his attention away from the strands and focused, instead, on the space between them. Something was lurking there, something inevitable, but he couldn’t tell what it was.

“I think…something’s coming.”

“What’s coming?” Markus’s voice was edged with tension. He drew his sword, the blade sliding from its sheath with a nerve-grating rasp.

“I don’t know. Something powerful.” Aram edged away from him, baring his own blade.

Agaroth sensed it too. He stood in the middle of the eyrie with hindquarters lifted as though ready to spring, a low, gut-vibrating growl filling the cavern.

“Is it the sorceress?” asked Markus.

“No. I don’t sense her.” Aram moved to stand with his back to his Warden.

“An Archon?”

“Maybe.”

The sorceress’s threat resonated through Aram’s mind. She had warned him that the Archons would be coming for him. He had killed their brother. It was personal now.

He couldn’t imagine what such an attack would look like. Skyhome was the most defensible fortress in the world, approached by one narrow road carved into the cliff along the chasm. Any army that tried an assault would find its progress easily halted, either by warriors on wing or by debris rained down from the Heights. A handful of men could easily halt an entire army.

And yet…

All around, threads of aether shivered as though terrified.

“We need to warn the Wings,” Aram decided. “We’re under attack.”

He didn’t know how or by what and, ultimately, it didn’t matter.

Aram rushed past Markus, heading for the stairs that led down to the Southern Eyrie. He took the steps two at a time, bursting out of the stairwell into the enormous, dimly lit cavern, Markus following behind. He raced across the eyrie’s stone floor to the alcove Calver Gant shared with his dragon, Ronan. They arrived to find Gant and his dragon sleeping, though Ronan jerked awake at their sudden appearance in his den. Startled, the brown dragon swung toward them with a fearsome snarl.

Gant snapped awake and was instantly on his feet, sword in hand. “What and where?”

“I don’t know,” Aram replied, his breath coming in gasps. “Close.”

Gant hesitated only a moment before surging past them in his sleeping braies, bellowing orders at the top of his lungs. A bell clanged the alarm, ringing off the rock walls of the cavern, producing a flurry of commotion as, all around, windriders scrambled for their gear. Men and dragons alike rushed from their alcoves, filling the wide cavern with weapons and wings. At Gant’s orders, runners were quickly dispatched to alert the other eyries, so that the full might of Skyhome could be ready to deploy.

Aram stood clenching his fists in nervous anticipation, watching the commotion he had caused, knowing that if he were wrong, this night would shake Skyhome’s confidence in him as their Champion. At the same time, it was a powerfully moving sight. He had grown up an awkward, bullied boy, the target of constant ridicule and scorn. Now, all the eyries assembled at his command. It seemed a vindication of the torments he had suffered as a child and the obstacles he had overcome.

Ahead, the yawning mouth of the cavern darkened as an enormous dragon occluded the entrance: Agaroth, swooping down from the Heights, accompanied by Siroth following him. Though Aram hadn’t summoned them, their dragons had come to stand at their side.

Every fiber around him shuddered at once, driving a stabbing pain through his temples. Aram raised his hands, clutching his head.

“What is it?” gasped Markus.

A terrible feeling filled Aram, an icy hand reaching deep within his gut, gripping and twisting his spine.

“They’re here,” he whispered.


CHAPTER NINE




Abrilliant line carved itself into the air before them, a horizontal slash in the fabric of the world that expanded outward across the cavern’s center, ripping open with a sound like tearing cloth.

Out of the gash spilled a blinding, eye-searing glare that made Aram wince. Markus sprang in front of him, sword raised, and Aram reflexively moved into his Warden’s shadow. Shouts erupted as more tears opened in the air, disgorging wind and brilliance into the cavern.

Therlings spilled from the gashes, charging toward them.

Markus raised his blade and cleaved the head off the first eel-like creature that set upon them. Its body fell to the floor, flopping like a fish. Other therlings slithered through the air, followed by a host of insect-like creatures that buzzed like an army of cicadas.

Aram’s nerves clenched, every muscle coiling tight. Then the tension drained away as his training took over, the intense focus drilled into him by long days of practice at the Henge.

The strands of the world gleamed around him in vivid definition, everything else dimming in comparison. He reached out and caught them, weaving the aether to his will.

Markus moved fluidly before him, his sword cleaving through bodies that lunged at them from every direction at once. He flowed through sword forms crisply, a living human barrier that gave Aram time and space to work.

The magical bindings Aram wove were reflex by now. He spun searing webs of aether and cast them outward like fishing nets, reaping a harvest of therlings.

The cavern filled with the shrieks of the dying and the rage of battle. Aram scarcely noticed, for the glowing aether around him held him rapt, rendering the world a brilliant tapestry of filaments. The creatures moving through them were simply distortions in the pattern, flaws that needed to be excised from the fabric. He wove strands into compounding knots that gathered energy and agency in their complexities.

A therling’s tail lashed out, nearly sweeping Markus off his feet. Another took advantage of the opportunity, dodging past Markus’s defenses and lunging for Aram.

He brought his sword up barely in time as the creature went for his neck with needle-like teeth. His sword cleaved it clean in half, both halves falling to the floor where they writhed and danced.

More enemies poured toward them, drawn to Aram like bees to nectar. They sensed the essence within him and thirsted for it ravenously. They came at him hissing and chattering, a wall of pincers and serrated teeth. Markus dispatched any that slipped past Aram’s bindings, moving with easy grace, always positioning himself between the therlings and their quarry.

They did not fight alone. All around them, windriders battled void-creatures while dragons rent them limb from limb. The cavern filled with the corpses of therlings, so many that moving a step without tripping became difficult.

Four more ruptures tore open like brilliant windows into the void, too dazzling to gaze at directly. Aram moved toward the nearest, Markus shadowing him step for step, hacking at therlings that spilled out of the rupture. Kneeling, Aram set about mending the open wound in the air, weaving the broken threads of the world back together as fast as he could.

It took him precious minutes to close the first rupture. When he was done, he hurried toward the next, Markus hacking aside therlings, clearing a path. Jeran and Iver joined them at the second opening, standing over Aram to ward his back as he knelt and concentrated on his weaving. His bindings weren’t neat, but they held. Soon the second rupture was sealed, and he moved toward the third.

Before he could make it, the world lurched, bucking like a wild horse.

He dropped to a crouch, catching himself with both hands on the floor of the cave. The air unraveled in front of him, ripping open to disgorge a flood of glaring, torturous light. Regaining his feet, Aram scrambled backward.

Emerging from the blinding portal was a man. Not just any man; one of enormous stature, larger than anyone Aram had ever seen in either world. He was clad in plate armor and bore a sword so dark that it looked like a void in the air, sucking all light and hope from the world around it. Most disturbing of all was the man’s aura. He was surrounded by a halo of deepest black, a terrifying sight. The man’s eyes glared out from the shadows of his visor, red and piercing, boring through the argent light to fix on Aram.

The black-haloed giant did not pause. He stalked forward, moving with a purposeful stride directly toward Aram.

The sight of the man’s corrupted aura made Aram hesitate.

Markus didn’t.

Shoving Aram backward, he inserted himself between the Champion he defended and this new, terrifying threat, raising his sword in a double-handed grip.

Aram ripped a fistful of aethereal fibers from the air and started knotting. He wove a web of fire and cast it out before them, hardening the strands. The black-haloed man simply dismissed them with a casual wave and continued toward them without pause.

This time, Aram conjured an elaborate net composed of hundreds of interwoven threads, something much more intricate and not so easily dispelled. He cast it out before them and tugged it into shape, a barrier strong enough to hold back dragons.

The armored giant merely struck out with a heavy-plated boot, shattering Aram’s web as though it were made of glass.

And then he set upon Markus.

Horrified, Aram braided a spear of aether and hurled it just as Markus’s sword rose to meet their adversary’s smoldering blade. Their opponent managed to counter both attacks at the same time. His black aura blazed like a corrupted bonfire as it absorbed the energy of Aram’s binding, his sword turning Markus’s blade aside.

The man’s coal-black aura exploded outward, its energy parted by Markus’s magical resistance. It swept past him and lashed out at Aram like a two-headed snake, slamming him backward with the force of a battering ram. The impact lifted Aram and hurled him through the air. He slammed to the floor some distance away, the breath knocked out of him. The cavern grew dim, the sound of fighting distant as the whole world receded. After seconds, it all rushed back, the clamor of battle returning to his ears.

Gritting his teeth, Aram rolled over and wedged himself off the ground, staggering to his feet. He turned and froze.

Markus lay motionless on the floor, blood trickling down his face, the black-haloed man standing over him.

The monster’s gaze rose, locking on Aram.

Aram stood his ground as the dark warrior advanced toward him. Pulling aethereal strands from the air, he started binding furiously. These, he formed into a massive tangle that he cast toward his adversary.

Without pausing, the armored giant made a dismissive movement with his hand. Aram’s tangle fell apart, unraveling completely without releasing its stored energy.

A pervasive numbness filled him, a cold feeling of inevitability. Markus was defeated, and his own magic was useless against this foe. Vaguely, he was aware of Kye and Corley stepping between him and the black-haloed giant.

“Get back!” Aram commanded.

His friends were not Impervious. All they could do was die.

They were all in danger, every warrior and dragon in Skyhome.

A feral growl came from behind him, and Aram moved aside just in time as Agaroth opened his mouth and spewed a firestorm of crackling flames in the direction of the dark warrior. The armored giant disappeared in a raging storm of fire, and for seconds did not emerge.

Aram’s hopes dared to lift.

But when the flames subsided, his dark adversary was still there, standing within a glowing sphere of shadow that encased him like a bubble. Hefting his sword, he stalked forward with purpose, this time toward Agaroth.

“No,” Aram gasped.

Not his dragon.

He did the only thing he could and flung himself at his adversary.

A frail, elderly woman appeared before him, inserting herself between Aram and the dark-haloed man, halting Aram in his tracks.

Recognizing Luvana, Aram felt a crushing instant of panic. Her eyes caught and held his own.

“Run!” she commanded.

When he didn’t move, she snapped, “Run, boy! Or do I die in vain?”

Aram glanced to where Markus lay unmoving. He couldn’t abandon his best friend. Nor could he let Skyhome’s Dedicant Mother die in his stead. Clenching his fists, he started forward.

Seeing his choice, the old woman turned and pressed her hands together. Out of her poured forth a powerful green light, spewing like a geyser that swirled around her like a verdant aurora.

It spread outward, hardening into a wall of scintillating light.

Raising his fists, Aram pounded on Luvana’s glowing shield with all his might.

“Run!” she cried.

Their dark adversary drew up short, Luvana’s magic hindering him where Aram’s had failed.

He couldn’t reach her, couldn’t reach Markus.

There was nothing he could do.

Swallowing his despair, Aram forced his body into motion, obeying Luvana’s last command. She was right; he couldn’t let her die in vain. He was powerless against their enemy, and the only purpose he could serve would be to die with her.

Sprinting, he dove into the opening of the stairwell. Just in time—behind him, the air exploded in a roiling mass of fire. The screams of dying men and therlings filled his ears as he forced his feet to carry him up the long flights of winding stairs toward the Heights.

Markus…!

By the time he spilled out of the stairwell, Aram could barely see past the tears that clouded his vision.

From far below, the heart-wrenching scream of a woman echoed up the stairwell.

The sound halted Aram, for he was unable to take a step farther. He slumped against the carved stone wall, fighting to get a grip on his emotions while they broke over him like waves. Everything he loved was down there.

Everything.

He had to go back. Even if he stood no chance against the black-haloed man, at least he would die with the people he loved. The mere act of turning back toward the stairwell filled Aram with a sense of relief.

A tearing noise sliced across the corridor right beside him, and the air opened as though gutted by a knife. Out of the rupture stepped the dark warrior. He stood like an indomitable statue in the center of the corridor, weapon held at ready. Behind him, the wound in the air healed itself, leaving only a faint red scar that continued to glow behind him.

The smoldering blade swept toward Aram.

Dodging the attack, he raised his sword over his head to fend off the next slice that was already coming. At the same time, he gathered every fiber of aether around him and wove them furiously. He threw his creation at his enemy, spilling every knot all at once, releasing the web’s stored energy.

A great explosion rocked the corridor, hurling Aram back against the wall. His head slapped against it hard, his vision exploding in glistening sparks. He stood dazed, shaking his head and blinking motes from his eyes as he fought to gather his wits. Squinting, he vaguely registered the shape of his adversary standing unscathed amidst the flames.

The dark-haloed man took two steps toward him and shot a hand out, closing his thick fingers around Aram’s neck, digging deep into his flesh.

Choking, Aram stabbed upward with his sword, seeking to gut his opponent. But the blade turned aside without even the clank of metal hitting armor, for his adversary was protected by a layer of solid magic.

The giant’s helmed face was only inches from his own, his red eyes locked on Aram’s, narrowed in single-minded determination.

Aram clawed at the mailed glove throttling his neck, trying desperately to release that iron grip. He fought to draw breath but failed. His lungs were on fire, and he was starting to panic.

Fear is your enemy. Don’t surrender to it, echoed his father’s voice in his mind.

A terrible pain shot through him, searing every nerve in his body, making his knees buckle. He went limp in his opponent’s grasp; the only thing holding him upright was the man’s grip around his neck. Weakly, Aram reached for the aether, but the fibers of the world slipped through his fingers like water.

Then he understood.

The pain he was feeling was the agony of extraction—a torture he knew all too well. His opponent was draining his essence, and without it, he couldn’t touch a single strand.

Aram thrashed wildly, kicking and twisting. His boot connected with something solid, and the crushing grip on his neck released. Aram hit the ground, rolled, and came up running.

His adversary strode after him with a single-minded determination, catching him after only a few strides. He jerked Aram backward then snaked a chain-mailed arm around him and squeezed.

Aram struggled futilely, unable to break away, his arms pinned tight against his body.

The dark warrior dragged him backwards toward the glowing scar of the rupture. Aram dug his heels into the floor, scrambling to gain purchase with his feet. But there was nothing he could do. The monster who had hold of him was too strong.

A wash of light broke over him as another rupture tore open. Backlit by the blinding glare of the void, a woman fell forward into the hallway beside him. Aram instantly recognized the Exilari sorceress, her ice-white hair woven into a long braid.

The monster who had hold of him paused, his attention pivoting to the woman. Sensing his distraction, Aram wrenched away with all his might, breaking his foe’s grip and spilling to the floor.

The sorceress advanced, charging past Aram. She set upon the black-haloed man, her sword carving a blazing arc through the air that left a trail of shimmering light. It impacted with their opponent’s armor with a burst of radiance that shot out in brilliant rays. The giant countered, his fell sword hissing as it sliced through the crimson glow. The sorceress matched his speed, her reactions inhumanly fast, her movements weaving streaks of light through the air. The corridor rang with the clanging of sword-strikes as the two foes slowly circled each other.

Aram saw his chance.

Heaving himself off the ground, he scrambled away from them, stumbling down the hallway. Behind, the resounding impacts of steel blows accelerated to a pace that no human opponents should ever hope to match. Aram didn’t pause, didn’t dare look back. All he knew was that the battle he fled was far more than just a contest of might—it was a contest of magic.

A fiery lash whipped out, catching his legs like a strangling vine. With one savage tug, his forward momentum was halted, spilling Aram off his feet. He fell hard to the floor, roughing his knees and the heels of his hands. Another heaving tug dragged him backward. Aram struck out with his sword at the fiery tether, to no avail. Whatever magic it was made of, even his star-steel blade couldn’t penetrate it.

Another sword appeared, striking from the shadows of the corridor, severing the tether only inches from Aram’s feet. Then hands were upon him, hauling him upright and stabilizing him enough to stand.

At the sight of Markus’s bloody face, Aram nearly cried out in relief.

“Go!” Markus growled.

Aram started to protest, but the look of fury burning in Markus’s eyes silenced him instantly.

“Now!”

Crippling despair gripped Aram’s chest. Markus couldn’t win against that monster. Nothing could. Glancing back, he saw the sorceress was losing ground, her movements sluggish as she was driven step by step into a corner.

“No.” Aram shook his head, resolved. “I won’t leave you.”

He strode forward, taking his place at his Warden’s side.

The rage that filled Markus’s face distorted his features. Aram knew he was making a choice that his friend would never forgive him for.

Markus turned his head, spitting blood. Then he moved in front of Aram and raised his sword, facing their adversary.

At that moment, the sorceress went down. The monster’s blade slipped past her guard, slicing a long gash across the breast of her tabard. She attempted to disengage, twisting away, but wasn’t fast enough.

Her opponent’s armored foot came up and impacted squarely with her chest. Her sword dislodged from her grip, and she flew backward, down the hallway as though flung by the hand of a giant, smacking the ground at the far end of the corridor. She lay limp and didn’t try to get up again.

Their dark adversary turned away from her, his aura smoldering. His eyes fell upon Aram, and then he swung toward Markus. Brandishing his sword, the dark warrior strode toward them with deadly purpose. He managed to close the gap with two impossible, fluid strides. Then he was right in front of them, clutching Markus by the neck the same way he had throttled Aram.

Aram struck out with his sword in an attempt to sever his opponent’s arm. It was as though the blade encountered solid stone. The dark armor flared, glowing red. Gauntleted by magic, the steel beneath it was unscathed.

The impact of the strike jarred Aram to his bones, and he almost lost his grip on his hilt. If it had been any sword not forged of star-steel, the blade would have surely shattered.

Even still, Aram stood stunned for longer than he should have. The dark warrior sheathed his sword and, in the same motion, grabbed Aram by the neck and stood throttling them both.

Aram struggled and choked, fighting for air as he pried at the monster’s hands. He was lifted off his feet, only the toes of his boots scraping the floor.

Lightning flashed, and an explosion of sparks rained down from the ceiling. Yet the hand that gripped Aram didn’t relent. Another explosion jolted the entire mountain, this one making the monster stagger.

Aram’s vision darkened. The world blurred, the beautiful colors of aether weeping and running together like wet paint. As he slipped toward unconsciousness, his mind filled with the image of Calise, his most cherished memory of her. He clung fast to that vision in his mind, determined not to let it go, to treasure it until the end.

Another jolt rocked the corridor, violent enough to dislodge his adversary’s hold on him. Aram dropped to the floor and lay in a heap, unable to do more than struggle for breath. His eyes burned, and he wheezed through a throat that felt raw and broken. Shaking, he wedged himself upright, leaning heavily on his sword. He took a staggering step backward.

The dark warrior still had hold of Markus, who dangled in his grip.

With a ripping sound, the world tore open behind them, brilliant light flooding the corridor from the void. The giant teetered on the edge of the rupture for seconds, Markus hanging limp in his grasp.

Aram lunged forward, but it was too late.

The rupture closed, sealing itself.

Their dark adversary was gone.

Markus was gone.

Dropping his sword, Aram bellowed in despair and fury.


CHAPTER TEN




Enraged, Aram directed his anger at the only person left in the corridor: the Exilari sorceress.

He made his way toward her, stepping over debris. When he reached her, he hauled the woman upright by the collar and raised his hand as if to strike her. Her face was bruised from her battle with the dark warrior, her pristine Exilari mantle scorched and sullied. She peered up at him without fear in her eyes, her features composed.

“Where did they go?” Aram shouted at her as hot, stinging tears ran down his cheeks.

The sorceress gazed up at him with a calm serenity that was unnerving. “Is’ul Zagar is an assassin. His orders were to either slay or capture you. I doubt he’ll kill your Warden. It’s more likely Mirak will use him to lure you.”

Aram stared at her through a fog of horror, vaguely aware of the sounds of footsteps rushing toward them. Smoke and shattered stone filled the corridor, and in some places, fires still burned amidst the rubble.

“Who’s Mirak?” Aram demanded, tightening his grip on her mantle. The name sounded familiar, though he couldn’t place it.

“Mirak is the Emperor of the Abadian Empire. He is also an Archon.”

Aram let go, shoving her back. He clenched his fists, squeezing them until his fingernails bit into the flesh of his palms. For some reason, the pain felt good. It distracted him from the anguish growing inside, threatening to crush his heart. He ripped his gaze from the woman, for he could no longer bear to look at her.

The hallway was destroyed, the walls ripped apart, pieces of their precious stone carvings strewn across the floor like broken pottery. Everywhere Aram looked, people lay scattered throughout the rubble. Some were obviously dead, some less so. Windriders moved among them, checking them over and offering first aid to the wounded.

They were swiftly surrounded by Gant’s men, who disarmed the sorceress and restrained her. Aram stared at the woman’s bound hands and realized how little good rope would do against someone with her skills.

“Take her to the prison,” he instructed the windriders.

Hands grabbed Aram from behind, whirling him around. The next thing he knew, Calise tumbled into his arms, hugging him fiercely, her body quaking against his. She squeezed him tight, tighter than ever before. Then she stepped back to look at him, her gaze roving over his body and face. Her eyes shone red and watery in the lantern light.

Aram gasped. Calise’s hands were slathered with sticky, dark blood, as though she had washed them in a font of it.

“Where are you hurt?” Aram demanded, panic making his heart thrash.

“I’m fine.” Grimy tears streaked her face. “It’s not my blood.”

Aram squeezed his eyes closed in relief. Amidst all the tragedy of the day, at least Calise and Agaroth had been saved. He could feel his dragon in the back of his mind, could feel the scalding rage that consumed him.

“Where’s Markus?” Calise asked.

Aram’s vision blurred, and he shook his head. He felt the energy drain from his body, and he couldn’t help himself. He collapsed against Calise, fighting back tears that refused to be staunched. In the end, he let them flow, for Markus deserved them.

“Oh, Aram…” she whispered.

Calise held him close, sharing his grief as he wept in silence against her. Gradually, his tears slowed and stopped flowing as his sorrow evolved into anger. At last he pried himself away, filled with rage.

Markus wasn’t dead.

He couldn’t be.

Aram scrubbed his eyes dry on his shirtsleeve.

Looking around, he saw nothing but windriders and dead therlings in the corridor, the walls scarred and, in some places, seared. But the fighting around him had stopped, the ruptures closed.

“Is the eyrie secure?” he asked.

“It’s secure.”

Turning, Aram recognized Calver Gant coming to stand next to him. Blood and dust covered the Wingmaster from boot to scalp, his armor rent in many places.

“They were after you,” said Gant. “The moment you left, they stopped attacking.” He set a steadying hand on Aram’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about Markus. He was a good man.”

Aram gritted his teeth, pulling away. He would not give up on Markus. Fury boiled over, making him clench his fists tight as rocks.

Gant’s men moved past him, escorting the sorceress toward the shattered opening of the stairs. He watched them go, wondering what it would feel like to kill the woman slowly, strangle her with her own pale, long braid.

Calise approached and took his hand. Prying open his clenched fist, she entwined her fingers with his own. Aram did not look at her. He stood staring after the sorceress with cold hatred on his face.

“I have to get back to Luvana,” Calise whispered, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. “She’s hurt. Badly hurt.” Her voice cracked. “I stopped the bleeding, but that’s all I could do. She needs me.”

Aram grimaced, remembering how Luvana had inserted herself between him and his black-haloed adversary, buying him precious seconds. What was Luvana doing in the eyrie? She didn’t belong there. The entire world had turned on its end, upsetting everything he knew.

He shook his head, numb with pain and confusion.

“Why was she even there?” His words came out raw, anguished. She was a thousand years old. She shouldn’t have been anywhere near a fight. She should have been safe. Alive. Anywhere but throwing herself in front of a monster for him.

“She’s a Dedicant, Aram.” Calise’s voice was gentle but firm. “She’s Gifted.” She squeezed his arms, trying to anchor him. “This isn’t your fault.”

But it was. It was all his fault. Everything—the attack, the deaths, Markus, Luvana—all because of him.

He wanted to scream. To rage. To tear the world apart.

Instead, he just stood there, numb and hollow.

“I have to go,” she said again, softer this time. Her fingers stroked his arm through the torn fabric of his shirt.

“Go.” The word came out strangled. “Go. Save her.”

Calise hesitated, and in that moment, Aram saw the conflict playing across her face.

“Aram—” Her voice broke.

He forced himself to meet her eyes. They were red-rimmed, full of a regretful grief that mirrored his own.

“I’ll be all right,” he lied. “Go. Please.”

Calise pulled him close, fierce and sudden, her bloodied hands clutching the back of his shirt.

“I love you,” she whispered against his chest. “Don’t forget that. Whatever happens, don’t forget.”

The words terrified him. They sounded too much like a goodbye.

Before he could respond, she pulled back and left, picking her way through the rubble.

The look on her face would haunt him.

Aram stood alone in the destroyed corridor, surrounded by the wreckage of his world, and watched the only light he had left walk away. When she was gone, he made his way toward the stairs, stepping over chunks of stone fallen from the ceiling. He mounted the steps with grave reluctance, for he dreaded what he would find when he returned to his eyrie. Would Siroth be there? How would Markus’s dragon react to his disappearance? In truth, Aram was terrified. If Markus was dead, then Siroth would know and would seek to follow him.

Aram trudged in silence up the stairs, exhaustion creeping into his bones. When he reached the Heights, he paused before their eyrie’s entrance, mustering the courage to open it. Drawing in a deep, troubled breath, he opened the door slowly and gazed into the cavern, his eyes coming to rest on the large, dark form of Markus’s dragon.

Still bloody from the fight, Siroth lay curled in the center of the eyrie, his head tucked under a wing. Agaroth stood over him protectively, looking fierce and defiant and deeply troubled. Immediately, Aram was filled with a terrible, aching grief that augmented his own pain thousandfold. It was Siroth’s anguish he was feeling, channeled into him through Agaroth. It was a terrible, throbbing emptiness, a bottomless well of despair. Just like the one within himself, yet infinitely deeper.

With the last of his strength and courage, Aram forced his feet to move, to carry him across the cavern toward Markus’s dragon. He trailed his hand across Siroth’s scaled hide and squeezed his eyes closed, a strangling lump forming in his throat. He crouched and wrapped his arms around the dragon’s thick neck, resting his cheek against him.

Then he let the tears come. He couldn’t keep them in even if he’d wanted to. He wept against his best friend’s dragon, the other half of Markus’s soul.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, his voice breaking.

His shoulders shook with silent sobs, and he didn’t try to stop the tears that burned his cheeks. Agaroth lowered his head and brushed Aram’s back, then draped a wing over them both.

As Aram grieved, a slow and fragile warmth grew within him, and after several minutes he realized the feeling was coming from Siroth. Markus’s dragon was attempting to comfort him, to reassure Aram that he didn’t blame him, and to assuage his despair. The realization brought Aram a strong and painful sense of awe, that the dragon would have enough compassion left to console anyone, least of all the man who had failed his rider.

But Markus wasn’t dead. He wasn’t. He couldn’t be, for Siroth was still alive.

Aram felt a sudden, sharp pang of hope. A cold sense of resolve swept over him, and he vowed silently that he would bring Markus home, no matter what it took.

A sound behind him made him turn, and Aram glanced back to see Esmir standing in the doorway. The aged Warden looked even older than he had before, his back hunched, his face grim and gray. He came forward and regarded Aram with red eyes dark with sorrow.

“I heard,” Esmir said in a gravelly voice. “Aram… I have no words.”

Aram stood. “He’s alive. If they have him in the World Above, there’s still a chance⁠—”

“No,” Esmir cut him off. “You can’t entertain such thoughts.”

“I’m going to bring him back,” Aram said.

The old man drew in a deep, troubled sigh, his lips compressing. “Aram, you can’t go to the World Above. Their sorcerers will sense your presence the moment you arrive. They’ll overwhelm you with Shields, just as they did Daymar. They will lock you in their cellars, and this time you’ll never come out.”

His words dampened Aram’s newfound hope. Esmir was right. There was very little chance that he would survive long enough to rescue Markus. But a stubborn resolve had taken root in him. It hardened his will, stiffened his nerves, and honed his courage.

Despite his fears, he would go. He would find a way to bring Markus home.

“What am I without Markus?” Aram asked, hoping Esmir would understand. “I’m useless without a Warden.”

But it went so much deeper than that. Markus was more than just a friend; he was family, the only family he had left. Markus understood him, had been with him through every major turning point in his life. Losing that connection had shaken something fundamental inside, as though his very foundation had been torn out from under him.

Esmir crossed his arms. “You can’t go. You are the only Champion we have. We can’t risk you.”

Aram clenched his fists in frustration. Esmir was wrong. He couldn’t be an effective Champion without Markus; the world needed them both. He’d made his decision, and nothing the old Warden said would stop him.

He saw in Esmir’s face that the old man knew it too. A profound sorrow filled his eyes, and he bowed his head.

Unable to look at him, Aram started toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Esmir called after him.

“To talk to the sorceress.”

Aram left the room without pausing to listen to the long stream of spiteful curses that followed him. He forgave Esmir for his words, for he knew they were inevitable. He took the stairs down past even the level of Hearth Home, deep into the roots of the cliffs, where Skyhome’s prison was located.

He found the sorceress in a cell guarded by two windriders who probably had no idea what inadequate defense they were against a sorceress. When they saw Aram enter, the two men stepped aside, dipping their heads in respect.

“I want to talk to her,” Aram said. “Alone.”

Neither man argued. They passed him a ring of keys and departed, leaving him alone with the woman in the dark warrens beneath Skyhome. Aram waited until he heard the prison door close behind them, making sure that they were out of earshot before turning his attention to the cell door, having to fight with the lock to get the tumblers to turn.

The woman didn’t say anything as he entered, merely stood examining his face with a look of patient interest. She had a bruise on her cheek that was darkening, and her silk tunic was raggedly torn, stained with blood and soot. Staring at him intently, she rose from her cot and regarded Aram as he let the heavy cell door swing shut behind him.

“What was that thing?” he growled, stalking toward her. “Where did it take Markus?”

He wasn’t sure whether the dark warrior was a man at all, or rather something else, something far more sinister. Without Markus, he wouldn’t have stood a chance against such a creature. And yet, if he was going to get Markus back, he would have to find a way to best that sinister adversary, and he had no idea how he was going to do that.

“Is’ul Zagar is Mirak’s weapon.” The pale sorceress regarded him levelly. “He was tasked with either capturing or killing you. He most certainly took your Warden back with him to use against you.”

Mirak.

The Abadian Emperor.

Aram tried to remember what he knew of Mirak, which wasn’t much. He had been only twelve when he’d left Anai, and he had known very little of the world outside the village walls. What he did remember was the character of the Abadian Empire itself, a grim reflection of its despot.

“How do you know?” growled Aram.

“Because, like Is’ul Zagar, I am a servant of an Archon.”

Her words chilled Aram’s bones. The Abadians had conquered most of the continent, murdering and enslaving all who resisted. They were like a disease, spreading unchecked through the lands of Men. Now, he understood what made that possible.

The Abadian Empire was ruled by an Archon.

“I warned you this would happen,” the sorceress said, lifting her chin. “Perhaps now you will listen to me. Come back with me to Karaqor. The Revered Master of the Order is the only person who can protect you from Is’ul Zagar. Perhaps he can help return your Warden to you.”

“There was nothing I could do to stop him,” Aram whispered, shuddering at the memory of the black-haloed giant. “I couldn’t touch him. He unmade all my bindings the moment I cast them.”

The sorceress stared at him. “Is’ul Zagar is a Master of Ways. You’re just a feral mage, not even an Aspirant.”

Aram narrowed his eyes. “Who are you? What are you?”

“I am Illith Kumaro.” The woman raised her chin, drawing herself up. “I am what your world would call a Champion, although in truth, I am much more. I serve the Archon Logarin, whom you know as Evanar Valeda, Revered Master of the Exilari Order. I was sent here to save your life.”

“You lie,” spat Aram. “Why would an Archon help me?”

“To survive,” she answered. “Just like you. Come speak with him. Let Logarin tell you his story. If you don’t, you will never see your Warden again.”

Aram stiffened. Her words cut across the grain of everything that felt right. He couldn’t afford to believe her…and yet, he couldn’t afford not to. What if she was right?

Was it worth risking Markus’s life?

Anger flared inside him. “Why should I trust you?”

“My mission is to protect you. I need you to come with me. Right now. Your life is not safe here. Is’ul Zagar can find you wherever you are. He’ll be coming for you.”

Aram rounded on her, rage building within like a scalding geyser.

“Your master tortured me!” he spat. “I spent four years of my life in his cellars, and Daymar Torian died there! You ask too much—the answer’s no!”

He turned to walk out, resolving never to look at the woman again. He would go to the World Above, but he would go alone. He would get Markus back, and if he was lucky, he could do something about the Archons of her world. He wanted Logarin’s blood on his hands, wanted to bathe in it.

Before he could close the cell door, Illith called after him, “If you go without me, you will seal your Warden’s fate.”

Her words didn’t stop him. Aram slammed the door closed, then turned the key in the lock, stopping himself short of breaking it off.

She moved forward to the barred window and stared out at him. “You’ll want to kill his dragon. Soon.”

Aram froze, her words stabbing him like a shard of ice. “What?”

“Mirak won’t let your friend die easily,” she informed him through the bars. “The best thing you can do for Markus is to send his dragon on, so that his soul will follow quickly. It is what I would do for a friend, and what I would hope a friend would do for me.”

All Aram could do was stare at her as pain eroded his heart.

“You’re demented,” he growled.

His harsh footsteps couldn’t carry him fast enough down the hallway.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Aram ran up the stairs all the way to the Heights. Storming through the door of his eyrie, he slammed it shut behind him with a resounding thud and stood trembling, his heart twisted in grief. For seconds he just stood there, overwhelmed by relentless, unbridled anger.

Then his rage exploded.

With a cry of fury, he swiped out at a clay pitcher, sending it hurling off the table. It hit the far wall, shattering into fragments that ricocheted off the floor like scattering hail. It was followed by other wares and a chair that Aram beat against the ground until the legs broke, then the seat, and then the wooden bars that made up the back. The remaining wood, he flung across the cavern in the direction of the soaking pool.

He only stopped when Agaroth stood and gave a menacing growl, meeting Aram with a barrage of images and tumultuous feelings.

He froze with Markus’s drinking mug in his hand, halted with his arm primed. Instead of hurling it against the ground, he stood locked rigid, aghast at the realization that he had almost broken something precious.

Cradling the ceramic cup against his chest, Aram sank to his knees. He closed his eyes and stayed like that for minutes, clinging to the cup as though it were the last vestige of Markus left in the world.

Gradually, he became aware of another soul nearby just as tormented as his own. Aram opened his eyes and took in the form of Markus’s dragon curled in the center of the main cavern. Siroth’s golden eyes were closed, but Aram knew he wasn’t sleeping. He could feel the dragon’s despair, and he knew Siroth wept in his own, silent way.

Illith’s words echoed in Aram’s mind: You’ll want to kill his dragon. The thought was monstrous, unthinkable. He would never.

He would save them both.

Setting Markus’s cup down, Aram crawled to Siroth’s side. Markus’s dragon gave a low, grateful rumble as Aram lay down beside him, acknowledging his presence, though he didn’t open his eyes. Aram pillowed himself as best he could against Siroth’s armored body while Agaroth encircled them both in a dragonly embrace.

That was how they slept, each enfolded in the warmth and compassion of the other.
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Aram awoke sometime in the morning, aware of the warm presence of someone else snuggled close against him. Startled, he opened his eyes but couldn’t see in the darkness. Nevertheless, he knew who it was, for Calise always smelled of herbs and flowers, and it was impossible to mistake her presence. She must have crept in sometime during the night and fallen asleep with her arms around him. The steady, quiet rhythm of her breathing told him she was deep asleep, and he didn’t want to wake her. So he wrapped his arms around her and drew her close against his chest, closing his eyes and thanking every god for her.

He didn’t fall back to sleep after that. His mind was too busy, his memories too painful. His thoughts kept returning to his conversation with the sorceress, replaying it, dissecting her every word. He wasn’t sure how much of what she said could be believed, but she did seem to have knowledge that lent validity to her claims.

His memories returned to Is’ul Zagar, the terrible creature who had captured Markus. If that monster returned, Aram knew he wouldn’t last long.

The sorceress was right.

Remaining in Skyhome wasn’t an option. Inaction was the equivalent of a death sentence; he would just be waiting for his executioner to return. Worse, his presence in the eyries put everyone in danger, especially those close to him.

Aram ran a hand through Calise’s silken hair. He couldn’t bear it if something happened to her because of him. He could never risk her life.

Nor would he.

His touch must have disturbed her sleep, for Calise groaned. Her body stiffened, stretching slightly. He felt her soft lips press against his. The kiss lingered for a moment, soft and compassionate, before she turned and settled against him, resting her head on his chest.

“I’m here for you,” she whispered. “Whatever you need. Just ask.”

Her words brought a sad smile to Aram’s lips. “Thank you.” He drew in a deep, troubled sigh. “Calise…I’m…” He struggled to get the words out. “I’m sorry.”

She stiffened in his arms. “You’re going after Markus.”

Aram nodded, knowing she couldn’t see his answer in the darkness but knowing she’d sense it anyway.

“The sorceress said an Archon has him,” he said. “I can’t leave him.”

Calise tensed. “You spoke with her again? Her words are poison, Aram! You can’t listen to her!”

“I’m already poisoned.” The pain that filled him was worse than venom, and it was eating away at his insides. “I wish he’d taken me.”

A long silence fell between them, during which the motion of her hand stroking his hair never ceased. He could feel her breath whispering against his chest, the warmth of her body pressed against him. He closed his eyes and tried to take comfort in the feel of her.

“I need you here,” she whispered.

He could feel the moisture of her tears on his cheek.

“We need you here,” she insisted. “What happened to Markus is terrible. But you can’t let it destroy you.”

“Markus is more than just my Warden,” Aram said in a voice as weak as he felt. “He’s my best friend. I’m just not me without him and I never will be.”

“You’ll heal, Aram. In time.”

He shook his head. “No. I won’t.”

Calise gave a long, troubled sigh. She kissed his brow then drew away. He could make out the faint outline of her features in the darkness. The day was awakening, the gray light of dawn suffusing the cavern.

She sat regarding him. “You’ll survive this,” she whispered. “It may not seem like it, but you will. I promise.” She rose to her feet. “I’m going to go check on Luvana.”

Aram watched her leave, a heavy gloom falling over him with the closing of the door. He let his gaze wander to the alcove Markus shared with Siroth, and a stabbing ache gouged his chest. He turned and saw that Siroth’s golden eyes were open, though he didn’t so much as lift his head.

“Can you still feel him?” asked Aram.

In response, Siroth gave a low growl. A sensation came to Aram, deep within his chest. There, a presence yet stirred, another heart beating alongside his. It was Markus that he sensed, or at least Siroth’s awareness of him. Only, the sensation was dimmed, as though emanating from a great distance. Aram couldn’t tell what Markus was feeling, whether he was injured or in pain.

He looked at Siroth and nodded his understanding. “Can you tell where he is?”

Siroth’s answering sensation was muddled. Markus was alive, yes, but as to where…that was impossible to know. As though Markus were alive in another version of the world entirely, neither Above nor Below.

“I’ll find him,” Aram promised. “I’ll bring him back.”

Hearing his words, his dragon’s eyes narrowed, and the spines on Agaroth’s back rose in anger. He understood Aram’s pain, but in Agaroth’s mind, any attempt at a rescue was foolhardy. Agaroth had already lost Daymar. Aram doubted the great dragon could survive the loss of another soul bound to his own.

He hung his head, throttled by indecision, his thoughts drifting toward the woman in the dungeon. Though he distrusted her, Illith’s proposition seemed like the only chance Markus had.

The squeak of a door opening made Aram turn. Esmir stood in the doorway, leaning heavily on his cane. It was the first time Aram had seen him use it since their fight with Kathrax. It was as though the battle had brought him a newfound strength he hadn’t known in centuries. But now, Esmir leaned on his cane heavily, as though it were the only thing holding him up.

“Calise sent you,” said Aram, knowing the old man’s appearance was no coincidence.

The old man nodded, limping forward, crossing the eyrie over to the hearth. Taking a seat at their small table, he said, “I wish to speak to you of Daymar.”

“What about him?” Aram sat across from Esmir, his back to the dragons.

The old man poured himself a cup of water from a stoneware pitcher then sat staring down at it with an expression of disappointment, no doubt wishing the water were something stronger. Nevertheless, he raised the cup to his lips and took a deep swallow.

Esmir said, “Daymar was only seventeen when I found him.” He leaned back, the chair creaking beneath his substantial weight. “His village had been sacked by Kathrax’s forces. The only reason he survived was because he’d managed to befriend a dragon.”

“Agaroth,” said Aram.

Esmir nodded. “I brought them both back here with me, for I sensed the greatness of Daymar’s potential. My gods, he was powerful. Not as powerful as you, but his heart and courage made up for it. I was his Warden for four hundred years. We were close, as close as two men could possibly be. We were only whole when we were together.”

He breathed a heavy sigh. “The way I lost Daymar was too similar to the way you lost Markus. The parallels are…uncanny. The only difference is, for me, going after him was not an option. If I could have torn through the Veil, nothing would have stopped me. I would have rescued him from their cellars. It wouldn’t have mattered, the danger I’d face, or the fact that both of us would almost certainly die in the process. I would have done it anyway because I was nothing without him. Less than nothing. He was beautiful. Magical in every way an Aulden soul could possibly be. But there was nothing I could do to help him.”

He raised an accusatory finger at Aram. “But you do have the ability to help Markus. That’s the difference.” Esmir shook his head with a bitter grimace. “But you can’t, Aram. As a Champion, you’re simply too valuable. And there is this also: if they capture you, you’ll be giving them an enormous advantage. They’ll be able to reap all the essence they need to finish us off entirely.”

Aram hadn’t thought of that. He lowered his gaze to the table, feeling terribly weak. Beneath the table, his hands trembled.

Esmir continued, “I didn’t want to go on living without Daymar, but somehow, I found a way. I lived the life the two of us should have lived together. It took a long time, but at last I found meaning in that life. I served a purpose, you see. And when you came along, I at last understood why the gods had spared me.

“You will serve a purpose too, Aram, a far greater one than my own.” Esmir went silent for a moment, his gaze distant. “What I’m trying to say is this: if you leave…if you take the bait and go, you will die there. You will die without purpose centuries from now, long after Markus has already passed. That’s not what he would want.”

Esmir met Aram’s gaze, holding it firmly. “You can live here with me, and together we can serve a purpose. I can be your Warden, at least until you find another. I’m not much, but we stood together once before, and I can stand with you again. If you will have me.”

A hard lump formed in Aram’s throat. He sat staring at the wall behind Esmir for long, painful moments, not trusting himself to speak, profoundly moved by the old man’s offer though, in the end, it wasn’t enough.

Esmir’s logic had left one thing out: the dark warrior.

Is’ul Zagar would be coming for him again, and one old man wasn’t enough to protect him from such a monster.

Besides, if he abandoned his best friend, what kind of Champion would that make him? Not the kind of Champion the world needed.

Aram looked away, his vision clouding. At last he pushed the chair back and rose from the table. He had made his decision, and there was no use lingering over it.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Esmir closed his eyes, his shoulders slumping. He sagged back in his seat as though all life and hope had been drained from his body.

“I know you are,” he whispered.


CHAPTER TWELVE




The rupture closed with a sound like tearing silk, reality mending itself as the wound in the air healed over.

God Emperor Mirak IV stood before his throne of black amethyst and watched the last traces of void-light fade from the hall, leaving only the flickering shadows cast by braziers and the lingering scent of ozone. He moved forward, his rich robes sliding across the polished stone. The vast hall around him was built of black marble veined with gold, far longer than it was wide, one end disappearing into shadows, the other lined with windows that offered an expansive, unbroken view of the city of Ababad spreading along the dark waters of the harbor below.

His servant knelt before him, a demon that was half human and half shadow-man. Is’ul Zagar held the body of an unconscious warrior in his arms, a dark-haired man whose armor bore the sigil of a dragon, a symbol from another time and place. One he had not seen in centuries.

“Arise,” Mirak commanded.

His servant rose and deposited his burden on the marble floor at Mirak’s feet without ceremony. The unconscious warrior didn’t wake. Didn’t move, save for the rise and fall of his chest.

Mirak paused over the dark-haired man, surveying the unconscious figure, the only prize won from his servant’s assault on the World Below. This was not the Champion that had been their target. Nevertheless, the God-Emperor was not entirely unsatisfied. The man before him had no aura. Were it not for the slight movement of his chest, he would have assumed the dragon-warrior was dead.

“Impervious,” Mirak said. It was not a question, but a statement.

Zagar inclined his helmed head in confirmation.

The lack of a living aura meant the man was not just Resistant to magic but Impervious—in a way the God-Emperor had seldom seen in all the vast, long years of his life. Magical resistance was rare. But a True Impervious…that was extraordinary.

“The Champion’s Warden,” Mirak guessed.

Is’ul Zagar remained motionless, waiting.

Mirak paced a slow circle around his unconscious prisoner, considering. The man’s face was grimy and smeared with blood, lacerated and bruised. There might be other injuries that ran deeper and would have to be mended for their prize to be of any use.

“Have him tended to,” Mirak commanded. “When he wakes, release him into the city, but keep a watch on him. Let him believe he still has agency. We will use him to draw his Champion to us.”

Zagar lifted the dragon-warrior with one hand, carrying him as though he weighed as much as a child. The demon turned and made his way toward the end of the shadowed hall in silence, his movements precise and economical.

Mirak sat alone in his throne room and gazed out the wide panes of windows that overlooked his city. Ababad spread below him, lights glittering over the harbor like fallen stars. His city. His empire. Built over five hundred years of careful rule by the elimination of threats, by leveraging opportunity, by maintaining power through methods both subtle and brutal.

The Champion he sought would come to him.

He would wait. Patiently. The way he’d waited out rebellions and wars and the slow turning of centuries.

He had all the time in the world.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Calise found the door to Luvana’s room ajar. She pushed it open slowly, wanting to be as silent as she could, trying not to disturb her patient’s rest. The hinges squeaked anyway. The smell that greeted her nostrils reminded Calise of the infirmary. It was the odor of medicine, blood, illness, and death, and it didn’t belong here. Not here, in Skyhome’s beating heart.

It was not a smell she had ever thought to associate with the Dedicant Mother of Skyhome. Despite her age, Luvana never allowed it to slow her down or tame her fire. She was easily the most dominating and respected person in the eyries, and her presence commanded instantaneous respect, even from the most headstrong Wingmasters or master craftsmen. One sharp rebuke from her could quell an entire eyrie full of windriders and their dragons.

It only took one whiff of the room’s odor for Calise to be certain that Luvana would not survive her wounds. The air carried the smell of death, and all of Calise’s Talent could not heal mortal injury.

“Calise? Is that you?” The voice that called from within was thin and fragile, barely more than a whisper. “Come in, girl.”

Calise entered the dim room, closing the door behind her. She had visited these chambers only once before, the day Luvana had charged her with caring for a wounded boy who had been tortured and starved, the same Gifted boy she had fallen in love with.

Walking forward, she took in the sumptuous décor with a measure of awe and trepidation. The tapestries that hung on the walls were ancient and exquisite, depicting the seven Wellsprings, pools of water sacred to the Earth-Mother, each blessed with unique healing properties. Calise’s gaze lingered on the tapestry that depicted the Heart of the Mother, the Wellspring Aram had defended from Kathrax’s armies.

Wrenching her gaze away from the tapestries, Calise made her way to Luvana’s bedside. The Dedicant Mother lay propped on a heap of pillows, her eyes half-open, groggy from the cocktails of herbs that had been administered to ease her pain.

Calise knelt beside the bed, next to a nightstand that held a single candle cradled by a stone lantern. It cast a fragile, trembling light that was barely enough to illuminate Luvana’s features, painting her in bold contrasts that accentuated her frailty. Luvana’s face was pinched, set in lines of pain, her eyes dark and sunken. Nevertheless, she summoned whatever strength she had left and gave Calise a faint smile.

Calise didn’t have to examine her to know that Luvana was not long for this world. She took the old woman’s bony hand and found it shockingly cold, the skin thin and pale. It seemed impossible that this frail and withering creature was the powerful woman she had come to admire. Death was not compassionate, nor was it concerned with dignity.

“Come here, Calise,” Luvana said in a ragged whisper. “I don’t have much time, and we have…things to discuss.”

“Of course, Mother,” responded Calise softly.

The old woman squeezed her fingers, though her grip was but a sad fraction of her former strength. “I never took an apprentice,” she said, gazing up at Calise with dull and bleary eyes. “I never trusted anyone enough to take my place. But I don’t have a choice, now, do I? After I’m gone, Skyhome will need a strong Dedicant. I want it to be you, Calise.”

Calise could feel panic trickling into her like a stream of cold water. She almost pulled away, but she couldn’t bring herself to let go of Luvana’s grip.

“No, Mother. I can’t⁠—”

“Hush.” Luvana’s hoarse whisper was gruffly adamant. “You can, and you will, Calise. You are a natural Conduit, the purest I’ve ever met.”

“I don’t want to be a Dedicant,” Calise protested. “I have other plans⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Luvana’s words struck Calise like a dull knife, gutting her. Heavy tears gathered in her eyes, for every dream she’d ever had was being toppled. All she wanted to do was heal the sick and maybe someday marry, raise a family…love a husband. That was the extent of her aspirations.

If she was a Dedicant, she could do none of those things.

“All that matters is Skyhome,” Luvana insisted with a crackling breath. “Skyhome needs you to replace me…because no one could do a better job…” Her words faded to a gurgling whisper that rattled in her chest.

Calise gazed down at Luvana’s hand, desperation growing in her heart. She wanted to get back to Aram, to stop him before he did anything rash. She wanted to flee before she was harnessed to a commitment that would change the course of her life, propelling her in a direction she didn’t want to go.

“You will need to be trained.” Luvana closed her eyes, her voice barely audible. “If you were Auld, that training would take decades. But you’re not Auld, and you do not have decades. Your training will have to be shortened, but it will still take years.”

Years?

Calise opened her mouth to protest but then forced herself to close it. She was not one to argue with a woman on her deathbed. Especially a woman like Luvana, whom she respected more than almost anyone.

Luvana insisted, “I have found my successor, Calise. True, she is human, or at least half-human. But she is also young… Talented… Determined… And she is the only person I trust to lead my people.”

Calise let her gaze drift to the tapestries behind Luvana, to the one that depicted the Wellspring beneath Skyhome. She had never seen that Wellspring in person, for it was hidden in the depths below the cliffs. If she became a Dedicant, it would be her solemn duty to preserve that Wellspring. For that’s what Dedicants did: minister to the sacred places and creatures of the land.

“This is not the life I want,” she whispered.

“Life has a way of choosing us, not the other way around.” Luvana offered a commiserating smile. “Because it’s not about what we want. It’s about what the world needs us to be. And right now, the world needs you to become a Dedicant.”

Calise lowered her eyes, for she didn’t trust herself to say anything. Her body and world had gone cold and numb, and she felt suddenly trapped in both.

“I’m apprenticing you to Dedicant Kevatis,” Luvana said. “He will train you in what you need to know. You will go with him to the Irwood, where you will serve as his apprentice until he deems you are ready.”

Calise’s eyes filled with tears that she struggled to contain. They had nothing to do with her own fate and everything to do with her love for Aram. Dedicants did not marry or have families of their own. They were servants of the land and of the Wellsprings they tended and asked nothing for themselves.

Aram needed her.

This couldn’t come at a more awful time.

The weight of despair Calise felt almost crushed her.

“Go now,” Luvana whispered.

“I don’t want to leave you, Mother,” Calise said, suppressing a sob. “Not like this.”

A faint smile appeared on Luvana’s face, and her fingers squeezed Calise’s hand. “Don’t worry about me, child. Dying is easy. Everyone gets it right eventually, even the most inept of us. It’s living that’s hard. Go now with my love and know that I believe in you.”

Calise’s tears escaped, rolling down her cheeks. Leaning forward, she kissed Luvana’s brow. Then she rose to leave, determined to respect the Dedicant Mother’s last wishes, no matter how much they trampled her own.
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Luvana watched Calise depart, the room darkening as the door closed behind her. The walls flickered in the light of the single candle by her bed, undulating in a ghostly dance. Just the few words she had spoken had exhausted her. So she drifted to sleep—or lapsed into unconsciousness. Whichever; it didn’t matter.

When she woke, it felt like a terrible weight had settled on her chest, making every breath a struggle.

“Can I get you anything, Mother?” asked the healer who had come to tend her.

“Yes,” Luvana whispered with the thin threads of breath left to her. “Get Esmir.”

“Right away, Mother.”

Luvana listened to the girl’s footsteps crossing the room, to the shriek of the door opening and closing. Then silence. She was alone with the flickering light of the candle and the shadows that encroached a little further every second. As she lay there, Luvana let her thoughts drift, remembering times and places and faces that were no more. People she had loved and lost; some, many centuries before. She couldn’t recall what some looked like, but that didn’t trouble her. She would be with them all soon. Minutes drifted by as she sifted through a lifetime of memories.

“Luvana.”

She opened her eyes to find Esmir’s grizzled face staring down at her, his expression somber and sorrowful. Was he saddened by her impending death? If so, she was surprised by that. She was well aware of how she had treated him through the years, giving him plenty of reasons to despise her.

He took her hand, just as Calise had. Luvana smiled down at the sight of her fingers entwined with his, thinking of the irony of it. She whispered, “Do you have any idea how I longed for you to hold my hand when we were younger? Gods, I was obsessed with you.”

Esmir grunted but said nothing. She could feel his discomfort, though his grip on her hand remained steady.

“It wasn’t just me, you know,” she went on. “Every woman in Skyhome wanted you. By the wind, you were handsome! You had the body of a god and a face that could melt the ice off a mountaintop.”

Luvana paused, the effort of getting the words out making her lightheaded. She closed her eyes, collecting the last of her energy. She could feel Esmir staring down at her. Even though her eyes were shut, she could still sense the scowl on his face.

“I’m sorry, Luvana,” he said softly. “I couldn’t… It wasn’t possible… It wasn’t you. It was me.”

She let the smile she felt touch her lips. “Don’t you think I know that?” she whispered. “You were in love with someone much more beautiful—and much more special—than me.”

She felt Esmir’s hand move to her hair, brushing it back gently from her face.

“Not more,” he whispered. “Just different.”

His voice seemed to come from far away. She tried to open her eyes and look up at him, but for some reason, her eyelids refused to budge. The death she had avoided for so many centuries had finally caught up to her. But before death took her, she had one last thing to say, words that should have been spoken years ago.

“Esmir. It wasn’t your fault. Daymar…wasn’t your fault.”

His hand tightened around hers.

“I never blamed you,” she whispered.

He withdrew slightly. “Then… Why…?”

“Because… I was…” She drew in a long, rasping breath. “I was jealous. And bitter. And selfish. I’m sorry, Esmir.”

Another long silence. At last his hand found hers again.

“What can I do to comfort you, Luvana?” he asked in a gravelly whisper.

“I need you to lead Skyhome⁠—”

He released her hand. “No. No, Luvana, I cannot⁠—”

“Just for a while, Esmir. Not forever. Just until…my replacement…takes my place.”

Another pause. Gods, she was tired. So tired. She closed her eyes.

“I still loved you, you know,” Esmir whispered, his words heavy with tears. “Not in the way you wanted. But in the only way I could.”

She felt her own tears gathering. But before they could fall, her breath failed her. The last thing Luvana knew was the touch of Esmir’s lips on hers.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Aram sat on the floor, his back against the wall of the eyrie, his legs sprawled in front of him. There was a ball of string in his hands, just as there usually was, the kind of three-ply, scratchy hemp twine that was his favorite to work with because it was familiar and felt so satisfying against his skin. He fiddled with it between his fingers, tying and untying overhand knots in quick succession. He stared at the ceiling while his hands made themselves busy. His thoughts kept going to dark places. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t seem to bring them back around. Nothing in the world was going right, and he had no reason to expect that would be changing soon.

He needed a plan. He needed knowledge. Advantage. He knew he had power, but the weapon Is’ul Zagar had taught him at a brutal cost that he needed to learn how to wield it.

As he gazed down at the long chain of overhand knots draped from his hand, his despair and worry solidified, turning into a cold knot in the pit of his stomach. Slowly, a new emotion took their place.

Determination.

He unwound a bit of string from the ball of twine in his hand, measuring it out against the length of his arm and cutting it at his shoulder. This, he knotted purposefully, for he knew very well what he was doing. The knot he cast was what the shellbacks of his hometown would call “fancy knotting,” though for Aram, it felt of mortal necessity. He went about his work with painstaking precision, tightening the string gradually, prodding and shaping each component until the large knot in his hands was perfectly symmetrical and evenly tight.

When his creation was finished, Aram stared down at the eternal heart knot sadly, trying to come to terms with the emotions it provoked. It was the same kind of token his father had given his mother when he left to fight the battle he had never returned from. There was a lot of sentiment tied up in such a knot, sentiment and meaning. He’d made it for Calise, and he hoped she could forgive him for it.

With a sigh, he rose and strode to a peg mounted to the wall, hanging the heart-shaped pendant by its chain of overhand-knotted twine. Then he stooped to rummage through the food stores next to it, stuffing items into his leather pack. He knew he wouldn’t need much, for Agaroth’s wings could carry him over half the continent in a day. It was unlikely he would be camping more than one night.

He had a vague idea of where the Exilari College was located, in Karaqor, in the World Above. The city was somewhere on the North Coast on the edge of the Bosphian Sea, not too far from where he had grown up. But would a rupture take him to the corresponding location, or would he emerge somewhere else on the continent entirely? The uncertainty gnawed at him, his thoughts spiraling to darker possibilities.

He was just cinching up his bag when Calise entered, poking her head around the wicker screen. The sight of her made Aram stiffen, for he had no idea what to say to her. He tried to summon a smile but found himself incapable.

She entered the alcove and walked toward him, her face dark with grief. When she reached him, she put her arms around him and rested her head against his chest. He hugged her close, savoring the feel of her. She fit perfectly there, against him. Her head came to the exact height of his chin, so he could lay his cheek against her hair, breathing in the sweet fragrance of her.

Calise’s body trembled, and he realized that she was crying. He held her tighter, cradling her in his arms, wishing he could take the pain away. He assumed Luvana’s spirit had passed into the wind. The thought was like a knife in his heart, for he knew it was his fault. If he hadn’t hesitated, if he’d fled the eyrie sooner, she would still be alive.

Aram gritted his teeth, fighting against the pain of guilt. He had to be strong. He had to be strong for Calise and for Markus, as well as everyone else who depended on him. He didn’t have time for grief or self-loathing, so he shoved those feelings way down deep inside, where they could fester until he had time to deal with them.

Calise wiped her tears and looked up at him, her damp eyes searching his. Then she let him go and stepped back, folding her arms and glancing nervously about the chamber. Her gaze fell on the wall beside him, and she stiffened. She stared at the heart knot necklace, her body frozen, a stricken look on her face.

Aram removed the twine necklace from the peg and set it in her hand, folding her fingers around it. She stood motionless for heartbeats, her eyes squeezed shut, gripping the necklace so hard her hand trembled. Then she opened her palm and stared down at it, her cheeks glistening with tears.

He couldn’t bear to look at her, so he turned away.

She said in a thin voice, “I don’t want it.”

Aram grimaced, stricken by the raw pain in those words. He said, “You don’t have to wear it. It’s yours. You can do with it as you please. Leave it here. Throw it off the cliff. It’s up to you.”

Her fingers clenched the necklace, forming a fist that tightened until it trembled. She closed her eyes and, for a moment, he thought she was going to cry. But Calise collected herself, her courage rallying. She lowered her hand and gave a defeated sigh.

“Help me tie it?”

Without speaking, Aram moved behind her and took the necklace from her hand. Solemnly, he drew her hair aside, exposing the graceful curve of her neck. Just as he had before the Battle of Eranor, he tied the two ends of the twine necklace with a sheet bend knot, a knot of great significance to him, for it was a fisherman’s knot, and it reminded him of his youth. When he was done, he let her hair fall and stepped back.

She reached up and touched the knotted heart pendant. “It feels heavier than the other one.”

“It’s made with the same kind of twine.” Aram assured her.

Calise gave him a slight, wistful smile that spoke of warmth and familiarity, but also heartbreak. “That’s not the kind of heaviness I mean.”

Aram wrapped his arms around her and closed his eyes. He trailed a hand through her fine brown hair that smelled of herbs and felt like silk, just one of the myriad beautiful and special things that he loved about her. He whispered, “I love you.”

“Part of me wants to hate you for doing this,” she told him. “Another part knows you wouldn’t be the person I love if you didn’t. I guess what I’m trying to say is, I understand.”

Aram didn’t want to leave her, especially not the way his father had left his ma with only a twine necklace and painful memories. He drew her fingers away from the heart knot and raised them to his lips, kissing them tenderly. “I’ll come back as quickly as I can. I won’t leave you waiting.”

His promise seemed to weigh on her rather than comfort her. She looked away, biting her lip, as though wrestling with words she couldn’t speak. Her golden aura wavered. She studied the cavern walls, the floor, the hearth—anywhere but him. “Don’t worry about me, Aram.”

Heaving a sigh, he glanced at Markus’s dragon, who hadn’t moved from the center of the cavern. Siroth appeared to be sleeping, but Aram knew better. The black dragon had a kindling hope stirring within him, for he knew that Aram was preparing to leave, and that he would be going with him. The spines on his back stood erect, and his inner fire was once again warming.

“I’m taking Siroth with me,” Aram said. “I’m hoping he can help me find Markus.”

“That’s a good idea,” Calise mumbled. “Where are you going to start looking?”

“The World Above.”

She gave the faintest, saddest smile. “I meant where in the World Above?”

“I’m going to start at the College. I want to see what Logarin knows, and I want to know what he wants with me. Don’t worry. I’ll be safe.”

Her expression hardened. “Don’t go there, Aram. Anywhere but there. It’s a trap, and you know it.”

He was certain it was, but it was a risk he had to take.

He didn’t trust Logarin, but he wasn’t the broken boy the Archon remembered. He had already killed one of Logarin’s brothers. That had to count for something.

And staying meant waiting for Is’ul Zagar to return and slaughter everyone in Skyhome. He could not let more people die because of him.

He would not endanger Calise by remaining at her side.

“I’ll be careful,” he said, though the words felt hollow even as he spoke them. “Besides, I won’t be going alone. I have Agaroth.”

“So did Daymar.”

He had no response to that, for anything he could say would lay blame on Esmir, and he didn’t want to do that. The old man had suffered enough.

Feeling defeated, Aram glanced at his leather pack. An aching sadness filled him. He knew he couldn’t linger, and yet he did not want to leave with her so upset.

“I have to go,” he whispered.

Shoulders sagging, she nodded. He didn’t like seeing her so sad. He wanted to be the cause of her joy, to bring her smiles, not tears. A hard lump rose in his throat, threatening to choke him.

“Come here,” he said, pulling her close.

He stood just holding her, the way he had on the terrace the night she had first danced with him. She lay her head on his shoulder, and he held her tight, rocking slightly, breathing in the scent of her. Flowers and herbs. Such a beautiful combination that described her perfectly.

His lips found hers, soft at first, tentative, almost a question. Then the kiss deepened, blossoming into something urgent and desperate. His hand slid behind her head, his pulse racing. Eyes closed, she pressed tight against him, kissing him deeply, holding him tight enough to hurt.

When they parted, he drew back with a breathless gasp, his head spinning. He gazed into her eyes, filled with a dizzy euphoria that made him want to stay in this moment forever. He didn’t want to let her go. He held her face cupped in his hands, transfixed by the love and sadness that lingered in her gaze.

He couldn’t bring himself to say goodbye.

“I have to go get…something,” he whispered, and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be back in a little bit.”

Head bowed, he left her standing there alone in the cavern and walked out. Something in her eyes troubled him, as though she were holding something back. The worry nagged at him all the way down the long flights of stairs to the warrens beneath the roots of Skyhome.

Arriving in the dark prison, Aram made his way down the corridor between cells to the last door, which was warded by four guards. Seeing him coming, they stepped aside. “You’re relieved,” he told them.

The men looked surprised but complied, handing him the keys and quickly clearing the hallway. Aram stood for a moment watching them go, then turned to look through the bars at the woman in the cell. Illith stared up at him from her cot, her violet eyes meeting his, questioning. Pinning her with a spiteful gaze, Aram turned the key and opened the cell door.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. She hesitated only a moment before hurrying past him into the corridor. She didn’t look like a prisoner released from a dungeon but seemed thoroughly at ease. Her composure surprised him. He could just as well have been leading her to her execution, but her self-assuredness told him that she knew better.

“What changed your mind?” Illith asked.

“A dragon,” Aram said, fixing her with a cold stare. Reaching into the pouch at his waist, he produced the vial of essence that had been confiscated from her and held it out.

The woman stared down at it. “A dragon?”

“That’s right. He’s really pissed off, and he’s coming with us.” Aram turned toward the exit. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Calise paced the length of Aram’s eyrie, arms folded against the cold. The fire offered little warmth in so vast a space. She glanced at Agaroth and found the great red dragon watching her, his eyes carrying the same weight as Aram’s. She crossed to him and laid her hand on his wide chest, offering what comfort she could.

“Don’t let anything happen to him,” she whispered.

Agaroth’s large pupil contracted, thinning to a black slice, and he let out a low growl. She thought, perhaps, the dragon nodded slightly. She stood beside him for a time, her hand lingering on his smooth crimson scales, taking comfort in his profound strength. Behind them, Siroth uncoiled and raised his head, looking for once hopeful, even anxious to be leaving.

The door opened, and Aram entered, moving with brisk strides. Calise’s attention was immediately drawn to the woman behind him. The sight of the pale Exilari sorceress turned her insides to ice. Their eyes met, and Calise felt a visceral urge to strangle the woman. That, or order Agaroth to char her to cinders.

The sorceress walked past Calise without a glance in her direction. She approached Agaroth and stood before him, gazing into his ferocious face with an expression that contained no fear—and none of the awe that was the usual reaction of most people to the proximity of a Greater Dragon. It was as though the woman was accustomed to his kind, and she regarded Agaroth as though introducing herself to a noble adversary.

Calise turned to Aram, who looked suddenly unsure of himself. Ever since he had emerged from the Trials a Champion, he carried himself with a newfound confidence that he had entirely lacked before. But now that confidence had slipped, as though it had been but a thin veneer, exposing the boy she had known before with all his insecurities. He came to stand before her, a look of apology in his many-colored eyes, and she gazed at him with sadness.

Aram said, “I have to go.”

“I know.”

Calise’s voice broke, for this was likely the last intimate moment they would ever share, and she cursed the fact that it was in the presence of the awful sorceress whose appearance had brought this tragedy upon them.

She did not mention Luvana’s last wishes, for Aram had enough to think about and mourn already. The last thing he needed was to grieve the loss of her too. Calise couldn’t do that to him.

“I love you,” he said, drawing her into a painfully sweet embrace.

He kissed her, and the ache of heartbreak left her trembling. She quivered in his arms, fighting back tears, dreading the moment his lips left hers.

But eventually he pulled back, his eyes full of love and longing.

She couldn’t bear it. She had to look away.

Calise helped Aram into his armor, buckling the straps with care, her hands trembling.

“I’ll come back,” he whispered. “I promise.” He gave her a small, brave smile that she couldn’t help returning.

She stood hugging herself as Aram crossed the cavern to where the sorceress lingered with the dragons. He climbed onto Agaroth’s tall back then leaned down while the sorceress moved to Siroth. But the dragon lashed out at her, making it clear that she was not welcome on his back. So Aram offered the woman his hand and helped her up behind him.

Hatred burned in Calise’s chest for what the woman represented—the threat she posed, the evil she served. But beneath that was something sharper: a visceral jealousy that this enemy would share Aram’s journey while she could not.

Agaroth turned and lunged toward the mouth of the cavern. With a great leap, the red dragon cleared the edge of the terrace and, spreading his wings, glided from the cliff. Siroth took to the air after him, following the larger dragon into the sky.

Sucking in a gasp, Calise sprinted after them, only halting when she reached the end of the terrace where the beacon fire burned. She stopped at the edge and looked out at the two dragons gliding smoothly over the gaping maw of the gorge.

As she looked on, a brilliant rupture ripped dramatically across the sky, like the world breaking open before her. It widened rapidly until it consumed the width of the gorge. Startled, Calise squinted into the blinding light, throwing her hands up to shield her face.

Immediately, shapes began to emerge, spilling out through the enormous tear in the veil, dozens of silver, eel-like therlings. Together, the two dragons blasted them with flames, charring the void creatures as they emerged.

An eruption of dazzling light engulfed the chasm, overwhelming Calise’s vision. In an instant, the rupture slammed closed, displacing the air and sending a shrieking, violent wind that crackled Calise’s skirt and raked her hair back from her face. The light faded swiftly, revealing a gray and gloomy day.

Calise stood forlorn on the edge of the terrace, gazing out at an empty sky, her heart feeling just as barren. The wind died, the last evidence that there had ever been two dragons in the sky. She remained there for a long time, staring out across the gorge, tears dampening her cheeks. After minutes, she turned away, wiping her eyes.

Her gaze fell on the brazier at the end of the terrace. The flames of the beacon fire had died, even though the black embers yet smoldered with their memory. The last Greater Dragon had departed from the eyries. If Agaroth failed to return, no beacon fire would ever blaze again from Skyhome’s walls.
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Calise remained in the eyrie long after Aram disappeared, unable to leave the last place she’d held him. She sat at his table, staring at nothing, her fingers absently twisting the eternal heart knot pendant that hung heavy against her chest. The cavern seemed to mourn with her, its cold stone aching with silence. She should leave. She had made a commitment, and she couldn’t back out.

But she didn’t want to go.

Eventually, the stillness became unbearable. She stood, looking around at the wreckage of Aram’s life—broken pottery and splintered furniture, all physical evidence of his grief. She couldn’t just leave it. Picking up the broom, she began to sweep, the familiar motion giving her something to focus on besides the hollow ache in her chest.

The activity felt good. It was something she could control when everything else was spinning away from her. She fed the chickens then turned them loose, knowing they would eventually find their way down to Hearth Home. She set about sweeping out the entire eyrie. The work helped clear her mind, though her chest still ached with every heartbeat.

Already, she regretted not telling Aram about her commitment to Luvana. By the time he returned, she would already be a Dedicant’s apprentice. What they had between them was over, and he didn’t even know it yet.

It was better this way, she tried convincing herself. Better for him if he didn’t know.

Guilt wrung fresh tears from her, and she stopped sweeping. She stood leaning on the broom handle, gazing into the graying coals of the hearth through watery eyes. The last thing she wanted was to hurt him.

Wings rustled overhead, and Calise looked up to see Zandril descending. The golden dragon landed with effortless grace, her movements possessing a fluidity that even mighty Agaroth could not match. Young and sleek, her scales shimmered in the sunlight like molten gold. Calise knew she had come to comfort her. Through the bond they shared, Calise could feel her dragon’s compassion.

Striding to her, Zandril pressed her head against Calise’s brow, rumbling soothingly. Calise sagged against her dragon’s side and wept in her embrace. She could feel Zandril’s empathy flowing into her, for her dragon shared her sorrow.

Footsteps echoed from the doorway. She turned to see Esmir standing there, rumpled and drawn, looking beleaguered and worn. He limped toward her with a halting gait, leaning heavily on his cane.

“I take it he’s already gone.” His voice crackled with phlegm.

“Yes.” Calise wiped her eyes. “How did you know he would go?”

The old man stared past her out the cavern’s entrance. “Because that’s what Daymar would have done. If something had happened to me, nothing in the world could have stopped him.”

Calise nodded. Aram was Champion in every sense, the bravest person she’d ever known. “Do you think Markus is still alive?”

“Siroth’s still with us,” Esmir reminded her. “As far as how long he’ll remain alive…” He shrugged. “Let’s just pray Aram finds him fast and brings him home.”

The sound of running feet echoed through the doorway, coming from the hallway beyond. Before Calise could react, a swarm of young men spilled into the eyrie surrounding her and Esmir.

“We heard Aram freed the sorceress!” Kye nearly shouted.

“What the hell’s going on?” barked Iver.

In answer, Esmir flung his arms up as though trying to push them away with the brute force of his presence. Then he turned and escaped the jumbled group of frantic youths, lumbering toward the table and its single surviving chair. Calise stared after him, worried, for she’d never seen him look so frail.

“What happened?” Iver demanded.

Calise grimaced in irritation. “What do you think happened?”

The boys exchanged glances. Calise clenched her jaw, struggling to contain her emotions. If she was to become a Dedicant, she would have to learn to be strong, as strong as Luvana. Strong enough to support them all.

The thought was too daunting. She sighed with defeat. In the end, she was just nineteen, and she had no idea how to be strong when the entire world was crumbling.

“Aram’s going to the World Above?” gasped Kye.

“They’ll kill him!” exclaimed Corley.

Jeran’s eyes were wide with dismay. “They’ll capture him, the way they did Daymar!”

Iver swiped out, clapping Jeran on the back of the head.

“Ouch!”

Silencing them all with a furious look, Iver turned back to her, his expression somber. “Sorry, Calise. We’re just…concerned. I can’t imagine what it’s like for you. Do you need anything? Is there anything we can do?”

“No,” she whispered. “I’m all right. Really. But thank you.”

Sucking in his lips, Iver nodded. “We’ll be here if you need us, Calise. Just ask.”

He took Jeran by the collar and steered him toward the door. The other boys followed, glancing back at Calise with looks of sympathy and regret. When the door closed behind them, Calise bowed her head, casting away the broom. It hit the ground, skittering across the uneven stone. Walking to the table, she turned over a crate and sat next to Esmir, who was already helping himself to Markus’s liquor.

“Got an extra cup?” she asked.

With a snort, the old man slid the entire jug across the table to her.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




The world fractured, engulfing them in light. Aram’s vision exploded in searing red through his closed eyelids. Seated behind him on Agaroth’s back, Illith squeezed him painfully. From somewhere close came a frightful noise that sounded like a dozen demons all shrieking as one. It came from every direction, reverberating in his ears.

In an instant, it was gone.

The light dispersed, and they emerged into the gray gloom of a cloudy day. The air surrounding them dampened and chilled, and Illith’s grip on him loosened. Still, it took Aram seconds to blink away the dark motes that clouded his vision. A cold bank of clouds enclosed them like a thick, disorienting fog. Beads of mist prickled his face, wetting his hair and cheeks, the world reduced to bland nothingness.

It was a dangerous situation. For dragons, navigating storm clouds was always a risk. Blinded, they could fly into the side of a mountain. Powerful downdrafts could hurl them from the sky. Hail could batter wings, and lightning struck without warning.

Aram directed Agaroth downward to escape the clouds. After several nervous seconds, they broke through the bottom layer into the cool light of an autumn day. The mountains they flew over looked familiar, craggy and capped with snow. At first, Aram feared that they’d entered the rupture only to return to the same world they had left.

But the gorge below them appeared wider and darker, and in places flames leapt from it, distorting the air with waves of heat. Billowing clouds of ash poured from a nearby peak, filling the air with a caustic odor that smelled of rot.

This was not his world.

To their right loomed the tall, snow-covered dome of an enormous mountain that dwarfed the rolling peaks that surrounded it. It was Mount Elidor, the sacred mountain that, in the World Below, was haloed by an ever-changing aura. Here, though still majestic, Elidor was merely a dominating peak, taller than the rest, but no scintillating light crowned its ancient summit, and it retained none of its preternatural mystery. It stood inert, blanketed by snow and braced in the slow silence of granite.

They glided down the rocky slopes of the mountain ridges and out over the rugged plains that, in the World Below, made up the grasslands of the Winmarch. Here, the difference was blatant. In Pyrial, the lands of the Winmarch were covered with a seemingly endless sea of evergreen grassland. Here in the World Above, the same grasslands were riddled with rocks, the vegetation short and sparse, overgrazed. Vast herds of sheep were visible even from the air, explaining why the grasslands were so barren.

Aram directed Agaroth toward the dark outline of a forest in the distance. Dragons didn’t exist in Issia. He didn’t want them spotted from below, and where there were sheep, there were shepherds and the villages that supported them. It was inevitable that they would be noticed at some point, but hopefully such word would be dismissed as mere rumor. Certainly, no one in Anai would have believed him if he had claimed to see a dragon flying by overhead. Mother Groon and all the rest of the goodwives would have dragged him home to his mother by the ear.

Looking at the vast swath of land below them, Aram realized he had little idea of where they were in relation to the rest of the world. He had a good sense of direction in the World Below, and knew the topography of Pyrial well, at least in the area within a day’s flight of Skyhome. But here in Issia, he was at a loss. He knew that Karaqor, the city where the Exilari College was located, was somewhere to the north. But Aram was reluctant to fly blindly northward. He picked out a long span of littered rock, the remains of an ancient lava flow, and directed the dragons toward it.

Agaroth glided gracefully out of the sky, alighting on a jumbled mass of dark boulders, Siroth following him to the ground. Aram slid from his dragon’s back and then helped Illith down. He stood for a moment feeling like he had just stepped off a boat, the ground yawing beneath him as it sometimes did after a turbulent dragonflight. It only took him a few moments to collect himself, though, like a sailor used to the sea. He walked to the edge of the tumbled scree and looked out over the pockmarked plain below.

Aram asked, “Where are we?”

The sorceress came to stand beside him, clutching her long braid of white-blonde hair, loose strands haloing her face. She stared out across the prairie as though dazed, her violet eyes surveying the shadowed landscape.

“The Abadian Empire,” she answered.

“Where is that, exactly? Where does it begin and end?”

Only then did she look at him, her gaze cold and saturating. She swept her hand out in a slow circle, indicating the broad expanse of land around them from horizon to horizon. “It’s everywhere.”

Her answer made Aram shiver. He looked around, absorbing the sparse clumps of grass, the infrequent snarls of bushes and jumbles of rocks that littered the scarred earth. He knew about the Abadian Empire, for the Vardlands where he had grown up had been conquered by the Abadians centuries before. Imperial soldiers had destroyed his village on Sergan’s orders, and he held nothing but hatred for them in his heart.

“Where’s Karaqor?” he asked.

“To the north. Where the Bosphian Sea meets the Argis Ocean.” Illith nodded in that direction, smoothing the loose strands of hair back from her face.

Aram followed her gaze, Illith’s words provoking memories of his childhood home in Anai, which was only a few days’ ride from Karaqor. He had but a vague idea where the Vardlands were in relation to the rest of the empire, for few of his people knew much of the world outside their village. The Argis Ocean was the northern sea that stretched the length of the continent. Aram knew its waters well, for he had lived beside them for half his life.

“How do we get there?” he asked.

“Just head north. We will look for the Bosphian Sea and follow the shoreline.”

Aram glanced over to where Siroth stood perched on a clump of rocks behind Agaroth. The dragon’s head was slightly cocked, as though listening for something. Aram wondered if he could sense Markus, at least give them some idea where he was being held. But when he asked Agaroth to relay that question, the only reply was one of heartache, for Markus seemed to be just as absent from this world as he was from Pyrial. The answer lowered Aram’s spirits. Wherever Markus was, it must be very far away. That, or he was hidden somewhere, even from his own dragon.

They remounted and the dragons, Illith riding behind him again on Agaroth because Siroth had made it clear that he would permit no one on his back until his rider was found alive. They took to the sky, spiraling upward on the updrafts. Aram could sense his dragon’s relief when they were back in the air, for Agaroth didn’t like lingering long on the ground, where they were at risk of being set upon by locals. Aram couldn’t blame him, for he was just as nervous about that kind of trouble.

They flew all day and into the night, the landscape evolving beneath them. In the darkness, the somber moon-glow behind the clouds became their guide, illuminating the grassland below like a quiet silver sea. The plains eventually climbed into the rolling highlands that, in Pyrial, were known as the Hills of Eranor, where he had defeated Kathrax. Aram wondered what they were called here in Issia. The world had been Sundered tens of thousands of years before, and even though Auld generations were long, very few things were preserved from the time before, including the names of places. The more he thought about it, the more Aram realized he was not familiar with the world he was born to.

They flew for hours, until the dragons’ wings began to tire. Aram decided to stop to eat even though they could have pressed on farther. He picked out what looked like a quiet meadow in the middle of a vast tract of black woodland, where he hoped they could set down in privacy.

Agaroth descended smoothly, skimming over the treetops and gliding to rest in the shadowy meadow, scattering a small herd of sleeping deer. Siroth alighted beside them, looking wary. Aram couldn’t blame him, for everything about this world felt slightly off kilter. He dismounted and stomped his feet, trying to work some feeling back into his stiff legs.

He asked Illith, “Why is everything so different here? Isn’t this the same world? Just…separate?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” she replied. “The Sundering was catastrophic. The reality of the world was ripped in half. For those who lived through it, it was brutal. So brutal. Devastating…” Her voice trailed off, her gaze seeming lost in the distance of thought. Reaching up, she rubbed her eyes. “Both halves of the world were damaged in different ways. Here in Issia, the damage was more extensive. It altered the terrain and climate considerably.”

Illith spoke as though she had first-hand knowledge of the event. Aram peered at her harder, asking, “Who are you, really?”

She gave a weary, apologetic smile. “I told you. I’m an Exilar.” She paused, drawing in a deep breath as her words hung suspended between them. “But before that, I was something else.”

“What were you?”

She gazed at him for seconds in silence, loose wisps of hair playing about her face. “I am not from this world, Aram. Not from Above…nor from Below. I am from Before.”

“Before what?”

“Before the world was Sundered.”

Aram stared at her hard, cold anxiety needling his spine. “That’s impossible. No one could live that long.”

“I am what you call a void walker.”

Aram stiffened as every discordant fact he knew about Illith suddenly jammed into place. Little details like her alabaster skin and her violet eyes suddenly made sense, and he cursed himself for not figuring it out earlier. She was more than just pale. She was as white as a corpse, just like every void walker he’d seen. But there were differences. Her skin was supple and whole, not thin and decayed. No ghostly light emanated from deep within.

Illith fixed him with a stare both proud and significant. “I was born in the Summer of Ages, thousands of years ago. Only, back then, Champions did not exist, for we were not bound by the Covenant of the Auld. Our magic wasn’t locked away to be used only for the benefit of another. We could practice it at any time, for any reason. I was a student of Kanto, the ancient schools of magic.”

Aram backed away from her, his hand sliding to his dagger’s hilt.

Illith continued as though she didn’t notice or perhaps didn’t care. Lowering herself onto a rock, she sat with her arms resting on her thighs, staring into the shadowed distance. “During the War of Desolation, I fought at Raginor’s side with the rest of my coterie. After Raginor fell, the enemy routed our forces, and we became scattered. We retreated to the fortress of Eld Atai. Most of us didn’t make it.”

Aram moved his hand from his dagger’s hilt but kept it close, resting it on his hip.

Illith continued, “I was in Eld Atai when Erok Sundered the world.” Reaching down, she plucked a stick off the ground and started snapping off little pieces, tearing it apart bit by bit. “Eld Atai was located where Skyhome is now. The earth cracked and split beneath our feet, shattering the Kemeri Mountains and creating the great fissure. The majority of Eld Atai fell into the void when the world was torn apart. Every person who occupied it was lost forever to both worlds.” She snapped the stick clean in half, casting away both fragments.

Aram stared at her warily. “So how is it you’re still alive?”

She shrugged. “Time flows differently in the void. The time I spent there is not relative to the time that passed here.”

“How is it you’re not…rotting?”

“Because of this.” She touched the vial at her waist. “This essence was extracted from you. It is what keeps me alive in this world. It also helped me find you the same way Is’ul Zagar found you. I have attuned myself to you. I could find you anywhere in both worlds, just as he can.”

Aram shivered, thinking of the terrible creature who had taken Markus, and Illith’s warning: He’ll be coming for you. Feeling a sudden chill, he rubbed his arms for warmth. “Why do you need essence to keep you alive?”

She glanced up at him, her violet eyes a cold reminder of her inhumanity. “The open void is almost pure essence. Those who are exposed to it lose their ability to produce essence because the body adapts. But when we leave the void…we are starving. Worse than starving. Physical hunger can drive people mad. Essence withdrawal is so much worse. For some, the Hunger is instant. The moment they pass through the Veil, the mind is already gone, the body decomposing. It just depends on how long they were exposed.”

Aram nodded at the vial strapped to her waist. “That doesn’t look like much. Is that enough to keep you from starving?”

Illith’s hand dropped to her belt, and she touched the vial protectively. “When I first emerged from the void, I had to drink essence night and day. It’s like someone addicted to tears of the poppy, just worse. It’s agonizing. You have to be weaned off. I’m to the point I don’t require much anymore.”

Aram nodded, his gaze going distant in thought. Illith’s explanation answered so many questions. No wonder void walkers were drawn to him. He produced what they fundamentally craved. Yet there was still one inconsistency that gnawed at him.

“What about my dragon?” he asked. “Agaroth was in the void for hundreds of years, yet it didn’t affect him like that.”

“Did it not?” She raised an eyebrow.

Aram thought back to when he’d first met Agaroth in the forest outside Anai. He had been a void dragon then, pale and rotting. He had been drawn to Aram like a shark to blood in the water, and it took both Markus and Sergan to drive him off. But later, when Aram discovered him dying at the bottom of the gorge, things were different. Agaroth had emerged from the fissure crimson and gloriously whole, as though the void’s taint had never touched him.

“There is another way,” Illith said. “You can saturate a void walker with essence—give them so much at once that their body remembers how to produce it again.”

The realization struck him. That was what he’d done for Agaroth—poured essence into him until he had nothing left, nearly killing himself in the process. Somehow, they’d both survived.

“That’s what I did,” Aram whispered.

Illith nodded, her gaze sliding to Agaroth. “Yes. That would work on a dragon. The only problem is, no human or Auld can withstand that kind of saturation. It obliterates the mind. That’s how Mirak created Is’ul Zagar.”

“His mind didn’t seem destroyed,” Aram grumbled, shivering at the memory of that monster pursuing him through the corridors of Skyhome.

Illith leaned back on the rock, looking at the cloud-filled night deprived of stars. “The part of Is’ul Zagar that was once Auld no longer exists. It had to be replaced.”

“Replaced with what?”

“With the mind of an Unan, what you call an Overseer.”

Aram stared at her, struggling to comprehend what the result of such a union would be. The Overseers were the bizarre entities who inhabited the Shadow Realm, the plane beyond the Portal Stones of the Henge. The Auld thought the purpose of the Overseers was to administer the trials of a Champion, but Aram knew better. They were not gatekeepers of magic, as most people believed. They had betrayed him, refusing to release him even though he had passed their tests.

“Is’ul Zagar is a perfect assassin,” Illith went on, “with the training and knowledge of a Master of the Ways and the conscience of an arcane predator…and his target is you.”

As she spoke, Aram felt his hopes sinking. “And he has Markus.”

“Yes. He does.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




They flew swiftly northward across the denuded plains. Agaroth’s great wings were shaped like a raptor’s, so they could glide long distances before tiring. Aram had never tested the limits of their range. For months, they had kept to the regions around Skyhome, sometimes venturing as far as the Eldenwood or the Winmarch. But the city of Karaqor was on the northern extremity of the continent, and this flight would test their endurance.

The ground rushed by under them as the dragons’ wings devoured the distance. They flew just below the clouds, their shadows chasing them across the plains as they raced over fields and farmland, woodlands broken by meandering rivers and marred grassland. Flocks of birds took flight beneath them, mottling the air, while hazy clouds of smoke drifted upwards from the chimneys of towns.

The landscape was mostly wild and empty, the signs of civilization scarce. They stopped to rest as dawn approached, the sky already lightening over the line of mountains far in the east, the clouds above them lined in awakening streaks of yellow and gold.

They set down to rest on a low hill deep in the hinterlands, in an area that seemed wild and unpopulated. They paused so the dragons could drink their fill from a nearby brook before returning to the air to continue their journey.

The sun rose over the peaks, shedding its light across the plains, and the sky brightened to ever-warming shades of blue. They pressed on as the morning evolved, and as the hours passed, Aram had a harder time staying awake. Even with the cold wind raking his face, he could feel his eyelids drooping.

A patchwork pattern appeared on the horizon in the distance, what looked like cultivated fields.

“Is that it?” Aram shouted over his shoulder, raising his voice over the wind of their flight.

“No! But we are close!”

Beyond the farmland, a great expanse of water became visible, and beside it grew coastal settlements that followed the shoreline. Aram felt a tingling in his spine when he realized where they were, that ahead of them was the Bosphian Sea. They were approaching the North Coast.

Somewhere ahead in the gray distance was Anai, where he and Markus had grown up. Excitement quickened his pulse, and Aram had an urgent desire to turn away from his course and continue northeast to the Vardlands. He hadn’t seen his mother in years, and he had no idea whether she was even still alive. He was concerned for her, especially after his experiences within the Portal Stones, when the Overseers had forced him to take her life in what he hoped was merely a test and not some terrible reality. It had seemed real at the time, though, and the experience had haunted Aram since.

He set his jaw and hunkered low on his dragon’s back, letting Agaroth’s powerful wings carry them toward the northwest, toward the Abadian city of Karaqor. As they neared areas of denser population, Aram directed the dragons toward the ground. He wanted to arrive at the College under the cover of darkness, when Agaroth would be less likely spotted. Rumors of dragon sightings were probably already circulating through the countryside they had passed over, but he wanted to arrive at his destination without fear of being shot out of the sky. They spent the rest of the daylight lying low in a hollow surrounded by trees far from any signs of settlements.

After nightfall, they remounted and took to the air, following the dark outline of the water to the west. As the miles sped by, a band of glistening lights appeared along the water’s edge, signs of civilization. Ahead, the scattered glows became denser, eventually thickening into a crescent-shaped pool of light that could only be a city. Indeed, Aram could make out the dark towers of the city walls in the distance, for they were lit with the glow of many fires.

The sight of Karaqor made his stomach tighten. He had no memories of the city itself, just the College grounds and the cellars beneath them. He had entered the city in the back of Sergan’s wagon, unconscious and near death. He had spent only scant days at the College before they had condemned him to the cellars, so he knew very little of the Exilari stronghold.

Agaroth made a slow survey of the city, allowing Aram to examine it from the air and determine their best course. The dragon banked into a wide turn, gliding out over the dark waters of the bay and affording Aram an unparalleled view of Karaqor. It took only moments to confirm that the large, dark area in the north of the city was the Exilari College. He recognized its tall buildings from the short time they had spent there, for they were large and distinctive. The sight of them made his hands shake and his breath come short. The torture he had endured beneath those structures had imprinted upon him a lasting terror that had real power over him. Every nerve in Aram’s body screamed at him to turn away, to fly as fast and far as he could.

But he couldn’t do that. Markus’s life was at stake, and he would not, could not, abandon his Warden.

Markus would never abandon him.

Gritting his teeth, Aram closed his eyes and battled his growing panic back into its place. When he finally had his racing heart under control, he opened his eyes and pointed at their destination.

“There!” he shouted to Agaroth.

His dragon wheeled in the air, sending Aram a deluge of emotions that were easy to interpret. Agaroth feared a trap. An onslaught of visions flashed through Aram’s mind, a flood of panicked memories of Daymar’s capture. He could feel his dragon’s outrage, his dread and anguish. It was all very real and raw, and it made Aram tremble and question his own judgment.

He pushed the mental images aside and braced himself against the furor of his dragon’s justified fears. He tried reassuring Agaroth that he would not meet the same fate as Daymar. Aram expected betrayal and had come prepared with an arsenal of knots he was sure even Exilari Shields could not evade, for he intended to target the environment instead of his enemies.

Then there was Illith’s guarantee. Foolish as it seemed, Aram trusted her word. Illith’s red aura was testament to her character, and his gut told him she was being truthful. He had learned to have faith in his instincts, for they were inspired by his relationship with the aether and were seldom wrong. Even now, against all reason, they told him to trust the sorceress.

Despite his misgivings, Agaroth ceased his mental protests and descended in a slow spiral that followed the curve of the city walls. The foul odor of the city was palpable even from the air, a cloying mixture of human and animal waste and rotting fish. The combination made him gag, and he couldn’t help but wonder how the inhabitants of Karaqor could live so saturated in such appalling conditions.

Agaroth halted over the grounds of the College, hovering stationary above an enormous courtyard between buildings, bobbing in the air with every stroke of his massive wings. Seeing no threat—no people at all, in fact—Aram determined it was safe enough to land. Agaroth complied, alighting in the center of the courtyard beside a tall multi-tiered fountain that dominated the yard.

Aram unbuckled his riding harness and slid to the ground, sword already in his hand. He didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean their arrival went unnoticed. He sensed, more than saw, Illith dismount behind him, and for a moment they stood beside the ferocious spectacle of the dragons, waiting for the enemy to appear.

Footsteps echoed across the courtyard.

Aram turned. Four figures approached, three men and a woman, all wearing the blue cloaks and insignia of Exilari sorcerers. Rage surged through him at the sight. He didn’t see people. He saw Extractors who had tortured him day after day, year after year, administering unbearable agony until he’d lost the ability to even scream. Above him, Agaroth mantled his wings and let out a savage roar that made the air ripple with heat.

Aram tightened his grip on his sword’s hilt. The blue-cloaked Exilari that approached looked upon them without fear in their eyes. Even Agaroth’s mighty display hadn’t slowed their steps. They stopped a short distance away and simply regarded them.

One of the men stepped forward, a tall sorcerer in his late thirties with long, thick hair worn tied back. He reminded Aram of Sergan, even though there was little resemblance between them. Sergan’s image had been branded into him, and his memory would continue to haunt Aram, probably for the remainder of his life.

“Champion Raythe,” the dark-haired sorcerer said. “Welcome to the College of the Exilari Order. Revered Master Valeda asks that you join him in his office. Your dragons may remain here. You have our guarantee that neither will be harmed.”

Aram’s gaze moved between the man and his companions, pulse throbbing in his ears. Every muscle in his body was locked rigid, as though drawn like a bowstring to the point of snapping. He glared his hatred into the eyes of the sorcerer. He could leave now, jump back on Agaroth’s back and escape this place. The temptation was sweet.

But he had committed himself to this course, and for Markus’s sake, he was determined to see it through.

Aram lowered his sword. “No Shields. If I sense one Shield, I’ll open a rupture, and you’ll never see me again.”

The dark-haired sorcerer inclined his head. “Of course.”

Aram turned to Agaroth and set his hand on his dragon’s muscular neck. “If anything happens, burn it all down.”

Agaroth’s pupils narrowed. Puffs of smoke seeped from his nostrils, heated by the rage that burned within him. The sight of his fury had the desired effect: all four sorcerers took a step backward, their composure broken.

The dark-haired man motioned for Aram to accompany him. “This way.”

Clutching his sword, Aram moved after him, Illith walking at his side. They left the dragons in the courtyard and followed the four sorcerers across the grounds toward the main building of the College. Aram stared up at the magnificent structure, amazed by how every detail stood out in his memory, as though he had been there only days ago rather than years, making him feel reduced to the same twelve-year-old boy he’d been the last time he’d seen those polished walls.

The sorcerers led them under an enormous columned portico and into the main structure. As they crossed the threshold, a shiver ran through Aram’s body. This was the building from his nightmares. These were the floors he’d walked as a boy. Beneath these stones lay the well shaft where Sergan had lowered him into darkness to die.

They crossed a foyer graced with a wide staircase that ascended into the upper reaches of the building. The sorcerers led them past those stairs and their dark memories, down a hallway encased in white marble. The hallways were empty and echoing, lit by the unsteady light of candles.

When they reached a door at the end of the hallway, they halted. One of the sorcerers stepped forward to knock as Aram and Illith lingered behind them.

“Enter,” came a deep voice from the other side of the door, one that took hold of Aram’s spine and squeezed.

He recognized that voice. It brought to Aram’s mind the image of an old man with gnarled hands and cold fingers who had condemned him to years of suffering.

The door opened without a creak, admitting them into a dim chamber beyond. Their escort of sorcerers remained outside in the hall. Aram moved forward, leaving Illith by the door. The sound of his footsteps broke the silence of the chamber, his eyes fixed on the gray-haired man who sat behind a desk in front of them. The sight of the Revered Master turned his nerves to water and filled his mouth with the acid taste of revulsion. Aram halted before him and stood rooted to the floor, staring straight ahead into a pair of steel-sharp eyes that pierced his soul.

Logarin sat behind his desk clothed in the blue robes of the Exilari. Only, the Archon’s vestments were more elaborate than those of the common sorcerers who followed him, his cowl fur-lined, his mantle embroidered with an ivy pattern made of costly gold thread. At his neck sparkled a golden brooch shaped in the image of a sun with curving rays, a golden serpent coiled within.

“You have grown,” observed Logarin.

The old man gestured at the chairs across the table from him. Illith walked forward, taking a seat upon her master’s command, but Aram did not move. Instead, he lingered on his feet, unwilling to do even the simplest bidding of an Archon.

“I’d forgotten how much I hate you,” Aram said.

Logarin folded his skeletal hands on the desk. “You and I are old, bitter enemies who share a brutal past. However, neither of us is likely to survive what is coming unless we put that past behind us.”

Bitterly, Aram asked, “What is coming?”

“I think you know.” Logarin shrugged. “After all, you are here. That speaks volumes about your desperation. It is only a matter of time before my brother’s assassin finds you again.”

“He took my Warden,” said Aram. “That is the only reason I’m here. I came to get him back.”

Logarin flexed his fingers. A ring that looked carved from obsidian glittered darkly on the last finger of his left hand, the bezel imprinted with some kind of signet.

“Markus Galliar?” the old man asked.

Aram gave a stiff nod.

“Perhaps it is possible to rescue your Warden,” Logarin allowed. “But it will take time. You are woefully unprepared for that kind of challenge.”

“Markus may not have time,” growled Aram, taking a step forward.

Logarin spread his blue-veined hands. “As you are now, the only thing you can do for Markus is die. Is that what your friend would want?”

Aram bit his lip, for he knew Logarin was right. He clenched his hands into furious fists. “What do you want from me?”

“I asked you here because I wish to help you. And in return, I expect you to help me.”

Aram scoffed, shooting the old man an incredulous look. “You gave me to the Extractors. You had me tortured for years. Now you want me to help you?”

“I am sorry for what we put you through,” Logarin said. “It would not have happened had I known then what I know now.”

“And what is that?” demanded Aram.

“That the spirit of Raginor has been reborn to this world. And that spirit inhabits you.”

Aram’s breath ceased, his body going numb. For a long moment, all he could do was stare at the old man, unable to summon even a fledgling thought. It was as though his insides had turned to stone. Raginor was a name of legend, immortalized in ballads. The greatest hero the world had ever known.

“That’s impossible,” he managed at last, the words cracking in his throat.

“Not impossible,” Logarin differed. “Your rebirth was foretold. My brothers and I have been expecting you for a very long time.”

Aram shook his head slowly, the only reaction his body would allow. What the old man was saying couldn’t be true. And yet, Dedicant Kevatis had said something similar. He glanced at Logarin in alarm, his eyes wide, his stony insides filling with dread.

“What do you want from me?” he whispered.

“As I said, I wish to preserve your life.”

“Why?”

Logarin spread his fingers, his obsidian ring glimmering darkly in the candlelight. “Have you ever heard of the sand tiger shark, Champion Raythe?”

Aram frowned, confounded by the irrelevance of the question. “No.”

The old man raised his eyebrows. “I would be surprised if you had. The sand tiger shark inhabits southern waters, far from here. Female tiger sharks give birth to only two offspring each season. The mother conceives many embryos, you see, but the young are cannibals, and the strongest prey on their siblings in the womb. Only two pups survive to be born. So it is with my brethren and me. In the end, only two of us will survive to ascend to the throne of Ahn. In order to do so, we must grow in power by consuming each other.”

Aram stared at Logarin blankly, struggling to comprehend the relevance of the old man’s story. “What does that have to do with me?”

“It’s simple, really. I want to survive my time of gestation without being cannibalized by my siblings. In order to do so, I must ally myself with one of them so that the two of us may endure the culling. I don’t trust my fellow Archons. But I do think I could trust you if the two of us can find some common ground.”

Aram glared his rancor deep into the old man’s sunken eyes. “There can be no common ground between us. I will not aid you.”

“But you will,” the old man responded. “It is simple logic. For me, you are the lesser of five evils. And despite what you think, I am far less dangerous than my brothers, who seek to destroy this world in order to be released from it. I desire only to preserve this world. Once I achieve my destiny, I will become the Champion of the Earth.”

“You wish to replace Mirak,” Aram whispered.

“No. I wish to replace Ahn.” The Archon leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers on the desk before him.

Aram gazed at him with a jaw that had gone slack a long time ago. “Ahn? The Chaos-Father?”

“My father. Your father, as well. We are half-brothers, you and I.”

Half-brothers…

Aram’s heart stumbled, and the world constricted to a pinprick. A shiver passed through him, and all he could do was stare into Logarin’s piercing eyes.

“You lie,” Aram grated, even though his words carried no conviction. “This can’t be true…”

Logarin shrugged. “You are Raginor, Lord of Eyries. Returned to the world to finish what you started so long ago.”

Aram stood staring at him, unable to so much as blink.

Then he forced himself to move, turning and striding for the door.

“You haven’t heard my offer.”

Aram paused with his hand on the knob, Illith standing next to him. Slowly, he turned around.

“If you leave here without my protection, you will die,” Logarin assured him. “You are ignorant of the magic you wield. You throw it out blindly like a fisherman casting nets. And the magic you spin has just as many holes as that fisherman’s net. You bind from instinct alone and lack even the rudimentary knowledge of your craft. You are fumbling with forces you have no concept of and no control over.

“But your enemies have that knowledge, and more. Is’ul Zagar was trained in the greatest school of magic that has ever existed, and he was a Master of the Ways. The Unan who inhabits his body has access to all his knowledge and the ancestral knowledge of the Unan, as well. You have no chance against him.” He lifted his sparse eyebrows. “But you can be trained. Someday, you might become even greater than Is’ul Zagar. But such training takes time and practice. And patience.”

Aram shook his head. A bead of sweat rolled from his brow and trickled down his cheek. “I don’t have time, and I don’t have patience. I have to rescue Markus now.”

“You have all the time that you need. Markus has no value dead. They will keep him alive.”

“Why would you do this?” demanded Aram. “Why would you help me?”

“We are two emerging gods who have the capacity to transcend the bonds of this world. We can rule together as brothers. Or we can stand opposed. But if we do, then we will both most certainly fall, and those who rise in our place will not be so kind to this world.”

He paused. “There’s one more thing.”

“What?” Aram growled.

“When you came to me as a boy, you were received by this Order in a solemn ceremony during which you pledged obedience to me. Do you recall that oath?”

Aram tensed, feeling his insides sinking. “It was an oath made under duress. It’s not binding.”

A half-smile curled the Archon’s lips. “You are Auld. Unlike humans, Auld are unable to forswear themselves, which is why the Covenant of the Auld binds every member of that species from the free use of magic. Do you understand, Champion Raythe? You spoke an oath to me as a boy, and that oath will forever be binding. You. Serve. Me.”

The words rang through Aram’s head, clanging around his skull. A dread more horrifying than anything he had ever felt seized his guts and gripped them tight.

“Don’t believe me?” asked Logarin. “Go ahead. Try to leave this College against my will.”

Aram resolved to do exactly that. Turning, he left the room, slamming the door behind him.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Illith’s footsteps pursued Aram as he stormed out of Logarin’s office in a fury.

“Aram! Wait!” she called.

He ignored her, lengthening his strides. She had known this was a trap and had brought him anyway.

Aram burst out of the building into the darkness of night and angled back across the courtyard toward where the dragons waited, their wings spread, ready to take flight. Agaroth could feel everything he felt, and both dragons were distressed. Agaroth’s hackles were raised, his nostrils fuming and teeth bared. When Aram reached his side, he vaulted onto his dragon’s back without pause and strapped himself into the harness. Illith did not try to follow him, but stood her ground, even when Siroth swung around to lunge at her.

As soon as Aram was buckled, Agaroth vaulted into the sky. The College slipped behind them, growing smaller with every wing stroke. Aram glanced back, feeling a great swell of relief. Nothing had stopped them from leaving. No boyhood oath constrained his will. The Archon had been bluffing.

Aram clung to Agaroth’s spines, considering the distances before them. He didn’t know where to go, where to start looking for Markus. He directed Agaroth to follow the dark coastline of the Bosphian Sea and sat back, closing his eyes and trying to calm his heartbeat.

A terrible pain lanced through his head like dual icepicks jabbing his ears. Aram cried out, bringing his hands up to clench his temples. Agaroth roared with surprised outrage, his head whipping back, glancing at his rider in alarm.

The sensation intensified, growing until it seemed his head was about to explode. Aram tasted blood on his tongue.

“Turn around!” he cried, unable to bear the agony.

Agaroth obeyed immediately, banking hard with a shriek of fright. As soon as they came around, the pain in Aram’s head lessened. Fear gripped him when he realized what that meant.

“We have to go back,” he gasped in a hoarse moan.

Aram wiped blood from his nose, swallowing the taste of it. Agaroth pumped his wings, angling back toward Karaqor. As the city drew near, Aram’s pain subsided, though his temples still throbbed with every heartbeat. His hands trembled, and he had to clutch the harness straps just to stay upright.

They landed in the courtyard by the fountain, Siroth alighting next to him. Through bleary eyes, Aram saw that Illith was still there. She hadn’t left. She’d known they would return.

As soon as they touched down, Aram practically fell from Agaroth’s back. His dragon let out a frightened growl, steadying him with the leading edge of his wing as Aram sagged against him. Agaroth pulled him close, coiling around him.

Illith rushed forward, but the dragon whipped his head toward her with a savage roar, his spines raised. The woman sprang back, real fear in her eyes for the first time, and retreated across the courtyard to a respectful distance.

Aram clung to his dragon’s side, panting. All his strength had melted away, running out of him like ice water. It was all he could do to stand on his feet. He would have collapsed had it not been for Agaroth’s wing steadying him. Blearily, he glanced at Illith and saw sympathy in her eyes.

The sight enraged him.

Motion across the courtyard caught his attention, and Aram glanced up to see a small party of Exilari crossing the space toward them. From a distance, he couldn’t tell whether they were sorcerers or shields, though the thought of the latter made his skin grow cold. The group paused just out of range of Agaroth’s hot breath then parted to admit an old man who strode forward through their ranks. Fear and loathing seized Aram’s chest at the sight of Logarin. The Archon came forward, fearless of the dragons’ wrath, the look on his face neither surprised nor gloating.

Aram sighed, resigned, for he knew he had been a fool. He had fallen victim to the Archon’s manipulations, just like Daymar Torrian; only, this trap had been set years ago. Aram could feel Logarin’s tether constricting him, strangling his will.

They would take him to the cellars. This time, he couldn’t escape. Logarin had made sure of that.

“Don’t fear.” The old man regarded him with an expression of understanding. “You are Auld, which is both your strength and your vulnerability. Now, come. You need rest. I’ve ordered a room prepared for you. We have also made a place for your dragons, on the far side of the grounds near the lake. While you are here, they will not be bothered. We will meet tomorrow and discuss our next steps.”

Aram straightened, wiping the sweat from his brow. He pushed back a fold of Agaroth’s wing, mentally reassuring him as best he could. If Logarin wanted him dead, then he would have killed him already. If he were going to order him to the cellars, Aram knew that he would have no choice but to walk there himself.

He turned to Agaroth, and Aram saw the helplessness in his own heart echoed on his dragon’s reptilian face. Fear was not an emotion he had ever thought to see in Agaroth’s eyes, and its existence was chilling. That, more than anything else, drove home the reality of the peril he was in. Agaroth wanted to burn down the entire College, and Aram had to resist the inclination to let him.

Reaching out, Aram stroked Agaroth’s neck. “Don’t worry. It’ll be alright.”

He knew Agaroth didn’t believe him, for he didn’t believe himself. But there was nothing he could do. He dropped his hand and walked in a haggard shuffle toward his escort of Exilari. His head still throbbed, and his body trembled. He felt as worthless as a used rag.

Illith came forward to walk at his side.

Resigned, Aram let Illith lead him across the courtyard to the main building. Aram followed her inside, leaving a trail of wet footsteps on the pristine marble tile. He stared at the floor as he walked, his mind numb, his body weak and shaking. His thoughts were fretful, extrapolating all the horrible ways his oath as a boy could come back to constrain him. Or worse: compel him.

The more Aram thought about it, the more panicked he became, because the vast scope of the oath was terrifying. He and Markus had both sworn allegiance to the Exilari Order. He had vowed to leave behind his own free will, to obey the Revered Master or any master put over him. As the words of the oath came back to him, Aram felt his hopes sink into a deep, terrifying abyss, for he realized that soon he might be longing for the agony of the cellars.

Illith led him up the stairs to a hallway with a dark wood floor and stark white walls. He walked cloaked in a fog of despair, not paying attention to his surroundings, but when Aram realized which hallway she was leading him down, his feet halted of their own accord. For long seconds, he stared at a closed mahogany door in front of them. His memory of that door was vivid and repugnant.

Illith halted, turning back. “What’s wrong?”

That door led to Sergan’s quarters.

Aram swallowed heavily, trying to collect himself. The memory of Sergan lowering him down the well was intense and painful in his mind, as though it had occurred just yesterday. That event had precipitated his descent into torture. For years he had struggled to erase all thought of it from his mind.

Illith motioned him past the door. Aram followed, trying not to look at it. She led him down the hallway to an identical door, which she opened, revealing a dim chamber lit by only the light of a single taper. Aram paused in the doorway, staring across the room at a shuttered window that he knew concealed a well shaft.

Illith set her hand on his arm. “If you need me, my quarters are next door. Breakfast will be served shortly after sunrise. When you hear the bell, come downstairs. I’ll show you where the dining hall is⁠—”

“I know where it is,” Aram snapped.

She retracted her hand.

He hardly noticed Illith slip out of the room and close the door behind her. His gaze returned to the shutters that hid the well shaft, his focus narrowing. It was the same kind of well as in Sergan’s room. Every room on this level likely had one, with a winch that could be used to draw buckets of water up from the deep cistern beneath the College.

In Aram’s memory, Sergan stood right there, beside the window, beckoning for him to come forward and look down.

What’s down there? Aram asked.

A well, Sergan answered. Five stories down. Blow out a candle, or that’s where you’re going.

Aram hadn’t been able to use magic to blow out the candle. His ability had been locked by the Covenant of the Auld, and he hadn’t been able to save himself from the well shaft. It was the same kind of fetter that shackled him now. Auld were unable to forswear themselves and, in his ignorance, he had sworn an oath of consummate allegiance to an Archon.

A bead of sweat ran down his forehead even though his body felt cold. He shivered in the center of the room, shaking, his knees weak. He tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. So he closed his eyes and just stayed there, holding back a primal scream.

Eventually, he stopped shaking quite so hard. Opening his eyes, Aram’s gaze fell on the shuttered well shaft in front of him. He didn’t want to open those shutters, but he knew he had to. Something stronger than fear compelled him, a compulsion he could not ignore. His pulse throbbed in his ears as he walked forward on stiff legs, crossing the room to the far side of the chamber. The world faded from his awareness, until the only thing left were the slatted shutters that concealed the shaft on the other side. Pausing before them, Aram took hold of the ancient, splintered wood and pulled them open, revealing the dark space beyond that led to the depths of his nightmares.

The window behind the shutters didn’t look down upon the world outside. Instead, it opened into a small dark space between the building’s walls that was only an arm’s length wide and smelled powerfully of mildew. A thick hemp rope hung from a pulley high above, used to haul water up from below. Leaning forward, Aram took hold of the rope, which was rough with wiry hairs, just as he remembered. He had clutched an identical rope in the room next door as Sergan lowered him into the darkness of the well.

A terrible chill shivered through him, and Aram jerked his hand back, throwing the shutters closed. He turned away from the window and paced the room vigorously, rubbing his arms as though cold.

Why had they given him this room, right next to Sergan’s? Had it been intentional, or just coincidence?

No. This was not coincidence.

Logarin knew very well of his experience in the well and had sought to evoke those memories. Perhaps it was the Archon’s way of reminding him of how powerless he really was.

Defeated, Aram moved to the bed and laid down upon it. He rolled onto his side, so he was facing the well shaft, not wanting those grim shutters staring at his back. He pulled the covers over him and closed his eyes, shivering even beneath the thick blankets.

It took him a long time to fall asleep, despite his exhaustion. When he did, Sergan haunted his dreams, as did Markus’s suffering ghost.

Even in sleep, he was aware of one certainty: he had never felt so alone.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Aram woke to a tolling bell.

He sat up in bed with a groan, rubbing his tired eyes. The room was dark, for the candle had burned itself out sometime in the night. Throwing back his covers, Aram sat for a moment on the edge of the bed, trying to remember the layout of the room. He fidgeted with the drawcord of the pouch at his waist, tying and untying the string absently, his fingers moving so fast that they were little more than a blur. Aram’s gaze groped through the darkness until he at last made out the thin shadow of the candlestick. He lit what was left of the candle’s wick with a knot of aether that produced a small spark, enough to bring the taper to life.

The world fluttered into view around him, though still not in color. Everything in the chamber flickered black and gold in the candlelight which, to Aram, seemed appropriate. His memories of the College were never in color, and he preferred it that way.

Standing, he walked to the corner, where he found an ewer of water and a copper basin. He poured some water into his cupped hand and used it to rinse out his mouth and run some water through his hair. He knew what the sound of the tolling bell meant. It was a call to the dining hall for all of those living at the College. Meals were served in one large room where everyone, Exilars and students alike, were expected to gather and socialize. Just the thought of mixing with Exilars and their Shields made Aram’s stomach squirm into more knots than he had tied into the drawcord.

A knock at the door made him flinch. Aram dried his hands on his wrinkled tunic then crossed the room toward the door. He opened it and was unsurprised to find Illith standing in the hallway. The sight of her brought a flash of ire. He almost closed the door on her.

Illith flashed him a polite smile. She looked well-rested and had cleaned up, wearing a fresh white tunic and blue mantle, her spun-glass hair freshly braided. Her pale features looked angular and chiseled, as though carved from marble. Long, white lashes frosted her eyes and made her gaze seem even more penetrating.

“Are you hungry?” Illith asked.

Again, Aram checked the impulse to slam the door in her face…but he was ravenous. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday. He’d packed food but couldn’t eat while flying because he needed both hands to hold on.

So he left Illith in the doorway and retreated back into the depths of the room to collect his sword. He wasn’t going anywhere in the College without a weapon. There were too many Shields walking around for him to feel comfortable unarmed. He strapped his sword belt around his waist then looked down at his rumpled tabard, at the dragon embroidered on the breast, the emblem of a Champion. Aram paused, considering that emblem, wondering if this was the first time such a sigil had been worn openly in the halls of the College.

Without speaking to Illith, he followed her down the stairs and through the cold marble corridors. The dining hall was as he remembered it, with rows of trestle tables and a long line of people that curved along the edge of the room, waiting to be served. Illith led him toward the end of the line, where he waited his turn, conscious of the dozens of eyes looking his way. The looks of recognition and shock on the faces of the people around him made Aram want to run out of the dining hall. He could feel his face heating and did his best to pretend he did not notice that all conversation in the hall had stopped and every gaze was trained on him.

“You’re something of a legend around here,” Illith commented with a smile.

Aram scowled, trying hard to avoid eye contact as the line slowly crept forward. He supposed she was right. Just as much a legend as Daymar Torian, he was sure. He remembered the sorcerers holding a great respect for Daymar, though that hadn’t stopped them from drinking his essence.

He kept his eyes averted to the walls and didn’t look up until he reached the front of the line, where a servant handed him a plate of stewed fish served over a thick slice of bread. Eyes fixed on Illith’s back, Aram followed her to a long table, where he sat beside her on a plank bench and hunched over his food.

He ate in silence, shoveling the food down as quickly as he could, for he didn’t want to be there any longer than he had to. The flavors of the dish brought back intense feelings of nostalgia. He had been eating the cuisine of Pyrial for so long that he had forgotten about the taste of his homeland. It was an entirely different spice palette, and one he had missed.

“When do we go?” Aram asked irritably. He swallowed a mouthful of fish, chasing it down with a gulp of warm milk, and sat hunched over his plate, head bowed. Every time he raised his eyes to look around, he found more people staring at him.

“Go?” Illith asked, as though not understanding what he meant.

“I need to find Markus,” Aram growled.

Illith shrugged, picking daintily at her fish. “That’s up to the Master. He asks that we join him after Prime.”

Aram glanced up as someone edged sideways up the aisle behind Illith before taking a seat on the bench next to her. Aram turned his gaze back down to his plate, picking at another bite of fish.

“I didn’t think we’d ever see you back here,” the newcomer said in a voice that Aram recognized.

Looking up, he found himself staring across the table at Professor Kalasko, one of the instructors he had briefly been assigned to. Out of all the professors at the College, Aram had liked Kalasko best, for he had come to Aram’s defense when the other students had tried to make sport of him. Kalasko seemed to be a genuinely kind and sincere man, but he was also an Exilar, and therefore not to be trusted.

“You remember me?” asked Aram, surprised.

The professor smiled at him over a dessert of bread pudding. Kalasko was an older gentleman with thin white hair and kind brown eyes, his face mottled by age spots. “You’re hard to forget,” Kalasko pointed out. “They say you became a Champion. Is that true?”

Suddenly uncomfortable, Aram returned his attention to his plate, ignoring the question. He could feel Kalasko staring at him and could also sense Illith’s gaze lingering on him as well.

“What happened to your friend?” Kalasko asked.

Aram stopped chewing. He stared down into his plate for long seconds before answering, “Markus was captured by an Archon.”

There was a long pause before Kalasko said anything in response. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He took a bite of his meal, chewing slowly, his eyes thoughtful. “What are you going to do about it?”

“I don’t know,” Aram admitted. He didn’t know what he could do. He pushed his plate back, his appetite lost.

“I would be interested in speaking with you,” Professor Kalasko said before Aram could rise. “It’s been a long time since we’ve encountered a Champion, and the last one was interviewed under duress. There’s so much I’d like to discuss with you. I have so many questions!”

Aram’s face heated. Kalasko was no doubt referring to Daymar, who had been questioned under torture. That the professor would bring Daymar up to him so casually filled Aram with fury.

Aram pushed back his plate, rising to stand as Illith sat regarding him with surprise.

“I’m leaving,” Aram growled.

Illith cocked an eyebrow, looking amused. “I’m eating.”

“I’m not.”

The entire dining hall was silent, every gaze trained exclusively on him. Aram glared at Kalasko a long moment before turning and making his way toward the door, the sound of his footsteps punctuated by anger. He was only vaguely aware of the looks he received, of Illith pursuing after him. Before he knew it, he had left the dining hall behind, his forceful footsteps echoing off the marble walls as he made his way toward Logarin’s office.

“Wait!” Illith called, running to catch up with him.

He didn’t slow down. Weaving around small nodes of people gathered in the halls, he made his way through a maze of corridors only vaguely remembered from the night before, at last arriving before Logarin’s door. Illith’s boots rang after him the whole way, but he didn’t slow for her. Instead, the sound of her pursuit only pressured him to walk faster.

When he reached the door, Aram raised his hand to knock. Then he froze. After everything that had happened, he didn’t feel like knocking. Instead, he grabbed the handle and shoved hard. The heavy mahogany door flew open, crashing against the paneled wall.

Without pause, Aram burst into the office, taking two long strides before drawing up short.

A man occupying the chair before Logarin’s desk turned to look at him.

When Sergan Parsigal’s eyes met his, Aram froze.

Time stopped. His heart forgot to beat.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Calise stood in the middle of the niche she shared with Zandril in the Southern Eyrie. It was a cozy den, just big enough for the two of them. Her gear and what few possessions she had were either arranged on shelves or hanging from wooden rods along the walls of the granite alcove, which had been carved out of the sandstone cliffs many thousands of years before. Calise could not guess how many dragon riders had occupied that same alcove over the centuries. Most left no traces of the lives they had lived, but others had, in the form of marks etched into the stone walls of the niche. Some of the scars in the rock were the result of unintentional damage. But most weren’t. There were names and short phrases, words of advice and images, some even vulgar. She appreciated them all, even the vulgar ones, for each spoke to the personalities of the dragon riders who had left their marks.

She surveyed Zandril’s nesting space, which took up most of the room and consisted of a pile of dried rushes. The little golden dragon had gone to soak, but she had left behind a long strip of molted skin. Calise bent to retrieve the molt and held it up to examine. The textured skin was translucent, as long as her arm and as wide as her palm, a diaphanous golden hue that always reminded her of the morning sun glinting off the fog. It was not the first strip she had found in the past week. Zandril was going through a growth spurt. Calise dropped the molt into the fire, watching it blacken and shrivel. There would be many more in the upcoming days, she knew from experience. Zandril always started peeling on her chest about a week before the rest of her body.

Molting usually made Zandril miserable. Her skin would itch and burn until she thrashed and complained constantly. But not this time. This time, the little golden dragon spent her days soaking in the lake, enduring the discomfort without protest.

Through their bond, Zandril’s distress became her own, and the small dragon knew this. She was trying to spare Calise one more source of pain when her rider already carried so much. The realization made Calise’s heart ache.

She stood for a moment looking around the alcove, overwhelmed by sadness and exhaustion. Her little home was usually neat and tidy, but with all of the goings-on of late, the den had fallen into disarray. Dirty clothes littered the floor, and many of her possessions lay scattered about. Since Aram left, she hadn’t had the energy or desire to put into straightening up the place, so she had let the mess gather.

A knock at the entrance made her look up. Iver and Corley stood in the doorway, though she almost didn’t recognize Iver through the layer of soot covering his face. Corley stood next to him, and he dipped his chin in greeting when their eyes met, sending his shoulder-length hair splashing forward into his face. Calise looked back and forth between the two of them, perplexed. They seemed just as out of place together as they did occupying her doorway. Though Iver and Corley belonged to the same friend group, the two of them as individuals were a mismatched pair.

“Is something wrong?” she asked. There must be trouble, to bring both of them together in her alcove.

“Esmir sent us.” Iver drew an arm across his face, creating a clean streak through the grime.

Corley exclaimed, “He said you’re going to be our next Dedicant Mother! Is that true?”

Calise looked away, feeling suddenly very small and very alone. She didn’t want to say yes. As though denying it would make it go away.

If only.

It was ludicrous thinking, because denial never prevented anything but common sense. Her fate was not going to be changed by the admission of a single word.

“Yes,” she acknowledged, though her voice trembled.

Iver gave a commiserate smile. “I take it, it’s not what you wanted.”

“No.” Calise shook her head. “Most definitely not.”

Iver scowled. “Well, Esmir assigned us to you, so…I guess we’re your new guard. Or something.”

“He ‘assigned’ you?” Calise echoed. “What by the wind is that supposed to mean?”

Iver shrugged, shifting his weight. “Just what I said. We’re supposed to go wherever you go. Anywhere you go. And keep you safe.” He didn’t look thrilled with this new responsibility. Even Corley looked a bit dejected and sheepish.

“I don’t understand,” Calise breathed. “Whose idea was this? What authority does Esmir have to send you anywhere?”

“Before she died, Luvana put Esmir in charge of the eyries,” Corley explained. He shrugged. “At least…until you’re ready.”

Calise stared at him incredulously, wondering if Corley and Iver knew what that meant for them. Luvana had said that her training would take years. That was a long time for dragon riders to be separated from the Wing. Their dragons were still young, much younger than Zandril. If they left, they would miss important stages of socialization.

“I don’t think you understand.” She rubbed her eyes in exasperation. “I’m going to the Irwood for a while. They’re apprenticing me to Dedicant Kevatis. I’ll be gone a long time!”

Iver and Corley both nodded like they already knew, looking resigned. Or resolved; it was hard to tell. Iver brought a hand up and rubbed his face, smearing the soot around his cheeks like some kind of tribal markings.

“If you’re going to the Irwood, then so are we.” Iver’s gaze met hers. Corley nodded, trying his best to seem enthusiastic. It was a mask that she could easily see through.

“You don’t have to do this,” she protested. “I’ll talk to Esmir. I don’t need anyone to guard me. I’m just going to the Irwood. It’s not even that far.”

“No,” said Iver firmly. “We’re not doing it for Esmir⁠—”

“We’re doing it for Aram,” finished Corley. “He wouldn’t want you going anywhere alone.”

Corley’s words filled Calise’s chest with a throbbing ache. Her shoulders slumped, and her mind shuddered. She stared at the rushes on the floor, searching for words and finding none.

“You’ve got us,” Iver said. “When do we leave?”

Calise fought back tears. The last thing she wanted was to take Iver and Corley away from their lives and friends. They had trained for years to become part of the fighting Wing. It’s what they’d always wanted. Not following her around.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Calise drew in a heavy sigh. “I leave in the morning. You really don’t have to come⁠—”

Iver raised his hands. “It’s fine, Calise. You need us, and we’ll be there for you.” He gave a curt nod. “All right. We’re going to start packing. Come get us when it’s time to go.”

Corley looked like he wanted to say something more, but before he could, Iver tugged at the back of his shirt and drew him away.

When she was at last alone, Calise brought her hand up to her brow and steadied herself, working hard to calm her thoughts. Luvana was dead, Aram gone, and the wind only knew what had happened to Markus. She couldn’t fight the panic that felt like a crushing weight.

Her life was changing faster with every minute, and the pace was dizzying. She had to resist the urge to find Esmir and tell him she couldn’t do it, that he’d have to find someone else.

But that wouldn’t be right. The people of Skyhome had saved her from a lifetime of captivity at the hands of the Kal-Kalath. If Skyhome needed her, regardless of the capacity, then it was her duty to serve. Perhaps Luvana had seen something in her that she couldn’t see in herself. She just didn’t understand what that could be; she was not a leader.

With a sigh, Calise left her alcove and walked back out into the open cavern of the eyrie. The golden glow of morning worked its way past the cave mouth to illuminate the back of the cavern. Dragons and their riders had started emerging from their alcoves, and the interior of the eyrie was filling. It was a busy time, with many chores to attend to before the Wings gathered in the skies.

Calise started toward the opening of the stairs but stopped when she spotted Wingmaster Gant engaged in conversation with an old man who could only be Kevatis, for he wore a fringed scarf around his neck, the symbol of a Dedicant.

At last her pulse-goading panic returned, and Calise stood rigid with indecision, not knowing whether she should go over and introduce herself or allow the Dedicant to come in search of her. She wondered whether Luvana had bothered asking Kevatis whether he even wanted an apprentice. Maybe she would get lucky, and Kevatis would refuse to take her on. She could hope, at least.

She had half a mind to return to her niche and close the wicker screen, blocking herself off from the eyrie and any chance of being seen. But that wasn’t the sensible thing to do, so Calise squeezed her eyes shut and summoned the best smile she could manage. Thus armed, she turned and made her way back across the eyrie toward the Dedicant. Noticing her approach, Calver Gant raised his arm and beckoned her over.

“Calise, may I have the pleasure of introducing Dedicant Kevatis,” said Gant, setting a hand on her shoulder. “Dedicant Kevatis, this is your new apprentice, Calise Andar.”

The old man nodded politely, regarding her with the same turquoise eyes that were the hallmark of the Auld. His were especially sympathetic, full of understanding and compassion. They were also filled with a troubled sadness that looked to have been there for years. “I’m sorry about Luvana,” he said in a gentle voice. “She was an excellent Dedicant.”

The mention of Luvana’s name brought a pang of grief. Calise lowered her gaze, nodding. “Yes. She was.”

The old man reached out and touched her chin, lifting her gaze. “You will grow to be an excellent Dedicant as well. I have nothing but confidence in you.”

His words rang empty, because Calise didn’t believe he knew her well enough to be able to make such a statement. Instead of bolstering her self-confidence, the Dedicant’s words only served to make the storm of emotions within her darken and thunder. She did her best to ignore the dread she felt. It would be disrespectful at best, and destructive at worst, to tell Kevatis how unwelcome his faith in her was, just as unwelcome as his presence in her life.

“You don’t want to be a Dedicant,” the old man surmised, his brow furrowing.

Calise felt her face flush, instantly regretful. Like most Dedicants, Kevatis was proficient at reading people. There would be no hiding her feelings from him.

Resigned, she admitted, “No. All I ever wanted was to be a healer.”

Gant squeezed her shoulder reassuringly and then walked away, exiting the conversation and leaving her alone with Kevatis. Calise watched him go, wishing he’d stayed. Her gaze lingered on his back as he made his way across the eyrie.

“You will still be a healer,” Kevatis assured her with a sad smile. “That will not change.”

Calise believed him, for she had worked alongside Dedicants and knew that most had some Talent for healing. “I know but…” She swallowed. “Being a Dedicant is such an enormous responsibility. It’s not something I’m remotely ready for.”

Kevatis raised his eyebrows. “Luvana must have felt that you were up to the challenge, or she would not have selected you. She saw something in you. For now, I suppose you’ll have to trust her judgment. What exactly scares you about becoming a Dedicant?”

Calise thought about it. There were so many aspects of the job that gave her pause. For one thing, once she became a full Dedicant, she would be obligated to remain in Skyhome to oversee its daily operation. No longer would she be able to go on her long flights with Zandril to the surrounding villages, which was an enormous source of joy for her. The more she thought about it, Calise realized that was her biggest fear: losing her freedom. Losing her friends. Losing Aram.

And there was more. Being a Dedicant meant she would be in charge of the health of the entire eyrie and all its occupants, humans and dragons alike. She would lead the Council and would always cast the deciding vote, for her opinion would weigh more than any other. If she made a wrong decision, lives were at stake. Lives that meant everything to her.

“I’m afraid of failing,” she said at last, wiping moisture from her eyes.

Kevatis gave her a consoling smile. “That’s natural and healthy. My own fear of failure has prevented me from making many reckless decisions.”

“You don’t seem like a very reckless person.”

“That’s because I’m old. You should have seen me when I was your age.”

The comment brought a smile to Calise’s lips. She studied Kevatis’s beleaguered features, trying to imagine what his face would have looked like without the erosion of wrinkles. He had an angular jaw and prominent cheekbones, and Kevatis’s eyes glinted with a fierce confidence that most people lacked.

“I bet you were very handsome,” Calise said, provoking a broad smile.

“You better believe it.”

Calise couldn’t help but smile back.

“So, my dear. Will you be coming with me to the Irwood tomorrow?” he asked in a kindly tone.

Calise swallowed hard, wanting to tell him no. But that’s not what Luvana would have wanted. She had selected her for a reason. Calise didn’t know or understand why, but she trusted Luvana’s judgement.

“I would be honored, if you’ll have me.”

Kevatis let go of her hand. “Excellent. You’ll do well, just wait and see.”

Calise gave a fragile smile. Kevatis turned and set off across the eyrie toward the door that led to the dining hall. The moment he was gone, a terrible, crushing sadness hit Calise square in the chest. Tears squeezed from her eyes, and she reached up to scrub them away.

“I’m glad you think so,” she whispered, hoping that she could make a difference, that she could make it worth all that she was giving up.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Aram stood frozen beside Illith, staring at the face that for years had haunted his nightmares and his waking memories. Sergan looked almost as shaken as Aram felt, his eyes widened in recognition, his mouth opened as he struggled to say something but was unable to find the words. For moments they stared at each other in shocked antipathy.

“Wait outside,” Logarin ordered.

Sergan obeyed immediately, rising from his seat and giving a curt bow before moving past them out of the room. When he was gone, Aram stood gazing at the door, feeling lightheaded and weak, his thoughts spinning to the Battle of Eranor, when he had last seen Sergan alive.

“That’s—that’s impossible,” he muttered at last. It was the only thing he could say.

“No. Not impossible.” Logarin gestured to a chair across from his desk. “Come, have a seat.”

Overwhelmed, Aram shook his head. “I think I’ll stand.” His gaze locked on the rug beneath his feet, on the geometric patterns that swirled beneath him. His body felt numb, as though the world had been jerked out from under him, shaken, and stirred around. The patterns on the rug were comforting, lending a sense of order and symmetry to the chaos of reality.

“He was dead,” Aram whispered. “My dragon killed him.” Sergan had been immolated, his body consumed by dragonfire. But somehow the sorcerer was standing on the other side of the doorway. He could feel his presence like an infected wound.

Steepling his hands on the desk, Logarin explained in patient tones, “Lord Parsigal was holding an Archon’s Baelsword when he confronted you. He was protected by its wards. Dragonfire couldn’t touch him.”

Aram shook his head, his mind dull and grappling. “But… But…he was gone! There wasn’t even a body!”

The Archon shrugged. “He fled. He knew he was outmatched.”

That made no sense. Aram tried to reconcile the facts, but they wouldn’t fit together. Sergan was dead. He was dead!

And yet somehow still alive.

The incongruence made Aram’s head swim. He stood reeling as the patterns of the carpet swirled faster. If not for Illith’s hand on his arm, he might have staggered.

“A Baelsword is imbued with several protective qualities.” Logarin’s voice was patient and lecturing, his shadowy gaze searching Aram’s face. “In many ways, it can act like a human Shield. Dragonfire is not natural fire, after all. A Shield is immune to it, as is the wielder of a Baelsword.”

That explanation should have made sense, and yet Aram’s mind was screaming in denial and panic. He thought back to the fight. There had been no trace left, no body. He’d assumed dragonfire had obliterated the man.

He shouldn’t have assumed.

“Enough about Lord Parsigal.” Logarin sat back in his chair. “I would like to talk about the reason why I brought you here in the first place. You are in no condition to go after Markus. In truth, you cannot even defend yourself. Since I need you to achieve my own goals, it’s in my best interest to help you achieve yours.

“Therefore, I am sending you to a place where you can improve your abilities. You have much growing to do. Perhaps when you return, you can attend to the business of rescuing your Warden. Until then⁠—”

“No!” Aram jerked his arm away from Illith’s grasp, stepping forward. “Markus needs me! I have to find him⁠—”

“You can’t,” Logarin snapped, shutting him down. “You are like a child trying to best a master at his own craft. Just the notion is absurd. For now, Markus is beyond your ability to aid. You will go with Illith, for that is my command. She will guide you to a place where you can learn how to be of use to me. And to Markus.”

“Please!” Aram begged, desperation clawing at his voice like shards of glass. “By the time I get back, Markus could be dead!”

Logarin waved dismissively. “Time flows differently in the void.”

Aram blinked. “The void? That’s where I’m going?”

The Archon sat back in his chair, folding his arms. “You are the only True Savant left in the entire world. There’s no one here to teach you, so you must go where they still exist. Or, rather, when.”

Aram stared at him blankly, feeling beaten and empty. Many years ago, Markus had saved him from the Exilari cellars. Now Markus was the one who needed saving, and he wouldn’t be there for him. A profound sense of shame rose within Aram, making his throat clench and his eyes burn.

He whispered, “The only things in the void are therlings and void walkers.”

Illith turned to him, her eyes commanding his attention. “I came from the void. It’s my home.”

She said it as though it were an actual place and not just a space between. He had never thought of the void that way before. He had never considered that it could be a destination, somewhere people actually came from.

But Illith did seem like she was more than just a void walker. Except for her unusual accent, she seemed like any other person Aram had met. She did not look like the decaying things that spilled from ruptures. She was young and beautiful, and only her violet eyes betrayed her origins, for deep within them glowed the unmistakable light of voidfire.

Aram turned to glare at Logarin. “Why should I believe you want to help me?”

“If I wanted to be rid of you, Champion Raythe, I would remand you to the cellars.” The old man spread his hands. “Time in the void is anything but linear. More than just the physical world was fractured by the Sundering.”

Aram bit his lip in vexation. At his side, his fingers moved of their own accord, as though knotting and unknotting an invisible string. He willed them to stop, for he didn’t want Illith or the Archon knowing how anxious he felt.

He asked Illith, “How can people in the void help me?”

She stared at him. “When the Sundering ripped the world apart, many places were fractured, and some of those fractures ended up in the void. The people who lived there still exist, at least in some form. They are not what they were, or what they think they are. But they are alive, in a way, and they can teach you what you need to know, if you are willing to learn.”

“You will learn,” Logarin growled. “You must become a Master of the Ways.”

“I will go with you,” Illith urged. “I know more about the void than anyone. I will be your Shield.”

Aram stared at her, seething in anger and resentment. Markus was his Warden. He didn’t need another. Certainly not this pale-haired woman who wore the mantle of an Exilar and carried his own essence in a vial at her waist. She was a sorceress, like Sergan.

But then he thought of what Calise had warned him about, that Illith was immune to healing. Perhaps she was a type of Shield, just like Markus…only different. Wardens were resistant to aethereal magic. Illith was resistant to something else. He wasn’t sure what that made her.

Dangerous.

That’s all he knew for certain.

Aram broke his gaze away, looking instead at the painting of the imperiled city upon the wall. “What about the dragons?”

“They can come with us. Agaroth lived there for hundreds of years. He knows the void well. He will be an enormous asset to us.”

The last thing Aram wanted was to drag his dragon back into the void. But he knew with certainty that Agaroth would never let him go alone, and Siroth was desperate to find Markus. Since Siroth could not sense Markus’s presence in either world, the void was the next logical place to look for him. The more he thought about it, the more Aram realized that Logarin might be right: the void might be exactly where he needed to go.

Aram licked his lips. Looking down, he saw that his leg was shaking so hard that it was vibrating his chair. He stopped the motion.

“All right,” he said at last. “But I have to return to Skyhome first. My friends won’t know what happened to me. I need to tell them where I’m going.”

It was Calise he was thinking of. When she was young, her sister had disappeared, and Calise had spent agonizing years not knowing what had happened to her. She told him once that her greatest fear was that the same thing would happen to him, that he would fail to come back one day. He couldn’t do that to her. He couldn’t keep her waiting, not knowing whether or not he would ever return.

Logarin said, “You can’t return to Skyhome.”

“Why not?”

The Revered Master spread his hands. “Because Is’ul Zagar is expecting you to return to the World Below, and he will be ready for you. The moment he detects a rupture, he will attack, and this time, he will kill you.”

Aram clenched his jaw, fighting back a mountain of anger and frustration. He sat glaring at the melancholy painting on the wall, hating it. Hating Logarin. Hating himself.

“Is there any other way?” he asked at last.

“No.” The word cleaved through the air, striking down the last of his hopes. Aram felt his strength go out of him, and he sagged against the back of his chair. “When do I go?”

Illith rose to her feet. “We can leave right away. Get the dragons prepared. I’ll meet you there.”

Head spinning, Aram rose to follow her.

“One last thing, Champion Raythe.”

Aram paused, turning back to Logarin.

“You have a difficult road ahead of you,” the Archon said, gazing up at him from behind his desk. “You will, no doubt, uncover some truths about yourself that will be hard to accept. Just remember that fighting the process will only make it take longer. No matter how difficult your journey becomes, you must push onward.”

Aram remained silent before finally nodding. Then he turned and made for the door. Leaving Illith in the room, he let it slam behind him.

He froze.

Standing outside the door was Sergan Parsigal. The sorcerer leaned against the wall, fiddling with his hands, using his thumbnail to dig the dirt out from under the nails of his other hand. He glanced up, his eyes running over Aram from his boots to the top of his head. A heavy scowl darkened his features, but he didn’t say anything.

A bubbling cauldron of wrath brewed inside Aram. It quickly boiled over, and he lashed out, “I’ll kill you someday.”

The sorcerer flicked his eyelashes. “Perhaps,” he agreed. “But not today.”

Aram raised his fist. Rage burned through him, white-hot and consuming. But Logarin’s warning stayed his hand: You serve me.

“I’m sure we’ll meet again,” Sergan said as the door closed behind him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Aram stormed out of the building, his jarring strides echoing off the marble walls. He didn’t break into a run, but he couldn’t walk fast enough to put as much distance as he could between himself and Sergan. His skin felt like it was squirming with vermin. As he trudged down the hallways, he scrubbed himself vigorously with his hands, trying to scrape off the horrid feeling of infestation. Seeing the sorcerer had torn open wounds that had never quite healed, exposing raw, festering emotions that chased him down the hallways of the College and out into the courtyard.

He wasn’t sure if he was fleeing his fate or running toward his destiny; it felt like he was doing both at the same time. The blood raging in his head made his vision blur, and his hands clenched and unclenched with every stride. Aram barely noticed the people he passed, recognizing their forms only enough to avoid running into them. His face burned with pent-up anger, despair, and dread. Behind him, Illith emerged from the building, hurrying after him.

When she drew abreast of him, he snapped, “I don’t need a minder.”

“I’m not your minder,” Illith returned, pressed to keep up with his pace as they crossed the courtyard past the tall fountain. “Think of me as your Shield.”

“I already have a Warden,” Aram growled. “I don’t need another one.”

He scrubbed harder at his arms. It was as though thousands of termites were burrowing into his skin, and he had to resist the impulse to dig them out with his nails. He turned in the direction of Small House, the one-story structure where he’d once shared a room with Markus before being condemned to the cellars.

Illith hurried after, jogging to catch up. She fell in at his side. “Well, until Markus can be restored to you, you have me. I know I’m not what you want, but I am what you have.”

Aram ignored her, walking in silence until they reached the far side of the courtyard. There, he turned onto a small path that led around Small House to the training area on the far side. In the distance, he saw someone who might have been Sword Brother Davir working with a class of young initiates. Aram watched the students moving through their exercises until the trail he followed curved away, angling toward a grove of trees bordering a small stream. He could sense the two dragons waiting for them somewhere ahead, on the other side of the grove, and he was anxious to get to them.

Illith fell in behind him as the trail they walked on narrowed, winding through the grove of trees. The path they followed was marked by rocks and eroded by runoff, made uneven by roots that crossed the trail underfoot. Aram had to slow down and mind his footing, even though he didn’t want to. Eventually, he emerged from the shadowed grove into a meadow that contained a small lake bordered by thick rushes and populated by water birds. Leaving Illith behind, Aram jogged ahead, for he could sense his dragon’s concern.

When he reached the other side of the lake both Agaroth and Siroth rose from the nest they had created for themselves among the rushes. The dragons hurried forward to meet him, already alerted to his mood. When he reached him, Aram threw his arms around Agaroth’s muscular neck. He didn’t know how to tell the dragons where they were going. Agaroth had spent four agonizing centuries in the void. How could he ask him to return?

It turned out he didn’t have to.

Agaroth already knew, for he had already seen or sensed it in Aram’s thoughts. He drew Aram close in a dragonly embrace, expressing his worry for his rider in feelings and mental images. Aram hugged him back, grateful to have such a friend, the kind who would sacrifice anything for him. He didn’t know what he had done to deserve such friends as Agaroth and Markus and Calise. All that he knew was he was grateful for each of them.

“He seems happy to see you,” remarked Illith, nodding toward Agaroth.

Aram had forgotten she was there. Collecting himself, he gave his dragon one last, good pat, then straightened, stepping back.

“We should get going,” she said.

“What, right now?”

They hadn’t done anything to prepare. Aram had some idea of what the void was like, because he’d seen it once. When he was a child, he had opened a rupture and looked in. What he remembered was a hostile place, agonizingly bright, so brilliant it had made his vision dance. But then that brightness had faded to darkness, a darkness that seemed to go on forever, empty and echoing.

How did one prepare for a journey into nothingness?

There must be something there because that’s where Illith said she came from. He couldn’t imagine it.

“What’s it like in the void?” Aram asked.

Illith shrugged. “In the open void, there are no days. No nights. No stars or sunsets. Everything is fractured. Broken. Endless seas of twilight.”

“I don’t understand how it works,” he admitted. “When we passed through the rupture, it’s not like we went through the void to get here. We just went from one world to the other. I knew the void was there. I could feel it, like I could turn to the left or right, and step right into it.”

“That is almost true.”

“It is hard to explain. The void exists between the two worlds, almost like water around two bubbles that are stuck together. When you create a rupture, it’s like moving from one bubble into the other. You don’t have to go through the water.”

“But how do the therlings get through?” Aram asked.

“They leak through,” Illith explained.

Aram frowned, not understanding. The therlings were not liquid, so how could they leak?

Illith went silent, frowning, as though trying to find the words to describe it. Then her face brightened. She reached into her pack and removed a wrapped bundle. Unwinding it from the cloth, she withdrew a large piece of stew-slathered bread that she must have taken from the dining hall. She broke off a bite, popping it into her mouth, seemingly oblivious to the way Agaroth’s eyes fixed on her with a homicidal glare.

Illith took a bite of the bread then broke it in half. She then stuck the pieces together with the slathered stew in the middle. “See this? Imagine that the top bread is Issia, and the bottom piece is Pyrial. The stew in the middle is the void. When you open a rupture, you squeeze the bread together.” Illith demonstrated, squeezing the bread until the stew dribbled out the edges. “But what happens to the stew? Some of it is going to get squeezed into the bread.”

“What’s inside the stew?” Aram leaned forward to stare at the brown, chunky substance oozing out from between the slices. He didn’t know what those chunks were, but they didn’t look like therlings.

“You already know.” Illith stuffed a large bite of her model into her mouth. “Therlings. Void walkers.” She spoke around a mouthful of soaked bread, the words muffled and misshapen. “Ghosts and fragments of things that once were.”

It made little sense. Aram watched her eat, still musing about the stew. “How did all that get there?”

Illith wiped the crumbs from her hands. “It’s what happens when you rip reality apart. Some things get lost.”

She said nothing after that. They stood in silence as Illith finished her bread and Aram contemplated her words. A breeze kicked up, rippling the surface of the lake and ruffling Aram’s hair.

“Are you ready?” Illith asked.

“No,” Aram replied, not bothering to disguise his frustration.

Illith glanced around the shoreline, at last nodding toward an open area on the far side of the lake. “That looks like a good place to open a rupture.”

She moved toward it. Aram followed her along the shoreline, picking his way over round, mottled stones and clumps of waist-tall rushes. The dragons came behind them, Agaroth’s anger having been somewhat mollified by curiosity. There was a great silence that weighed heavily upon the lake, unbroken by the sounds of birds or the trill of insects.

“Here,” Illith said, drawing up before a flat meadow carpeted with long bunches of grass. “Do you want to open it or should I?”

Aram looked around the meadow, his gaze lingering on an old stump that protruded from the grass, easily as wide as he was tall, with splayed roots groping across the ground.

“How do you make a rupture that doesn’t go all the way through?” he asked. “How do you make it open into the void?”

“The same as you make any rupture.” Illith shrugged. “The only difference is, we do not step through the Veil from one side to the other. Instead, we go sideways.”

“Sideways?” Aram looked at her skeptically.

“It will make sense. Trust me.”

Aram hoped so. He stood surveying the clumped hummocks of grass that surrounded them, feeling more puzzled than anxious. He had no idea how this was going to work, but he was curious to find out.

He stared hard at the air just above the meadow, peering at the strands of colorful aether, getting a feel of it. He could pick out the individual fibers of the Veil, glimmering like gossamer rainbows in the sunlight.

He glanced back at Illith. “Sideways.”

Illith nodded. “That’s the best way I can describe it. Just think of the bubbles I told you about. Only, we are not going from one bubble into the other. We are stepping away from them entirely.

“One last thing,” she said, her voice softer than before. “It won’t be easy on you.” She paused, licking her lips. “When the Sundering happened, the strands of aether between the two worlds became stretched and broken. That’s what formed the void. The aether in the void is still under enormous strain, so it has to repair itself continually. It does this by weaving new aether, but that takes essence.” She took a breath. “The moment we step into the void, it’ll start draining us. We’ll have to move fast, but we should be able to reach a fractal before it drains you completely.”

“So… I could die?” Aram summarized.

Illith placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “I know the void. So does your dragon. We’ll get you there safe.”

Aram nodded, resigning himself. He didn’t have a choice.

“All right.”

He heaved a long sigh. Kneeling, he passed a hand through the soft blades of grass, letting them trail over his palm. Then, just as he had as a boy in Anai, he started plucking at the ethereal strands that made up the Veil between worlds.

Aram unraveled them out of the fabric one at a time, pulling them from their places in the tapestry. Quickly, he created a running fray that rapidly expanded, ripping open as the strands around it began to unravel on their own. A glaring light broke through, sharp as a razor. With a tearing noise, the rupture raced across the length of the meadow, emitting a torrent of brilliant light. Wind poured out of the rent, blowing past him, flapping his mantle like a crackling flag.

Aram held his hands up to shield his eyes from the glare. “Where’s the light coming from?”

“From the void!” Illith answered, her voice raised over the shriek of the wind.

“I thought the void’s dark!” he shouted back.

“Not all of it!”

Aram tore harder at the fabric of the veil, forcing the rip open wider, until the rupture was tall enough for even Agaroth to step through.

“Hurry!” Illith cried.

But it was already too late. Aram could hear the shrieks of therlings that had been alerted to the rupture. The first one broke through in a flash of light: a winged, centipede-like creature that went straight for Agaroth’s neck. The dragon opened his mouth and breathed a gush of fire, charring the centipede midflight, its body curling as it blackened in the air. The flames caught the next creature that emerged, something that was neither dog nor wolf, but a hideous facsimile.

As soon as the flames died, Illith grabbed Aram’s hand. “Now!”

Aram jumped onto Agaroth’s back, strapping himself in as Illith climbed up behind him. Agaroth roared, spewing fire at the therlings spilling into the world around them.

“Go!” Aram cried, urging him forward, filling his mind with thoughts of stew and bubbles, of stepping sideways instead of forward.

He hoped his dragon understood.

Agaroth stalked forward, entering the light that flooded out of the space between two halves of their broken world. At Aram’s direction, he stepped sideways, into that place that was neither here nor there. The air around them erupted in an explosion of brilliance that quickly and painfully overwhelmed Aram’s vision.

And then suddenly they were falling.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The flight to the Irwood took most of the morning. Calise rode Zandril at the head of their small formation, with Iver and Corley flanking her on either side, their young dragons keeping a respectful distance. Zandril seemed to sense her rider’s melancholy, for she flew with unusual quiet, her wings beating in steady, measured strokes.

Calise kept one hand pressed against the cool scales of her dragon’s neck, while the other clutched the heart knot necklace beneath her tunic. She’d taken to touching it whenever her thoughts drifted to Aram—which was constantly. The twine was rough against her palm, comforting in a familiar way. This was not the first time she had worn such a necklace.

He doesn’t even know I’m gone.

The thought was a knife that twisted with each beat of Zandril’s wings. By now, Aram would be somewhere deep in the World Above, searching for Markus. Would he think of her? What would he do when he returned and found out she was no longer his?

Calise squeezed her eyes shut against the threat of tears. She had chosen duty over love, just as Luvana had asked. But knowing it was the right choice didn’t make it hurt any less.

Below them, the landscape began to change. The flat, amber grasslands gave way to a dense forest, thick and green, taller than any she had seen. The Irwood stretched out before her to the horizon, a sea of ancient trees whose canopy looked like rolling waves of emerald and jade, cloaked beneath a thin layer of mist that seemed to follow the contours of the terrain.

Ahead, Kevatis rode behind Wingmaster Gant on his brown dragon Ronan. Gant rode with practiced ease, while the Dedicant clung behind him, his apprehension at flight apparent from even far away. Kevatis’s awkwardness made her realize how out of place she was. Dedicants were not meant to soar through the sky, just as dragon riders were not meant to be confined to the ground.

Calise studied the forest below, seeking any sign of habitation. Though the Irwood was home to Kevatis’s people, she saw no clearings, no structures, no smoke from cooking fires. Just endless trees, their branches interlocking like fingers clasped in prayer.

They flew on in silence. Zandril made a soft, questioning sound in her throat, sensing her rider’s unease.

“I’m all right,” Calise assured her. “Just nervous.”

The sun had passed its zenith by the time Gant’s dragon began to descend, flying toward a long, thin clearing in the trees, the others following. Afternoon light filtered through the canopy as they dropped below the treetops, and the world suddenly became darker and cooler. The massive trunks of the Irwood’s trees rose around them like pillars in some vast cathedral, their bark dark and deeply furrowed with age. Some were so wide that ten men holding hands couldn’t have circled them.

They descended into a clearing that appeared man-made, a large open space that had been carved out of the forest, though not recently. The gray, rotten stumps of felled trees had long since been covered with moss and lichen, and clumps of grass grew thick across the meadow.

As Zandril’s claws touched the ground, Calise stared ahead at what could only be described as a refugee camp. Hundreds—no, thousands—of makeshift shelters crowded together at the edges of the clearing, extending into the forest beyond. Tarps and canvas, branches and bark, even scraps of cloth stitched together formed walls and roofs that looked like they might collapse in a strong wind.

Though it seemed temporary, this was a settlement born of desperation and loss, a place where people had been living for years.

Calise slid down from Zandril’s back, her legs unsteady.

“By the wind,” she breathed. “What is this place?”

Kevatis dismounted ahead of her, looking queasy and unstable, unsettled by their long flight. He picked his way over to her carefully on wobbly legs. “Welcome to Havenhome.” He extended his hand to indicate the village ahead of them. “This is what remains of the Greenwood’s people. Nearly three thousand souls, living in exile.”

Calise glanced around at the desperate camp, trying to understand. “But…why are they here?”

“Where else would they go?” Kevatis replied. “The forest is all they know. So when the Greenwood fell, we came here.”

Iver and Corley landed behind them, both looking as perplexed as Calise felt. She caught Iver’s eye and saw her own confusion reflected back at her.

He murmured, “Esmir didn’t tell us about this.”

“Esmir has never been here,” Kevatis replied.

Before Calise could ask more questions, a woman emerged from the crowd that had begun to gather. She was middle-aged, her brown hair streaked with gray, and she carried herself with the bearing of someone who had once held authority. Now, though, her clothes were as patched as anyone’s here, and exhaustion lined her face. She was thin, as were all the people Calise could see. The entire village appeared to have seen better times.

“Dedicant Kevatis.” The woman’s tone was respectful but clipped. “You’ve been gone longer than expected.”

“My apologies, Elowen.” Kevatis’s voice was warm, but Calise detected a note of wariness beneath it. “There were matters at Skyhome that required my attention. How are things here?”

Elowen’s jaw tightened. “As well as can be expected. We’ve had another outbreak of fever in the eastern quarter. Twelve new cases in the past week.” Her gaze shifted to Calise and the others, assessing them. “You’ve brought help, I see.”

“This is Calise Andar, my new apprentice,” Kevatis said, gesturing to her. “And this is Iver and Corley, her companions.”

Elowen’s eyebrows flicked upward. “Apprentice? That’s welcome news.” She turned to Calise, pressing her hand to her breast with a sincere smile. “I’m Mistress Elowen, Elder of this village. We are thankful to have you.”

Calise echoed her gesture, smiling warmly. “Well met, Mistress Elowen. I appreciate your hospitality.”

Elowen’s gaze lingered on her for a moment, then shifted back to Kevatis. There was something unspoken in that look, a tension that made Calise uncomfortable.

Calise glanced around at the shambles of what seemed more like a camp than a permanent village. “Help me understand. You fled the Greenwood so long ago. Surely, the land has recovered by now. Why haven’t you rebuilt?”

Elowen and Kevatis exchanged a look, and Calise saw something dark pass between them. Pain and old grief.

“Nothing has recovered.” Kevatis’s eyes were grave. “The land itself is poisoned, the air a toxic miasma. We’ve lost dozens of people who tried to return, thinking they could reclaim their homes or try to salvage the Wellspring.”

“What happened to the Wellspring?” Calise asked in a thin almost-whisper.

“Kathrax’s dark priests befouled it,” answered Elowen, her voice bitter. “First they drained it completely, filling barrels that they loaded into wagons to take back to Araghar. Then they poisoned the source. Within days, the corruption spread through the earth like venom through veins. The animals died first, then the trees. Their leaves withered on the branches and then the trunks turned black and crumbled to ash as though burned by fire. Those who had survived Kathrax’s hordes began to sicken and die.”

“A Dedicant tried to save the Wellspring,” Kevatis said, his eyes averted toward the mountains in the distance. “But the corruption was too advanced. All she did was die.”

The raw pain in his words made Calise’s chest tighten. “I’m sorry.”

“Her name was Nelina,” Kevatis continued, his gaze fixed somewhere in the distance. “She was my twin sister.”

Calise’s breath caught, and beside her, Iver and Corley exchanged glances. This must be the source of the ever-present sadness in Kevatis’s eyes. A grim stillness echoed his words that lasted heartbeats.

“Those who survived came here,” Elowen said, breaking the heavy silence. “We fled over the mountains. We came here to the Irwood, hoping it would be only temporary. That was twelve years ago.”

Calise considered the thousands of displaced souls trying to survive in the shadow of their destroyed homeland. “If you are going to stay here, shouldn’t you build a proper village?”

“We don’t intend to stay.” Kevatis said. “Every day, we seek ways to return. We’ve never given up. We will find a way to heal the Greenwood.”

Calise glanced between the two elders, then glanced back at the ramshackle village behind them. “What would that take?”

“A miracle,” Elowen said, her tone making it clear what she thought of that possibility. “And right now we’re desperately short of them.” She turned to Kevatis, her expression hardening again. “I need help with the sick. The fever is spreading, and we’ve lost two children already this week.”

“Calise will help you,” Kevatis said.

“She’s a healer?” There was a note of hope in Elowen’s voice that hadn’t been there before.

“She is. A very good one.”

“Well, then. That is marvelous news.” Elowen smiled at Calise while shooting a smoldering glare at Kevatis. “Thank you for finally heeding my requests. You should have taken on an apprentice years ago.”

Kevatis’s cheeks reddened, and something between hurt and ire darkened his expression. “She’s not ours to keep. When she has passed the rites, she’ll be returning to Skyhome to take Luvana’s place.”

“Why can’t Luvana take her own apprentice?”

“Because Luvana is dead.”

The words fell heavily between them. Elowen’s face went pale, and she pressed a hand to her chest. “By the wind.” She turned to Calise, her expression softening with sympathy. “I’m sorry, child. You are welcome here, truly. Come. I’ll show you where we’ve set up the infirmary.”

Calise turned and embraced Zandril, giving her dragon an emotion-filled hug. “Find somewhere to roost, love. We’ll be here for a good while.”

She unstrapped her pack filled with what few of her belongings she had decided to bring and set it on the ground. Zandril let out a purring sound, embracing Calise with a fold of her golden wing. Then with a cry that sounded more eagle than dragon, she turned away and leapt into the sky, the two younger dragons vaulting after her.

Calise watched them go for only a moment then took up her pack. As Elowen strode away, Calise moved to follow, Iver and Corley following close behind. Calise could feel the weight of hesitation in her companions as their beloved dragons took wing. Here in the Irwood, they would have less opportunity to explore the world together, and she knew that had to weigh on them.

They walked deeper into the camp, and with each step, the full scope of the refugees’ situation became more impossible to ignore. The shelters pressed close together, creating narrow pathways between them that forced them to walk single file in places. What had looked haphazard from a distance revealed itself to be worse up close. Canvas walls had been patched with scraps of leather, then patched again with bark and woven grass. Wooden frames sagged under the weight of multiple repairs, propped up by branches and lengths of rope that had been knotted and reknotted so many times they were more like tangled vines than cordage.

These were not temporary shelters anymore. They were permanent dwellings that no one would admit were permanent.

A woman sat outside one shelter, stirring a pot over a weak fire. She glanced up as they passed, and Calise was struck by the exhaustion in her eyes, a bone-deep weariness that spoke of years of heartache. The woman’s clothes hung loose on her thin frame.

Children played in the dirt pathways between shelters, their games subdued and listless. Grime smudged their faces, their hair tangled and dull. One little girl sat alone, scratching patterns in the dirt with a stick, her hollow gaze tracking Calise as she passed. None of them had the bright-eyed energy that children should have. They looked like small, tired adults.

“We do our best to keep things organized,” Elowen said. “But with this many people and so few resources, it’s difficult.” She gestured helplessly at the sprawling camp around them. “We survive. That’s about all we can manage.”

They passed a man working to reinforce one of the larger shelters, adding another layer of patched canvas over holes that had worn through previous repairs. He straightened as they approached.

“Mistress Elowen.” The man nodded respectfully. His gaze shifted to Calise and her companions. “Who is this?”

“A healer,” Elowen said, “and two strong hands.”

Something like hope flickered across the man’s haggard features. “The wind brought you,” he breathed, smiling gratefully at the three newcomers. To Corley and Iver, he asked, “Want to get started? I could use the help.”

The two young men exchanged glances, surprised by the change in their responsibilities. Iver appeared none too happy, but Corley muttered, “Sure…”

The man clapped Iver on the back and motioned them to follow. Corley sent an apologetic glance at Calise. The man led them to the canvas tarp, directing Iver to pull one side while Corley anchored the other.

Calise watched them for a moment before Elowen led her away. They turned down another narrow path, and Calise nearly stumbled over a child who sat in the middle of the walkway, staring at nothing. The boy’s ribs were visible beneath his thin tunic, and his skin had a pallor that spoke of long-term malnourishment.

Calise whispered, “How long has it been like this?”

“This is better than it was,” Elowen said, guiding her forward. “The first few years, we had real starvation. Many died from hunger and exposure. The Irwood has been a blessed refuge, but it is also not a place people should call home. The trees here are reclusive and aloof, and they care not for the needs of others. They hide their bounties and provide little for strangers.”

Calise thought Elowen’s words sounded odd. She spoke of the forest as though it had an active hand in their welfare. Her gaze roamed the wall of trees ahead of them, tall columns that were the equivalent of a wall around the camp that blocked out most of the light.

“Why don’t you go somewhere else?” she asked. “Somewhere with more resources?”

“We are a forest folk,” Elowen answered. “We can live no other way. We remain near the Greenwood, for it is our home. Someday, gods willing, we’ll return.”

“Where is the Greenwood?” asked Calise.

Elowen pointed toward the tall line of trees. “That way. Through the pass on the other side of the mountains. This is as close as we can get. The mountains stand fast against the poison, holding it at bay.”

They continued through the winding pathways. The infirmary finally came into view, a large wooden structure at the center of the settlement, the closest thing to a proper building Calise had seen, but even here she could see the layers of patches, the roof sagging as though exhausted.

Inside, rows of pallets lined the floor, though mercifully, only about a dozen were occupied. The air was close, thick with the smell of sickness and sweat.

“Most of these are fever cases,” Elowen explained in a low voice, moving between the pallets with practiced efficiency. “Valley fever. It comes in waves—we’ll go weeks with nothing, then suddenly half a dozen people fall ill at once.”

The blood drained from Calise’s face. Valley fever. The words hit her like a physical blow, and suddenly she was eight years old again, watching her sister Nedira waste away, feeling helpless and desperate and willing to do anything.

Elowen stopped beside a pallet where a young boy lay shivering beneath a thin blanket, his face flushed with fever, his lips cracked and bleeding. “This is Tommas. He’s been sick for three days. His fever won’t break…Calise? Are you all right?”

Elowen’s voice cut through the memory.

“Yes. I’m…yes.” Calise forced herself to move forward, to kneel beside the boy. Her hands trembled as she placed them on his forehead. He was burning up, his skin hot and dry to the touch. She knew this fever. She knew its patterns, its cruelty, the way it could steal someone away in days.

She could feel her Talent stirring in response, but beneath it, something else stirred too. Something ancient and ominous, responding to the echo of old trauma.

Not that, she told herself firmly. Never that again.

Swallowing, Calise forced herself to focus on the boy, seeking out the infection that was slowly killing him. Valley fever attacked the lungs primarily, but it could spread to other organs if left unchecked. She sensed the inflammation in his chest, the fluid building in his lungs, and began the careful work of repair.

Her Talent flowed out of her and into her young patient like warm honey, coaxing damaged tissue back to health, reducing the inflammation, clearing the fluid. After several minutes the fever began to break. Sweat beaded on Tommas’s forehead as his body released the heat it had been holding. His breathing eased, becoming deeper and less labored.

Calise lifted her hands and sat back, slightly winded. “He’ll be all right. The fever shouldn’t come back. Make sure he drinks plenty of water when he wakes.”

Elowen stared at her, mouth open. “That was…” She shook her head. “That’s quite a Talent.”

Calise was already moving to the next pallet. She tried to keep her voice steady and professional but inside she was shaking. “Show me the others.”

She worked her way through the infirmary, healing three more patients who were in the early stages of the illness. When she was done, she felt exhausted and wobbly.

“This is extraordinary,” Elowen breathed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“What else can you heal?” asked another voice.

Calise turned and found Kevatis standing in the doorway, staring at her with face pale and eyes wide. He strode forward and grasped both her arms, his grip tight, almost painful. The feverish intensity in his eyes made her uneasy.

“Kevatis…” Elowen breathed, real concern in her voice. “Are you thinking…?”

Kevatis’s eyes were pinned like daggers on Calise.

“No.” Elowen’s voice was stern, even harsh. “Not this child. Never again, Kevatis.”

Shocked, Calise saw that the Dedicant’s eyes held the feverish hope of a fanatic.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Light spilled from the guts of the world. The glaring brilliance did not come from the sun, but from the open wound in reality, through which streams of light spilled like lifeblood. Aram brought his hands up to shield his eyes, though it did little good. His eyelids glared red, and his eyeballs blazed with fire. Agaroth roared as his vision was painfully overwhelmed. The dragon listed violently before righting himself. Even then, he dipped in the air between every wing stroke, bobbing like an eel ribboning through the ocean.

Panic shot through Aram, for his first thought was that Agaroth was injured. But the dragon reassured him. There was nothing wrong with Agaroth physically, but the transition from the thick substance of their world to the thin air of the void had been jarring. Gradually, his flight evened out, and soon they were gliding.

The air did feel thinner. It was like soaring at a high altitude, far above the mountains and clouds. Aram tried to squint to see where they were, but the light was too intense, so he kept his eyelids closed, his hands pressed against his face.

“What’s happening?” he gasped. “Why’s it so bright?”

“It’s the transition!” came Illith’s voice from behind him. Her arms gripped his chest, squeezing hard. “The light comes from all the fibers that were ripped when you opened the rupture!”

That made sense. There was a lot of energy stored within the aethereal fibers that made up the Veil. Breaking them released that stored energy, producing heat or light—or both at the same time. There was no heat, thankfully, or they would be incinerated. But all the energy from the rupture had to go somewhere, and it was channeled into a light storm.

Beside them, Siroth shrieked a warning then banked sharply, his body rolling. Aram grasped the spines of Agaroth’s neck as his dragon followed Siroth, his leg squeezing his sides. He didn’t dare open his eyes to see what they had narrowly missed, and he had no idea how the pair of dragons could detect anything in their path. They banked sharply again, lurching to the right to dodge another obstacle.

From somewhere came a long, high-pitched shriek that sounded like the cry of a demented owl. Aram recognized the noise, for it sounded just like the therling that had attacked him when he was a boy. He didn’t need to open his eyes to know that a long, snakelike body was swimming through the air toward them, its rows of razor-sharp teeth eager to rip their flesh.

A gust of wind smacked them from behind, hitting them like a breaking ocean wave. It lifted the dragons as it passed, and when it broke it sent them tumbling downward.

Agaroth spread his wings to break their fall, but there was not enough air to lift them. They plunged straight down, like a rock dropped from a cliff’s edge. Aram’s seat lifted off his dragon’s back, the leather straps of the harness straining to hold him. Illith cried out, squeezing him hard, for she wasn’t strapped in like he was, and her grip on him was the only thing holding her down. Aram gasped for breath, his heart pounding as they plummeted.

A violent gust of wind caught them, sending them rolling sideways. Agaroth splayed his wings, at last escaping the raging air current.

Aram opened his eyes and was relieved that he could finally see. The blinding light had ebbed, leaving them surrounded by a dim, never-ending gloam broken only by patches of wandering mist. That’s all there was as far as he could see. A purple-gray emptiness, like a sky poised on the cusp of dawn break.

Aram looked around, dazed and overwhelmed. “There’s nothing here!”

He hadn’t known what he’d been expecting. Not this. He had expected something. Not nothing.

“We have a ways to fly,” Illith said. He could hear her clearly now, her words carrying easily despite the wind of their passage. “I need to get my bearings, but I think we’re somewhere in the Twilit Sea.”

Aram looked down but saw nothing below them. No ocean or land. Just sky and clouds, continuing forever in all directions. “Where’s the water?”

“It is not that kind of sea,” Illith responded, amusement in her voice.

Aram strained to understand the peculiar nature of the emptiness that surrounded them. It seemed an eternal expanse caught somewhere between dark and dawn. Currents of air ran like rivers, made visible by streams of flowing mist. There was a faint shimmer to the twilight, as though someone had strewn fine particles of crystal across the void.

“Where’s all the therlings?” Aram asked. “I thought the void was swarming with them.”

“Swarming, yes,” Illith answered. “But they avoid the windstreams. They stick to the pockets, waiting for ruptures.”

Agaroth growled, and Aram could sense his unease. He stroked his dragon’s neck, attempting to sooth him, even though he had every right to be nervous. His dragon’s apprehension was informed by four centuries of experience in this place.

He became aware of a throbbing ache deep inside him, like rats gnawing at his bones. It was a horrifyingly familiar sensation, one he knew intimately: the pain of the essence within him being siphoned away, leaving him excruciatingly hollow deep inside.

Through his link with Agaroth, Aram knew that his dragon shared his pain. Like himself, the dragons were creatures defined by the essence within them, and it was slowly being drained. The void around them thirsted for the very lifeforce that kept them alive and was sucking it out of them. Aram’s fingers trembled where they gripped Agaroth’s spines. The ache wasn’t just in his bones anymore—it was spreading, seeping into his muscles, his lungs, his heart. Every breath felt shallow, insufficient.

“I feel it too,” Illith said as though to reassure him. “I’m just more acclimated to it. We’ll be safe once we reach a fractal. We will be shielded.”

“What’s a fractal?” he asked, raising his voice over the wind that rushed past them.

“A sliver of the world that was.”

He tried to imagine what that would look like but found himself unable to. It was an odd concept, one he couldn’t wrap his mind around.

“How long will it take to find one?” Aram was already feeling dizzy and weak, and the pain was getting worse. He rode hunched over, feeling as though a great weight were pressing down on his shoulders. Agaroth, too, was suffering from the effects of the void’s hunger; every wing beat took more effort than the last.

“It shouldn’t be long,” Illith reassured him.

The mist ahead parted, revealing a wall of looming cliffs right in front of them. Agaroth reacted quickly, tucking his wings, sending them into a plunging dive. They sped straight downward, less than a wingspan from the sheer rock wall.

They leveled off at the bottom of the cliff. Aram looked up and saw that the wall of rock continued on overhead like the roof of a cave. It took him a moment to realize that they were flying beneath an enormous floating mountain. Stalactites the size of pillars dripped from the base of the rock, and in places water fell from above in thin streams. He gaped up in awe, his mind groping to understand how it could be suspended weightless in the gloam.

“A small fractal,” Illith informed him.

Aram stared upward at the shadowy underside of the floating mountain as they passed beneath it. Small. The word gave him the context he’d been missing. The void wasn’t empty—it was full of broken pieces like this, fragments of the world drifting in nothingness.

The Sundering had physically shattered the world. Actually shattered it—broken it into pieces. Aram had never fully grasped that. He’d thought it was metaphorical. But this floating mountain proved otherwise. The world had literally been torn apart.

All his life, he had thought of the World Below as simply a mirror reflection of the World Above, not something that was physically torn away. But here in the void were levitating chunks of their shattered world, suggesting that the Sundering had been more of an apocalyptic event than he had considered.

They flew through the mist of a waterfall cascading from the cliffs overhead, diffusing quickly into the air. The spray of the fall dampened Aram’s face and cooled his skin, bringing a sense of reality back to the impossible world he found himself in.

“Why aren’t we landing?” he asked as they flew out from under the hovering mountain.

“That one’s too small. It won’t shield us. We have to find Nimarae.” Illith sat up, not clinging to him as tight.

“What’s Nimarae?” he asked.

“Another fractal. One big enough to shield us from the corruption of the void.”

Agaroth banked to avoid a drifting crag the size of a small hill. Siroth broke the other direction, rejoining them on the other side. Agaroth righted himself, the motion sending Aram’s stomach and nerves reeling. There were several more chunks of fractured mountains suspended all around them. Some were the size of tall buildings, though most were much larger. They hung suspended in the air, fading in and out of sight as mist moved to conceal them.

Aram shivered. He felt chilled, as though the warmth in his veins was being slowly extinguished, leaving only cold ash behind. His pulse throbbed in his temples, and every muscle in his body screamed. His vision swam at the edges. The pain was becoming harder to bear, and he gritted his teeth against it.

Fear swelled in his chest. He could feel Agaroth’s weakness through their bond—every wing beat was labored, growing harder as the thirst of the void drained his reserves. Agaroth’s crimson scales had faded to dull rust, as though the color had bled out of them. The trailing edges of his wings looked frayed and tattered, like sails torn by too many storms.

“How far is Nimarae?” Aram’s unsteady voice conveyed his apprehension.

Illith hesitated before responding. “It depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“On where it is. Fractals drift.”

Aram grimaced against a shooting pain that lanced deep into his chest. He squeezed his eyes closed. “So which way do we go?”

“Just fly.”

Just fly. Aram scowled, wondering how long the dragons would be able to.

A soothing reassurance stirred within, emanating from Agaroth. His dragon was trying to put him at ease, reminding him that he was no stranger to the void. Trust me, he seemed to be saying in his dragonly way.

Of course Aram would trust him. How could he not? They were two halves of the same soul.

Aram decided to place his faith in his dragon. He settled deeper into his harness and pushed the pain from his mind. Wind rushed past his face as they flew hard through the murky twilight, Siroth gliding alongside. Even Markus’s dragon looked weakened, his sleek body faded from black to ashen gray.

They continued for what seemed like hours, aided by currents of air that allowed the dragons to glide for long distances. Floating fragments of the world came and went, some larger, most smaller. None were big enough to offer protection.

The pain didn’t go away, but it became bearable. To distract himself, Aram concentrated on memories of Calise. He pictured her face in his mind, trying to remember every detail he’d memorized, from her beautiful eyes and smile to the spattering of freckles on her cheeks. Even though he was fighting to stay conscious, her memory sustained him, and he clung to it with all his might.

But even Calise’s face was starting to blur, the edges of the memory fraying like Agaroth’s wings. His thoughts moved sluggishly, as if through thick mud. Were they still flying? He couldn’t remember. The world had narrowed to pain, and nothing else seemed real anymore.

Ahead, an enormous fractal appeared in the distance, one that looked as though an entire prairie had been uprooted from the ground and flung into the air. At one end, high peaks encased with snow stabbed upward into the eternal twilight.

“We’re close!” Illith shouted.

“How do you know?” Aram asked, his voice barely more than a whisper. Speaking took effort he didn’t have.

Illith pointed at the enormous fractal ahead. “That’s the Caundinmarch! It’s in the same aggregation as Nimarae, so they are never far apart. We’re getting close.”

The word ‘aggregation’ sounded like ‘constellation’ to Aram. Perhaps that’s where they were: within a constellation of floating rocks. Aram stared with bleary eyes at the suspended landscape ahead that was the Caundinmarch. It was enormous, as though a huge chunk of the continent had broken away. The belly of the fractal was a mirror image of the top with sharp mountain peaks that spiked downward like the groping roots of teeth.

“Are we going to land there?” he asked, his hopes rising.

“No. The Caundinmarch is enemy territory. But Nimarae isn’t much further!”

Aram’s newfound hopes were dashed like a keel broken on a reef. He sagged forward over Agaroth’s neck, no longer able to sit upright. His vision darkened at the edges, a creeping blackness that threatened to swallow everything. He could barely make out Illith’s pointing arm, could barely process her words.

Farther. They had to go farther.

He wasn’t sure he had much more left in him.

Through their bond, he felt Agaroth’s desperation. His dragon was trying to fly faster, but his strength was failing, too. They were dying together, essence bleeding out of them into the greedy void.

They flew through the hazy twilight, the floating peaks of the Caundinmarch slipping away behind them. Aram barely noticed. All he knew was pain and the lurching pulse of Agaroth’s wingbeats.

“There! Up ahead!” Illith’s arm shot out, pointing into the distance.

Following her gaze, Aram tried to focus. His eyes didn’t work properly anymore; everything was doubled, tripled, swimming in and out of clarity. He blinked hard, trying to clear his vision, but it only made the darkness creep in faster.

Ahead, he made out a shadowy mass of what looked like cloud cover, though he couldn’t be sure. His brain felt slow, disconnected from his body. It took him heartbeats to realize the darkness ahead was actually an enormous fractal.

“Is that it?” he asked weakly.

“Yes!” Illith shouted, her excitement evident.

Agaroth sped toward the enormous fractal. Nimarae seemed to be an entire landscape graced with high peaks and lush valleys, thin streams of water pouring from its flanks. The wide expanse of it was startling, as though a large chunk of the world had been flung whole into the void, replete with all its fine greenery and lofty peaks. Its sprawling form glittered in the twilight, and it took Aram a moment to realize that the flickering lights he saw were signs of civilization.

“There’s a city in the void?” The words came out slurred, barely coherent. Aram wasn’t sure if he’d actually spoken them aloud or just thought them. Everything felt distant now, as though happening to someone else.

“Many!” Illith shouted.

As they approached the enormous fractal, others appeared around it—smaller fragments suspended in the gloom. The dragons veered between two hovering mountains, gliding beneath a natural stone arch that spanned them. Water fell from somewhere above, streaming down around them like rain from an unseen sky.

They skimmed over the edge of the fractal then charted a course across its verdant surface. Looking down, Aram saw that they were flying over an evolving landscape of ragged highlands bordered by a thick forest that climbed into distant hills. He had never seen a land so green, not even the Eldenwood. Mountains, obscured by fog, rose in the distance, at their base a wide lake.

“There!” Illith pointed to the forest below them, where sparkling lights that glimmered like fireflies winked at them from deep within the canopy of trees. “That’s Tel Aru!”

Aram tried to look where she pointed, but he was too exhausted. His body felt like dead weight, and only the riding harness kept him from sliding off Agaroth’s back. The lights below blurred into meaningless smears of color.

“Almost there,” Illith’s voice seemed to come from very far away. “Hold on, Aram. Just hold on.”

He wanted to tell her he was trying, but his mouth wouldn’t form the words.

Agaroth veered toward the grove below, gliding on wings that looked ragged and lusterless. At his side, Siroth seemed a ghost of his former self, for he had faded to a pale gray, his eyes dull and sunken. With what strength they had left, the two dragons descended over the placid surface of the lake, their wingtips parting the dark waters.

“Land in the clearing!” Illith directed, pointing to an open area of grass surrounded by woodland.

The moment Agaroth’s claws touched earth, the dragon’s legs buckled. He crashed to his side with a bone-jarring thud, his great body hitting the ground hard enough to shake the earth. A groan tore from his throat, a sound of such agony and exhaustion that it pierced straight through Aram’s heart.

“Agaroth!” Aram’s cry came out as barely more than a whisper.

Through their fading bond, he felt his dragon’s weakness. Agaroth’s breathing came in ragged gasps, his sides heaving with the effort.

He was dying. They were both dying.

Aram tried to move, tried to reach for his dragon, but his body wouldn’t respond. His fingers scrabbled uselessly at the harness buckles, too numb and weak to unfasten them. Tears of frustration burned in his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, stroking his dragon’s neck. “I’m so sorry I brought you back here.”

Then Illith was there, working the buckles of the harness with shaking hands.

The harness released.

Without its support, Aram slid sideways off Agaroth’s heaving flank, unable to do anything but fall. He hit the grass hard. The impact should have hurt, but he felt nothing. His last coherent thought was of his dragon, of the bond between them.

It was fading.

Agaroth let out a low, guttural moan.

With the last of his strength, Aram reached his hand out and pressed his palm against his dragon’s breast.

Then, mercifully, everything went black.


PART 2

THE SUMMER OF AGES




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Markus woke to the smell of blood and mold.

His head throbbed with a dull, persistent ache that made his vision swim when he tried to open his eyes. He kept them closed, taking stock of his body the way Sword Brother Davir had taught him back when he had trained with the Exilari. Ribs: excruciating, most likely broken. Shoulder: wrenched, the old arrow wound screaming. Wrists: raw, bound behind him with something that cut into his skin. Jaw: swollen on one side.

He had been in a battle.

The realization came slowly, dragging fragments of memory with it. Skyhome. The corridors carved with ancient knotwork rendered into a debris field. A gaping rupture, spewing both therlings and light. A giant of a man in black plate armor advancing, trained on Aram.

Aram.

The name hit him like a blow. Where was Aram?

He remembered the creature’s hand around his throat, the world going dark at the edges, Aram screaming his name⁠—

“Aram?” Markus’s voice came out hoarse, barely more than a croak.

No answer came.

He swallowed against the raw ache in his throat and tried again, louder. “Aram!”

The sound echoed off the walls, swallowed by silence. No familiar presence at his back, no mental touch from Siroth that would tell him his dragon was nearby. Just emptiness and the soft drip of water somewhere in the darkness.

The memory of their opponent brought a terrible panic like an ice-thrust through his chest. The armored giant had been after Aram, not him. But that demon had fallen with him through the rupture. Maybe Aram was safe. Or maybe their terrible opponent had gone back for him.

Markus clenched his jaw in an attempt to strangle his emotions. The darkness behind his eyelids was preferable to whatever waited on the other side, so he stayed there a moment longer, collecting himself.

He heaved a giant, grief-filled sigh and tried to swallow the despair that threatened to choke the breath out of him. He sat still for a moment, trying to let his other senses map his surroundings while he wrestled with the sick certainty that he’d failed. Failed his duty. Failed his best friend. Failed his Champion, the one person in all the worlds he’d sworn to protect.

Markus forced his eyes open but saw only darkness.

He was in a cramped cell, barely wide enough to curl up in, so small he couldn’t stretch his legs out. The walls were rough and moist, as though carved from weeping granite, the floor covered in wet grit and slime and something less clean.

Voices drifted from beyond the door, echoing through stone corridors. They were coming closer.

Markus worked himself upright, stifling a groan as his shoulder protested. His wrists were bound by coarse rope that bit into his skin. The voices beyond the door grew louder, sharper. An argument, maybe, or orders being given. Then footsteps, multiple sets, approaching.

Markus squirmed to his feet, wedging himself against the close walls despite the ache in his body. He stood leaning against the wall for support, a sharp jab like a knife thrust radiated from his side, making his jaw clench.

The door swung open.

Light spilled in, so bright that Markus winced, squinting. Three men entered, dressed in chainmail shirts covered by deep green fabric, curved swords at their hips. Guards, clearly, though these men wore their wealth on their backs, their silk mantles embroidered with expensive gold thread.

“Step forward.” The tallest guard gestured for Markus to move. When he didn’t immediately comply, the man’s hand went to his sword.

Markus walked forward.

They hauled him out of the cell and into a brightly lit corridor. The passage was wide enough for three men to walk abreast, its walls faced with polished black marble that reflected the light from brass lanterns hanging at intervals.

One guard to either side, they marched him down the dark corridor past iron-shod wood doors identical to his own. Some had desperate faces pressed against eye slots, peering out from the other side. Markus forced himself not to look, though it was impossible not to.

One face stopped him in his tracks.

A young woman with red hair peered at him from behind a cell door. She had to be no more than twenty, her eyes wet with tears, filled with such profound grief that Markus felt it physically.

One of the guards barked something and shoved him forward. Markus stumbled, his wounds throbbing, but he kept his footing. He glanced back at the woman in the cell.

She yet stared outward through the eye slot, tears leaking silently down her cheeks.

They led him forcefully away, up stairs both broad and shallow. The walls grew more barren with each flight, the marble giving way to rough-hewn stone. His broken ribs stabbed him in the side with every step, but Markus refused to show weakness. He walked with his back straight, his head unbowed. When they reached the top, the guards pushed him through an archway and into a space that made him balk, reluctant to take another step.

The hall ahead was vast but wrong.

The bones of grandeur were there—soaring columns, high vaulted ceilings, arching glass windows that should have been magnificent. But everything else had been stripped away. The walls were bare granite, pale and cold, without tapestries or mosaics or any of the comforts that would cover every surface in any other palace. The space echoed with their footsteps, each sound sharp and distinct, ringing with emptiness rather than dampened by fabric and decoration.

It was as though someone had taken a palace hall and scrubbed it clean of humanity. It was like standing in a space designed by a builder who understood the form of human architecture but not the reason for it. Someone who saw beauty and culture and comfort as…irrelevant.

At the far end of the hall, beneath a dome that was nothing but a gutted hollow space, sat a single chair.

Not a throne.

Just a chair.

Simple, high-backed, made of dark wood without carving or cushion. Beside it stood a man in green robes, the only splash of color in the barren palace. And in the chair sat the armored warrior who had defeated them in Skyhome.

Markus drew up, repulsed by the sight of his hulking adversary.

The armored demon belonged here, Markus realized with a chill. In this stripped, sterile hall where every unnecessary adornment had been removed and each item served a purpose. The armored figure fit perfectly. He was as empty of warmth as the cold gray walls, as devoid of compassion as the bare stone floor.

The guards’ footsteps echoed as they retreated, leaving Markus alone in the center of that oppressive, vast emptiness.

The man in the green robes spoke, his voice echoing through the empty space. “You are Sir Markus Galliar, Shield of the Exilari Order?”

The words hit Markus like a blow. His stomach clenched in revulsion, bile rising in his throat. To his shame, he had once worn that title, serving an organization that had corrupted him in its image and tortured his best friend. That was another world. Another life, one he regretted and despised with every fiber of his being. He was not that man anymore. He never would be again.

“You have been brought here at the command of His Eternal Radiance, God-Emperor Mirak IV, Voice of Heaven, Master of the Celestial Mandate, Bearer of the Eternal Flame.”

Every word was like another nail driven deep into Markus’s flesh. This was horror given form, a nightmare made real and inescapable.

He was back in Issia. Back in the Empire where he’d ridden at Sergan’s side through cities like Ababad and Karaqor, his hands stained with complicity. The World Above had reached out across the vast distance of the void and dragged him back into it. And now his former life was returning to torture him, title by degrading title.

The armored giant sat motionless in the wooden chair, watching Markus through the eye slot of his visor. Silent. Assessing. Utterly dispassionate.

“Where is Aram?” Markus forced the words out past the knot in his throat.

“Your Champion is alive,” assured the robed man who served as his master’s mouthpiece. “For now.”

The casual delivery of that threat made Markus’s hands curl into fists despite the rope burn on his wrists.

“For now, you will be kept in this city under guard as a guest of the entity Is’ul Zagar.” The spokesman gestured to the armored figure in the chair beside him. “While you remain in our custody, you will serve the Empire. After your purpose is fulfilled, you shall be returned to your Order, who will ultimately decide your fate.”

The information landed like a hammer blow, sinking deep into Markus’s chest. He stood reeling, his pulse throbbing in his temples. Every nightmare he’d ever endured was coming to life before his eyes.

On the throne, the armored demon moved. Not the small, economical movements of a human shifting weight or adjusting position. This was different, for he moved with inhuman precision and fluidity. He rose from the chair, covering the distance to Markus in three impossible strides.

The armored being stopped an arm’s length away. Close enough that Markus could see his own distorted reflection in the black enameled plate.

Close enough to kill him without effort.

The helmed head tilted, examining him. Markus had the visceral sense of being assessed, the way a craftsman examines a damaged tool.

Then the monster turned with that same graceful precision and strode away, exiting the chamber through a side door. He didn’t look back. Simply departed, the assessment complete.

Markus slowly released the breath he’d been holding, his ribs throbbing.

The mouthpiece watched with no change in expression. “You have recovered adequately. You will be taken to more suitable quarters.”

Guards appeared at Markus’s elbows before he could process the words. He hadn’t heard them approach.

They dragged him from that sterile hall, and Markus went without resistance. What was the point? He was trapped in a world no longer his own.

The guards led him down shadowy corridors that gradually transformed, the bare granite giving way to dark, polished marble. Intricate geometric patterns appeared on the walls. Gold sconces replaced iron, casting a thin, wavering light that did nothing to dispel the chill settling in his bones. The fine appointments felt like a lie, a veneer of civility over something fundamentally rotten.

His ribs throbbed with every step, and his shoulder had seized up completely. The rope burns on his wrists stung, but the physical discomfort was nothing compared to the sick horror churning in his gut.

The guards stopped before a heavy wooden door with elaborate carvings. One of them produced a key, unlocked it, and pushed it open. Unsheathing his dagger, the guard sliced through the ropes that bound Markus’s hands and shoved him into the room before he could react.

Markus staggered and almost fell, his ribs throbbing in protest. The door slammed behind him, and he heard the click of the tumblers in the lock falling into place. He cursed, holding his side, and stood trembling in rage and pain, taking in his shadowy surroundings.

The room was large, furnished with obvious wealth. Thick carpets covered the floor, and a table in the center held a pitcher of water and a bowl of dates and almonds. Through a large paned window, the sky glared a riotous blue, a wrenching contrast to the gloom of the palace.

Markus’s gaze slipped past the window then froze. Standing against the wall, silhouetted against the midday light, was a dead man.

The figure turned, and Sergan Parsigal’s face resolved out of the shadows. Alive. Whole. Unmarred by dragon fire.

A slow smile spread across his features.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Aram drifted at sea. The boat beneath him rocked gently, as though moored in a sheltered harbor. Gulls cried overhead, sharp and distant. A warm breeze perfumed with salt brushed his face and stirred his hair.

This can’t be real.

The thought drifted through his mind, then vanished.

The boat disappeared.

No longer was he rocking on gentle swells. He lay on a stretcher borne by men. Aram tried to open his eyes, but his lids were too heavy. The sensation faded. Darkness settled over him like a blanket.
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The world came back scented with flowers. It reminded him of a field adorned by spring on a cool, dew-draped morning. Voices murmured above him, words flowing like water over his skin. He tried to focus, to understand, but consciousness slipped away again, and he drifted for a time.
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When awareness flickered back, Aram found himself lying on something gentle and soft. His eyes opened to reveal a ceiling woven of blooming vines knotted into intricate patterns. Within the vines and flowers glowed tiny lights that circled like fireflies with a warm amber glow.

He was still dreaming. He had to be.

Aram tried to sit up, but his body refused him. Every muscle was limp, as though all the strength had been wrung from him. The effort of lifting his head sent waves of dizziness through his skull, and he almost passed out again.

“He stirs.”

The voice sounded familiar, like a fragment of memory.

Aram turned his head toward the sound. Even that simple motion required tremendous effort. Through vision that wandered in and out of blurry mist, a face gradually came into focus, though the details remained frustratingly unclear. It was a girl, Aram realized. Much younger than himself, her golden hair woven into elaborate braids entwined with flowers. She wore a sleeveless gown the color of a morning sky, and when she noticed his eyes open, she flashed a smile that would someday melt hearts.

But it wasn’t her smile that caught Aram’s attention. It was her eyes. They were a striking opalescent, reminiscent of glistening mother-of-pearl.

Just like his own.

He couldn’t help the gasp that escaped his lips.

Bending over him, she laid a cool and gentle hand on his brow.

The touch reminded him of Calise, and he closed his eyes, imagining it was her. He conjured her image in his mind and was instantly comforted. The world around him and all its peculiarities slipped away, the mist closing back in around him.
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For a time, he drifted. Sounds of conversation rose and fell around him, though they seemed to come from very far away. At first, he couldn’t tell what was said, for it sounded like a constant, droning refrain. The occasional odd word with meaning broke through his consciousness, and he began to understand.

“He has been too far drained,” spoke the voice of a child.

A man’s voice responded, deep and authoritative. “Do nothing. He’s too dangerous. Best not to intervene.”

“He is not dangerous.” A woman’s voice, one who sounded familiar. Why couldn’t he remember her name? He could picture her face, pale and stern and beautiful. He couldn’t remember where he knew her from.

“Can you not see the color of his aura?” demanded the man.

“Yes, of course.”

Illith. Her name was Illith. She was a sorceress.

Not to be trusted.

Or…could she? He didn’t remember.

“His aura speaks to his power, which is vast,” Illith’s voice insisted. “As for his nature, I will vouch for him.”

“I do not know you,” the man snapped, sounding irritated. “And I do not know him. As an Anakai of this village, I cannot take the risk.”

Anakai. Aram wondered what that meant. Possibly some type of leader or even a Dedicant, at least that’s what it sounded like. He tried opening his eyes again, but his eyelids were too heavy, as though weights were holding them down. He wanted to see the faces of the people arguing over him. He wanted to talk to them and make them understand that he meant no harm.

Footsteps.

Someone walking away.

“Astia, leave him.” The man’s voice. “Come away.”

“But Papa, he needs help!”

“I said come away!”

Aram forced his eyes open, no small task. The room was dim, but he made out faces in the soft glow of the dancing light. He remembered the girl sitting next to him now, for she had been there before. She wore flowers in her hair and a blue dress that seemed woven of gossamer. Standing behind her was a man clothed in green robes that fell to the floor and trailed behind him. He looked Auld, with a well-groomed beard and hair that was neatly trimmed.

The Anakai strode forward. Pausing over him, he peered into Aram’s face with a deep, contemplative frown. He bent, his thumb pulling roughly at Aram’s eyelid, stretching it down. He grunted.

“What color am I?” Aram asked, his voice hoarse and crackling.

“You know not?”

“No…” The word was weak, just as weak as Aram felt. “I can’t see myself.”

“By the ancients, you are red,” the man responded, his face grave. “Brilliant red. You blaze like sunfire.”

Red.

Aram froze in shock. All his life, he’d hoped maybe he was yellow, for the people he thought the most of had auras of yellow or gold. The only two people he had ever known with a red aura were Master Ebra, the bard…and Illith. He had reason to distrust Illith, but Ebra of Starn was a good man. Whatever red meant, maybe it wasn’t bad.

What did that mean for him? He was not dangerous. Or was he? For once in his life, Aram truly didn’t know.

If he was dangerous, or would be at some point, at least he wasn’t yet.

“I am not…a danger…” he whispered weakly. “…To you. To this village…”

The Anakai contemplated for a moment. “Perhaps. But I cannot take a chance.” He started to withdraw.

Summoning all his strength, Aram lifted his head and asked, “What do you fear?”

The man paused, looking incredulous. “Do you not know?”

“No.”

“A red aura marks the blood of the gods. And your eyes confirm that you have inherited their power over creation.”

Blood of the gods? That was impossible. His mother had been born Marna Medbleau of the Vardlands, and his father was Darand Raythe of Skyhome. Neither was a god; just good, courageous people.

“Even if I have…gods’ blood…” He paused, trying to catch his breath. “Why does that make me evil?”

The man seemed to consider. “It does not, necessarily. There are decent demigods, though most are corrupt. Who’s to say which you are?”

“He is not our enemy, Etaro” assured Illith, her face as firm as a raptor’s.

“And why should I believe you?” the Anakai snapped.

She lifted her chin proudly. “Because I am Illith Kumaro, mage of the court of Xara Asamoto.”

For once, she had said something that seemed to give the man pause. “And is he also of Asamoto’s court?”

“No. But he will be of great interest to the Xara. Look at his eyes!”

Etaro did, staring deeply into Aram’s face. Aram knew what he was seeing: the same opalescent eyes of his daughter, the eyes of a True Savant.

The man sighed, his face lined with worry. “He could be the ruin of us all.”

“Or he could be the salvation of us all,” Illith said in riposte.

The Anakai nodded slowly, then looked down at his daughter. Etaro placed a hand on her head, a gesture both loving and protective.

“Astia, do what you can for him.”

Her face lit up, as though her father had agreed to let her keep an orphan kitten. She gazed up at him with a warm smile and an acute eagerness in her eyes. “He needs more Spring water, Papa.”

The Anakai removed his hand, his lips tightening. He considered, then at last nodded. “So do his dragons. If he is to survive, so must they.”

“Thank you,” Illith said as the man started toward the door.

He paused, looking back at her. “Don’t thank me yet.”

Anakai Etaro exited the room, and as he did, a door of living vines wove itself closed behind him. Aram stared up at the girl with a feeling of relief. He had no doubt that this child had spared him.

“Rest,” said Illith. “I’m going to go talk to the elders and make arrangements to get you to Daro. The Xara has healers there that can help restore you.”

“What’s wrong with me?” Aram asked weakly.

“Void sickness. You’ve been badly drained.”

The girl’s eyebrows scrunched together. “I’ve never heard of void sickness.”

Illith paused, looking like she wanted to say something. Her mouth flickered upward in a transitory smile, as though she found Astia’s curiosity endearing. The smile disappeared as quickly as it came.

“It’s not common,” Illith said. She turned toward the door, the net of vines in the doorway unraveling to admit her passage then reweaving behind her without a sound.

Aram closed his eyes, feeling a powerful urge to sleep.

“You need to drink,” insisted the girl beside him, disturbing his rest.

Aram didn’t want to open his eyes, but she lifted his head and guided a cup toward his face. Aram lifted his hands, catching the cup before it spilled on him. Wellspring water flowed past his lips and down his parched throat. It awakened an urgent need inside him, and he gulped the water like a man lost in the desert, dying of thirst. When the cup was empty, he tilted his head back, trying desperately to glean every last drop. His hands shook, his body trembling.

“More,” he whispered, desperate.

“There is no more. Papa will get some,” the girl said, taking the cup from his hands.

He lay back down, shuddering and weak.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Aramon Raythe,” he responded. “But you can call me Aram. What’s yours?”

“Astia.”

“Just Astia?” he asked.

She grinned as though he’d said something funny. “I’m too young to have a second name.”

Aram frowned. “Weren’t you born with one?”

Astia giggled, her eyes sparkling gleefully. “No! What is a Raythe?”

Aram didn’t understand the question. Weak as he was, he found it too confusing to try to puzzle out. “It’s just my name.”

“It’s a funny name.” She grinned, showing her teeth. “What do you do, Aram Raythe?”

Aram closed his eyes, feeling too tired to sustain the conversation. “Back home, they call me a Champion.” He felt his mind sinking toward sleep, which he needed almost as desperately as he needed Spring water.

“What do you champion?”

Another odd question. “I guess I champion people who can’t champion themselves.”

“Are you any good at it?” She looked skeptical.

“I need to get better.” A lot better, if he were to have any hope of rescuing Markus. There was a long pause. He was almost asleep when her voice brought him back:

“I bet you’re a good Champion.”

He wasn’t, but Aram was too weak to argue. “Thank you, Astia. I bet you’re a good healer.”

She giggled. “I’m too young. Maybe someday I’ll be a healer.”

“I’m sure you will be,” he muttered.

Astia’s eyes spoke otherwise, contradicting her desire to become a healer. Like himself, the young girl was a True Savant. She would be far, far more than just a healer.

“Go to sleep,” his young healer directed him.

Aram was too tired, too thirsty, to do anything else. He let his mind drift toward sleep, the world growing darker and fading.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Aram awoke in pain. Only, it was not his pain. It was Agaroth’s, and it gnawed through the bond between them like dull, worn teeth. Inside, he felt an aching hollowness, an all-consuming thirst and hunger rolled up into one, crowding out everything else in his mind until nothing else mattered. For a moment he lay shivering, even though he wasn’t cold, unable to discern between his own feelings and those of his dragon. It was as though their two minds were fused into one, locked in the grip of the appalling emptiness that filled them both.

He struggled to sit up, but the world swayed around him, making him dizzy. A hand settled on his chest, applying gentle pressure, discouraging further attempts.

“Help me up,” he pleaded. “My dragon needs me.”

A soaked cloth pressed against his brow, dabbing tentatively.

“You need to rest,” said a girl.

Astia, he remembered. The girl who wanted to become a healer. The girl with eyes like his own.

The dragon-bond tugged at his mind. It felt like a piece of him was being slowly amputated with a rusty knife.

“They need me,” he insisted, his throat dry as gravel.

There was a pause, and the cloth stopped moving on his brow. Beside his bed, a chair creaked as its occupant shifted her weight.

“Stay here,” Astia whispered.

She rose and then left, the door vines whispering as they unwove themselves to admit her passage.

Aram lay on his back in the dim light of the room and gazed at the domed ceiling. His eyes wandered the textures above, at first not understanding them. Then it occurred to him: the walls were not covered in vines; rather, they were made of them. The room he was in had not been built. It had been grown.

Aram inhaled, filling his nostrils with moist, fragrant air that carried the scent of both greenery and blossoms. Missing were the familiar smells of civilization he was used to: woodsmoke and manure, cooking and industry. Absent were the voices of the inhabitants of this town, which was cloaked in the slow silence of the forest that surrounded them.

The vines in the doorway whispered again. Aram turned to see them unwind, drawing back like a living drapery to admit both Illith and the girl. The sorceress looked rested, her hair woven into a fresh braid which she wore draped over one shoulder. Astia followed her holding a container in both hands, her hair adorned with flowers and sprigs of baby’s breath. A gown the color of daffodils fell about her like silky gauze.

Illith knelt next to his bed, considering him.

“Please take me to Agaroth,” Aram pleaded. “He needs me.”

At first, Illith looked ready to protest. Her gaze flicked toward Astia, as though seeking her assent. Astia appeared not to notice. She plucked a large trumpet flower from the wall and held it under the pitcher, pouring liquid into it as though it were a cup. She cradled the flower, lifting it to Aram’s lips.

He tried to drink, but the flower-cup spilled, and the water dribbled down his chin.

“Can you sit up?” Astia asked in her childish voice.

Aram nodded. The dragon-bond pulled at him. Agaroth and Siroth were near, and he thought he had the strength to reach them. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself upright. Illith helped, stacking pillows to support his back.

Astia raised the flower-cup again, tilting it. Aram caught the water that spilled into his mouth, scented with floral essence, and gulped it down, the liquid satisfying a need within him stronger than thirst or even hunger. The taste was exquisite, better than anything that had ever passed his lips. When the flower was empty, she refilled it from the pitcher.

“Thank you,” he gasped when he had drunk as much as he could.

Astia withdrew, but Illith remained next to him, staring down at his face as though studying his features. “Do you feel any better?”

“I do.” It was not a lie, for he did feel much improved. Yet at the same time, the words were somewhat deceptive. He was no better off than before, for the Wellspring water would provide only temporary solace. The void had drained him too completely. Soon, he’d need more.

“Can you stand?” asked Illith.

When Aram nodded, she snaked a hand around his back and lifted, helping him to his feet. He stood leaning against her, feeling wobbly. The world seemed to bob and roll beneath him as though it tilted on a fulcrum. Gradually, the feeling abated. Illith withdrew her hand, letting him go, though ready to catch him should he fall.

“That’s good!” Astia smiled. The hand holding the flower-cup disappeared into a bag she wore draped from a thin strap. When it reappeared, the flower was gone, as though she were saving it in the bag.

“Can we go?” Aram asked. “I need to see him.”

Astia walked toward the wall and waved her hand before it. The vines retracted, pulling back and unweaving, their blossoms closing as though going to sleep. A circular opening formed as wide as a door that led into a hallway beyond, made of the same elegant greenery.

With Illith’s hand on his arm, Aram started forward after Astia. He walked uncertainly, for the floor beneath him was uneven. The vines that made it lacked foliage and were tightly woven, but they made a surface that was not precisely flat, more like rippled fabric.

Once out the door, Aram paused, clutching Illith’s arm. They stood on a hanging walkway woven entirely of vines suspended from the forest canopy. All around, other walkways wound through the treetops, leading from vine-woven pods.

A breeze sighed through the canopy above them, making the walkway sway like a lullaby. The vines that held them aloft emitted low-throated creaks. Illith held him steady until he accustomed himself to the slow, patient motion of the walkway. It was like standing on a ship’s deck moored to the dock.

“I’m okay,” Aram reassured her, anxious to reach Agaroth, for his dragon’s weakness pulled at him.

Astia took his other hand, leading him forward while letting Aram set his pace. The walkway angled down, gradually descending. Birdsong filled the air, mingling with the sound of distant laughter.

The forest village bordered a large lagoon formed by an inlet to a much wider lake beyond. The vine-woven path curved and descended, at last opening into a clearing where village folk gathered around a fountain. Astia led them away from the town center, beneath the swaying pods of homes, and out into the forest.

“How much farther?” Aram asked, running out of breath. The terrible weakness that filled his body affected his legs, making him feel as though they weighed far more than they should. Every step forward took effort. And he was eager to reach Agaroth, for he knew his dragon fared worse.

“Almost there!” Astia exclaimed.

They followed a trail blanketed in pine needles through the forest, at last arriving at a wall of dark, moss-encrusted rock. It was much cooler here, as though the heat of the day did not reach this place, shadowed by the thick canopy. An artesian spring trickled down the rock wall, emptying somewhere beneath them.

Emotions within Aram stirred; he sensed the presence of his dragon nearby.

The trail they followed led them downward between the cliffs, turning into stone-carved stairs. The walls, encrusted with moss and ferns, folded over them, forming a high-ceilinged grotto. At the bottom, a large pool of water shimmered with a soft violet light that glowed from within.

“It’s a Wellspring,” Aram whispered in awe.

“Yes.” Illith’s gaze roved over the fern-draped walls of the grotto, the light of the glowing water reflected on her face.

“Come!” gasped Astia, scampering down human-carved steps that curved around the loamy wall.

Aram followed her, leaning heavily on Illith, trying hard not to slip. The rock steps were moist and in places dark with mildew. From below, a familiar scent rose and filled his nostrils: the smell of wet dragon. Aram did his best to hurry, knowing that Agaroth and Siroth were nearby.

The wall curved, and the grotto opened into an enormous cavern. The pool of water became a pond as big as the soaking pool in Skyhome’s largest eyrie. Within, Agaroth and Siroth lay bathing in the Wellspring. Toward the back of the fern-draped cavern was a large, dragon-size opening that led out of the chamber, no doubt to the surface.

Seeing him, Agaroth lifted his head and thrashed his wings in excitement, splashing glowing droplets of water that fell from the ceiling like rain.

“Agaroth!” Aram gasped and started forward.

He waded into the pool despite Illith trying to hold him back. Nothing could separate him from his dragon. Aram crashed into Agaroth’s muscular chest, his arms wrapping tight around his thick neck. Agaroth’s scales were wet and cold, as though his internal fire was merely smoldering inside. His scales had faded to a translucent, milky-white. Aram hugged his dragon harder, holding him tight, trying not to panic.

“He’s dying!” he gasped.

“He’s fading,” Illith corrected. Leaving Astia on the shoreline, she waded into the knee-deep waters of the pool to stand beside Aram. “He’s becoming a void dragon again.”

The thought sent a shiver of fear through Aram. The first time he had met Agaroth, he had been a void dragon. It had taken nearly every drop of essence in his body to bring him back, to return him to life. But this time, he had no essence to give.

Aram gazed down at the glass vials affixed to Illith’s belt. “Would drinking that help them?”

Illith’s hand went to her waist. “They’re empty. I gave you all I had when we first arrived, for you needed it more.”

Aram felt his hopes sinking. Siroth lay with his head on Agaroth’s withers, looking near death. His eyes had narrowed to mere slivers, his breathing slow and labored.

Aram pressed his cheek against Siroth’s, feeling a terrible weight bearing down on his soul. “I can’t let them die.”

Illith set a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “There are healers in Daro who can help them. And help you.”

“Daro is five days’ journey from here.”

Aram turned and was surprised to see Astia’s father descending the stone steps toward them. Anakai Etaro held a lantern that cast a cool, rippling glow, lit not by flame, but what appeared to be glowing water from the Wellspring.

“Daro is only a day’s journey, as the crow flies,” Illith said, wading back toward the side of the pool. “We can cut through the Mouldering.”

Etaro gave her an intense, searching frown. “Are you a mancer, that you can navigate the bog?”

“An auramancer,” replied Illith, joining him on the bank, her wet clothing shimmering with Spring water. “But I cannot touch the aether.”

“You need a nodomancer to unravel the wards,” the Anakai told her firmly.

Aram stroked Agaroth’s long neck, feeling his dragon’s weariness like a heavy weight. “What’s the Mouldering?”

“It’s a swamp,” said Illith, her voice carrying off the fern-draped ceiling of the grotto. “A very large swamp.”

“Far more than just a swamp.” Etaro set his Spring water lantern on the stone beside the pool. “At the end of the Godwars, Ahn struck down his children, the Titans, who had risen up against Him. The Titans fell where they stood, and a great mire grew from where they met their end. Their corpses moldered and decayed, and the land beneath them festered and grew putrid. Now it’s an enormous bog infested with all manner of corruption and deadly perils. The bones of the Titans lie there still, protected by holy wards, for there is still great power within them.”

Aram nodded thoughtfully. “I’m a nodomancer. I can dispel the wards.”

“You won’t make it,” Etaro snapped. “Look at you. You can hardly stand.”

“I’ll come!” announced Astia brightly. “I’ll keep him alive!”

“Out of the question!”

Aram couldn’t help smiling at the girl’s eagerness. Her opal eyes, so much like his own, shone in the muted light of the grotto. An amber aura surrounded her body, a color he had very rarely encountered. It was much deeper orange than Calise’s golden aura. Aram wasn’t sure what that meant, but he had a feeling it may have something to do with her Gift.

“Your daughter has the Godsight,” Illith said, cupping the child’s face and smiling into her eyes. “There will be no protecting her from destiny. You should help her learn to embrace it.”

Etaro’s face darkened. The scowl he wore etched itself deeply into his features. “You dare tell me how to raise my daughter?”

“Let me come, Papa,” Astia begged. She reached into the bag she held, tucking her hand beneath the flap of cloth that covered the opening.

Illith turned from the girl to her father. “Have you thought of sending her to Daro?”

The Anakai sucked in a cheek, his eyes narrowed. “She’s too young.”

“Not at all,” Illith challenged. “You know as well as I that her future lies elsewhere. Then she will need the direction of others like herself. I’m a member of the Xara’s coterie. I will find a place for her.”

Etaro stared at his daughter, gazing at her as Astia’s eyes pleaded back. His shoulders rose in a long, protracted sigh.

“I knew this day would come,” he whispered at last, a great sadness in his voice. “I was hoping to put it off a little longer. But you are right. Astia’s like her mother, and this village is too small for one with such a Gift.” He set his hand on his daughter’s head, closing his eyes. “You will guard her with your life. Swear it.”

“By the witness of the gods, I swear it.” Illith brought her hand to her heart in a formal gesture. “She will be my responsibility. I will find a place for her in the Daro court.”

Etaro nodded, his shoulders sagging as though a great mountain bore them down. “We will leave within the hour. Make ready.”

“Thank you, Papa!” Astia exclaimed, rushing forward to wrap her arms around her father’s knees, hugging him tight.

“Astia, Astia,” Etaro muttered with a sigh, hugging her back. “Show our guests to the dock. I’ll fetch supplies and meet you there.”

Releasing himself from his daughter’s embrace, Etaro bent and retrieved his lantern from the floor. Moving toward the stairs, he glanced at Aram. “You had better be worth it.”

Aram didn’t know how to respond, so he turned away, returning his attention to his dragon. He stroked Agaroth’s soft hide, taking comfort in his presence. Agaroth was worried for him. He could feel his dragon’s fear as though it were his own.

He gave his dragon a fierce hug. “I’ll be back for you. I know you’re strong. Just be strong for a little bit longer.” He turned and did the same for Siroth, kissing him softly on the cheek. “We’ll find Markus. I promise. I’ll get strong enough to bring him back.”

Aram backed away toward the shore of the pool, unable to break his gaze from the two helpless dragons. Agaroth gave a chattering, anxious rumble. Aram understood, for he felt the same.

“We’ll be all right,” Aram promised. “All of us.”

It took everything he had to turn away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Illith walked at Aram’s side, one hand clutching his arm to stabilize him. Astia strode ahead, her hand buried in the small leather pouch that hung at her side. She glanced back at them and smiled.

They made their way downslope beneath the trees, beams of silver light slicing through the canopy, cutting across the path. After a few minutes, they emerged from the trees onto the shore of the lagoon. In the trees across the water, the vine-woven bridges and home-pods of Astia’s village were visible.

The child guided them across the lakeshore to a thin strip of dock to which many small, flat-bottomed boats rested at their moorings. She led them to one of the boats, and Illith helped Aram in, stabilizing the boat as he stepped across the gap between the dock and gunwale. He settled on one of the wooden seats in the bow, grateful for the respite, while Astia took a seat next to him, hand in her pouch.

They waited by the boat until Etaro returned. He carried a large container that glowed with the light of Spring water and wore on his back a straw-woven sack. He unloaded his burden into the boat then cast off from the dock, taking a seat on the middle thwart, facing his daughter.

“We appreciate your help, Anakai,” Illith said, taking a seat in the stern. “Would you let me row?”

“No need,” Etaro answered, sliding the oars into the oarlocks. “Heart and strength are my Gift, which is why I was chosen Anakai of this village. I have yet to find the end of my endurance and do not intend to find it now. I will see us through.”

Illith nodded and settled onto a plank at the bow.

Aram looked at Astia and nodded toward the hand she tucked into her lap. “What’s in there?”

Astia suppressed a smile and raised a finger to her lips. She turned the pouch toward him and opened the flap just a bit, allowing him a glimpse inside.

A small, furry face poked out of the pouch, its black bead-like eyes fixing on Aram. It gave a small chirp, then disappeared.

“What is it?” Aram whispered.

“Shh,” she hissed, glancing in her father’s direction. “It’s a na-weasel,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the creaking of the oars.

Aram had never heard of a na-weasel. The little thing poked its wedge-shaped head out of the pouch again and gazed up at him. Its fur was a deep chestnut, with a white stripe on its back that reminded him of a skunk.

“What’s its name?” Aram whispered.

“Nibs.”

Astia cast another quick glance at her father. Then she smiled, stroking the animal’s face. Nibs gave a little chattering purr then ducked back into the pouch again. Astia’s hand scurried after it, disappearing into the leather.

Aram smiled. The little animal looked like a Nibs. Exhaustion crept over him, and he closed his eyes.

Etaro took up the oars and rowed. The boat surged forward, propelled by the Anakai’s consistent strokes across the green water of the lagoon and out into the open lake. Dark blue water with white swells surrounded them, extending to the horizon. A chill wind blew, tousling Aram’s hair and making the lake choppy. The bobbing motion of the boat felt hypnotic and soothing, and before long, Aram’s eyelids were growing heavy.
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Aram did not remember falling asleep but woke to find himself in the bottom of the boat with the sun high overhead. The morning had worn away. Etaro still rowed, his body straining against the oars, a determined scowl carved into his face, which glistened with sweat.

“Drink this.” Astia held up a small jug of Wellspring water.

Aram sipped it slowly, feeling his dizziness dissipate a little. He tried to stay awake after that, but exhaustion dragged at him relentlessly. The afternoon wore on. Etaro rowed steadily across the vast lake, his strokes powerful despite hours of effort. Occasionally he paused to drink from the container of Spring water, then resumed without complaint.

The distant shore drew closer with agonizing slowness. Aram watched the sun descend, turning the water to molten gold, then orange, then purple. His body felt hollow and drained. Even sitting upright took effort.

By nightfall, they had reached the other side of the lake, entering one of its many tributaries. The moon glowed wanly down at them from behind a cloud, its light muted by fog that rose from the water. Frogs joined in a chorus around them, breaking the stillness of the rushes and reeds.

The stream widened, becoming a shallow marsh.

All around grew cypress trees with enormous roots that looked like skirts made of tall poles, flaring where they emerged from the water. The limbs of the trees looked ancient, dripping with foliage that resembled ribbons of moss.

Through the mist, a tiny greenish light appeared and then was gone an instant later.

“Where are we?” Aram asked.

“We’re in the Mouldering,” replied Illith. She handed him a strange orange fruit, which Aram accepted gratefully.

Even though his body hungered for essence, not food, perhaps the fruit would do something. He bit into it and was pleased with the flavor, both tart and sweet at the same time. He finished the fruit, discarding the pit. Then he closed his eyes, letting his mind drift with the creak of the oars.

“It stinks here,” Aram complained.

It was true. The Mouldering was aptly named, for it smelled like something rotten. The moist, muggy air carried the scent of decay.

“Mind your words,” Etaro said between strokes. “This is both a hallowed and deadly place. It is unwise to speak ill of it.”

“But it’s true. It smells like a graveyard.”

“It is a graveyard,” said Illith. “So take care not to insult the dead of this place.”

Aram looked around and saw no grave markers or signs of tombs. He wondered how the dead could possibly be interred in such a bog, covered in dark water that looked at least hip-deep.

“Who’s buried here?” he asked.

“My ancestors, for one,” said Etaro. “We commit our dead to the swamp, our bodies to be returned to Leysa, while our spirits are freed. But there are other things buried here as well.”

“The titans.” Illith’s violet eyes contained a faraway stare.

“That’s right.” Etaro wiped his brow on his sleeve. “They were children of the gods, born before Auld or Man. Some called them the Firstborn. They were not a perfect creation. They inflicted war upon each other from the moment of their conception, and waged wars against the Mother and Father. Eventually, it became clear that the future of the world depended upon their destruction. So Ahn deceived them. He lured them to this place under the guise of parlay. But then he melted the icecaps on the mountains to the north, creating a great flood that drowned his children. Here they lie, their bones submerged in the mire. Those bones have great potency, even now.”

“I would like to see one,” said Aram.

“Have no doubt, you will.” Etaro stated.

They paddled on in silence after that. Every so often, Etaro set down the oars and paused to drink deeply from the container of Wellspring water.

From out of the oppressive gloom that surrounded them, Aram caught glimpses of muted glows moving in the distance among the fog, were there for an instant before vanishing.

“What are those lights?” he asked.

Etaro lifted his oars from the water. Leaning over them, he caught his breath, his shoulders rising and falling.

“The titans were worshiped as gods.” He swept a hand across his brow, producing a rain of sweat. “After they died, their priests protected their graves from plunder and defilement by weaving deadly wards of aether. Most cannot see them, and many have wandered into them, to their doom.”

“I can!” interjected Astia.

Aram smiled, for like him, Astia was a True Savant, and she saw the strands of the world in color.

“That’s why few dare travel here.” Etaro dipped his oars back into the water and pulled, sending the boat forward again. “You will need to pay careful attention and warn me if we come across bones or barrow. I won’t be able to see it.”

“I can look out too, Papa.” Astia’s hand moved to her pouch, no doubt comforting Nibs.

“You do that, Astia,” said Etaro, returning his attention back to his oars.

Aram stared harder into the darkness, searching the shadows for the shy, transient lights. When they appeared, he tried to make out the aethereal patterns that might constitute a ward. But the lights were too far away, too fleeting. Eventually, he grew tired. He gazed out numbly into the unnatural silence of the surrounding fog, struggling to keep his eyes open.

He watched Etaro row, hour after hour, without pause. The Anakai’s hands were raw and bleeding, his face a mask of grim determination. No ordinary man could maintain this pace. Heart and strength were most certainly his Gift, for he possessed endurance far beyond normal men. Even so, Aram wondered how much longer he could last.

For hours, they moved through a world filled with ghostly lights and dead trees whose branches bent toward them like skeletal fingers. Brief flickers of light twinkled in random patterns over the water, disappearing quickly, like lightning bugs.

The channel they moved through narrowed, until they were enclosed tightly on both sides by black stands of rushes and root-propped trees that stood to the sky like pillars.

Off in the near distance, something caught his attention.

“Stop!” Astia exclaimed at the same moment.

Etaro back-paddled to a stop.

Ahead, the light of a ward parted the darkness, revealing an enormous skull. The dark canal they traveled flowed directly under the open jaw, the giant’s teeth hanging down over the passage like eldritch stalactites.

“I see it,” Aram said, his eyes transfixed by the glowing network of filaments that draped across the path ahead like a spider’s masterpiece.

“I do too!” Astia hugged Nibs’s pouch close against her body. The little weasel’s head popped out, black eyes peering into the darkness.

On unstable legs, Aram rose from his seat. His eyes locked on the complexities of the web of light that confronted them, examining its construction. It was indeed a ward, storing energy in its filaments, ready to be released if those same filaments were broken or disrupted.

“Asuul the Earthcrusher,” Etaro breathed, his voice full of awed reverence. To Aram, he asked, “Can you disrupt it?”

Aram licked his lips, concentrating on the glowing strands ahead. “I can.”

Etaro leaned his back into the oars, pulling them toward the bones, for there was no going around them. Aram concentrated. He took in the entirety of the webwork, considering each facet of its creation. It was not a difficult weave. It reminded him of a fishing net composed of sheet bend knots repeated with only slight deviations in regularity. Occasionally, complexity was thrown into the weave to give it strength and longevity.

Raising his hands, Aram attacked the fibers from a distance, loosening the knots that anchored them to the world and pulling at the threads. Within seconds, the ward was riddled with holes as Aram picked it apart thread by thread. A few more seconds, and it collapsed in glistening strands of aether into the swamp.

Aram sagged, feeling as though his legs would give out. Illith rose and leaned forward, grabbing his hand to stabilize him. He sat down heavily, feeling suddenly dizzy and weak.

“It wasn’t hard,” he muttered, not understanding why he felt so tired.

Astia held her container of Spring water to Aram’s lips, and he drank it thirstily. He would have finished it all, but Astia pulled the container away, conserving the rest for later.

“How do you feel?” Illith asked.

“Tired,” Aram admitted, gazing upward at the teeth of the titan as Etaro rowed them beneath the great jaw. The bones arched overhead like the entrance of a cavern, flickers of light from the dispelled ward zigzagging across their surfaces like glowworms. The bones were carved with symbols that shone as though lit from deep within their depths.

Aram closed his eyes with a sigh, feeling a crushing weight of exhaustion. He sagged in his seat, stooped forward, feeling pulled toward sleep.

“Aram,” Illith said, her hand on his shoulder. “Wake up. I can’t see the wards.”

“I can,” said Astia softly. “There’s one over there.”

Aram forced his eyes open, looking in the direction that Astia indicated. Off to the right, the mist was warmed by a faint, subtle glow, reminding Aram of moonlight breaking through clouds.

“We’ll avoid it,” Etaro said.

After that, Aram tried to keep his eyes open. Even though Astia had Godsight just like him, he had no idea how good her color-vision actually was.

The boat plied the waters through the darkness, rocking gently, the sounds of Etaro’s oars quietly creaking. The Anakai had wrapped his hands in cloth bandages, now stained with blood. He did not complain, though; just bowed his head and bent his focus to his task.

“There!” Astia shot upright, pointing ahead with one hand, her other hand stuffed deep within her bag.

Directly in front of them more bones erupted from the waters of the swamp, this time the rib cage of a gigantic beast, curving upward toward the sky. Glowing characters were etched into the bones, and a network of aether had been built over a wide area, protecting them from encroachment.

“What’s that?” Astia asked.

She turned toward the darkness where, in the distance, a small ribbon of light had appeared and was moving toward them, winding through the trees. At first, Aram thought it was a therling, for it was eel-like, though longer and thinner. But there was no form or substance to the thread-like body. It was simply an undulating ribbon of light that explored the darkness as though searching.

“A barrow-wisp,” hissed Etaro, leaning into the oars and propelling them closer to the soaring rib cage.

“Is it dangerous?” Illith turned, looking back over her shoulder at the wisp.

“Yes.” Etaro squinted, gritting his jaw, putting all the strength he could summon into the oars. The boat skimmed through the water away from the glowing wisp.

Aram realized they were headed directly toward the backbone that held the ancient Titan’s ribcage together. The individual vertebrae poked out of the green water of the bog like a stepping-stone path, while on either side the swamp continued in twin canals of algae-encrusted water.

The ward guarding the bones was like a woven tapestry, its design intricate and unique. Every fiber of aether was anchored to the next in perfectly shaped knots of varying complexity. This, he realized, was a masterwork. It would take time to dispel.

“Stop,” he gasped.

Etaro looked at him as though he were mad, but he eased off the oars and leaned forward upon them, gasping for air. “We cannot stop! The wisp⁠—”

“This one’s more sophisticated. It’ll take time!” Aram gasped. “That, or we need to find another way!”

“Are you sure?” Illith asked.

Aram sagged, feeling exhausted and defeated. He shook his head, bringing his hands up to scrub his face. “I can’t do it.”

Illith glanced around at their murky surroundings, then pointed. “That way!”

She indicated a dark channel between rows of gnarled trees surrounded by columns of prop roots. The water between them did not look very deep, with mounds of swamp grass poking out from the bog.

Though exhausted, Etaro struggled to row faster, increasing their distance from the meandering wisp, which fell behind them. The oars were slick with blood, and they turned in his hands. Sweat poured down his face in rivulets despite the cool night air, and his breathing came in ragged gasps between strokes. The man was destroying himself to get them to Daro, Aram realized.

“Anakai, you need to rest,” Illith said as the boat passed safely around the warded bones.

“Not while my daughter is in this cursed place.” Etaro’s voice was raw. “I’ll rest when she’s safe.”

Astia looked at her father with regretful fear in her eyes, but like the Anakai, she seemed aware of her duty. She sat beside Aram and lifted the container of Wellspring water to his lips, wiping his face with a damp rag.

Aram drank it greedily, like a man dying of dehydration. His head spun. His heart pounded, and his body felt feather-light. A profound need to sleep weighed him down.

“We should turn back,” Astia whispered, her face pale as she stared at her father’s bloody hands.

“We cannot,” said Illith. “We are past the halfway point. It’s faster to go forward.”

Etaro gritted his teeth and put his weight into the oars. The boat turned toward another channel between trees, though its motion was reluctant. The oars creaked as the mist parted around them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Calise woke before dawn, her body aching and her mind still churning with apprehension from the day before. She lay on her cot, staring at the mildew-stained ceiling of her shelter, watching shadows shift as the village began to stir around her. The question Kevatis had asked still haunted her:

What else can you heal?

The answer should have been simple, for her aura magic could only touch living flesh.

But the reality was…the answer wasn’t that simple, for there was also the other magic…

Banishing the thought back to the abyss it had welled up from, she forced herself to rise. Drawing a blanket over her shoulders, she left the cramped quarters of the ramshackle hut Kevatis had provided her and emerged into a frigid morning. Iver and Corley were already awake, lounging by a rock-lined firepit that had been dug in the patch of bare ground outside their huts.

Above, their dragons lounged on a rock outcropping that poked out of the side of the wooded hill. Zandril slept with her head draped over Tandriel’s back, while Corley’s Rhys snored alongside, his dull-orange head tucked beneath Zandril’s golden wing.

At the sight of Calise, Zandril opened her eyes and chirped softly, raising her haunches to stretch languorously like a cat. The young dragon’s scales were still molting, strips of translucent skin hanging from her chest and shoulders. She rose and glided down from the outcrop, landing just beyond the firepit.

Calise strode toward her with a warm smile. When she reached her, she gave Zandril a loving hug that was returned in kind. “You’re molting faster,” Calise murmured, running her hand along Zandril’s neck and picking off a strip of skin. “That can’t be comfortable.”

The dragon pressed into her touch. Through their bond, Calise sensed Zandril’s discontent, a longing for their shared alcove in Skyhome. They had never been apart since the little dragon hatched from her broken egg. But here, Calise’s cramped hut had no room for Zandril, and the autumn air would soon make it too cold to sleep outside.

Calise gave Zandril a good scratch, then let her return to her perch where the sun would warm her scales. She found Kevatis hunched on the porch of his makeshift cabin, which consisted of planks of wood nailed together at careless angles, leaving gaps wide enough for winter drafts. He sat slouched on a rickety chair, a cup of steaming liquid in his hands. He offered Calise a cup without a word. It tasted of bark and herbs, earthy and bitter, but cleared the fog from her mind. She leaned against a weathered post, watching Zandril bask in the morning light.

Kevatis offered her a simple breakfast of flatbread and preserved berries.

“It’s a big day,” he commented as she ate. “Your first lessons. I’m going to have you follow me today and get a feel for what I do here. Are you ready?”

Calise smiled, though her heart wasn’t in it. “I suppose I am.”

In truth, the distraction was a mercy. Better to follow Kevatis than lie on her cot, wondering where Aram was, if he was safe. Better to keep moving than to feel the weight of the heart knot necklace and remember the choice that had put it there.

After she’d licked the last crumb from her fingers, she let Kevatis lead her through the village to its southern edge, where the forest pressed closest. Here, away from the main cluster of shelters, stood a small structure unlike any other in the settlement. It was built of stone rather than canvas and wood. A heavy oak door barred the entrance.

“Wait here,” Kevatis said. He strode forward, producing a key from beneath his robes and unlocked the door. He had to push with all his weight to open it, for the door caught on the rough frame. He pushed it open, allowing Calise a glimpse into the dark interior beyond.

“Come.” He motioned her forward.

She followed him through the doorway and immediately realized this was not the inside of a hut. Instead, the doorway led into a dark and humid space that smelled powerfully of wet earth. The air within was cool and still, and the sound of dripping water could be heard in the near distance.

It was the entrance to some kind of cave. Kevatis moved deeper into the darkness with the confidence of someone who had walked this path countless times. Calise hesitated at the threshold, then followed, one hand trailing along the damp stone wall to keep her bearings. The passage descended gradually, the temperature dropping with each step. Behind her, the rectangle of daylight from the entrance grew smaller and smaller until it was only a distant glow.

Ahead, a soft green light awoke from the darkness.

The passage opened into a natural chamber, its ceiling low and irregular. Stalactites hung like ancient teeth, and water dripped from their tips with a rhythmic plink…plink…plink that echoed off the stone walls. Calise moved forward, entranced, her attention fixed on a stone basin at the center of the chamber filled with glowing water.

“By the wind,” she breathed.

“Water from the Greenwood Wellspring,” Kevatis said, his voice hushed. “The Mother’s Everlasting Love. We managed to preserve a small amount and carried it with us when we fled. This is all that remains of what once was: untainted, unspoiled. Blessed.” He drew nearer to the basin, his movements careful and measured. “Every day, I perform the rites to keep it pure. I want you to join me.”

The basin sat upon a granite pillar as high as her waist. It had the look of a large clamshell, though made of white marble. It was not very big; surely not big enough to hold the last remnant of a precious Wellspring. There must not be much left.

Calise stepped closer, drawn by the water’s ethereal glow. Even in the dim cavern, it cast enough light to see by, painting the walls and stone formations in shimmering shades of green. Something emanated from it, as though a presence filled the chamber, something ancient and hallowed. The feeling made her shiver.

“It’s alive,” she whispered.

“In a way, yes.” Kevatis knelt beside the basin, the green light reflecting in his eyes. “A Wellspring is more than water and stone. It is a conduit between the earth’s magic and the mortal world. The Mother’s blood made manifest.” He looked up at her, his face painted in sharp contrasts of light and shadow. “Wellsprings are places where that blood rises to the surface, where Leysa’s power is strongest.

“The Auld are children of Ahn and Leysa,” Calise mused, her attention riveted on the glowing water.

“Yes. The Perfect Union,” Kevatis agreed, circling the basin toward her, his eyes locked on hers. “But humans were born of a different union. Though they share the same mother, men carry Sitha’s blood in their veins.” He trailed his fingers just above the water’s surface, not quite touching it. “That is the Great Irony—humans are born of the Earth Mother’s loins yet denied her blood.”

Calise thought of her own half-human blood: red and watery, mortal and finite. The shame of it haunted her like a curse. While the Auld lived centuries, she would live only decades, and Zandril, bound to her soul, would share that abbreviated fate. All those she cared for would continue long after she was but a fading memory.

Kevatis began to chant softly in a language Calise almost didn’t recognize. It was the High Speech, ancient Aulden, and to her, the words were almost unrecognizable. It had a melodic cadence that was beautiful and haunting. His hands moved in precise patterns over the water, tracing symbols in the air. As he worked, the water’s glow brightened.

Calise looked on, transfixed.

Something inside her stirred as though waking from sleep. Something vast and ancient as the world, responding to the presence of the Wellspring water. The sensation was familiar and terrifying: it was the other power, the darker power, that slept dormant within her. It had awakened years ago when she’d healed her sister, and again when she had healed Zandril in her cracked egg.

Memory of that day struck Calise like lightning. The rider who died⁠—

Terrified, she winced, her hand pressed against her chest, heart pounding against her ribs. The movement drew Kevatis’s attention, and he paused mid-chant, his eyes sharp and assessing.

“What do you feel?” he asked.

Devrim. His name was Devrim.

“Nothing,” Calise gulped, though her voice trembled. “I startled.”

“You feel it, don’t you?” He rose from beside the basin, the green light casting harsh shadows across his weathered face.

Devrim had died so that Zandril could live.

“It is the Gift of the Earth-Mother,” Kevatis said, setting a hand on her arm. “It moves through a very few. Do not fear it. It is as ancient and hallowed as the world.”

I killed him.

Calise shook her head, hugging herself. “No. No, it’s evil.”

“Not evil,” Kevatis reassured her. “It is the power of Leysa herself, wild and untamed. It is not like the aether, not for mere mortals to control.”

“It’s cursed.” Calise took another step back toward the passage, her hands shaking. Hot tears gathered in her eyes. “It killed him. It killed my parents.”

Kevatis went still. When he spoke again, his voice was soft, almost reverent. “This changes everything.” He stared at her as though seeing her for the first time, his expression shifting from concern to wonder to something else—a fragile, budding hope.

Calise hugged herself, the cold of the chamber seeping into her bones. “I didn’t mean to use it. My sister was dying. I didn’t know…how to heal…I just…opened myself. I prayed to the gods to use me. To use me to save my sister.”

“And something answered,” Kevatis whispered.

Tears rolled down Calise’s cheeks. Her throat burned with shame. “Yes. It flowed through me into her. But it wasn’t from me. It just moved through me.” Her voice broke, and she brought her hands up to cover her face. “My sister lived, but my parents died that night. Both of them. They were healthy. It was my fault!”

“There, child.” He took her by the shoulders and brushed her hair back behind her ear with surprising tenderness. “It wasn’t your fault. The Earth-Mother’s Gift always extracts a price. I’m sorry it was your parents who had to pay it.”

“You don’t understand.” Calise wiped her tears on the back of her hand, her breath hitching. “It wasn’t just them. There was a woman…in the marketplace… And a man. A windrider.” Her voice cracked. “That’s how I bonded my dragon. Her shell broke when she was still in the egg. I healed her, and a man died. He just fell over dead! I knew something bad would happen, but I hoped it would happen to me. I wanted it to be me…” Her voice choked with sobs.

“I understand.” Kevatis cupped her face in his weathered hands and peered into her eyes with intense empathy. “Better than you know. My sister Nelina had it, too.”

Calise froze, her tears forgotten. “What?”

He released her shoulder, turning partially away. His features were dark, silhouetted against the soft light of the basin. “When the Greenwood Wellspring was corrupted, Nelina remained behind and tried to heal it. She opened herself to Mother and let her use her, just as you did.” He cast his haunted eyes downward at the ground. “She thought if she offered herself completely, if she held nothing back, the power would be strong enough to cleanse the corruption.”

Calise felt her stomach turn to ice. “What happened?”

“The power came. It poured through her like magma.” His voice broke. “But the corruption in the Wellspring was too deep, too strong, and the Mother’s Gift couldn’t overcome it. The Mother demanded Her sacrifice anyway.” He closed his eyes. “My sister was the price for the miracle that never came.”

The cavern seemed to grow colder, or perhaps the chill came from within. Calise shivered, understanding dawning like a terrible sunrise. She saw Kevatis clearly now. The feverish hope in his eyes whenever he looked at her suddenly made sense.

“You…want me to try, don’t you?” she whispered. “You want me to try to heal the Wellspring.”

“No…” Kevatis turned away, and he shook his head. “No, Calise. I could never ask that of you.”

His words did little to melt the ice that filled her veins. She didn’t believe him. At least a small part of him did want her to try, but he knew asking would be wrong. When he turned back to her, she studied his shadowed face, trying to read what lay beneath the surface of his denial. The emotions that had flared so intensely in his eyes were carefully banked now, hidden behind the mask of a kindly old man.

Silence stretched between them, heavy with words best left unspoken.

Calise thought of her parents, dead because she’d been desperate and afraid. She thought of the woman in the marketplace, of the windrider Devrim, who had died so Zandril could live. And she thought of Aram, somewhere in the World Above, facing dangers she couldn’t help him with because she’d chosen duty over love.

Was this why the Mother had taken so much from her? To prepare her for an even greater sacrifice?

Kevatis drew in a long breath and collected himself, straightening his shoulders and pushing whatever emotions he’d been feeling deep down where they couldn’t be seen. When he looked at her again, his expression had softened, become almost gentle.

“Come,” he said, his voice lighter now, deliberately so. “You’ve had enough darkness for one morning. I would like to show you another place. A beautiful place. Perhaps it will ease your heart.”

Calise hesitated, unsure whether to trust this sudden shift. But the thought of remaining in this cold cavern with the glowing Wellspring water and all its implications was unbearable. “I’m tired. I think I want to go back.”

The Dedicant gave her a commiserating smile. “It’s all right, Calise. You can trust me. I would never harm you. Come. I want you to see this.”

Wiping her eyes, Calise swallowed, feeling trapped. And indeed, she was. She had pledged herself to Kevatis’s service. It was Luvana’s last wish. Surely, Luvana knew better than herself. Perhaps she had judged the Dedicant too harshly.

Reluctantly, she resolved to push aside her misgivings and give Kevatis another chance. Forcing a smile she didn’t feel, she whispered, “I would like that.”

Kevatis’s expression brightened, and for a moment, he looked years younger, the weight of grief and obsession lifting from his features. “Come.”


CHAPTER THIRTY




“Aram.”

Someone shook him. Then shook him harder.

“Aram!”

His eyes snapped open.

“What?”

“There’s another ward ahead.”

It was Illith’s voice.

Hands pushed him upright, holding him steady on the plank that served as the seat. Ahead through the mist and swamp vapor stood what looked like the entirety of a massive skeleton.

Trembling, Aram narrowed his eyes, trying to focus on the wards draped over the colossal structure that looked impossible to go around. There was something more here, woven into the strands of aether that filled this place. A sense of hatred, of loathing and endless hostility.

“I can feel her,” Aram gasped, awestruck. The emotions felt by the Titan at the moment of her death still lingered in this place, clouding the air like a miasma. Anger. Despair. Hurt. “Who was she?”

“Thyraxia Giants’-Bane,” gasped Etaro, his eyes wide as though looking upon the face of a deity. Sweat slicked his face and wet his hair. The oars he gripped were sticky with smeared blood.

Aram stared at the bones, and at the glistening web of aether between them. It was a woven masterpiece, with every intricate knot perfectly formed, perfectly placed, an intricate tapestry of power. Within each pattern lay subtle sub-textures that conveyed inferences and innuendo to the overall function of the ward.

Aram stared at it in awe.

This weave was so far beyond his capabilities that he felt paralyzed.

“I can’t,” he whispered.

A hand touched his cheek.

“You can.” Astia gazed into Aram’s face.

Aram bowed his head, shaking it, for he could not bear to voice a contradiction. The skull of Thyraxia glared at him with empty and haunted eye sockets. He could feel her hatred, her thirst for vengeance. It lingered in the miasma like a toxin.

“More wisps.” Illith pointed behind them.

From out of the darkness glowed several ribbon-like creatures, streaks of light undulating through the darkness. No longer did their progress seem random, for they oriented toward their boat, flanking them like a pack of wolves.

The boat lurched ahead, angling toward Thyraxia’s looming skeleton and the intricate ward that protected it.

A deep sense of despair sank into Aram as he examined the masterwork of knotted aether before him. He didn’t know where to start unraveling it. He searched frantically for the weakest knot, finding none loose enough to tug.

“Can’t…” he whispered.

“There!” gasped Astia, pointing off to the side ahead of them. “Those aren’t wisps. What are they, Papa?”

Ahead, amidst a stand of trees draped by prop roots, another type of being had awakened: tiny pinpricks of light no bigger than glowworms that moved toward them with slow but evident purpose. They were beautiful, like a mist of fireflies that did not twinkle.

“They are spirits,” Etaro said between strokes. “Spirits of the ancestors.”

“You mean the dead of your people?” asked Illith.

“We give our dead to the swamp…” He gritted his teeth as he pulled on the creaking oars. “Most choose to move on… Some…do not.”

“Papa!” Astia gasped.

The wisps were closing in from every direction but ahead.

“We must reach the bones,” Illith growled. “If we can raise the ward behind us, it should protect us from the wisps.”

Pushing herself upright, Illith lifted Etaro’s Spring water lantern as though trying to use it to fend off the approaching wisps. Etaro rowed faster, rivulets of sweat dribbling from his brow and dripping from his chin. The wisps began circling the craft, staying outside of the globe of lantern light. The Anakai glanced at his daughter, the worry on his face evident. He clenched his jaw, his features deeply chiseled in the harsh lantern light.

“Aram,” said Illith. “You must lower the ward and bring it up again behind us.”

Aram doubted he had enough essence to accomplish the task, nor the mental clarity to unravel such a pattern. Nevertheless, he had to try.

He set his mind to loosening the knots that anchored the ward to the bones, sliding the strands of aether past themselves. He tore at them like a seamstress picking misplaced threads from embroidery. The first strands of the pattern unraveled, making the whole of the weave tremble as it destabilized.

The effect on him was immediate. A terrible pain lanced through Aram’s body as the last drops of essence were wrung from him, leaving behind only anguished exhaustion.

He slumped forward, unable to remain upright.

Hands caught him.

“Wake up!”

Someone slapped his cheeks. Aram tried to open his eyes but was unable. Deep in his mind, a comforting presence stirred, enfolding him in warmth, letting him know that he was not alone.

Agaroth.

Even here in the depths of the marsh, the bond he shared with his dragon remained unbroken. Agaroth was with him, even now, letting him know that they were one, and always would be.

“Help him!” someone shouted.

Wellspring water poured into his mouth then dribbled right back out again. Even swallowing was impossible.

“What are they doing?”

It was Astia’s voice, echoing as though from a distance.

“Don’t touch them! Get back!”

“But what are they doing?”

Aram felt something warm alight on his face. The warmth seemed to melt into him, and an electric energy passed through him, making him stiffen. It was as if a cup of purest essence had been lifted to his lips, freeing him of some of the terrible ache inside.

“What happened to it?” Astia’s voice sounded on the edge of panic. “Where did it go?”

“Into him,” pronounced Illith.

Finding the strength, Aram opened his eyes.

Many tiny pinpricks of amber drifted toward him. They danced around him, encircling the boat, radiant and beautiful. He lifted his hand as one floated close, reaching out his finger to touch it.

“No!” screamed Etaro, releasing one oar to swat Aram’s hand away. He snatched his Spring water lantern and waved it desperately, attempting to drive the frail lights back into the darkness.

“Stop!” Illith cried. “It is their choice!”

As Aram looked on in wonder, dozens more amber lights drifted out of the darkness, converging on their little boat. They hovered and danced, their glows effervescent, like tiny candle flames holding back the night. Another came forward, settling on his hand. It flickered there for an instant before winking out. Aram could feel the warmth it lent him absorbed through his skin. This time, the feeling of relief was profound enough to make him gasp.

“What’s happening?” he whispered.

Another tiny flame alighted upon him, lingering on his arm for a moment before its warmth passed into him. In horror, Aram realized that the lights were somehow attracted to him. They were transferring to him the essence of their fragile spirits.

They were dying for him.

“I’m killing them!” he gasped.

Another flicker of light floated close. Aram flinched away, trying to avoid it. It darted back, slipping past his arm as he tried to bat it away.

Illith caught his hand. “They come willingly because they recognize what you are.”

By the light of his incandescent lantern, Etaro’s features were rendered a chiseled mask of horror. “What ruin have I brought upon the spirits of my fathers? We must leave this place!”

“Anakai!” Illith cried. “The ancestors choose him! Would you invalidate their sacrifice?”

Etaro looked at her, his body trembling. Through the haze of his exhaustion, Aram watched the Anakai struggle. His blood-soaked hands shook as they gripped the oars, as though letting go would mean surrendering all he lived for.

The amber lights drifted closer, gentle and inexorable, surrounding the boat in a constellation of dying souls. Etaro’s burning gaze slipped from Illith to his daughter then shifted again to the lights. Something deep inside him seemed to break. His shoulders sagged under a weight that Aram couldn’t see but could physically feel.

The Anakai bowed his head.

More luminous lights gathered, their presence keeping the wisps at bay. Some drifted forward to land on Aram, their tender lights seeping into him.

“Make them stop,” Aram pleaded.

Another soft light alighted on his face, shivering like a teardrop. He tried to brush it off, but a hand caught his own, stopping him.

“No,” whispered Astia, her eyes full of tears.

The light winked out, absorbed into his skin. Aram felt ill, but at the same time he felt stronger than he had in days. The essence fed to him by the ancestor-lights pulsed through his veins like lifeblood.

There was only one way to make them stop, and it was to break the ward.

Steadying himself on the gunwales, Aram drew himself to his feet and faced the massive skeleton of the Titan, which rose like enormous snags from the muck of the swamp. He focused on the intricate weave of aether that stretched across the rib cage, blocking their path ahead.

This time, he could see more clearly. There were subtle flaws in the pattern he had not noticed before. The damage he had already caused wasn’t significant, but it had opened an opportunity. He moved instantly into action, and started prying at the strands of aether, tugging them until the knots began unraveling.

The task was not easy. It was not like crochet, where once a knot was unraveled it just kept going. Each knot had to be dismembered individually, one by one. He worked as fast as he could, freeing strands and dismantling the intricacies of the ward. At last it collapsed in upon itself in sparkling filaments of aether.

The ancestor lights disappeared, flickering out all at once.

“Row!” Illith cried. “Now!”

Etaro rowed.

Just as the lights around them faded, the wisps closed in, darting toward them out of the darkness like wolves lunging at their kill. The boat crossed the threshold of the bones, and just as it did, Aram spun and began repairing the weave he had just dismantled. He did not bother with trying to replicate the mastery of knots he had unmade; rather, he repaired them like a surgeon sewing together flesh. It was not pretty, but it worked.

The ward rose from the swamp, weaving itself across the opening of the Titan’s rib cage. On the other side, the wisps shrieked like ghouls in fury, their efforts thwarted.

Aram trembled in the boat, his hands slowly lowering to his sides. He stared down at them, hating them.

Cradling Nibs’s bag against her chest, Astia whispered, “It’s not your fault.”

“It is.” Aram grimaced, fighting back tears. “They died because of me.”

“They were already dead,” Illith reminded him. “They have moved on, that is all. It was their choice, their decision. Let it go.”

But Aram could not let it go. He stared behind them into the darkness, into the bones that glowed as the water slipped by on either side.

It was his fault.

His fault.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Aram fell asleep after that.

He faded in and out of consciousness as the boat rocked beneath him. Voices whispered at the edges of his awareness, but he was too weak to grasp their meaning, too tired to do anything but drift.

Once, through the yellow moonlight glowing in the mist above, he glimpsed Astia’s face hovering over him. She smiled. Leaning close, she whispered, “We’re almost there!”

Her words kindled hope in him. Aram gathered his strength and pushed himself upright. Around them, the swamp was transforming. The cedars with their columned roots had disappeared, replaced by high mounds of grass. Ahead through a screen of distant trees rose a line of mountains, their jagged peaks mantled in snow.

The water deepened, and the swamp gave way to open lake, dark evergreens standing sentinel along its banks. Eastward, dawn painted the sky with the first hints of light. All night they had traveled through darkness and mist, and now at last, their destination lay before them.

A boat ramp extended into the lake ahead. Etaro pulled toward it, jaw clenched, face slick with sweat. Through darkness and peril, he had rowed without rest, his heart and endurance carrying them when nothing else could.

The clang of a distant bell shattered the stillness. People gathered along the shore, moving with purpose. From among them came soldiers with spears, descending the boat ramp to meet them.

“Who comes?” someone hailed them from the ramp.

“Peace!” shouted Illith. “We come from Tel Aru, seeking the Xara’s aid!”

There was a pause. At last one of the men on the boat ramp nodded. “Proceed.”

Etaro guided their craft to the dock with the last of his strength. The moment it touched, soldiers rushed forward to secure the lines. Illith leaped onto the dock and strode toward the guards, speaking urgently.

Etaro slumped over the oars, his chest heaving, hands still gripping the blood-slick wood. Astia moved to him, her small hands rubbing his shoulders.

“Papa!” Her voice trembled with fear.

“I’m…all right…” he managed between gasps.

Aram’s eyelids were sliding closed again, but he felt Astia’s hand find his, squeezing desperately as she looked between her father and him.

“We need two stretchers!” someone shouted from the dock. “And a healer—quickly!”

More soldiers rushed down the ramp. Two moved to help Etaro, easing him back from the oars. His hands had locked around the wood, and they had to gently pry his fingers loose. Astia stayed close to her father, tears streaming down her face as they helped him from the boat.

“The dragons,” Aram murmured, fighting to keep his eyes open.

Illith looked back at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll send help. They’ll be in good hands.”

Aram managed a weak smile. He wanted to thank Etaro, to tell him how much his sacrifice meant, but the Anakai was being carried away, Astia hurrying alongside him.

Hands lifted Aram onto a stretcher. The last thing he saw before darkness took him was Astia beside her father, one hand clutching Nibs’s pouch, the other reaching for Etaro’s bloodied hand.
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When Aram opened his eyes, he was staring up at a high, whitewashed ceiling. The room was bright and airy, a soothing breeze passing over him from an open window. He lay on a hard wooden bed that lacked a mattress and was barely big enough to fit his body, a thin pillow supporting his head and a blanket covering him.

The face of a middle-aged man seated on a low stool beside his bed came gradually into focus. He had a hawkish nose and prominent cheekbones set in a face that seemed carved of brittle sandstone. A long braid of black hair fell over one shoulder, wound with a leather cord. Noticing Aram awake, the man set aside the book he was reading and turned toward him. His eyes were shockingly prismatic, swirling with colors like a kaleidoscope.

“How do you feel?” the man asked. There was no warmth in his voice.

Aram squinted, for his visitor was backlit by bright sunlight pouring in through a window behind him. “Better. Where am I?”

“You are in the city of Daro.”

Daro. Yes, that’s where they had been heading. Relief washed over Aram—they had made it. After everything in the Mouldering—the ancestor spirits, the wisps—they had actually reached their destination. He was alive. Etaro’s heroic efforts had not been in vain.

“Where’s Illith?” he asked.

“Your companion is at the Sanctum, pleading your case before the Xara.” Something in the man’s voice suggested Illith’s task was not going well.

Aram sat up, wincing at the soreness in his body. The man made no move to help him. He simply watched with those prismatic eyes as Aram struggled. After a moment, Aram managed to prop his pillow behind his back, feeling the man’s judgment in every second of his weakness.

“Why does Illith need to plead my case?” he asked, a knot forming in his stomach.

The man’s expression grew colder, his enigmatic smile like ice water. “Because you are a stranger here, and our nation is at war. Someone with your particular Gifts can pose a significant threat to us.”

“I’m not a threat,” said Aram.

The man’s arched eyebrows rose skeptically. “That remains to be determined.” He leaned forward, his opal eyes seeming to swirl as he peered at Aram’s face, as though weighing his soul. “In the meantime, the Xara has ordered you to be tended. A mercy you may not deserve.”

“What about my dragons?” asked Aram.

“Drakomen have been dispatched to Tel Aru. They will tend to your dragons.” He paused, his unsettling eyes narrowing. “I am Keth Amato. A member of the Daro coterie, if you must know. I want you to tell me who you are and why you are here.”

“My name is Aramon Raythe, son of Darand Raythe,” responded Aram. “Illith brought me here to learn magic.”

Keth’s frown deepened. “If that’s true, then Illith brought you to the wrong place. Qantis Rei is where the great schools of magic exist. Daro is not a training facility.”

“Qantis Rei,” muttered Aram, the name sounding familiar.

Keth reached down and callously pulled back one of Aram’s eyelids, studying his eyeball with clinical detachment. “You have the Godsight.” His expression darkened further. “I hope you truly are an ally, Aramon Raythe, for your sake and for ours. If Illith vouches for you, the Xara should be willing to extend you hospitality. I, on the other hand, am not so trusting.”

Keth Amato sat back in his chair, crossing his arms. He wore dark robes tied with a wide crimson sash, the fabric whispering with his movements. His aura blazed a brilliant, hostile red that bordered on magenta, a color that made Aram uneasy.

“Very well. Rest while you can. The Xara will send for you soon.” Keth’s enigmatic smile returned, cold and mirthless.

With that, he rose and departed, his dark robes swaying as he walked. Aram stared after him, unsettled. The man’s distrust was palpable, and his aura spoke of barely contained hostility.

Aram did not go back to sleep after that. He squirmed on the hard bed, trying not to think about the amber lights in the swamp, the ancestor spirits that had died so that he could live. How many souls had flickered out because of him? Etaro’s anguished voice echoed in his mind: What ruin have I brought upon the spirits of my fathers?

He lay staring up at the high windows that marched along the wall beneath the ceiling. They admitted beams of sunlight that angled downward, illuminating motes of dust that drifted overhead. He watched the dust swirl, its motion strangely comforting, for it pulled his mind from the darkness and the lights.

People moved in the background from bed to bed in what seemed to be a hospital environment. None came near though, whether by Keth’s orders or natural caution. After a time, he grew thirsty, and the sharp bones of his hips and back dug into the unforgiving wood of the bed.

A shadow fell over him.

Aram turned to find Illith standing next to him, smiling gently. She looked different. Her platinum-white hair had darkened to a golden blonde, and her face appeared to have lost much of its pallor. Her eyes had also changed, now a deep blue-green. For the first time, she looked unmistakably Auld.

Illith sat beside his bed on the low stool previously occupied by Keth Amato. She leaned forward, laying a hand on his forehead as though testing for signs of fever. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” admitted Aram.

“You look better,” Illith agreed, drawing back. “Your color is returning.”

“So is yours.” She looked more alive and less like a void creature. “You look…better.”

Illith smiled. “I should hope so. It feels good to be back. My body has missed this fractal.”

Closing his eyes, his mind searched for Agaroth through their bond, sensing him somewhere nearby. “How are the dragons?”

“They are fine,” Illith assured him. “Drakomen are tending them. They know what they’re about.”

Aram could feel Agaroth’s comforting presence in his mind and felt assured. No longer did the connection seem fragile. There was a sense of health and hope that hadn’t been there before.

“Let’s see if you can stand.” Illith rose from the stool and offered him her hand.

Aram took it and allowed her to help him up into a sitting position on the low bed. Gritting his teeth, he rose to his feet, where she held him steady.

“Dizzy?” she asked.

“A little bit.”

She held him upright for a moment, her gaze roving over him. Seeming dissatisfied, she helped him back into bed. “You’re still too weak for my liking. I’ll have them bring you some food. I want you to rest and try to regain your strength. You must present yourself before the Xara’s court tomorrow evening.”

“What is a Xara?” he asked.

“A Xara is like a warlord, responsible for a large area of territory.”

“Will the Xara know where Markus is?” asked Aram, feeling hopeful.

Illith’s lips compressed to a thin line, and she shook her head. “We’re not here to rescue Markus, Aram. We’re here to make you strong enough to get him back.”

Even though he knew that, still, Aram felt disappointed. He missed Markus. And Calise. And his dragon. More than anything, he just wanted his friends. All of them.

“What happened to Astia and her father?” he asked.

Illith’s expression softened. “Etaro’s hands were badly damaged, but the healers here are skilled. He’s resting. Astia hasn’t left his side.”

It made him glad to hear that. They were two people he would gladly count as friends. Etaro, especially, had given so much for him. He also wanted to see Astia again—and Nibs. Both the girl and her furry companion had worked their way into his heart.

He thought of Keth Amato’s visit and shuddered. “I need to get to Qantis Rei,” he said, remembering the place Keth had mentioned, where the great schools of magic were located.

Illith’s brow pinched. “Where did you hear that name?”

“I was told it’s where I need to go to learn magic.”

“We don’t have time, Aram.” Her stare wandered past him, toward one of the tall windows. “Traditional schooling takes years, and this fractal will turn over in just a matter of months.”

Aram frowned. “What does that mean? Turn over?”

She glanced back at him, her eyes thoughtful. “Fractals are fragments of the past. Time within them repeats over and over endlessly.”

Aram’s chest tightened. “What do you mean, repeats?”

“Each fractal has a different period before it resets,” she explained. “Some fractals experience the same day again and again. As a rule of thumb, the larger the fractal, the longer the period before turnover. This fractal has one of the longest periods, but it’s still only about a year before time resets.”

“And the people?” Aram asked. “Do they know?”

“No. When the fractal resets, they forget everything.” Her expression grew grim. “They’re trapped in a loop they can’t perceive.”

The implications made Aram dizzy. “What happens if we’re still here when it resets?”

“We would become part of the cycle. That’s why we can’t be here when it happens.”

Aram contemplated this information, for it was grim news. It meant that their time here was limited. “How long do we have? Before time resets?”

Illith shrugged. “Not very long. We need to leave here before turnover, or there is a good possibility we will be stuck.” With that, she rose, lingering. “I’ll get you something to eat and arrange for a bath. We have to get you presentable for court.”

He watched her go, somberly reflecting on the concerns she had spelled out. He sensed that their current situation presented a real danger, and the thought filled him with dread. The Xara could reject him as an enemy or decline to help. The fractal could reset before he learned enough to go after Markus and confront his captor, or they could fail to escape in time and become trapped in a never-ending cycle.

Attendants brought him food, an interesting combination of fruits and vegetables flavored with wine and spices and served in small dishes. It was altogether different from what he was used to, and yet delicious, and after he ate, Aram felt much improved.

Illith returned in the afternoon, bringing his clothes. After he had a chance to bathe and dress, she returned accompanied by four uniformed guards.

Aram shot her a questioning look.

“You’ve been summoned to appear before the Court of the Four Winds,” she explained. “No one comes into the Xara’s presence without an escort.”

Glancing at the guards, Aram could see they knew their business. They had the look of professional soldiers and reminded him of Masters Kwan and Omi, the swordmasters who had trained with him and Markus. Each carried a long, slender blade that curved gracefully, ending in a disk-shaped pommel.

The guards surrounded him, producing restraints. Illith stood back and let them work, shackling Aram’s legs with an iron chain that shortened his stride considerably, cuffing his hands in front of him.

They guided him out of the infirmary. Dusk had fallen over the city, the sky gray and starless, the skyline filled with the shadowy silhouettes of tall buildings that loomed overhead. Strings of many-colored lanterns zigzagged above the thoroughfare, hung from balconies that lined the road.

The streets had emptied with the arrival of evening, and what few people remained gave the procession wide berth. Aram’s gaze lifted to the step-pyramid ahead, a magnificent structure that rose tier upon tier, its walls covered in elaborate carvings he couldn’t quite make out in the fading light. A wide canal surrounded it, crossed by arching bridges of pale stone. Floating lanterns drifted on the water’s surface, their many-colored reflections dancing alongside those from the lights strung above.

They led him between towering columns into the pyramid’s depths. The only illumination came from braziers set along the walls, their flames guttering and uncertain, painting the path ahead in shifting amber light.

Eventually they reached the far end of the hall, where a wide doorway opened into a throne room. Sumptuous rugs covered the floor, and upon them sat an assembly of men and women in silent attendance. At the front, on a raised dais, an older woman sat upon a carved wooden throne. Her robes were heavily embroidered, and she carried herself with the unmistakable bearing of a reigning queen.

They directed Aram to the front of the room, where he was pushed to his knees from behind. He sank to the rugs with a rattle of chain, Illith kneeling beside him.

A younger woman standing to the side of the throne held a tall, gold-plated staff. She pronounced in clear, ringing tones, “You are in the presence of the Most Honorable Chaykari Asamoto, Xara of Daro Province and Protector of the March.”

Aram stared at the woman on the dais. She reminded him of Wingmaster Vandra—not in looks, but in bearing. Dark hair streaked white with age framed a face carved in sharp angles, every line speaking of strength and will. Her aura gleamed a dangerous amethyst.

Aram raised his chained hands, touching one to his brow in greeting. “Thank you for this audience⁠—”

“Be silent!” snapped the woman to the side of the throne. She was tall and stick-slender, her hair piled in a prim coif atop her head, her body enveloped by a heavily embroidered silver robe that draped to the floor.

“The Xara has many questions for you,” she continued in a ringing voice. “You must think carefully on your responses, for if Lady Asamoto determines that you are a threat, you will not leave this room alive.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Aram gazed up into the strong face of Xara Chaykari Asamoto. Her visage seemed graven from stone, all sharp angles and harsh planes. She sat with her back precisely straight, hands resting upon the velvet arms of an elegant throne. Even her hair implied perfection, coifed atop her head in an elaborate arrangement. Jewelry dripped from her like dewdrops, every finger encrusted with rings. She studied Aram’s face for moments, simply abiding, her face devoid of expression.

Nettles of perspiration prickled Aram’s brow, though it was cool in the chamber. The gaze of the woman on the throne reminded him of a dragon’s intense stare, as though her eyes could pierce to his depths and take the measure of his soul. For once, he was glad for Illith’s presence at his side.

“What is your name?”

The Xara’s voice was exceptionally raw and raspy, and deeper than any woman’s he had ever met. Deeper than most men. The timbre of her voice suited her perfectly, emphasizing the Xara’s formidable presence.

Aram swallowed, feeling reduced by her humbling gaze. “Aramon Raythe, son of Darand Raythe.”

“And where are you from, Aramon Raythe?”

The rasp of her voice grated like a grindstone across his nerves. Aram paused before answering. He was not from this woman’s time, and he didn’t want to admit it. But lying was wrong, and besides, it might get him killed. If the Xara didn’t like his answer, he may not survive to hear her reply. In the end, he decided that the truth was probably his best option or rather, a version of it.

“I’m from a small village called Anai,” he responded.

The Xara gave a deep, considering frown that brought the planes of her face into conflicting angles. “I have never heard of Anai. Where is it?”

“It’s on the northern coast.”

The woman standing to the side of the throne struck the heel of her golden staff against the dais, correcting Aram sharply.

“You will address the Xara as ‘Lady Asamoto.’”

Aram swallowed, his gaze shifting back to the woman on the throne. “I’m sorry, Lady Asamoto.”

The Xara waved a dismissive hand, her bejeweled fingers sparkling in the lantern light.

Kneeling beside him on the plush floral rug, Illith came to Aram’s rescue. “If I may, Anai is a small fishing village on the Tsuyomori Ocean, east of the Caundinmarch.”

Lady Asamoto arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “East of the March? You were not born of Demalkia, then.”

A rivulet of sweat trickled from Aram’s brow. “No, My Lady. I’m not from Demalkia.”

“And how did you come by two dragons?” The woman’s low, gravelly voice seemed to scrape Aram’s eardrums. Hearing it made his throat ache in sympathy.

“Only one dragon is mine, Lady Asamoto,” he responded. “The other belongs to my friend.”

The Xara’s lips compressed. “That doesn’t answer my question. How does a simple boy from a fishing village acquire even one dragon?”

Aram’s pulse thudded dully in his ears. He licked his lips, worried that any response he gave might be the one that ended him. “I saved my dragon’s life, so he chose me. The same could be said for the dragon that chose my friend.”

The Xara considered him for a long, silent moment, her eyes unblinking. At last she tilted her head. “And why did you come here, Aramon Raythe?”

“I need to rescue my friend,” Aram answered. “I thought you might help me.”

“Lady Asamoto,” Illith interjected, “I brought Aramon to Daro because he possesses the Godsight. I believe that, if properly trained, he could vastly aid our cause.”

Lady Asamoto’s eyes shifted to Illith. “Why did you not take him to Qantis Rei?”

Illith gazed into the shadowy planes of the woman’s visage. “If I took him to Qantis Rei to be schooled traditionally, it would be decades before Aramon could be of any use to us. I thought that by bringing him here, we could forgo the normal course of training to speed his learning. Aram must learn to fight. What better place than Daro?”

The Xara considered Aram from her position on the dais. She drummed her fingers slowly on the velvet armrests of her throne, lifting one at a time, the jewels of her rings glimmering. Her lips flattened to a thin line as sharp as a knife.

“I am not in the business of taming feral mages,” she said at last, her throaty voice grating off the walls.

“He’s not completely feral, My Lady,” Illith assured her. “Those he came from did what they could for him. Aram is very powerful, and his potential is vast. I urge you not to set him aside lightly.”

The Xara’s fingers ceased their motion. For seconds, the woman sat perfectly still. No one stirred in the room. A weighty silence blanketed the chamber like a heavy fog, making even the air seem thick as soup.

“Come here, young man.”

Aram rose to his feet, the chains that bound his ankles clanking. Shadowed by his guards, he walked forward until he stood before the dais. He lingered until the woman’s hand twitched, beckoning him closer. He mounted the steps, halting before the Xara, his hands manacled in front of him.

“Kneel.”

Aram dropped to his knees on the lacquered hardwood, keeping his gaze locked with the Xara’s. She studied his face with an intensity that made his insides squirm; indeed, it took everything within him not to break his gaze away. Her eyes, the same color as his own, were like a mirror into the deepest depths of his soul. It was as though he was locked in a contest of wills that he surely could not win, even though he had to try.

“You came here to learn magic?” the Xara asked.

“Yes, My Lady.”

“Why?”

There were so many reasons. Aram chose the one that mattered most. “My best friend was taken by an Archon’s champion. I wasn’t strong enough to save him. I need help to get stronger, so I can get him back.”

The Xara’s brows twitched, and the first trace of uncertainty entered her eyes. “An Archon’s champion? Why would an Archon concern himself with two boys from a fishing village?”

“We left our village a long time ago, My Lady,” Aram admitted. “Much has happened since.”

“Apparently so,” she mused. “How is it that you earned the attention of an Archon?”

Fear trembled through Aram, and he clenched his jaw. He didn’t know how to respond to the woman’s question. He couldn’t think of any way to avoid the answers that would get him killed.

Once again, he decided to err on the side of truth. “I killed the Archon’s brother, My Lady.”

A stir rippled through the throne room as people reacted to his statement. There was a flurry of whispers and shifting cloth, of sharp oaths and exclamations of denial. As one, the guards who had brought him took a step back, distancing themselves from him, their hands reaching for their weapons.

“Stand down,” the Xara commanded as though admonishing a group of children. Her frown intensified.

“I have a Talent,” she grated at last. “I always know when someone is lying to me.”

Aram was not sure who she was addressing—himself, or the others in the room.

Lady Asamoto’s gaze swept across the chamber, sliding from one anxious face to the next. To those present, she pronounced, “He is not lying. The boy speaks truth…or, at least, what he believes is truth.”

A gasp issued from the onlookers. Shocked courtiers exchanged glances.

The Xara’s stare returned to Aram. “I will consider your petition.” Her jewel-encrusted fingers clenched the cushioned armrests, the facets of the stones glimmering like stars. “Until I render judgment, you are free to move about the province.”

Relief swept over Aram, making him want to sag in his boots. He had to force his back to straighten and squared his shoulders. Reminded himself to keep his eyes up. To not look at her hands. Or the rings. Don’t stare at the rings.

“Thank you, My Lady,” he managed.

The Xara raised a hand, dismissing him with a flick of her fingers. “You may go for now, Aramon Raythe, boy from a fishing village who rides dragons and slays Archons.” Her razor gaze sliced toward Illith. “You will remain.”

Aram’s relief curdled into unease. He glanced at Illith, but she gave him a slight, reassuring nod, though her jaw remained tight. The guards moved forward, surrounding him once more, and he had no choice but to stand and turn away.

As he descended the steps from the dais, he heard the Xara’s voice behind him, lower now, speaking to Illith. The words were too quiet to make out, but the gravelly tone carried an edge that made Aram’s shoulders tense.

The guards led him back through the throne room, past the silent assembly of courtiers who watched him with expressions he couldn’t read. The chains at his ankles clinked with each step, echoing off the high ceiling.

In the hall beyond, the guards paused. One of them unlocked his shackles. The irons fell away from his wrists and ankles with a heavy clatter.

“You’re free to go,” the man said.

They turned and left him alone in the wide, column-lined hall, the braziers along the walls casting wavering shadows across the polished stone. For a moment, Aram simply stood there, feeling the absence of the chains, the absence of Illith’s presence, the weight of being alone in a strange city in a fragment of the past.

Rubbing his wrists where the manacles had chafed, he moved deeper into the pyramid, for he didn’t know where else to go. He followed the corridor as it sloped downward, the walls narrowing, the globes of light from the braziers growing ever more dispersed. The air grew cooler, damper. Other passages branched off, but he kept to the main hallway, drawn by a sound he couldn’t identify: rhythmic splashing like water moving through stone.

The corridor opened into a vast chamber, and Aram stopped, his breath catching.

The space soared upward three stories, its vaulted ceiling disappearing into shadow. The sound of water flowing in rhythmic patterns filled the chamber with liquid music. Incense smoke drifted through the air, mingling with fine mist that rose from pools surrounding the room’s perimeter.

In the center, dominating the chamber like a metallic golem, rose an enormous water clock, standing three stories tall—a towering construction of burnished bronze that seemed to breathe with life. A warren of spheres and cylinders connected by convoluted tubes climbed toward the ceiling in impossible complexity. Each component bore intricate carvings—some pictorial, others geometric.

Water trickled from a reservoir at the top, following predetermined paths through the mechanism. It wound through pipes, flowed over rotating spheres, cascaded down racks of horizontal cylinders that spun slowly under its weight. The bronze glowed warm in the firelight, and the whole construction hummed with purposeful motion.

The chamber itself was not empty. Figures in gray robes moved through the space with quiet reverence. Few spoke, and those who did communicated in hushed tones.

At the mechanism’s base, where water collected in a wide pool of polished stone, several women worked in careful concentration. Some filled ceramic jugs from the pool’s edge, carrying them to destinations unknown. Others sat cross-legged on cushions arranged around the pool, their eyes fixed upward on the rotating cylinders and spheres, wax tablets balanced on their laps. Every so often, one would mark something down with a stylus.

The pool glimmered with an unusual light, painting the faces of the watching women in ghostly hues.

Aram stood transfixed, his gaze following the flow of water through the bronze labyrinth. He could see the paths it took, the way chambers filled in sequence, the timing of each cascade as it triggered the rotation of spheres and cylinders below. It was beautiful. Mesmerizing. And yet, something about it seemed off.

His eyes traced the mechanism’s workings more carefully. He noticed a sphere near the top that was rotating unevenly, stuttering in its motion. A cylinder downstream seemed to catch and release water in irregular bursts. The mechanism still functioned, still turned, but its rhythm was broken, discordant.

Aram moved closer, drawn by fascination and the lure of a puzzle that needed solving. He approached the nearest woman and stood for a moment watching as she worked, her stylus occasionally engraving marks upon the wax tablet in her hand.

“What is it?” he asked.

The woman turned from her observations with a surprised look. “You know not? It is the sacred Oracle of Daro.”

Aram moved past her toward the Oracle, unable to restrain the impulse. Peering deeply into the pool, he saw that it glimmered with subtle phosphorescence. Dipping his hand into the water, he scooped out a palmful. There was no color to it, and yet it glimmered in his hand. When he tilted his palm and let the water fall back into the basin, it shimmered and sparkled.

“It’s Wellspring water,” he observed, awed.

The woman nodded. “The water comes from a Wellspring beneath the city, buried deep in the loins of the earth.”

Aram’s gaze followed the flow of the water through the Oracle, tracing it through chambers and pipes, watching as it turned discs and cylinders that composed the inner workings of the mechanism.

“How does it work?” His voice was hushed with awe.

“The Oracle is the Voice of the Mother,” the woman responded. “The water turns the gears and cylinders, which produce the patterns that you see before you. It is our task as scribes to record the patterns we see. Then priests interpret what we scribe.”

Aram stared harder at the mechanism, noticing that the flow of water was misdirected in places. Chambers and tubes filled at odd intervals, causing the rotating cylinders and spheres to move in jerky, seemingly random motions.

“There’s something wrong with it,” he said.

“Yes.” The woman drew forward to stand next to him, her neck craned as she gazed upward at the water clock. “The Oracle has been broken for years. Those who created it are long gone, and no one alive knows how to repair it. But the Oracle errs in predictable patterns. The patterns simply need to be adjusted before they can be read. It’s an extra step, but one we’re accustomed to.”

Aram frowned, studying the intricate water clock. The bronze gears and cylinders were fine; the problem wasn’t mechanical. But there was another component to the Oracle that none of the scribes could likely see. Aethereal threads were woven through the device, glittering filaments that guided the water’s prophetic flow. Over the centuries, they had become misaligned by minute fractions of increments, just enough to corrupt the timing of the overall mechanism.

“It wouldn’t take much to fix it,” he muttered.

Without waiting for the priestess’s assent, Aram raised his hands and gathered the misaligned threads of aether. Gently, carefully, he tugged them back into their proper configuration, securing them with knots of aether.

Immediately, the water began flowing differently. It was a subtle difference, almost imperceptible, but water spilled into new channels, diverted from the incorrect paths. Below, glyphs and symbols shifted on the revolving cylinders and discs.

“Stop him! He’s destroying it!” cried a woman, dropping her tablet and bolting upright.

But Aram was already finished.

The scribe next to him lunged forward to grab his arm, but another woman in red robes intervened, stopping her and keeping everyone else in the chamber back. The people filling the sanctuary stood still, gazing in panic at the mechanism.

“The boy’s Gifted,” a woman whispered at last, her eyes wide with awe.

All around the room, panic turned to disbelief, which then evolved into wonder. One by one, wide-eyed scribes picked up their styluses and began scribbling furiously.

“What did you do?” asked the scribe wearing red.

Aram stared up at the flowing bronze symphony, admiring the perfection of it. “I fixed it.”

The bronze mechanism hummed with renewed life, water cascading through its channels in perfect rhythm.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” said a man’s voice.

Aram turned, recognizing Keth Amato stepping out of the shadows behind him. A chill ran down Aram’s spine at the sight of the war chief’s uncanny prismatic eyes, and he stiffened.

The dark-haired mage paused before him, gaze drawn to the face of the water clock. “No one truly understands the Oracle of Daro. Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps you did fix it. Or perhaps you redirected the river of fate into uncharted waters.” A thin, sardonic smile touched his lips. “I’m sure the Mother will be delighted either way.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Markus’s breath stopped. He took a staggering step backward.

“You—” He couldn’t get words out. His mind was reeling.

“Hello, Markus.” Sergan smiled, though not warmly. “It’s been a long time. My, you look terrible.”

“You’re dead!” Markus gasped.

“Clearly not.” Sergan gestured at himself. “Still here, I’m afraid.”

“How…?”

Sergan’s hand went unconsciously to his side, where a large sword hung at his belt, carried in a thick leather scabbard that seemed mundane and unassuming. Yet even from across the room, Markus sensed the wrongness of it.

“A Baelsword has certain protective properties.” Sergan’s tone was matter-of-fact, as if discussing a convenient tool. “Resistance to dragonfire is just one of them. Do you remember the day we met? You stood over me, deflecting the flames of a void dragon that tried to kill us. This blade is like you, Markus, both weapon and Shield.”

The casual explanation, so impossible and yet so plausible, shattered whatever shock had been holding Markus frozen. He lunged forward, grabbing Sergan by his tabard and slamming him against the wall beside the window.

Agony exploded through his ribs, so intense his vision went dark at the edges. But Markus didn’t let go.

“I’m going to kill you!” His voice was raw with rage and something that felt dangerously close to despair. He lifted Sergan off the floor, pinning him against the wall.

Sergan looked down at Markus’s hands, then back up, his face untroubled. “No. I don’t think so.” He gave a commiserative smile. “You won’t kill me, Markus. Because I’m the only one who can keep both you and Aram alive.”

Markus released Sergan’s tabard, letting the sorcerer drop to the ground. Sergan stood for a moment smoothing wrinkles out of the fabric as though thoroughly unbothered by the rough treatment. The look on his face was one of minor annoyance.

“Why are you here?” Markus snarled.

His gaze scoured Sergan, roving over him from boots to scalp. Though it had only been months since he had seen him last, the sorcerer seemed to have aged. There were new lines around his eyes, and the occasional gray peppered his neatly trimmed beard. His long blond hair seemed darker, collected in a leather band. All in all, he looked good for a dead man.

“I came because I was ordered to.” Sergan remained infuriatingly calm. “Our Revered Master has a vested interest in protecting both you and Aram. I, ostensibly, was sent to salvage you from rotting in Zagar’s dungeons and find some use for you while you serve as bait. Un-ostensibly, I was sent to keep Aram’s head attached to his neck when he does take the bait and comes for you.”

“You want to put him back in your cellars,” Markus growled, clenching his fists. His eyes dropped to Sergan’s waist, where glass vials glowed from the sorcerer’s belt like trophies, each filled with essence that glimmered in the dimming light. Aram’s essence. Extracted drop by agonizing drop over years in the Exilari cellars. The sight made Markus’s stomach turn.

“No.” Sergan’s correction was mild, almost dismissive. His hand went to his waist, protective of his supply. The gesture was slight, but Markus caught it.

Sergan paced away, pausing beside a small octagonal table that held a crystalline decanter nested on a tray ringed by small cups. “Our Master has other uses for you both.”

Other uses.

Markus clenched his jaw so hard his teeth ached.

“You tried to kill us!” he spat.

“That was before,” Sergan muttered with a shrug. He stared down at the table, where his thumbnail traced the etched wood. “The world has changed substantially since Kathrax fell, and it hasn’t become any safer. Every Archon in the world is moving against Aram, and the time of Convergence is almost here. Then our two worlds will come smashing back together.”

“No.” Markus shook his head, backing toward the door without realizing he was moving. His shoulders hit wood. “I won’t let that happen.”

“You won’t be able to stop it.” Sergan’s voice was patient, as though explaining simple facts to a child. “Things are already in motion. All anyone will be able to do is pick up the wreckage after it happens. Which is why our Master requires all of us. We must prepare the way.”

Prepare the way. For what? For the end of everything that mattered?

Markus stood with his back pressed against the door, his body trembling with barely contained rage. His breath came in sharp gasps that sent knives through his broken ribs. His hands opened and closed at his sides, wanting to wrap around Sergan’s throat, wanting to smash that calm, reasonable expression off the sorcerer’s face.

But he couldn’t move. Because beneath the fury that heated his blood was something worse—the cold, creeping certainty that Sergan wasn’t lying. That their world was about to end. That everything he and Aram had fought for, everyone they’d tried to protect, was about to be destroyed.

Sergan stood still, calm as ever, watching him with those calculating eyes. Waiting for him to break, to accept the inevitable. The vials at his waist glowed softly. Aram’s pain, distilled and bottled. A reminder of what the Exilari did to the people they claimed to value.

“You’re lying,” Markus whispered, though he knew it wasn’t true.

Sergan lifted the decanter and poured himself a drink, his movements deliberate and unhurried. “When the worlds Converge, there will be chaos. The Veil will collapse. Everything trapped in the void will spill through. Therlings, void walkers…far worse. There are things in the void that have been lost for millennia, and thankfully so.” He swirled the cup then took a measured sip. “Millions will die in the first days. Entire cities will be overrun.”

Markus watched him, feeling sick. “What does your Master want with us?”

“Our Master needs Aram alive, and you as well. There is much to be done.” Sergan set the cup down with careful precision. “When enough Anchors are broken, the worlds will merge, and when they do, the old order will fall. What matters is who rises from the ashes.”

“And your Master wants that to be him.”

“He wishes to survive.” Sergan shrugged. “Which means killing Mirak before the worlds Converge. Once that happens, Mirak will reap what is left of the World Below for enough essence to Ascend.”

“Mirak?” Markus frowned. Then it clicked. “The Emperor?”

“Yes. God-Emperor Mirak IV, perhaps you’ve heard of him? Our assignment is to assassinate him before he becomes a god not just in name.” Sergan’s tone was matter-of-fact, as if discussing a simple problem of logistics.

“Our assignment?”

“Yes. Our assignment.” Sergan grinned. “You will serve as my Shield. Our orders⁠—”

“No.” Markus clenched both fists, raising one. “No way in hell!”

Sergan cocked an eyebrow.

“I’m not your Shield anymore!” Markus’s words cracked with fury. “I left the Order! And I left you. I don’t care if the worlds explode, I’m not⁠—”

“You swore an oath.” Sergan’s interruption was quick, cutting through Markus’s protests like a blade. He raised a finger. “When you were initiated into the Order, you pledged yourself to lifelong service. That oath does not expire just because you ran off to Pyrial.”

Markus gawked at him, incredulous that Sergan would have the temerity to even mention that oath. “I was a child!”

“You spoke the words freely in front of witnesses.” Sergan’s tone was maddeningly reasonable, his finger still raised before Markus’s face like a taunt. “You swore to serve the Exilari Order and its Revered Master for as long as you live. Or have you forgotten?”

Markus hadn’t forgotten. He’d spent years trying to forget that period of his life, but the memory was still there, enduring and indelible. He would never escape it. Memories of Aram in the cellars, being forced to serve Sergan, to travel with him…

“I renounce it!” Markus spat, his voice shaking. “Whatever I swore doesn’t matter because I renounce it now!”

“You are a Shield of the Exilari Order who has been absent without leave, and now you’re back under the Order’s jurisdiction. You will fulfill your oath. You will serve faithfully as my Shield. Because that’s what you are, whether you accept it or not. Mine.”

“I’m Aram’s Warden!” Markus shouted.

“Warden, Shield, same thing. The only difference is whether you do it willingly or whether I let Is’ul Zagar persuade you.”

“Then have at it.” Markus lifted his chin in defiance. “There can’t be worse torture than standing by your side.”

“If you don’t help me, Aram dies. That’s why you’re here in Ababad, after all. You’re bait, Markus. Aram will come for you, and when he does, Is’ul Zagar will slay him. Zagar is Mirak’s lapdog, did you know that?”

Sergan poured himself another cup. “These are the facts: when Aram discovers you are here, he will come to Ababad to attempt your rescue. And when he does, he’ll die. Quickly, if he’s lucky. Slowly, if Mirak decides he’s worth keeping alive for a while.”

“Then warn him off! Tell him not to come!”

“He’ll come anyway. You know he will.” Sergan’s voice was patient and condescending. “The only question is whether he walks into that trap alone, or whether he has our help. That’s why you’ll be my Shield—because you have no choice.”

“I’m not your Shield,” Markus protested again, weaker this time.

“Of course you are.” Sergan met his eyes. “And Aram swore the same oath, one he cannot break because of his Aulden blood. Which makes him an Exilari sorcerer, just like me.” He grinned, amused by the irony.

Markus felt something inside him break. He’d thought he was free. He had escaped all this, escaped this miserable life that had nearly destroyed him. But that life had just been abiding in the shadows all along, waiting for the right moment to drag him back.

“You’re despicable,” Markus whispered.

“That’s fine.” Sergan’s expression didn’t change. “You can rail against me and the circumstances all you want, but that doesn’t change anything. You’re the only person standing between Aram and death. That was true in Pyrial, and it’s true now.”

The words hit home in a way Markus didn’t want to acknowledge. Because Sergan was right.

“I won’t betray Aram,” Markus said, his voice hollow.

“I’m not asking you to betray him.” Sergan took a slow sip from the glass. “I’m asking you to protect him, as you’ve always done. And to obey me, and do everything I tell you to do, just as your oath demands.”

“My oath to the Order⁠—”

“—Is the same as your oath to Aram. To stand between those with power and those who would destroy them. To be the Shield that keeps the sorcerer behind you alive, even if it’s me. You can pretend there’s a difference if it makes you feel better. But we both know the truth.”

“I don’t belong to you,” Markus whispered.

“Yes. You do.”

Sergan’s words were as certain as the grave. He tilted his head back and drained his cup, closing his eyes and savoring the flavor. Then he set the cup down and made his way toward a door at the far end of the room, the sound of his boots resonating off the bare walls.

“I’ll never forgive you for this,” Markus said, stopping Sergan in the doorway.

“I don’t need your forgiveness.” The sorcerer glanced back one last time. “I just need you pliable. Your room’s in there, by the way.” He nodded toward a door opposite his own. “Rest up. Tomorrow will be busy. I’ve sent for a physicker to take a look at those ribs.”

The door closed. The bolt slid home.

Markus stood alone in the slanted light coming in from the window, his body shaking. Not just with rage anymore, but with the horrible understanding that Sergan was right. The oath he’d sworn at fourteen still bound him. It was inescapable.

He moved to the window, staring out at the darkening city. The sky was streaked with deepest pink, the waters of the harbor black. Lights from the houses glowed warmly, and the sounds of the city drifted upward gently.

Markus squeezed his eyes closed, clenching his fists in self-loathing. For a long time, he stood by the window, staring at nothing. Outside, rain began to fall. Just a few drops tapping lightly against the glass.

He needed to get out. To move. To do something other than stand here accepting the cage Sergan wanted to trap him in. He crossed to the door and grabbed the handle, expecting resistance.

The doorknob turned freely.

Markus froze, his breath catching.

He pulled the door open slowly. The corridor beyond was empty, lit by brass lanterns casting warm light across the walls. No guards. No one watching. Markus stepped into the doorway, one foot on each side of the threshold.

And stopped.

The door wasn’t locked because they knew he couldn’t leave.

He couldn’t leave Aram.

Markus stood there for a long moment, staring out at freedom that wasn’t freedom at all. Then he stepped back inside and pulled the door closed with a soft click.

The sound of it latching felt like a coffin lid sealing shut.

He turned away, his vision blurring. His chest felt too tight, each breath painful in ways that had nothing to do with broken ribs. He wandered forward, his mind numb, crossing the room toward the door to his own quarters, pulling it open.

The room beyond was smaller than the main chamber, well-appointed. A curtained window looked out over the city, and a washbasin sat on a simple table. He started toward the bed but drew up short.

His breath hitched.

Laid out with careful precision across the bed was a uniform. Not just any uniform. An Exilari Shield’s dress attire, pristine and perfectly arranged. The blue mantle lay spread across the coverlet, its fabric catching the last rays of sunset. The color of loyalty, of duty. Of everything Markus had tried to leave behind. Folded beneath it was a black silk tunic, and even from where he stood, Markus could see the insignia embroidered on the left panel: a coiled, winged serpent within a golden sun. The symbol of the Exilari Order. The mark of those who stood against his world.

Beside the bed was a harness stand with a steel breastplate polished to a mirror sheen that looked fitted for his frame. A heater shield leaned against the wall beside it, its face painted with the same serpent-and-sun device that adorned the tunic.

Markus stared down at the uniform, bile rising to burn his throat. His hands trembled. His vision blurred at the edges. His lips drew into a grimace, his brow compressing.

His legs gave out. He sank to his knees on the floor beside the bed, his breath coming in ragged gasps that sent agony through his ribs. The blue mantle seemed to shimmer in the dying light, beautiful and terrible and utterly damning.

He’d worn that uniform for a year and a half. Had stood at Sergan’s side in those colors, protecting him, serving him, enabling him. Had walked the halls of the Exilari College with that serpent blazing on his chest.

And here it was again. Waiting for him. Patient and inexorable as fate.

Markus pressed his forehead against the wool coverlet of the bed, his eyes burning. He wanted to grab the uniform and tear it to pieces, throw it all out the window, watch the armor shatter on the stones below. But he couldn’t do it because without that uniform, he was just bait in a trap set by the Emperor.

No matter how much he loathed that uniform, he would have no choice but to wear it.

Because Aram needed him.

And Markus needed Sergan.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Aram turned to see Illith standing near the entrance to the chamber of the Oracle, her newly golden hair catching the orange light of the braziers. Her blue-green eyes looked past him, focused on the water clock, filled with a storm of emotions he couldn’t read.

“It was broken,” Aram said. “I just⁠—”

She moved toward him, catching him by the shoulder and steering him away from the Oracle as she finished the sentence for him in a whisper, “Fixed a sacred relic without thinking about the repercussions.”

Keth put up his hand, stopping her.

“Illith,” he said with a congenial smile. “I’d heard you’d returned. It’s such a pleasure to see you. And it seems you’ve brought a foundling.”

Illith’s hand came up, clenching Aram’s arm. “Keth Amato, may I introduce Aramon Raythe. My foundling.”

“Oh, we’ve met.” Keth gave a smile that could have been either endearing or sardonic. He stepped closer, and Aram resisted the urge to step back. “Tell me—do you always act before thinking, or was today exceptional foolishness?”

“I… I saw it was broken,” Aram said, meeting those kaleidoscopic eyes. “I thought I could help.”

“You thought.” Keth’s eyebrows rose. “And did you consider that perhaps it was left broken for a reason? That those far wiser than you had examined it and chosen not to interfere?”

“No, sir,” Aram responded sheepishly.

“At least you’re honest.” An expression that might have been approval flickered across Keth’s face. “That’s something. Not much, but something.” He frowned, his gaze lifting to the face of the water clock, and he let out a soft humph. “Well. Impressive technique. Terrible judgment.”

Aram swallowed. “I was trying to help.”

“Most disasters begin with good intentions.” Keth smiled sympathetically. “The road to catastrophe is paved with people who were ‘trying to help.’” He glanced at Illith. “It seems you’ve taken on quite a project. Has he been trained at all?”

“Some,” she responded with an apologetic glance at Aram. “Not enough.”

“Clearly.” Keth returned his attention to Aram. “Tomorrow you will face evaluation. I will be administering it personally.” He paused, letting that sink in. “We need to determine if you’re merely reckless or actually dangerous. There’s a difference.”

“He has a good heart,” Illith stated in Aram’s defense.

“Then perhaps he can be taught.” Something in Keth’s expression shifted. “I’ve trained reckless students before. Some of them even lived to thank me for it.”

“And if I’m dangerous?” Aram asked.

Keth’s eyes lingered on him. “Then we’ll have a different conversation.” He stepped aside, gesturing toward the corridor. “For now, get him fed and rested. Tomorrow will be challenging.” He glanced at Illith with a smile. “It’s wonderful to have you back.”

As they moved past him, Keth spoke again. “Aramon.”

Aram turned to look at him.

“Don’t tamper with anything else today, hmm?”

Illith pulled Aram away, and they walked in silence through the labyrinthine passages until they emerged into the afternoon light. He glanced back at the step pyramid, glad to be away from it.

“What do they call it?” he asked.

“The Sanctum.” Illith followed his gaze. “It’s the seat of the Xara’s power. It’s also the religious center of the region.”

They turned onto a bustling street with the light of a late afternoon sun glaring down at them from out of a cloudless sky. All around, the city of Daro rose like a jeweled sculpture, stepped pyramids rising toward the sky, bridges of carved stone spanning the distance between towers, hanging gardens fragrant with the scent of exotic flowers. Water channels etched into every surface carried the gurgling music of flowing springs throughout the city, rendering the air humid and cool.

“Who was that?” Aram asked as they walked quickly down a street lined with buildings painted in every color.

Illith grimaced. “Keth Amato is one of the most talented nodomancers in Nimarae. For good or ill, I think you made an impression on him.”

Aram was sure it wasn’t a good impression. Worry gnawed at him. He reached out with his mind and sensed Agaroth through the dragon bond. Wherever his dragon was, he was feeling better. Even though that comforted Aram, it only increased his desire to go to him.

“Can you take me to the dragons?” he asked. “I need to see them.”

Illith shook her head. “You’re not allowed to leave the city. But don’t worry about the dragons. They’re being tended to by drakomen who know their business.”

“But I should⁠—”

“Tomorrow,” she insisted. “After your evaluation, I’m sure your restrictions will be lifted.”

If I pass, Aram couldn’t help thinking.

“Right now, you need rest and food,” Illith went on. “The dragons don’t need you hovering over them, and you won’t do well tomorrow if you exhaust yourself today.”

Aram wanted to protest, but the firmness in her voice and the exhaustion creeping through his bones made him relent. Agaroth would let him know through their bond if something was wrong.

They followed the winding streets deeper into the city, the sounds and smells of Daro washing over them in a colorful blur. The afternoon sun beat down on them, reflecting off the water channels that lined every surface.

Ahead, the crowd thickened. They rounded a corner and found themselves at the edge of a wide plaza filled with people crammed together like sheep in a pen, clamoring to get a better view of a raised wooden platform at the far end of the square.

Three figures knelt upon the platform, hands bound behind their backs. One was a woman whose copper hair caught the sunlight like autumn leaves, tears carving clean tracks through the grime on her cheeks. The other two were male, one middle-aged, the other just a boy who couldn’t have seen more than fourteen summers. The eyes of all three darted around the square wildly as though seeking escape that would never come.

Time seemed to slow. The weight of the crowd shifted around them as people pressed inward, vying for a better view. Shouts rang out, people demanding the deaths of the prisoners, others throwing curses and obscenities. They tried to pick their way forward through the crowd but found their progress impeded.

Unable to move, they turned to watch the spectacle.

A figure emerged from the shadows at the platform’s edge: a man cloaked in black, his face hidden beneath a hood that revealed nothing of the features concealed within its shadows. In the executioner’s hands, a curved blade caught the sunlight and threw it back like glass.

At the sight of the sword, the crowd fell silent. Anticipation hung over the square like a suffocating pall. Hundreds of faces looked on, captivated, as though death were merely a form of entertainment.

Aram’s muscles locked. He wanted to turn away but found he couldn’t. His gaze remained fixed on the platform.

The executioner raised his sword with ceremonial slowness, letting the moment stretch until it quivered with tension. The blade glinted, a crescent moon hanging with lethal promise above the woman’s bowed neck.

Then it fell.

The stroke was clean and final. One moment the woman knelt whole, the next she was but a broken and bleeding corpse. Blood spread from the body, soaked up by straw spread over the platform.

The crowd erupted in savage cheers that echoed off the surrounding buildings like thunder.

The older captive howled. He lurched to his feet despite his bonds, stumbling toward the headless body. Guards seized him, propelling him toward the block as other men dragged the corpse of the woman to the side. He was made to kneel, cursing and sobbing, his head bent over the block. The blade rose again and fell with a dull thud.

Another cheer shook the plaza.

The young prisoner lifted his head and gazed out across the sea of upturned faces, cheeks wet with tears. His eyes found Aram’s across the distance, and in that moment, something passed between them that was undefinable. His lips moved in what might have been a prayer, or perhaps something as simple and sorrowful as his mother’s name.

The guards compelled him forward, and the boy’s composure broke. He fought as they dragged him to the block, his pleading cries swallowed by the noise of the crowd. His legs buckled as they forced him down, eyes squeezed shut, lips still moving.

The sword rose and then fell with merciful swiftness.

The crowd roared its approval, but the sound seemed to come from far away. All Aram could see was the bleeding corpse of the boy who’d been alive just moments before, who had looked at him with eyes that contained the death of hope.

Attendants swarmed the platform, their movements practiced and swift. Bodies were bundled into canvas shrouds, the blood-soaked straw carted away. Within minutes, the platform stood clean and empty. The crowd dissolved, melting back into the city.

Aram stood looking on, unable to move.

That boy could have been him.

Illith took his arm. “Let’s go.”

Aram followed her automatically as they continued through Daro’s streets, his surroundings fading to a dim, numb blur. It was several blocks before he felt whole enough to speak, and when he did, his voice came out strangled with emotion.

“Why would they kill those people?”

“They were Demalkian spies,” Illith answered, her eyes surveying the street ahead. “Survival sometimes requires actions that scar the soul.” She glanced at him. “If you ever truly want to wield power, you better decide if you are capable of living with the consequences.”

They turned onto a narrow street lined with buildings that rose many stories, capped by golden domes, each uniquely constructed. Water coursed through channels carved into every wall, feeding terraced gardens that seemed to bloom directly from the stone.

Before them rose an enormous structure anywhere from four to six stories in different sections, its curved walls stretching longer than entire city blocks. Stacked dwellings climbed its face like colorful boxes, each painted a different hue and pierced by a single window. Water cascaded down channels carved into the stone, feeding vines and gardens that sprouted directly from the walls.

They entered the structure through a tunnel bored into the thick outer wall and emerged into the space between two concentric rings of dwellings. The outer ring towered above them, while an inner ring of lower residences encircled a central plaza. Walkways traced the curved walls at every level, connected by wooden ramps and rope ladders.

“It’s enormous,” Aram breathed.

“It’s called a domura. Many families live here,” Illith said, sweeping her hand around to indicate the upper floors. “An entire clan. Everyone here is related. This is where I grew up.”

Aram lifted his eyebrows, and he turned his attention back to the structure with renewed interest. There were a few people about, especially on the ground floor of the domura, where chickens wandered and many clay vessels lined the walls. Some contained open fires used for cooking, and the smell of wood smoke lingered heavily on the air.

Illith led Aram around the bottom ring, where they passed the occasional person tending to clay hearths or pumping water from communal wells. They mounted a rise of wooden steps up to the second floor, following a wooden walkway, until they reached a door covered with peeling azure paint.

Illith knocked on the door, and a middle-aged woman answered, emerging from the entrance. She wore a green linen gown, her graying hair adorned with small copper ornaments that shimmered as she moved.

At the sight of them, the woman gave a bright, welcoming smile. She spread her hands in greeting. “Illith! Your arrival warms our house! And who is this with you?”

Illith echoed her greeting. “Aram, this is Niyo Sandoko. Aram is new to the region. He is looking for a place to stay.”

“It’s an honor to meet you.” Aram raised his hands in a gesture meant to imitate Illith’s greeting yet lacking her grace.

“The gods brought you,” the woman returned with a gracious smile. “Would you consider staying in our home? It would be such a privilege to share our hospitality.”

Aram glanced at Illith.

“You are most generous,” Illith returned. “Perhaps for the night? Until I can find a place for Aram.”

The woman waved her hand, beckoning them inside. Illith followed her through the arched doorway, Aram trailing after.

Within, he found himself in a slender room with a low ceiling that seemed to go deep into the building. Many shoes lined the walls, which were covered with fading cerulean paint.

A man appeared in the doorway, with high, bony cheekbones and a pointed goatee. Seeing Illith, he bowed formally.

“My husband, Reki,” Niyo said. Behind him peeked a blonde-haired girl, her large eyes wide with recognition.

“Aram!”

Astia bolted past Reki, catching him in a tight hug. Nibs’s furry head poked out from the leather pouch at her side, whiskers twitching as he sniffed at Aram with bright, intelligent eyes.

“You’re here!” she exclaimed. “Niyo said you’d come!”

Aram felt relief wash over him at the sight of a familiar face. “How’s your father?”

“He’s better.” Astia’s smile dimmed. “The healers have been treating his hands. They say he’ll be able to go home in a few days.” She brightened. “But I get to stay! They’re sending me to Qantis Rei! I’m going to be a mancer!”

Before Aram could respond, Niyo waved him forward. “Come! Let’s find you a place to stay!”

She guided Aram deeper into the household, which was simply one long, thin room broken into smaller rooms not by partitions, but by the arrangement of furniture. A kitchen stood between the entryway and a small gathering room, demarcated only by the presence of brick on the walls. The kitchen was built around a hearth in the center of the floor, over which a heavy kettle sat suspended over glowing coals.

All along the wall, a grooved channel only inches wide had been cut into the floor. Within it ran water, which collected in a basin in the kitchen. On the other side of the kitchen was a small living area, with walls lined with colored mats.

They wandered even further into the depths of the long house, past rooms with hard beds laid out on the floor or suspended by chains.

The space they offered him was not a room, but a platform raised slightly above the rest of the house, with a bed suspended from the ceiling.

Astia sat on the bed. Nibs emerged from his pouch and jumped to the floor, investigating the water channel that ran along the wall. He dabbed a paw at it experimentally, then shook the droplets off with an indignant chirp.

“He does that every time,” Astia said with a giggle.

“You can sleep here tonight,” Niyo said to Aram. “You can eat with us tonight. Supper is almost ready.”

“Thank you,” Aram said, “that’s very kind of you.” His stomach growled at the mention of food, making Astia giggle. He turned to Illith, asking, “Are you staying here to?”

Smiling, Illith shook her head. “I have a room at the Sanctum. Don’t worry, I’ll come back in the morning to help you get ready.”

“What’s happening tomorrow?” Astia asked.

“Aram’s evaluation will take place tomorrow,” Illith responded, then turned to Aram. “They will be testing more than just your magical ability. They need to know if you can be trusted with power.”

Cold dread shivered through Aram. That sounded too much like the test the Overseers had put him through, and he wasn’t looking forward to it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Aram lay on his suspended bed, staring at the carved ceiling of Niyo’s house. He had awakened with an ominous feeling, and he didn’t know why. He had dreamt of his childhood in Anai, but he thought that had little to do with the apprehension that he felt upon waking. How simple life had been then, when his greatest worry was whether Mora Haseleu would accept a knotted lanyard from an odd boy with strange eyes.

“Aram.”

Illith stood across the room, already dressed, her face grave in the half-light that filtered in through the slatted window. Her hair appeared even darker than it had the previous day, light yellow-gold, and she wore a roughspun gown. She held a garment of folded brown cloth tucked under her arm.

“You need to get dressed,” she urged him. “We leave soon.”

Aram nodded, his apprehension biting deeper. Today would determine whether he had wasted his time coming here, whether he would have any chance of rescuing Markus. The thought made his hands tremble as he swung his legs over the side of the bed.

He reached for the black tunic of his uniform.

“No. Not that.”

Illith’s words stopped him. He set the tunic down, staring at her in askance.

She handed him the folded garment she was carrying. “Here, you are not a Champion. Wear this.”

He drew the garment toward him, which was a simple brown tunic made of a scratchy material that smelled. Wrinkling his nose, he set it down.

“What’s it made of?”

“Raw silk.” Illith smiled.

Reluctantly, Aram drew it on, holding out his arms.

“It itches,” he complained, scratching at his chest, where the material was rough against his skin.

Ignoring him, Illith went on, “Answer their questions truthfully, but don’t elaborate. Don’t try to impress them. Your Gift will speak for itself.” She handed him a tasseled cord to use as a belt.

Aram took it, happy to have a knot to tie. When he was dressed, Illith stuffed a pastry into his hand, something that looked like a big honeycomb. It was sweet like a honeycomb too, though only crunchy on the outside, and flavored with cinnamon.

“You can eat on the way,” Illith said, motioning him forward.

He drew on his boots then followed Illith through the long and narrow home, past the kitchen where the central hearth glowed with banked coals. To Aram’s surprise, he saw Astia sleeping on a thin bed in the kitchen next to the hearth. Beside her slept Nibs, curled in a nest of her hair.

Illith guided him out of the domura, navigating the warren of walkways, ramps, and ladders until they finally reached the street outside. They found the city of Daro already stirring to life. Water gurgled through the channels carved into every building, and the air was crisp and smelled of wood smoke and cooking.

They walked through streets lined with domura and domed towers, past vertical gardens and bridges that spanned the waterways like stone rainbows.

The Sanctum rose before them like a monument to power itself. They entered the building and walked down the enormous central hall with its marching rows of fat columns. The grandeur of the place filled Aram with dread, for it seemed purposely designed to both awe and intimidate.

Aram’s palms were already sweating. Illith led him through a pair of carved wooden doors that swung shut behind them as though sealing a tomb.

Inside, he found himself within a circular chamber that was truly discomfiting. The floor was polished black stone inlaid with silver patterns that at first seemed merely ornamental. The longer Aram stared at it, the more he realized the patterns had an inherent power to them, devised by their knotted construction.

Ten figures stood around the chamber’s perimeter. One Aram recognized: Keth Amato, with his long, dark hair and unsettling eyes. The others were unknown to Aram, but their power was unmistakable. He could sense it from where he stood.

A stone chair carved of what looked like obsidian sat in the center of the room’s elaborate patterns, gleaming like black ice in the candlelight. Just looking at it made Aram’s skin grow cold.

“A stranger comes before us.”

The announcement came from Keth, his voice reverberating off the polished walls.

“Why has he come?” rang the voice of a woman who stood directly across from Aram.

She was tall and elegant, her honey-gold hair worn in a coif atop her head. Like everyone else in the room, her eyes shimmered with many colors.

“Yes,” said Keth, his gaze pinned on Aram. “Why do you come?”

Aram swallowed, glancing at Illith for direction. But the sorceress stared straight ahead as though composed of marble.

Drawing himself up, Aram brought his hand to his chest in greeting. “I…want to learn magic.”

The honey-haired woman hesitated, her gaze trailing over him. At last she motioned to the obsidian chair. “I am Elyana Ansor, Matron of the Daro Coterie. Come forward and be judged.”

Aram’s legs felt like they were made of rope as he walked to the chair. Each step seemed to take an eternity, and he was acutely aware of every gaze in the room fixed solely on him. The moment he settled into the chair, the silver inlays in the floor began to glow with a cold, blue light. Lines of azure fire raced outward from beneath the chair, connecting to form a complex pattern that pulsed.

Immediately, something pressed against Aram’s mind, like a weight settling into his thoughts.

“State your name,” Elyana directed.

“Aramon Raythe,” he replied. The patterns in the floor flashed white, like liquid lightning flowing through the stone.

“Where were you born?”

“Anai,” he answered, prickles of sweat breaking out across his brow. “It’s a fishing village on the North Coast.”

Again, the flash of white light traveled through the knotted pattern on the floor like quicksilver.

“Who are your parents?”

Aram’s throat tightened, thinking of his mother. “Marna Medbleau and Darand Raythe. My father is dead. My mother… I don’t know if she is or not.” It hurt, admitting that.

White light flicked across the chamber, but this time it was tinged with a flicker of gold that made a few of the mages exchange meaningful glances.

“Tell us of your dragons,” commanded Keth. The swirling colors in his eyes seemed to bore right through Aram’s skin.

Aram bit his lip, shifting uncomfortably. “My dragon’s name is Agaroth. I saved his life. That’s why he chose me.”

“And the other?”

“His name is Siroth. He’s bonded to my friend Markus.”

“Where is this friend now?” asked Elyana.

Aram’s hands clenched on the arms of the chair, the black glass feeling cold as winter ice. “Taken. By an Archon’s champion.”

The silver patterns flared brightly. Several of the mages exchanged glances. When the light faded, Aram saw that the knotwork inlay in the floor had changed, no longer silver, but deep gold shot through with veins of red that pulsed like a heartbeat.

“He speaks the truth,” murmured Elyana, her icy composure unwavering.

“How can that be?” demanded a bearded man in a gray sleeveless robe that only accentuated his impressive physique.

Elyana’s knife-sharp gaze fixed on Aram as though trying to peel him like an onion, layer by layer. “You claim to have killed an Archon. Which one?”

This was the question Aram had dreaded. He couldn’t let them suspect he was a stranger to their world, yet he would have to confess to killing an Archon who was, in this fractal’s timeline, very much alive.

“Kathrax.”

The lights in the floor strobed. There was a mutter of voices and expressions of disbelief.

Elyana waved the others quiet and profound stillness fell across the chamber. Moments passed.

“And how did you kill Kathrax?”

The words spilled out of Aram like water from a broken dam. Without elaborating on the battle, he described how he had bested Kathrax by unraveling him from the pattern of the world. As he spoke, the golden lines in the floor seemed to re-weave themselves, forming new patterns as though the design itself was a living thing.

Elyana and Keth exchanged a look that lasted seconds and spoke volumes in a language that Aram could not understand.

“You were lucky,” Elyana said, clasping her hands in front of her. “Kathrax was one of the weaker ones.”

The chair beneath Aram dissolved, melting like ice under a summer sun. He had to leap to his feet, lest he be dumped onto the floor. He found himself standing in the center of the molten pattern, its glowing light spreading out from him like filigree rays radiating heat that warmed his skin.

“Create,” commanded Elyana.

That was the only specification in her words, no constraints, no parameters, no hints about what she wanted to see.

Aram had no idea what she wanted him to make. Perhaps that was part of the test.

Hesitantly, Aram raised his hands and reached for the aether that filled the air around him. It came readily, eager to be shaped. A weak glow appeared in the air above him, solidifying rapidly into a glowing framework of aether that took shape like a growing crystal.

The Oracle.

He remembered the bronze mechanism’s broken beauty and the satisfaction he felt in making it whole. His hands moved almost without conscious thought, weaving the aether into familiar patterns. Gears that glowed metallically crystallized out of the air and began to turn within spheres of hardened light. Aether flowed like water, carrying energy from component to component.

Why the Oracle? Why had his mind gone to that as a source of inspiration?

He didn’t have time to ponder it.

Something was wrong.

The construct shuddered, its harmonies discordant. Each binding he attempted seemed to unravel quickly, slipping from his control. The knots he’d tied were too simple to accomplish what he intended. They couldn’t maintain the complexity of the device he was trying to create.

Sweat beaded on his forehead as Aram struggled to reimagine his creation. The essence within him was draining faster than it should, hemorrhaging away with each failed knot. Every time he tried a more complex binding, it would slip or unravel.

Keth stepped forward.

Shadows erupted from the mage’s fingertips, predatory tendrils that moved like hunting serpents. They struck at Aram’s creation and began to unravel it, not by force but by revealing the fundamental flaws in his knotwork. Every weak crossing began to dissolve.

Aram’s jaw clenched as he watched his construct coming apart. The shadows weren’t destroying it; they were simply showing every mage in the chamber the flaws in its creation. All of his work unraveled under scrutiny, releasing stored essence in chaotic bursts of light and heat.

“Rudimentary,” Keth said, his opal eyes reflecting no warmth. “But promising. He has vast potential but lacks the most basic foundations.”

Aram’s face heated. He thought back to every book of knotwork he had ever studied, his mind sifting through them, frantic for patterns and complexities. Quickly, he located the flaws in his construct that Keth had revealed and worked to repair them.

The failing device blazed with new life as he rewove its components. But Keth’s shadowy tendrils were still there, eager to undo everything he was trying to create.

Aram bit his lip in desperation, changing tactics. Instead of fighting Keth’s shadows, he decided to incorporate them. His creation drank in the darkness, using it as structural support.

The result was beautiful and terrible, a complex amalgamation born of opposing forces.

Keth’s eyes went wide. He tried to pull his shadows back, but they had become integral to the structure of the device. To remove them now would unravel everything and release all that stored energy at once.

The device hung in the air between them, devouring energy from the aether to feed its complex geometry. He struggled to keep it aloft as the device rewove itself according to its own logic, making and unmaking itself in a dazzling display of rippling light and color.

“Stop him,” someone commanded, fear bleeding into that voice.

Aram tried. But the device he’d created had taken on a life of its own, weaving itself into existence faster than he could pull it apart, its pattern growing more elaborate with each passing heartbeat.

“He’s losing control,” growled Keth.

Elyana raised her hands and Aram’s construct simply dissolved. The chamber dimmed, its ambience reduced to shadows and candlelight.

“Enough,” Elyana commanded.

Aram stared at her, trembling with exhaustion. “Did I pass?”

Elyana moved forward. Reaching out, she laid her hand upon his forehead, and Aram felt a pure warmth moving into him. He stopped trembling.

Keth said quietly, “You, boy, have just demonstrated why feral mages are a danger to the world.”

Shame squeezed Aram’s chest.

Gazing down at Aram as though transfixed, Elyana said, “He spun shadow by instinct alone.”

Keth nodded, his frown deepening. He considered Aram for a long, silent moment. At last he gave a troubled sigh.

“Lucky boy,” he muttered. “If there wasn’t a war going on, you’d be dead. Feral mages are by custom not suffered to exist. Fortunately for you, we need all the strength we can get.”

Aram let out a breath.

“Thank you,” he gasped.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




They emerged from the cavern that held the sacred Wellspring water into bright morning sunlight that made Calise squint and blink. Kevatis locked the door behind them with his heavy iron key, testing it twice to ensure it was secure.

“Where are we going?” Calise asked as he led her down a dusty path covered in pine needles and lined with rocks on either side.

“You’ll see,” was all he replied, adjusting the fringed shawl that he wore draped across his shoulders. It was the mark of a Dedicant, Calise knew, a thought that drew a shiver down her skin.

Someday soon, she would wear such a shawl.

Kevatis guided her further into the depths of the forest. The trees closed around them almost immediately, encasing them with their weighty boughs. The ancient trunks rose like pillars on either side of a narrow trail, their canopy so thick that the world below existed in perpetual twilight. The air grew cooler, damper, and the sounds of the village faded behind them until there was only the whisper of leaves and the creak of branches overhead. The strong smell of pine and dust filled the air as the world around them evolved into a surreal haze.

Calise could feel the presence of the trees more acutely than before. After what had happened in the cavern, her awareness seemed heightened, more sensitive to the subtle currents of the woodland around her. As the forest darkened around them, she could almost feel it there, just on the edge of the shadowy path, as though the trees themselves were aware of their intrusion into this misty world. It was as though she could sense them, watching and wary.

“The Irwood is old,” Kevatis said, his voice the only sound that interrupted the stillness. “Older than the Greenwood. Older than Skyhome. These trees remember a time before our kind walked the earth.”

“They don’t like us,” Calise murmured, feeling the weight of their presence all around.

“The memory of the forest is long. The trees remember every ring of axe, every fire, every nail. All it knows is that we bring destruction. The Irwood has no trust of us.” He paused, touching the soft, fibrous bark of a massive redwood that stood like a sentinel beside the path. “This tree has stood for centuries.”

He started forward, the path leading them further into the forest, which darkened around them. The trail twisted and turned, sometimes narrowing to barely a foot wide, other times opening into small clearings where the branches overhead parted to emit shafts of filtered light. The air darkened and grew heavy with moisture. Off to the sides of the path, Calise caught glimpses of movement in the shadows. Overhead, a breeze whispered through the limbs of the trees, which rocked and sighed.

They walked for what felt like hours, though the unchanging twilight made it impossible to judge time. Gradually, the forest thickened until darkness fell around them, the light of day unable to penetrate. The path opened up, the boughs ahead unfurling.

Calise halted with a sharp gasp, gazing upward in stricken awe.

They stood in a meadow mantled in moss and fern. Great trees ringed the glade of such girth and age that their very existence was a marvel. Their bark was pale as starlight, and there dwelt within them an ancient presence that seemed to well up from some deep source within. High above, their limbs wove together in vaulted arches like the roof of a vast hall wrought by the slow art of countless years.

The bracken of the glade was pierced through with delicate flowers that thrived in the filtered light, some as violet as twilight, others gold as the sun’s first rays. Never had she looked upon such beauty, and it pierced her heart with a sweetness that was almost pain, so that tears came unbidden to her eyes.

Calise took a tentative step forward and felt as though the air itself seemed less oppressive. Here, in this ancient wood, she was not resented. The trees that rose around her were old beyond years, their roots planted deep in the very bones of the world, and they regarded her with a timeless indifference. She was too small, too brief, to trouble their long dreaming.

“What is this place?” she whispered.

“This is the Heart Grove.” Kevatis’s voice was filled with reverence. “Every great forest has a heart, a place where its power is felt the strongest.”

Calise took another step forward, drawn by the sublime beauty of the meadow. At its center was a pool of water, perfectly still and clear, reflecting the silver trees and blue sky like polished glass.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “More than beautiful. I can feel it. This place is…magic.”

“Yes.” Kevatis moved to stand beside her, his expression filled with reverent awe. “I wanted you to see it…to know what was lost. The Heart of the Greenwood was just as mystical and sacred…even more so, for it was fed by the ancient Wellspring. Nowhere in the world could the Mother’s presence be felt so strongly.”

Calise stood silent, breathing in the peace of this place, letting it soothe the raw edges of her grief and shame.

“Come,” Kevatis urged, his voice gentle. “Touch the water. I promise, there’s no danger here. This pool is blessed by the forest itself, but it holds no mystery.”

Calise hesitated, then moved forward. She knelt beside the pool, her reflection gazing back at her with haunted eyes from its mirror-like surface. She lowered her hand and touched the water. It was cool and clean, and nothing stirred within her in response. No ancient power, no murmurs of prescience.

It was just water. Nothing more.

Her relief was so profound she nearly wept.

Calise cupped her hands and brought the water to her face, splashing it over her skin. It was refreshing and revitalizing, and for the first time since entering the cavern, she felt like she could breathe again.

“Thank you,” she said. “For bringing me here.”

“You’re welcome, child.” Kevatis settled onto a fallen log nearby, his gaze distant. “I come here to remember what was lost. This place soothes my soul. It awakens such memories…”

They sat in silence for a while, the peace of the grove settling over them like a blessing. It was a different kind of quiet than Calise had known before, a tranquil hush that invited rest and contemplation. Birds sang from the high canopy, their voices clear and sweet, weaving melodies that seemed older than memory. A breeze stirred through the branches, gentle as a sigh, carrying with it the mingled scent of flowers and pine.

For the first time since leaving Skyhome, the knot of anxiety in her chest began to loosen. Here, surrounded by this ancient beauty, the weight of her choices and her fears seemed to recede, if only for a moment. She closed her eyes and simply breathed, letting the grove’s serenity wash over her like cool water over a wound.

“I want you to come with me to the Greenwood, Calise. I want you to see what was lost.”

His words shattered the peace like a stone breaking glass. Calise’s eyes snapped open, and she turned to look at him. Kevatis sat with his hands folded in his lap, his expression carefully neutral, almost serene. But there was a heavy sadness in his eyes, a terrible grief.

A chill ran through her despite the warmth of the grove. The hairs on her neck prickled. “I thought no one could go there. I thought it was poisoned.”

“Yes. It is poisoned.” Kevatis nodded slowly, his gaze drifting to the silver trees around them as though comparing them to some memory only he could see. “Nothing can live there, at least not for long. But you can venture into it for a short while. I do, sometimes.” He paused, and a bitter smile flickered across his face. “Once a year or so, I make a pilgrimage to the Greenwood’s Wellspring, to look in on it. Every year I hope to find the corruption receded. Alas. So far…no. The poison remains.”

“Then why do you want me to go?” Calise studied his face, suspicion creeping into her voice. Was all this contrived to convince her to journey with him to the Greenwood? About letting her see what needed healing so she might be moved to try?

Kevatis met her gaze, his expression one of patient understanding. “If you are to be a Dedicant, Calise, you must learn to tend to a sacred spring. The rituals, the prayers, the daily ministrations that keep a Wellspring pure.” His voice was measured, reasonable. “I want to show you your duty, even if it is only to minister to the dead. To honor what once was, and to remember what we fight to preserve elsewhere.”

Calise wanted to challenge him, to ask if that was truly all he wanted. But the words made sense. How could she learn to preserve Skyhome’s Wellspring if she had never tended to one before? How could she understand a Dedicant’s duty without witnessing it performed?

“What about the Wellspring water preserved in the cavern?” she asked. “Isn’t that good enough?”

“There are some things you can learn there, yes.” Kevatis leaned forward, his eyes intense. “But it’s not enough. It’s like caring for an arm amputated from the body. You need to see a Wellspring in its natural place, to understand how it connects to the land around it, how it breathes with the earth itself.”

Calise thought of the promise she’d made to Luvana, to become a Dedicant and serve Skyhome and its people. If she were to fulfill that duty, she needed to learn. It was possible that Kevatis was truly just trying to teach her, not manipulate her into attempting something dangerous. And even if he did, that didn’t mean she had to agree.

“Then I will go with you,” she said quietly.

Relief washed over Kevatis’s face, quickly smoothed away, but not before she saw it. “Thank you, Calise.” He stood, brushing moss from his robes. “We will make preparations. The journey is not easy.”

They lingered in the glade for a time, letting the breath of the forest wash over them. When they rose to leave, Calise couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just agreed to something far more significant than a simple lesson. Kevatis walked ahead of her, his pace steady and sure, and she studied the set of his shoulders, the way he held himself.

By the time they returned to the village, the sun had climbed to its zenith, and the air was warm despite the forest’s shade. Calise’s legs ached from the long walk, but her mind was clearer than it had been in days. The peace of the Heart Grove still clung to her like morning dew, though apprehension trailed her like a shadow.

Kevatis led her back toward his dilapidated hut at the camp’s far edge. His shelter was constructed of salvaged wood and forest branches, and Calise had to duck to enter through the low doorway.

The inside of the hut was spare to the point of austerity. A single small window let in a shaft of dusty light. Against one wall lay a bed that consisted of a mound of dried rushes covered with a thin blanket. A few shelves held herbs and supplies, clay vessels and wooden implements.

“Let’s start with something simple,” he said. “Practical knowledge that every Dedicant must possess.”

He moved to a shelf on the wall and removed a copper ewer and a matching bowl, items that looked too fine for this simple life.

“Spring water. From the Greenwood.” Kevatis set both pitcher and bowl upon a low table in the center of the room. “I keep a small supply here for healing.”

He poured a small amount of water into the bowl, perhaps two fingers’ depth. Even in the brighter light filtering through the window, it glowed a luminescent green.

Calise leaned closer, transfixed. “It’s beautiful.”

“It is,” Kevatis agreed, settling onto a worn cushion beside the table. He gestured for her to sit across from him then turned his attention to the glowing water in the bowl. “Do you understand what Wellspring water truly is?”

“Blood of the Earth-Mother,” Calise replied, transfixed by the shimmering water. “The sacred essence of Leysa herself.”

“Yes. But it is more than that.” Kevatis held his hands above the bowl, not touching the water but hovering just above its surface. “Think of the earth as a living body, vast and ancient. The Wellsprings are like wounds.”

“Wounds?” The analogy startled Calise, for she had never considered that something so pure and good could come from injury to the earth that bore them.

Kevatis nodded, his gaze transfixed by the shimmering water in the bowl. “Wellsprings are places where the earth has been damaged. They are ancient wounds that have never closed, because we keep them open so the blood of the earth can continue to flow freely.”

Calise glanced up at him in shock. “You keep them open?”

Kevatis’s face grew somber. “A Dedicant’s duty is not to close the wound, but to tend it. To keep it clean and pure, to prevent corruption, to ensure the blood flows clear and strong.”

“But a wound can become infected,” Calise protested.

“Precisely.” Kevatis reached up and rubbed his eyes, looking profoundly weary. “A wound that is neglected can fester. The blood that flows from it becomes tainted, spreading sickness instead of healing. That is what happened to the Greenwood.”

Calise’s stare returned to the glowing water, a chill running through her.

“Let’s set that aside,” whispered Kevatis with a fleeting smile. “I want to show you how a Dedicant maintains the purity of Spring water. How we strengthen it, renew it, keep it potent even when drawn from its source.”

Calise leaned forward, eager to understand. Kevatis began to chant softly, the same prayer she’d heard in the cavern. He spoke in the High Speech, ancient Aulden, its words almost incomprehensible to her ears. Yet it flowed with a haunting melody, beautiful and unsettling in equal measure. As he spoke, he moved his hands in precise patterns above the water, never touching it but tracing symbols in the air.

The water’s glow intensified, pulsing brighter with each phrase of the chant.

“The words are less important than the intention,” Kevatis said. “They are more of a focus for your mind.” He gestured to the bowl. “Hold your hands above the water, as I did. Close your eyes. Feel the essence inside you—in the air, in the earth, in your own body. Feel your connection to the water in the bowl.”

Calise paused, glancing up at him. “I…don’t have essence. My blood is red.”

Kevatis shrugged dismissively. “You are at least half-Auld, are you not?”

She nodded, feeling ashamed.

“Then there is essence inside you. You must find it. Feel it.”

Calise hesitated, closed her eyes and sought within, deep down into the recesses of her bones. But even with his direction, she could feel nothing but her own pulse, her heart stirring her all-too-human blood in her veins.

“I can’t,” she whispered, tears of hopelessness gathering in her eyes. “It’s not there. There’s nothing there.”

Kevatis drew back, concern shadowing his eyes. “There has to be, otherwise, you could not have the Talent that you do.” He conjured a smile. “We just have to find it.”

Calise dropped her gaze in shame, staring down into the shimmering water in the bowl, which seemed to be mocking her with its gentle glow. How could she be a Dedicant if she wasn’t fully Auld? Why would Luvana set her upon this hopeless course?

“I don’t know how…” She shook her head in despair.

“There, now.” Kevatis reached out and lifted her chin. “I think I do.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




Aram stood in the center of the testing chamber, his legs shaking with exhaustion as he stared at the mages who surrounded him.

Around the circular chamber’s perimeter, eight figures stood watching him with expressions ranging from awe to outright hostility. Aram could feel the tension crackling between them like air before a thunderstorm.

Glancing around the room at the surrounding faces, Elyana pronounced, “The candidate has shown exceptional raw potential.”

“And exceptional lack of control,” growled Keth.

“How do we know we can trust him?” asked a woman with chestnut hair and the bearing of someone accustomed to being obeyed. Her robe was tied with a wide cloth belt the color of jade. “He could be a Demalkian spy.”

“Unlikely,” countered another voice. This came from a bearded man in a sleeveless tunic that accentuated his impressive physique. “If he was from Demalkia or even Sor, they would have made damn sure he received formal training.”

“We shall trust him until he proves himself untrustworthy,” Elyana pronounced. “In the meantime, he needs guidance. Who shall mentor him?”

“Yes, who?” echoed a gray-haired woman with a tone as cold as river ice. “We are all busy enough with our own responsibilities, Elyana.”

Keth stepped forward, his opalescent eyes seeming to glow in the dim light chamber. “I suppose I will.”

The room fell silent. Aram studied the man before him with apprehension, for Keth’s contempt radiated off him like heat waves.

“Are you sure?” Elyana asked, her surprise evident.

Keth nodded, his gaze piercing into Aram. “It should be someone who holds a high degree of skepticism.”

A chill ran down Aram’s spine. The intensity of Keth’s stare felt predatory.

“The Raveling objects!” a woman announced firmly.

“As do the Fettered,” snapped the gray-haired woman. “We cannot risk⁠—”

“The Woven Rule accepts,” interrupted another man who stood taller and broader than all the rest.

“I call a vote.” Elyana stepped forward, raising her arms. “Who affirms that Aramon Raythe should remain in Daro to be trained?”

Five of the mages raised their hands in assent: Illith, Elyana, and three others. The remaining five stood steadfast, arms crossed—including Keth, the very mage who had volunteered to mentor him.

“A split decision, then,” Elyana muttered. “Which means the choice falls to the Xara.”

“It is the Xara’s desire that he be trained,” Keth stated with an expression that indicated he disagreed.

There was a long pause, as though his words fell upon empty space. But then the mages began filing out of the chamber, their low conversations escaping Aram’s ears. Even Illith retreated with them. Soon only Aram and Keth remained. His new, reluctant mentor stood staring at Aram, his prismatic eyes fixed on him with the intensity of a predator.

“Tell me, boy,” Keth’s words were menacingly quiet. “Do you have any idea what you created here?”

“Something bad,” Aram whispered in defeat.

“Yes.” Keth gave a thin smile. “But that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Under the right circumstances, such a monstrosity might even prove useful.”

“I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“Intent is irrelevant. What matters is capability.” Keth moved closer, making Aram draw back. “You have power. The question is whether you have the discipline to wield it without destroying everything around you.”

Aram could feel Keth’s considerable power radiating off him. It affected him the way coarse wool scratched at his skin; only, this was worse. He took another step back, unable to tolerate his proximity. “Then teach me.”

“I will try, though there is a good chance I will fail.” Keth’s lips compressed to a razor-sharp line. “You have many impediments. More than most. We’ll have to peel them away one by one. Rest tonight. Come back to me tomorrow.”

With that, Keth departed the chamber, leaving Aram standing in the shadows with the chill lump of ice hardening in his stomach. He stood staring down at the knotted pattern on the floor, his mind stunned and reeling.

He blinked as though jarred awake. A shiver went down his back, violent enough to make him shake his head to try to drive the feeling away. He trudged forward, eager to put as much distance as he could between himself and the testing chamber.

Aram didn’t make it far before guards armed with swords and tall halberds encircled him. Without a word, they fell in around him and escorted him down the long hall lined with columns, the sound of their boots echoing off the ceiling and walls.

When they emerged from the building, Aram did a double-take. When he had entered the Sanctum, it had been morning. Now though, the sky shimmered with a myriad of stars. The city around him was illuminated with brightly colored lanterns that hung from strands of rope draped over the streets in lazy zigzags.

The guards turned back, leaving Aram to find his way through the shadowed streets. The city had settled into evening quiet. Few inhabitants lingered, and those who did moved with the purposeful haste of men eager to reach hearth and home. The gentle gurgle of water through the carved channels on the sides of the buildings broke the silence, sounding like babbling mountain streams.

It was not hard to find the domura. The layout of Daro was chaotic, but the landmarks were easy to identify. No two structures were the same, and each was uniquely carved and painted.

Aram found Niyo and Astia in the kitchen, which smelled strongly of cinnamon and baking bread. Seeing him, Niyo rose and spread her hands in greeting, offering him a bow. Astia flashed him a bright smile. Nibs lay sleeping on her shoulder, his long body curled around her neck.

“Your arrival warms our house,” Niyo said in greeting before dropping down beside Astia. Both of their hands were white with coated flour.

“Did you pass?” blurted Astia.

“I did,” Aram said, though he wasn’t sure if that were a good or bad thing. “Is Illith here?”

“She went out,” said Niyo. “She didn’t say when she would return.”

Disappointed, Aram sat beside Astia on a mat, not knowing what to do. He needed to talk to Illith. He did not like the idea of Keth appointing himself his mentor, and he wondered if there was anything that could be done about it. Elyana seemed nice. He’d rather have her.

Niyo plucked a ball of dough from a basket beside her and deftly rolled it into a wide, thin pancake. She draped it over a large upside-down pot that sat above the fire, the dough conforming to the curved surface as it cooked over the flames.

Aram crossed the kitchen to the living area on the other side where Reki squatted on a woven mat, carefully polishing a piece of carved wood with oils that filled the air with a fragrant scent. Beside him, a youth of perhaps fourteen worked intently at his own carving, his bare feet gripping iron tools with surprising dexterity. Where his arms should have been, only shortened stumps remained at his shoulders.

“This is Tae,” Reki said, patting the boy on the back. “He’s learning the family trade.”

Tae looked up at Aram with bright, dark eyes and a quick smile. “Are you really a dragon rider?” he asked in a soft and gentle voice.

“I am.” Aram dropped to a deep crouch beside him on the mat.

“What’s it like?” Tae’s toes curled around a thin carving knife, pausing in his work. “Flying, I mean. On your dragon.”

The question brought a smile to Aram’s lips. “It’s like…being part of the wind itself.”

Reki did not look pleased with his son’s question or Aram’s answer, his face compressing into a scowl. “Tae dreams of flying. He spends half his time on the roof, watching for dragons.”

The eagerness in Tae’s eyes dimmed, and he looked down, concentrating again on his work. Aram’s chest tightened, for he understood what it was like to dream…. and what it was like for those dreams to be dismissed by others.

“Eat,” Niyo ordered, handing Aram a large, rolled flatbread stuffed with meat.

Aram obeyed, taking a bite bigger than he should have, for the stuffing was fire-hot and burned the inside of his mouth. He squirmed, trying not to show his discomfort.

“I know everything about dragons,” Tae said, his eyes focused on his work. His foot moved with precise accuracy, sketching a fine filigree pattern into the wood.

Niyo brought Aram a cup of diluted wine, which Aram chugged to cool his throat.

“Tae knows more about dragons than most drakomen,” Reki said, sounding displeased. “Though the gods know what he’ll ever do with the information.”

Reki set aside the piece he was working on, which Aram recognized as the wooden sole of a sandal.

He leaned forward to examine it, noting the careful attention to detail. “It’s far nicer than any sandal I’ve ever owned. You’re both very skilled.”

“It’s sandalwood from the southern groves,” Reki explained. “Each piece of wood tells us what kind of sandal it wants to become.” He glanced at his son with deep affection. “Tae has the finest touch of anyone in the family.”

“Father says my feet are more talented than most people’s hands,” Tae said proudly, wiggling his toes. Then his smile fell. “I’d trade both feet, though, for the chance to ride a dragon.”

Aram considered the problem. He’d be glad to give Tae a chance to fly on Agaroth, but he worried that the boy would be hurt without the ability to hold on to anything. He couldn’t help pondering, sorting through ideas that he discarded one by one.

Suddenly, his brain shivered to a halt as the stark truth of the situation hit him like a brick.

There was nothing he could do for Tae. The boy’s world would end when the fractal reset, then all of this would just start over. Even if he could make a small difference in Tae’s life, none of it would matter. All these events would just repeat, as though Aram had never existed.

He sat in silence after that as conversations drifted around him. As the evening wore on, he felt some of the weight lift from his shoulders. There was something deeply comforting about this ordinary family. The gentle teasing between parents and children, the quiet pride in their craft, the simple rhythm of their conversation. Watching Tae work with such cheer and skill reminded Aram that strength came in many forms.

When it was finally time to sleep, Niyo took him by the arm and led him to his bed. “You seemed troubled when you returned,” she said quietly. “I hope the evening helped.”

“It did,” Aram said, and meant it. “Thank you. Your family is very kind.”

“Family takes care of family,” she said simply. “And while you live under our roof, you are family. Sleep well,” she added, echoing her words from the night before. “Tomorrow’s winds bring fresh leaves.”

Aram tried to sleep, but he lay awake for hours. The raw silk he wore itched terribly, and Keth’s words kept echoing in his head like some form of mental torture. Your dragon occupies your mind, and for you to succeed, your mind may not be divided. Aram rolled over one way then the other, trying to get comfortable on the hard wooden bed. Trying to silence Keth’s voice in his thoughts, to forget he’d ever heard it.
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Aram awoke tired and sore. His body ached at every joint that had been driven into the hard wooden bed as he slept. He groaned, rubbing his eyes. The room was still draped in shadows, though strips of daylight filtered through slats that covered the far window.

“Aram.”

It was Illith.

He responded with a groan.

She moved closer, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Get up. There’s something I want to show you.” Her face contained a smile, as though she was hiding a secret.

He sat up, yawning, and stretched his arms. “What is it?”

“Just come.” She rose and turned expectantly, waiting for him.

He’d slept in his clothes. When he bent to put on his shoes, he found a new pair of sandals beside his bed. Aram lifted them, turning them over slowly. Deep gratitude filled him, for he knew where those sandals came from. They were the ones Tae had been working on the night before. The boy had made them for him.

He strapped them on, lacing the leather. Then he stood, testing the fit. He thought perhaps they were the most comfortable pair of shoes he’d ever worn.

“Here,” Illith said, handing him his sword and scabbard. “You may wear it, though take care. Don’t draw it in view of the city guards.”

Aram strapped the sword around his waist, grateful to feel its familiar weight at his hip. He followed Illith out of the thin house and onto the thin walkway that encircled the domura’s second floor. Aram nodded greetings to the residents they passed, who turned away from their tasks with smiles and pleasantries. The circular community was like an entire town nested inside the larger city.

They exited the domura and took a road that led away from Daro toward the foothills of the surrounding mountains. The high rock faces formed walls around the city, standing to the sky like granite teeth, encircling Daro on all sides.

They hadn’t gone far down the road before a large shadow moving over the ground stopped Aram. Looking up, his eyes widened at the sight of an enormous black dragon gliding by overhead with a proud gracefulness that was entrancing, a rider on its back. It was not just any dragon.

It was a Greater Dragon.

The only one Aram had ever seen other than Agaroth, for they were all extinct, every last one of them.

Except for here. Here, encapsulated in this fractal, was a time when the Greater Dragons were not yet lost to the world. Aram could not help the gasp that escaped his lips as the dragon overhead was joined by another, this one even larger than the first, a magnificent creature whose bronze scales glistened like fire in the morning sunlight.

“You never get used to it,” Illith whispered beside him. “The sight of dragons.”

“No,” Aram agreed. He had never gotten used to it, even after all the years he had lived at Skyhome and the time he had spent with Agaroth. And here, it was even more dramatic, for as his eyes traced the sky above, he found more Greater Dragons taking to the air from the mountain cliffs all around them, heeding the call of the morning light.

A terrible pang echoed in his heart, for he missed his dragon greatly. But that feeling quickly diminished, replaced by a new warmth and joyful eagerness.

He could feel Agaroth close by. He was here, somewhere in the cliffs high above. Aram could feel his dragon close, pressed against his soul as though a fragment of himself had been reunited with the whole.

Aram dashed forward, too eager to walk, but Illith caught his arm.

“Wait for me. You need me with you.”

“Why?” gasped Aram.

“Do you think they let just anyone into the dragon eyries?”

He wasn’t just anyone though. He was a windrider, and if he belonged any place in the world, it was among them. But this was Illith’s time and place. He had to yield to her knowledge of the systems and structures of this society.

He followed her as the road before them became a dusty trail that meandered up the sides of the foothills before coming to an enormous gate set into the granite side of the mountain cliffs itself. Great double doors carved of stone stood at least three stories tall, guarding an arching entrance way that opened to a dark passage beyond.

This was the doorway to the dragon eyries. It was guarded by armored soldiers who bared their weapons in response to Aram and Illith’s approach.

“Hail, dragonkin,” Illith called ahead.

Their leaders stepped forward, and they halted before him. “What business have you with the Dragon Warrens?”

That was an odd name. This wasn’t Skyhome, though. Skyhome wouldn’t be built for thousands of years, and the eyries above him on the mountain were from this time and not his own.

Illith raised her hand, indicating Aram. “I bring one of you. This is Aramon Raythe, Crimson Rider, who belongs to the mighty Agaroth the Red.”

Together as one, the guards bowed forward, their hands pressed against their chests. Their leader stated, “Crimson Rider, we greet you. Pardon our inhospitality. We beg your forgiveness. Please pass. Do you need an escort through the warrens?”

“There is nothing to forgive,” Illith assured them. “You serve the Great Ones well. And thank you, but we don’t need an escort. I know the way.”

“Then pass, with our blessings.”

They bowed again, parting and stepping aside, letting Aram and Illith through. As they stepped through the doorway, the mountain’s shadow fell over Aram, and he shivered. But then he gasped in awe for the second time that morning.

All along the walls of the wide passages ahead were graven bas-relief knotwork, identical to the walls of Skyhome. It was beautiful and awe-inspiring, and absolutely thrilling, for it had to predate the knot-language of Elaric by thousands of years.

It sank into him then, settling in his chest like an anvil: the hard realization that he was really here, at the beginning of all things—or rather the end, depending upon which way you looked at it.

This was the world before the Sundering, before everything went wrong.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




Shadow and silence filled the wide corridor, giving it the air of a forgotten passage. Stone pavers cobbling the floor told the story of cartwheels that must traverse this place regularly, though the corridor now stood empty.

Except for the smell.

That, Aram recognized, for it was the scent closest to his heart: the smell of dragons.

His pulse kicked up its pace, for he could feel Agaroth somewhere above, awaiting his arrival with eager anticipation. He tore his gaze from the ornate knotwork carved into the walls and quickened his pace, the sandals on his feet making his footsteps all but soundless.

Illith walked at his side, the slightest smile gracing her face, as though she knew a secret he did not.

A hallway opened to their left, leading to a stairwell. The main corridor continued straight ahead, lit at intervals by shafts that angled down from above.

“Do you know which way to go?” he asked Illith.

“Up.”

She headed for the stairs, Aram following. Together they mounted the wooden steps, spiraling upward into darkness. They climbed floor after floor, following the stairs in their long rise, a journey similar to the ascent from Hearth Home all the way up the cliff to the eyries of Skyhome.

At last the stairs ended at a short hallway that opened into an enormous cavern. Even before they entered it, Aram knew what it was by the odor: an eyrie filled with dragons. The scent became stronger as they moved forward, a powerful combination of brimstone and something distinctly animal.

Aram stopped at the entrance to the vast chamber, taking it all in. The cavern was bigger even than Skyhome’s Southern Eyrie, its ceiling disappearing into shadows high above, supported by thick columns of stone. Fresh rushes covered the floor, and around the edges of the great space were alcoves enclosed by wicker screens, a familiar sight.

A wide pond of dark water filled the center of the room, fed by springs that bubbled up from deep within the mountain. The rock around the pond was stained with blood, most of it old and dried to brown patches, but some still dark and fresh enough to glisten in the firelight.

Ahead, the cavern mouth yawned open in a wash of sunlight that held back the darkness.

“It’s enormous,” breathed Aram.

“Yes,” Illith agreed. The expression on her face was one of pride and anticipation.

As if responding to their words, a deep roar resonated through the cavern. From out of one of the alcoves emerged a dragon, and the sight of him made Aram’s breath hitch in his throat.

Agaroth.

Every fiber of Aram’s being sprang tight, and he burst forward, compelled by the invisible bond that twined their souls together. Where it had felt stretched tenuously thin during their separation, the bond suddenly blazed to life with an intensity that hit Aram like an arrow to the heart.

Agaroth sprang forward, rounding the pool with earth-shaking strides, his claws scraping against the rock. Aram ran forward and threw his arms around his dragon’s neck, holding him tight, and pressed his face against his cool, smooth scales.

Then he drew back, marveling at how hale Agaroth looked. His scales had regained their crimson luster, and his golden eyes blazed with ferocity and intelligence.

Waves of joy and relief flooded through Aram. The connection he shared with Agaroth flooded him with emotion, both his own and his dragon’s. Agaroth’s pleasure at seeing him safe, his contentment at their reunion, Aram’s overwhelming relief and heartfelt joy.

“Crimson rider, your arrival honors us,” announced a voice from behind.

Aram turned to see a tall, muscular man who had come to stand beside Illith, his silver-streaked hair bound back.

“I am Wingmaster Shenato.” The man touched his breast. “You are welcome in my eyrie.”

“Thank you for helping my dragons,” said Aram, returning the gesture. “I can’t believe how good Agaroth looks.”

“They are lucky to be alive.” The man’s frown was harsh and judgmental. “I cannot imagine what they went through to end up in such a state.”

Aram hesitated, feeling defensive. Yet he couldn’t very well explain that his dragons had been ravaged by the void when it didn’t exist in this timeline.

“Well, they look fantastic,” Aram said, avoiding the implied question.

Wingmaster Shenato pursed his lips. “You are lucky they had early access to a Wellspring. You are luckier you had one of my best drakomen attend to them. Saiya can heal anything short of death.”

A soft rumble drew Aram’s attention to the stone walls behind Agaroth, where a smaller dark dragon lay on a ledge above. Siroth’s scales had regained most of their metallic sheen, but they were still faded, and there was yet a profound sadness in his eyes that hadn’t gone away.

“Siroth,” Aram whispered.

The black dragon lifted his head, and Aram was struck by the sorrow he saw there. Without thinking, he slipped past Agaroth and climbed a short rise of stone-carved steps to where Siroth lay. The Lesser Dragon watched him approach with wary interest, tracking his movements with his eyes.

“I know you miss him,” Aram said, reaching out slowly to touch Siroth’s nose. “And I know Markus misses you too. You’ll be together soon.”

At the mention of Markus’s name, Siroth made a high, keening sound that broke Aram’s heart. The dragon pressed his head against Aram’s chest, and though they shared no bond, Aram could feel the creature’s grief as a tangible thing.

“I promise,” Aram whispered, stroking the smooth black scales.

“You shouldn’t make promises like that when you have no idea if you can keep them.”

Aram looked up at the sound of the unfamiliar voice to see a young woman wearing riding leathers approaching, her dark brown hair bound behind her head in a jumble of curls.

“Why do you think I can’t keep it?” Aram asked, rising to his feet.

The woman crested the stone steps and halted. “It’s not what I think. It’s what you think.”

“And how do you know what I think?” Aram felt a flash of anger strike his nerves like lightning.

The young woman shrugged. “It’s one of my Talents. I know doubt when I hear it. I’m Saiya. I’m the one who healed your dragons enough to fly here.”

“You…heal dragons?” he asked, for he had never heard of such a thing. Back in Skyhome, injured dragons usually recovered by soaking in the eyries’ pools, which were fed by the Wellspring beneath the mountain. He’d never heard of anyone with the Talent to heal a dragon.

“I am a drakoman,” she stated, as though that singular word could answer every question he asked.

Behind her, a dragon emerged through the brightness of the cavern’s wide mouth, stalking with an easy grace. The newcomer was smaller than Agaroth but still unmistakably a Great One, with scales that gleamed like polished obsidian. Aram’s breath caught, for even though he had seen Greater Dragons flying in the air over Daro, seeing one up close, alive and whole, filled him with a wonder that bordered on reverence.

The moment Agaroth saw the new dragon, a sound erupted from deep within his chest—not a roar, but something closer to a song.

Aram staggered as pure joy blazed through the bond, so intense that it nearly drove him to his knees.

The black dragon landed near the pool, her movements elegant, like a panther’s lithe grace. She lifted her head, and her golden eyes locked on Agaroth. For heartbeats, neither dragon moved.

Agaroth surged forward, closing the distance between them in three powerful strides. They met nose to nose, their necks intertwining as they pressed close. Agaroth made that strange singing sound again, and the graceful female answered with a melodious whistle that resonated through the stone.

Faranth, Aram realized, for it could be no other.

“How…?” whispered a voice.

Aram turned to see Saiya regarding the two dragons, her expression layered with confusion and something deeper.

“How do they know each other?” she asked, her voice hushed with wonder.

Esmir’s dragon had been lost to the void centuries before.

Now, because of Saiya, she was found.

“She’s his mate,” Aram breathed in wonder as understanding settled over him like dawn breaking over mountains. Daymar had been Esmir’s husband. It made perfect sense that their dragons had built a life together too, their souls entwined as deeply as their riders had been.

Through the bond, Aram felt Agaroth’s emotions break over him like waves: elation so fierce it burned, grief seared into joy, passion so raw it ached, and woven through it all, like golden thread, a love that had endured across centuries.

The intensity staggered him. The joyfulness blazing through their connection sang in Aram’s veins. It was rapture made manifest, emotion beyond the reach of language. Two souls, torn apart by time and fate, finding each other whole once more.

“How do you know?” Saiya asked, turning to study him with keen eyes that seemed to pierce through pretense. “Do you know her rider?”

“I do,” he said softly.

“Where is he?”

“He’s lost. Somewhere she can’t find him. Not here.” The words felt inadequate, too small to capture the enormity of what had been severed.

“That’s the feeling I got from her,” Saiya murmured, her gaze drifting back to Faranth. “I’m not her rider, not really. At least, we’re not bonded. I healed her, and ever since, she’s favored me. She lets me on her back, since I don’t have a dragon of my own. Her rider became trapped somewhere else…somewhere she couldn’t go.” Saiya looked up at him. “What is her name? I’ve never known.”

“Faranth,” Aram answered.

The name hung in the air between them like a prayer.

Aram moved forward, his steps slow and reverent. He climbed down from the ledge and stopped before the black female. Raising his hand, he gently stroked her neck, marveling at the beauty of her chiseled face, proud and noble, scarred by battles he’d only heard of. Her golden eyes regarded him with something approaching recognition, as though she sensed in him the echo of someone she’d once known.

“She’s beautiful,” Aram whispered, his voice thick with emotion.

“She is,” Saiya agreed, following him down the steps.

Aram stared in wonder at the living miracle before him. “How did she end up here?”

Saiya tilted her head, her brow scrunched, as though trying to grasp at a memory that slipped like water through her fingers. “She…just appeared here one day.” She paused, frowning harder as though lost in thought. At last she blinked, shaking her head. “I healed her, but what I couldn’t heal is the broken bond. Every day when I don’t need her, she combs the skies, searching for her lost rider.”

Aram thought he understood Saiya’s hesitation, as though shuffling through pieces of broken memory. Faranth had no doubt arrived centuries ago, but since then, the fractal had reset again and again, for who knew how many cycles. And in each cycle, Faranth would reappear, trapped in this echo of the past. An eternity of heartbreak and loss, repeated endlessly, each time feeling like the first.

The cruelty of it stole his breath.

Looking up at Agaroth, he smiled sadly, finding comfort in his dragon’s happiness. Keth thought his bond with his dragon was an impediment to magic that would hold him back from his potential. But he knew better. His bond with Agaroth wasn’t a weakness; it was strength beyond measure.

Wingmaster Shenato came forward, setting his hand on Agaroth’s shoulder, gazing up at him in undisguised admiration. “He is magnificent. I have seen only one other that would rival him, and that is fierce Aurex, bonded of Raginor.”

“Raginor,” Aram breathed, the name escaping him like a confession.

His pulse quickened, hammering against his ribs. In this time, Raginor would still be alive. Not a forbidden legend sung about in secrecy by wandering bards but living flesh. The man whose choices would doom the world.

The man whose soul might be his own.

“There’s talk that Raginor might be visiting Daro soon to meet with the Xara,” Shenato went on, oblivious to the sudden tension in Aram’s frame. “Perhaps if he comes, you will have a chance to meet Aurex. A mightier dragon has never taken to the skies.”

Aram felt a chill run down his spine despite the warmth of the eyrie. This truly was the beginning of the end, the spark that would ignite the conflagration. The conflict that would consume the world and lead to its Sundering. He was actually here, standing at the nexus of all that had gone wrong.

The bard’s song from his childhood, coming to life around him. Now he knew exactly where he was, and when he was: the Summer of Ages, during the War of Desolation. And he knew what came after: the Age of Chaos. The Sundering of the World.

Illith touched his arm. “The hour grows late, and you will have a full day tomorrow. Perhaps you should stay with Niyo tonight. Get some rest and give Agaroth and Faranth a chance to reunite. You can come back tomorrow after your lessons.”

Aram nodded, knowing she was right. The two dragons needed time. Reluctantly, he climbed back up to Siroth’s ledge for one final goodbye. The black dragon pressed his head against Aram’s chest, and Aram felt the depth of his loneliness. And the weight of the promise he had made to him.

“I will bring him back,” he whispered. “I don’t know how, but I will.”

Then he returned to Agaroth, wrapping his arms around his dragon’s neck and pressing his cheek against his great chest. Through their bond, he sent feelings of love and gratitude, assuring him he would return soon.

The crimson dragon rumbled his approval, the sound vibrating through the stone beneath their feet. Then he swung his head to Faranth, his nose touching hers.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Aram assured him.

Saiya walked with them as they made their way back toward the stairs. “Your promise to your friend’s dragon…” she said. “I hope you can keep it. I’ve seen what separation has done to Faranth. I…” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head. “I hope she finds him.”

“So do I,” Aram replied. More than Saiya could possibly know.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Ahand shook his shoulder, dragging Markus from sleep. He jerked awake with a gasp, instinctively reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there, the sudden movement sending a spike of pain through his side.

“Time to get dressed.” Sergan sounded wide awake, perhaps even eager. “We have a busy day ahead of us.”

Markus blinked, disoriented. In the dim morning light, Sergan looked like little more than a shadow against other shadows. Like a silhouette retreating through the doorway.

“What time is it?” he called, voice rough with sleep.

“Early enough,” Sergan replied from the other room.

The door closed, leaving Markus alone in the gray light filtering through the curtains. He sat up slowly, testing his torso. The physicker Sergan had summoned knew what he was about. His ribs were wrapped tight in clean linen, the binding firm but not restrictive. The sharp, knifing pain had dulled to a constant ache unless he moved too fast.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, his body stiff from sleeping on a mattress that was far too soft. The uniform lay where he’d set it on the chair, still folded with precision. Markus stared at it for a moment, his stomach churning. His hand wandered to his own clothes, the uniform of a Warden. He wanted to put them on and be that man again.

He clenched his fists in shaking rage.

With a growl, he tore the black tunic off the chair and forced his body into it, yanking the blue mantle on over his shoulders. The fabric settled over him with familiar weight, and Markus hated how natural it felt. He pulled on his boots and strapped on his belt, fastening the scabbard of his sword onto the hanging straps that suspended it.

He avoided the standing mirror in the far corner of the room. His reflection was the last thing he wanted to see, like salt on a wound. As he walked toward the door, the serpent-and-sun insignia over his heart seemed to burn through the silk.

He found Sergan in the main room, transformed from the travel-worn sorcerer of yesterday into something else entirely. The dress uniform of an Exilari Master Sorcerer was a work of art: deep cobalt robes of silk and velvet, cut in the Imperial style. The cape he wore was an elaborate affair lined with gold that caught the early morning sun streaming through the windows.

“Are we going to a ball?” Markus asked, unwilling to hide his sneer.

Sergan didn’t glance up, ignoring Markus. He was pacing, reading from a vellum scroll. When he finished, he tossed it aside with casual disregard, the broken wax seal glinting red, and picked up another from a table laden with more scrolls and food.

Markus gawked at the feast laid out for them. Honey-glazed pastries, fresh fruit that must have cost a fortune this late in the season, cheeses and cured meats arranged on silver platters. Fresh bread still steaming, butter soft enough to spread.

His stomach turned at the sight of it.

“It’s not getting warmer,” Sergan remarked without looking up from his letter.

Markus moved to the table mechanically, picked up a piece of bread. The crust was perfect, golden and crisp. He forced himself to take a bite. The bread turned to ash in his mouth. He chewed, tried to swallow, but his throat wouldn’t cooperate.

He walked to the window and tossed the bread out into the courtyard below.

Sergan glanced up, scowling. “Don’t complain later if you’re hungry.”

“What are you doing?” Markus asked in a flat voice. “You look ridiculous.”

Sergan held up a scroll covered in dense script, the wax seal bearing a crest Markus didn’t recognize. “Reading. An underappreciated skill.” He tossed it down and picked up another. “We need to gain access to the Imperial Palace. And thanks to our benefactor, I may have found a way.”

“That monster is our benefactor?”

“Is’ul Zagar is an eyesore, to be sure, but he does have a certain…clout.” Sergan scanned the scroll, his eyes moving rapidly over the text.

“What’s the problem? We’ve been to the palace before.” Markus moved closer, watching Sergan sift through the correspondence with the focused intensity of a hunter.

“Plenty of people are allowed in. The problem is being allowed in deep enough. Few are. Servants, brides, concubines, some senior members of the peerage who’ve earned the privilege.” Sergan set down one scroll and picked up another, his fingers tracing the elegant calligraphy. “The trick is being one of those people.”

“You want us to pretend to be servants?”

“Of course not.” Sergan’s tone suggested the idea was beneath consideration. “Servants in the Imperial Household are rigorously vetted and subjected to years of training. Only about one in ten candidates survive the process. They’re tested, observed, their entire family histories examined. We don’t have years to waste on such theater.”

“Then what do you propose we do? Pass as concubines?” Markus couldn’t keep the bitter edge from his voice. “You’re far too old.”

Sergan’s lips twitched. “And you’re far too hairy. No, as I said, our benefactor has unwittingly supplied us with an opportunity.” He held up a particular scroll, this one sealed with black wax bearing an elaborate crest. “He’s allowed you out, under my recognizance. And he has moved some levers of power, allowing me to claim my inheritance. All for the good of the Empire, of course.”

“What do you mean?” Markus frowned, moving closer.

“My father disowned me years ago. Don’t ask why.” Sergan examined the scroll with something that might have been satisfaction. “Normally, inheritance follows a bloodline. Titles, estates, everything entailed—it all passes to the eldest son. Except for estranged ones.” He scowled and for a moment, the mask slipped. Something that might have been regret passed across Sergan’s face before he blinked it away. Glancing up, he met Markus’s eyes. “Thanks to our benefactor, that custom has been waived. The family estates are mine now, whether my father intended it or not.”

Markus stared at him flatly. “Your father’s dead?”

“As of eight months ago, apparently. Heart failure, according to the official report, though I doubt that’s the truth.” Sergan set down the scroll with deliberate care. “Convenient for us. Less so for my dear mother, who’s been enjoying the family fortune without the inconvenience of a disapproving husband.”

“You’re going to claim the estate?” Markus asked, scowling in consternation. “Now?”

“I already have. Legally speaking.” Sergan gestured to the scattered scrolls. “These are confirmations from the Imperial Registry. As of this morning, I am Lord Sergan Parsigal the Viscount of Kethra, master of seven estates that I barely remember and holder of significant interests in the spice trade.” His smile was cold. “And most importantly, entitled to attend the Imperial Court.”

The implications made Markus’s stomach turn. “You want us to pretend to be nobility?”

“Not pretend.” Sergan flashed a smug grin. “I am an official member of the peerage, with legitimate business before the Emperor.” He poured himself tea, his movements elegant enough for the Viscount of Kethra. “Mirak doesn’t leave the Imperial Palace. Ever. If we want access to him, we need to go where he is.”

“Why?” The question came out sharper than Markus intended. “Why do we need to kill him?”

Sergan paused, teacup halfway to his lips. “Because Is’ul Zagar is Mirak’s lapdog. We need to remove the threat at its source.” He took a measured sip.

Markus knuckled his forehead, clenching his jaw in frustration. “Help me understand. Is’ul Zagar released me to you…to help you kill his master? In what lunatic’s version of reality does that make sense?”

Sergan blinked, his lips curling upward in amusement. “It does sound rather implausible when you put it like that.” He sipped his tea thoughtfully. “No, Is’ul Zagar released you to me because he thinks I’m on his side. He doesn’t know our master is trying to betray his master.”

Markus stared at him, struggling to untangle that logic. Somewhere between “our master” and “his master,” his brain politely excused itself. He turned away, shaking his head to clear the clutter out of it. “Whatever. We can’t just walk into the Imperial Palace and assassinate an Archon.”

Sergan popped a piece of candied fruit in his mouth, ignoring the comment.

Markus’s mind flooded with memories. Kathrax approaching them from across the battlefield, the air seeming to darken around him. The way reality had bent when the Archon raised his hand. The Baelsword in his grip drinking light and life. The sheer, overwhelming presence of the Archon, like standing before a force of nature given malevolent will.

They’d almost died.

Is’ul Zagar had bested both him and Aram. And Zagar was just the Emperor’s minion.

They didn’t even have Aram.

He glanced at Sergan in his formal robes, shaking his head. “This is insane.” He paced toward the window. “We have to wait for Aram. Do you know how powerful an Archon is?”

“He’ll kill us if we’re not careful, yes.” Sergan’s voice was calm. “That’s why we need to be very, very careful. And you’re right. We need Aram.”

“Aram barely survived Kathrax! And that was with every dragon in Skyhome at his back!”

“Aram wasn’t ready to face Kathrax.” Sergan set down his cup. “That’s being remedied. And in the meantime, while we’re waiting, we have inroads to make. Are you ready?”

Markus shook his head, feeling trapped in a nightmare. “This is suicide.”

“It’s necessary.” Sergan strode toward the door. When he reached it, he paused, turning around. Looking over Markus, he frowned.

“I almost forgot.” He pointed toward the far wall. “Put that on.”

Markus turned, his gaze landing on a velvet cape that hung from a peg on the far wall, one that rivaled Sergan’s in elegance. Only, this cape was white, with the blazing sun of the Exilari Order embroidered in gold thread.

“No.” Markus shook his head. “It’s too formal. I’ll look ridicu⁠—”

“Trust me. Where we’re going, you’ll need formal.” Sergan’s voice left no room for argument. “My mother is not a woman easily impressed. And she certainly won’t be pleased to see me.”

Markus swore an oath as he drew on the lavish cape, then followed Sergan out of the apartment.

They left Zagar’s palace through gates that seemed to gape like the jaws of a human skull. The oppressive weight of those sterile halls lifted as they mounted a pair of white Anarissian horses and rode into the city proper.

Outside under the morning sun, Markus drew his first full breath since entering that place. Behind them, the gray stone fortress sat like a malignancy on the outskirts of Ababad, cold and wrong and fundamentally other, a sinister contrast to the soaring domes and delicate architecture of the surrounding city.

Ababad itself was a different world entirely. The streets blazed with life and color. Even this early in the morning, the streets were filled with merchants hawking food and spices from carts that perfumed the air, children darting between the legs of horses, women in vivid silks carrying baskets on their hips. White buildings reflected the morning sun making the city glow.

Markus felt on display, the lavish clothing and the Exilari insignia drawing every eye as they rode through the crowded city streets. The road climbed away from the harbor, the streets growing wider and quieter, the buildings statelier. Eventually the city fell away, replaced by terraced hillsides thick with olive trees, their silvery leaves shimmering in the breeze.

The ancestral estate of House Parsigal crowned one such hill, its granite walls rising from a sea of ordered green. Ancient olive groves marched in neat rows down the slopes, their gnarled trunks speaking of centuries of careful cultivation. The land was beautiful, though the kind of beauty that required countless hands to maintain. The kind of beauty built on the backs of people who would never enjoy it.

The gates stood open, made of ironwork wrought in ornate patterns of grape vines. They rode through onto a long brick-paved road lined with cypress that curved gently upward toward a sprawling manor house. Formal gardens lined with boxwood borders flanked the path.

A single servant in faded livery materialized as they drew near the entrance, emerging from a gate house. He moved to take the reins of Markus’s horse, his nervous eyes lingering on the Exilari insignias. Markus winced in pain as he dismounted.

Another man, much older, stood staring at Sergan with something like startled recognition in his gaze. His mouth opened as if to speak, then closed again. He stopped before them and bowed, low and formal.

“Master Sergan,” the man whispered, his voice barely audible. “We weren’t expecting you.”

“I imagine not.” Sergan’s voice was flat and derisive. “See that the horses are fed and watered. We won’t be long.”

The man licked his lips nervously, then with a flick of his hand, motioned the other servant forward to obey. He held the reins as Sergan dismounted then led the horse away, glancing back over his shoulder furtively.

Markus followed Sergan up the broad steps to the entrance. The stairs were clean but showed signs of wear, the marble cracked and chipped in places that hadn’t been repaired. No one arrived to greet them, so Sergan took it upon himself to open the great oaken doors.

They passed into an entrance hall that made Markus stop and stare—though not for the reasons he’d expected.

The space had been magnificent once. The bones of grandeur were still there, though the paint on the walls was chipping and peeling away in patches. A chandelier hung from the central dome, though it glowed dimly with the light of only a few remaining candles.

It was the stark emptiness of that hall that struck him most. Rectangular shadows on the walls showed where artwork had once hung. Lighter patches on the floor marked where furniture had once stood for decades, now removed. The few pieces that remained only emphasized the gaps around them. The space echoed when they walked, without tapestries or rugs to muffle the noise.

It looked like a household being slowly dismantled, sold off piece by piece.

“Gods,” Sergan breathed, stopping in the center of the hall and turning slowly. “What happened here?”

Sharp footsteps echoed from the far end of the hall. A woman appeared, descending a curved staircase with practiced grace despite the worn runner beneath her feet. She was perhaps fifty, still handsome but drawn, as though hard times had carved away the softness from her face. She wore a gown of burgundy silk, fine but not new. Her blonde hair was elaborately arranged, but the combs pinning it were made of cheap copper.

Her gaze fell upon Sergan, and she stopped as if struck, one hand gripping the banister. The color drained from her face.

“Hello, Mother.” Sergan grinned sardonically. “Surprised to see me?”

She descended the rest of the stairs slowly, each step seeming to cost her. Her eyes never left Sergan’s face, and in them Markus saw shock giving way to anger.

The woman stopped at the bottom step, where she paused to gather herself. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come home.” Sergan smiled gallantly. He produced a scroll from within his robes, the black wax seal gleaming.

“You have no business here.” Her sharp words came out brittle.

“Actually, the law says otherwise.” Sergan held up the scroll. “Signed by the Imperial Registry. Sealed by three magistrates. All of Father’s titles, estates, and entailed properties pass to me as his only son. Disownment doesn’t supersede blood inheritance.” He paused, his eyes sweeping over the empty hall again. “You feared that, didn’t you? You were hoping I’d never find out he was dead.”

The color that had drained from the countess’s face rushed back, flooding her cheeks.

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Sergan’s voice dropped lower, more dangerous. “My father died eight months ago. And yet you failed to notify me. No messenger, no letter sent to the College. Nothing.” He took a step closer. “You’ve been living here all this time, haven’t you? Except…” He gestured to the empty walls, the missing furniture. “It doesn’t look like you’ve been living very well.”

She flinched as if struck. “How dare you⁠—”

“Where is it all?” Sergan interrupted, gesturing around. “This was my property, Mother. It wasn’t yours to sell!”

“I had no choice!” The words burst out of her. She strode forward, chin lifted, fists balled. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? Your father was a wagerer. He left me encumbered by debt!”

Sergan stared at her, his expression unreadable. “How much is left?”

She glared at him. Raising her hand, she gestured around at the barren walls. “What you see. The house is still standing.”

“How much is left?” His voice cracked like a whip.

She flinched, anger smoldering like a banked fire. “All the other estates are gone. Sold to cover the largest debts. This house and grounds are mortgaged.”

Sergan stood very still. “Mortgaged?”

“I’ve been making payments,” she whispered, gazing at him with an expression acidic enough to corrode diamond.

“While concealing his death so I wouldn’t know.” Sergan’s tone could have chilled a glacier.

“What was I supposed to do?” Her composure shattered. “You were no son! You were a stain on the honor of this household!”

“It was my right to know!” Sergan struck the air with a clenched fist. “I am the heir to this house—me!—and it was my right to decide what happened to it!”

“I did what was necessary.” She drew herself up, chin raised. “I sacrificed everything to hold on to what I could, because I value this family’s name and legacy, something you never did.”

“How much?” Sergan demanded. “How much debt is left?”

“Forty thousand aurians.”

Markus winced, his jaw going slack. His gaze slid from Sergan to the countess.

“Forty thousand…” Sergan’s voice trailed off.

“That’s right.” She seethed in defiant wrath. “Your father’s legacy. His monument to pride and stupidity.”

They stood facing each other, and Markus could see the similarity now. The same cold calculation in their eyes. The same rigid control. The same willingness to do whatever was necessary, regardless of cost. The same inability to back down.

“The carriage house,” Sergan said finally. “Tomorrow.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I will not.”

“Then I’ll have you thrown out the gate.”

The countess stared at him long and hard with a coldfire gaze. She whispered, “You wouldn’t dare.”

Sergan returned her stare, meeting ice with brittle ice. “Try me.”

For moments, she continued to drill him with silent fury. Then at last she gathered her skirts and turned away, back rigid, her movements elegant and precise. She climbed the stairs slowly, her footsteps echoing through the hollow manse, proud and noble even in retreat.

Sergan stood in the empty hall, staring after her. “Well,” he said under his breath. “I suppose I know where I get it from.”

Markus said nothing.

Mother and son, cut from the same cloth.

“Let’s go,” Sergan said. “We’re done here. For now.”

Outside, they mounted their horses in silence. As they rode away, Markus glanced back to see a figure appear in an upper window, staring after them.

“She’s like you,” Markus commented.

Sergan glanced back. “That’s what makes her dangerous.”


CHAPTER FORTY




They walked back from the eyrie in silence, Aram’s thoughts spiraling through the day’s revelations. Faranth reunited with Agaroth after centuries apart. Raginor, the man whose soul most likely burned within him, alive in this age and bound for Daro. The coincidences stacked too high to be mere chance.

At the city gates, a crowd pressed forward in restless increments. Sentries scrutinized each traveler with methodical suspicion, their questions sharp, their eyes sharper. Aram and Illith joined the slow procession, shuffling forward until it was their turn for inspection. Illith answered their questions with practiced calm, and they were waved through.

“Will we have to deal with that every time we enter the city?” Aram grumbled.

“Daro is at war,” Illith reminded him.

The road from the northern gate wound toward the Sanctum through a riot of color. Buildings painted in vibrant hues crowded together, their layered architecture creating a festive patchwork that belied the undercurrents of tension in the streets.

“We have to take her with us when we leave,” Aram whispered, lost in thought, his gaze focused on the obscure distance where the mountains rose against the morning sky.

“Faranth?” Illith asked.

“Yes. She’s Esmir’s. He misses her terribly.” Every day he spent separated from her, Esmir died a little inside. Between the loss of Faranth and the loss of Daymar, the old Warden had nearly lost himself. Reuniting Esmir with Faranth was just as important as delivering Markus.

Illith looked like she wanted to argue. He could see the objections forming behind her eyes, the practical concerns about rescuing a dragon from the fractal. But instead, she pressed her lips closed, her jaw tight.

By the time they reached the domura, the sun was well on its way toward its zenith. Illith paused by the entrance. “You should come and get some breakfast.”

“I can’t,” Aram said, already backing away. “Keth is expecting me at the Sanctum, and I’m late enough already.”

Illith’s expression turned serious. “Don’t let Keth control you, Aram. No matter what happens, remember who you are.”

Her words made him shiver. “I won’t.”

“You already are.”

Aram turned away, not understanding what she meant by that. He was just doing what she’d told him to do. Perhaps Illith’s words were merely cautionary. Or perhaps she knew something he did not.

Leaving her at the entrance to the domura, Aram set out toward the Sanctum as though pulled by invisible threads he couldn’t see but definitely felt. Each step he took was heavier than the last, and he tried not to think about how Illith’s warnings sounded uncomfortably like prophecy.

Ahead, the Sanctum loomed before him, its stepped form casting long shadows across the plaza. Uniformed guards that were more than ceremonial flanked the massive doorway. At Aram’s approach, they moved forward to bar his passage, crossing their halberds to create a visual barrier punctuated by their weapons’ authority.

“State your name,” one commanded.

“Aram Raythe.”

The guards retracted their weapons and stepped aside without further question. Apparently, his name had been made known to them. One stepped forward, snapping a bow, then moved with him as Aram entered the building.

“This way,” the guard commanded.

He walked at Aram’s side, an armed escort that he was both grateful for and intimidated by. Within, the immense grandeur of the great hall stretched before him with rows of marble columns. The guard led him to the side of the hall, where a stairwell was carved into the floor, descending into the depths below the structure.

Aram followed the guard down several flights of steps into a dim sub-basement of the Sanctum, where they arrived at a thin corridor lit by fluttering lamplight.

“The door at the end,” was all the guard said before turning and walking back the way they had come.

Aram drew in a deep breath, clenching his fists, feeling needles of anxiety prickling his flesh. He walked forward, stopping before a humble pine door at the end of the hall. Raising his hand, he knocked twice.

“Enter.”

He cracked the door open, which squealed on rusted hinges. Through the crack, he could see a sliver-size view of the room beyond, which appeared small and dim and cluttered. Letting the door groan open further, Aram found Keth standing with his back to the doorway, sorting through a collection of metal tubes stuffed into what appeared to be a bookshelf.

“Hello,” Aram managed, his voice cracking.

Instead of returning the greeting, Keth continued his perusal of the tubes in the case, at last appearing to find the one he wanted. Drawing it out, he motioned Aram forward, then seated behind a desk littered with parchments. He removed a scroll from the metal tube, unrolling it and pinning its curled edges down on his desk with various items used as makeshift paperweights.

“Bring that over,” Keth directed, nodding at a dilapidated chair shoved up against the wall.

Aram fetched the chair then settled into it across the desk from the mage. Keth studied his face for a moment, at last uttering a grunt. Aram had a hard time looking him directly in the eyes; the swirling specks of color in Keth’s irises made his stomach queasy.

His new mentor steepled his hands on the desk, managing to look both interested and disinterested. “So. You returned.”

“I did.” Aram adjusted his weight in the chair. His hand went to the draw cord of his belt pouch and started knotting and unknotting it nervously.

The silence stretched between them like a taut rope. Keth’s unnerving eyes seemed to dissect Aram with surgical precision, cataloging strengths and weaknesses with cold efficiency. The cramped room felt even smaller under that scrutiny, its cluttered shelves and scattered parchments pressing in like the walls of a tomb.

“I don’t mind teaching capable students who are interested in learning,” said Keth, his voice taut. “But I do mind wasting my time. And I’m afraid that’s exactly what this will turn into: a waste of my time.”

The cruelty of his words made Aram’s throat tighten. “You can’t know that. Give me a try. I bet I’ll surprise you.”

“I doubt it.” Keth leaned forward, his opal eyes fixing on Aram with predatory intensity. “What happens when we reach that inevitable end?”

Aram sighed, not knowing how to respond. “I know I’ve learned some bad habits. But I’ll try hard to unlearn them. I’ll give it my all every day. If we reach a point where I can’t go further, I’ll bow out.”

“There is no bowing out,” Keth said. “Once you gain the rank of Asah, you are no longer allowed to leave at whim. At that point, you are considered too dangerous to forge your own path. You are cleaved to us for life.”

But that wasn’t really a danger. At some point, the fractal would reset and he would have no choice but to flee.

Aram reformulated his pledge. “Then if I reach that point and can go no further, I’ll stop.”

“If that is your decision.”

“It is,” he said firmly. It wasn’t a risk. Not if they were leaving anyway.

“Then I will accept you as my apprentice.” Keth’s voice carried a note of formality that hadn’t been there before. “Provisional upon your willingness to commit yourself fully to the task of learning.” He reached out, offering Aram his hand.

Reluctant, Aram extended his hand across the cluttered desk. The moment their skin touched, tendrils of aether emerged from Keth’s palm, wrapping around their joined arms like living threads, binding them with a soft, muted glow.

Keth released his hand, the magical tendrils falling away and disappearing into the aether. “We are now bound. So…where to start?”

The mage’s frown deepened. His gaze drifted upward, toward the shadows of the ceiling. His brow furrowed.

He let out a soft harrumph. “I suppose we shall start with the basics.”

Keth raised his hand, and the air above it shimmered. A complex knot of aether appeared, hovering above his palm, shifting and evolving like a living thing. Colors flowed through its structure in patterns that made Aram’s eyes hurt trying to follow them.

“What do you see?” Keth asked.

“It looks like a globe knot, but thicker. More complex…and alive.”

“What color is it?”

Aram squinted. “Many colors. Mostly red, but in places more pink or even purple. And there are traces of gold in some places.” He blew a defeated sigh. “I don’t know. The colors keep shifting. I can’t follow them.”

Keth’s expression shifted, his glower brightening into a smile. “You truly do have the Godsight. Do you know what that means?”

“Just that I’m rare.” Aram shrugged. “I can see the world in color.”

“Oh, it’s more than that.” Keth’s smile turned whimsical. “It means you have the blood of divinity in your veins. Sometime back, one of your ancestors was a by-blow of a godling.” He chortled. “It doesn’t sound very divine, I know. But it does give us quite an advantage.”

The revelation made Aram shudder. Even though he had suspected there was something more to him, something linking him to the distant past, he would have never considered something like that.

Keth dismissed the floating knot with a gesture. “Tell me everything you think you know about Nodomancy.”

Aram drew in a deep breath and began to recite what he’d learned from Esmir’s teachings and Daymar’s books. As he talked, Keth’s expression remained neutral, offering neither encouragement nor correction, though his words trailed off all too soon. Aram frowned, searching for more things to say. When nothing came to him, he realized how little he actually knew.

Keth sighed, offering Aram a wilted smirk. “Well, that covers the absolute basics. Mostly. It gives us a starting point, at least.”

Aram’s cheeks heated, and he squirmed in his seat.

Keth rose from his chair and paced around his desk, hands clasped behind his back. “Let’s start with the schools of thought. There are five of them. Besides the Scarlet Path, there is the Fettered, who believe in a paradigm consisting of strict rules and calculations. And those we call Weftbound, the creative ones, who see the world as a Great Tapestry. There are also the Raveling and the Woven Rule. Ravelers seek to increase their understanding by deconstruction.”

“What about the Scarlet Path? How do they learn?” Aram asked.

Keth stopped pacing, his back to Aram. “We,” he corrected. “How do we learn.” His words carried weight beyond mere grammar.

“Yes.” Aram swallowed. “We. How do we learn?”

Keth started forward again, pausing before a bookshelf that dominated one wall of the cramped chamber, its shelves sagging under the weight of heavy volumes that seemed to balk the room’s modest proportions. Keth’s hand wandered over the thick spines of the books on the shelf. The text he retrieved was enormous, its binding fashioned from sturdy oak boards covered by worked leather.

“We believe that mastery comes through proven steps. Each rank builds upon the last, creating unshakeable foundations of power.” Keth’s voice took on the cadence of formal instruction, as though he were reciting doctrine. He paced slowly as he spoke, rounding the desk and circling behind Aram’s chair. “We do not dabble or experiment haphazardly. We ascend through discipline.”

Aram turned in his seat to look at him. “What does that mean?”

“It means that as you improve your craft, you will climb in rank. You are now considered an Aspirant, which is to say, you have no rank.”

Aram bristled. “But I’ve been practicing magic for years.”

“And yet you still know nothing.” Keth’s tone was matter-of-fact, as cutting as it was gentle.

“I know some things.” The protest sounded weak and defensive, even to Aram’s ears.

“Do not confuse talent with knowledge. You can take everything you think you know and throw it in the gutter, for that is all it is worth. Our ways are all you need to know. They are the steppingstones that will support your feet as you ascend the Scarlet Path.”

The dismissal of everything Aram had ever learned, all of Esmir’s careful teachings, left him feeling wounded and hollow. But beneath the hurt, a stubborn ember of defiance glowed. He had accomplished things he was proud of. He was grateful for every word Esmir had ever shared with him, of every painstaking diagram sketched by Daymar’s hand.

“Now,” Keth rumbled, stalking back toward his seat, hugging the book he’d selected close against his chest. “Let’s establish how you will address me. I am Keth Amato. I am also an eighth-degree Kian, what we refer to as ‘Shiyan.’ Therefore, you will refer to me as Shiyan Amato.”

“Shiyan Amato,” Aram repeated.

The mage regained his seat. “We do not have time to waste on the regular order of training, which meanders horribly. Though that is with good purpose, mind you! However, with war imminent, we will need to take some shortcuts.” He scowled as though disgruntled. His bushy eyebrows compressed.

Keth set the weighty tome on his desk with a solid thump. Two leather straps affixed to the fore-edge of the front cover kept the book tightly closed, protecting its vellum pages from warping due to humidity. These straps looped around small brass clasps mounted on the back cover, their metal surfaces worn smooth by countless hands.

“These are two different books that share the same back cover. The first text focuses on the subject of knot theory, while the second text covers essence cultivation. They, together, form the primer of our teachings. You will read these both tonight.”

Aram reached out reverently, unclasping the leather straps and opening the cover. The pages within were vellum, made of thick calfskin that had a faint, creamy translucence that caught the lamplight. The text was written in carefully inked knotwork that threaded like a folded ribbon up and down the page. The knot-born calligraphy was bordered by illuminated patterns that gleamed in gold leaf against a lapis background.

Aram sighed. “It’s beautiful. But I can’t read it.” The admission felt like another failure.

Keth’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Truly? Are you that uneducated?”

Heat flooded Aram’s cheeks. “I told you, I come from a fishing village.”

“Well, then. We have reached our first pothole in the path.” Keth’s expression grew thoughtful, as though recalculating the challenge before him. “Our writing system is called mosuta. It means, literally, ‘beautiful knots.’”

“Beautiful knots.” Aram trailed his fingers down the page, feeling the texture of the vellum and the raised edges where the ink had been applied. “I see why.” The script did indeed resemble knotwork, its flowing lines and interconnected symbols forming patterns that were as much art as writing. It reminded him of Elaric, only much more elegant, with accents of loops and swirls.

“You seem to be a smart lad, and the concept of knotwork is not entirely foreign to you. My expectations are high.” Keth’s smile held no warmth, only challenge. “Come back to me in the morning, knowing how to read mosuta.”

Aram stared at the impossible task before him. Learn an entire writing system overnight? “But… Shiyan Amato…”

“Am I asking too much of you?” The question carried dangerous undertones.

Aram looked at the beautiful, incomprehensible text, then at Keth’s implacable expression. He thought of Markus, trapped somewhere beyond reach. Of Agaroth and Faranth, waiting in the Dragon Warrens. Of all the reasons he’d come this far and sacrificed so much.

He sighed, defeated but not broken. “No.”

“Good. Because, believe me, this is the least I will ever ask of you.” Keth’s voice carried the weight of prophecy, a promise of trials that would make tonight’s task seem trivial.

“Yes, Shiyan.” Aram closed the book carefully, securing the leather straps with hands that only trembled slightly.

“Welcome to the Scarlet Path.” Keth settled back into his chair, his opal eyes reflecting depths that seemed to hold centuries of accumulated knowledge and bitter experience. “You will either ascend the path or fall from it. Your fate is up to you. Go now. Return to me tomorrow, when the real lesson will begin.”

Aram rose from his seat, his mind spinning. When he turned away, Keth’s voice stopped him.

“Study well tonight.”

Aram shivered as he closed the door behind him, feeling more adrift and alone than at any time in his life since his imprisonment in the Exilari cellars. As he walked back through the echoing hallways of the Sanctum, Aram could not escape the feeling of trepidation that crawled over his skin like a centipede, speeding his feet.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




Aram did not return to Niyo’s house. Instead, he followed the road out of the city toward the mountain that contained the Dragon Warrens. The guards let him through without question. He ascended the long flights of steps to the eyrie, finding Agaroth bedded down beside Faranth, his neck draped over her back, her head tucked under his wing.

Aram wandered the wide space of the cavern until he found an oil lamp resting unlit upon a desk. This, he brought back to the dragons and settled down beside them, leaning back against Agaroth’s side. Lighting the lamp with a broken knot of aether, he brought his legs up and cradled the tome upon them

He ran his hands over the graven leather cover, positioning it first on one side, then flipping it over and over again. Unfastening the straps that held the book closed, he opened it carefully and inhaled the thick, dusty smell of old leather and vellum. The pages inside were rippled with age, but still legible. The writing was a breathtaking style of calligraphy that flowed down the page in one continuous chain, then wove back up again, filling the page without ever lifting the stylus.

It reminded Aram of Elaric, only better. The flowing script threaded together meaningful patterns that spoke with the beauty and eloquence of knots.

Aram traced his finger down the first column of woven script, feeling the raised texture where the ink had been applied with careful precision. Each pattern stood out to him, clearly defined by the way the lines folded back upon themselves, crossing over or under in graceful swirls. The patterns contained internal variations, subtle differences in how the crossings were executed, or in how tightly or loosely the curves were drawn.

The illuminated knotwork that began each section was a masterwork, incorporating gold leaf and lapis lazuli into beautiful patterns that were clearly magnified versions of the simpler word-knots that comprised the body text. By studying their elaborate forms, Aram began parsing out the underlying structure.

Through the bond he shared with Agaroth, he felt his dragon’s patient curiosity. Agaroth shifted slightly, lifting his head, his breathing deep and even in the rhythms of contentment.

As he studied the raised text, Aram noticed that certain knot patterns appeared repeatedly, suggesting they might be punctuation marks. He started comparing the frequency of different patterns. Just as in any language, certain words appeared more often than others. The most frequently used word was elegant in its simplicity: a humble square knot. This must be “the,” the most common word in any language he’d ever heard.

Another symbol used often reminded him of the word “aether” in Elaric. Since this was a tome about Nodomancy, this entire text would be riddled with references to the fundamental force that made magic possible.

Working by the light of the oil lamp that flickered and danced in the drafts that moved through the eyrie, Aram began constructing a crude lexicon. The methodical nature of the work appealed to him, the way each new discovery built logically upon the last. He found himself naturally settling into the deep focus that had always characterized his learning, the outside world fading until only the knotwork patterns and their meanings remained.

As he studied each symbol on the page, his hands moved of their own accord, weaving invisible threads of aether into the same patterns he was trying to decode. The simple knots formed and dissolved above his palms. They helped his mind grasp the nature of the text, as though understanding flowed not just through his eyes but also through his fingertips.

His mind, wired to notice patterns that others might miss, began to see the script’s underlying logic with crystalline clarity.

Each pattern in the script represented a complete concept. And the knots weren’t arbitrary symbols. They were visual representations of the magical principles they described. The knot that meant “binding” looked like a binding. The pattern for “essence” incorporated flowing curves that suggested a liquid.

This literal relationship between form and meaning resonated with something innate in Aram’s mind. Where others might see random decoration, he perceived the straightforward logic of a system where every curve and crossing carried intentional meaning.

As understanding dawned, a familiar thrill filled him. It was like picking the lock on a mysterious chest to reveal ancient treasures within. This text contained knowledge from before the Sundering, information he’d craved all his life that his own time had lost.

By the time true darkness settled over the eyrie, Aram could parse simple sentences. The text was indeed a primer, beginning with fundamental concepts and building toward more complex ideas.

The first section covered the basic nature of aether, describing it as the substance from which all reality was woven, the underlying matrix that gave rise to everything in the world.

If that was correct, then he’d been wrong about magic all his life.

It wasn’t about manipulating some external force, but about changing the way reality itself was woven. Every binding was an act of revision, of editing the world around him.

He heard footsteps approaching. Looking up from the text, Aram saw Saiya approaching. Her dark brown hair was bound behind her head in a jumble of curls.

“Aram.” She greeted him with a smile. “I was just coming to check on your dragon.”

“I needed somewhere quiet to work,” he said, feeling an awkward need to explain his presence.

Saiya’s gaze went to the tome in his lap. “That looks like heavy reading.”

“I’m trying to learn how to read mosuta.” He rose and stretched his back, feeling the stiffness that came from hours of hunching over the text.

“And how is that going?”

“Well…” He tried to remember everything he’d learned. “It’s fascinating. It’s a logographic writing system where each morpheme connects sequentially using linking elements encoded by specific knot patterns and⁠—”

“I get it,” she interrupted.

Aram paused, taken aback. He was just about to explain how the elements worked by fine-tuning each individual logograph, and he wondered why she’d cut him off.

But her gaze lingered on him uncomfortably, a perplexed look on her face.

Aram swallowed, realizing he must have said something wrong. Quickly, he switched topics.

“You mentioned your dragon just appeared one day.”

Saiya blinked. Her look intensified, until she broke into a smile, shaking her head. “You’re going to have to slow down to my speed. Your brain moves a lot faster than mine does.”

“Sorry,” he gulped, wondering what she meant by that. His brain wasn’t moving anywhere.

Saiya glanced toward Faranth, who was still sound asleep, her head tucked under Agaroth’s wing. She looked a lot like Siroth; only, her scales were darker. She’d had more time to regain her health and luster.

They stood in uncomfortable silence for a while, watching as Agaroth collected his mate closer to him, wrapping his body protectively around hers. Through the bond, Aram felt waves of his dragon’s fierce protectiveness. Mixed with Agaroth’s joy at Faranth’s warmth nestled beside him lingered a deep, aching sorrow for all the years they’d been separated.

Saiya shifted her weight, clearing her throat. “If you’re going to be staying here, we’ll have to find you an eyrie. One big enough for both of them.”

“And Siroth. He can’t be alone.” Aram glanced at the ledge above them, where Siroth lay sleeping, looking for once content.

“We’ll find you a place.” Saiya nodded, her gaze still fixed on the two dragons. “There’s some empty eyries on the peak. We can look for one tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” he echoed, his mind already racing through everything he needed to accomplish. Keth would demand his time. Then there was the tome and all of its knotwork patterns that still needed decoding. “I’m busy. Can we do it later?”

Saiya turned to look at him directly, her expression serious. “Don’t wait too many days. You’re going to want to make yourself scarce when Raginor comes.”

“Why?” Just hearing Raginor’s name sent a chill through Aram that he didn’t understand and couldn’t define.

She gestured toward his dragon, whose crimson scales gleamed in the lamplight. “Because when he sees your mighty Agaroth, he will want you both to ride in his Wing.”

Her words made Aram’s breath hitch. To fly with Raginor, even just one time…

If he truly was Raginor reborn, then meeting his previous incarnation might unlock answers he had sought his entire life. It might explain why Agaroth had chosen him, why he had experienced visions of ancient battles during the Overseer’s testing, why Keth’s ancient tome seemed to speak directly to his understanding. Or, most important, maybe even answers to the mystery of his own nature.

But he couldn’t fly with Raginor. That’s not why he was here. He had to stay in Daro and train. He had to learn enough to save Markus.

Saiya sighed. “If Raginor is coming, then the situation must be more dire than any of us realized. The Lord of Eyries doesn’t leave his stronghold lightly.”

Aram felt a chill of prescient dread. The stories of Raginor’s final battle were legend. If he was indeed his reincarnation, then perhaps a meeting would reveal not just his past, but glimpses of a future he was destined to repeat.

Either way, he had to find out.

“I should let you get back to your studies,” Saiya said, moving toward the stairs. “That tome won’t read itself.”

“No,” Aram agreed ruefully. “It definitely won’t.”

He watched her disappear into the shadows, leaving him alone with the dragons and the weight of secrets he couldn’t share.

He reopened the tome and worked by lamplight as the eyrie settled into the deep quiet of night around him. Outside, the stars wheeled overhead in patterns that had remained unchanged since before the Sundering.

And, deep in the Dragon Warrens, Aram worked toward gaining an understanding that might bridge the gap between past and present, between what was lost and what might yet be found.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Markus rode beside Sergan through the winding streets as the sun lowered, painting the white buildings in shades of amber and gold. The streets of Ababad grew less crowded as they descended from the wealthy quarter. Evening bells tolled, ringing throughout the city from high carillon towers.

As they wound through the city streets, Markus’s eyes caught on occasional blocks of stone that stood out for their beauty. They were Kavanosan stone, relics of the old Elrysian city that had stood here before the Abadian conquest. The scattered blocks, superior in every detail to the newer stone around them, were all that remained of Kavanosa. Its buildings had been torn down, the stone cannibalized for new construction.

Generations of persecution had followed.

As they rode toward the harbor, the evening bells played a haunting melody. The Imperial Palace sat on its low hill above the dark waters of the Bosphian Sea, its high towers catching the last red streaks of sunlight. Markus had visited the palace once before, but only in the outer courtyard. Never had he been admitted inside.

They stopped at a fountain near the base of the hill. From there, Markus could see the palace walls and the main gate leading to the garden courtyard.

“How do you plan to get us in?” he asked Sergan.

“Through the front gate, just like before.” The sorcerer gestured to his fine blue mantle. “This is invitation enough. But beyond the interior courtyard?” He shook his head. “That’s where Mirak’s paranoia starts to show. The palace is built in concentric rings. The deeper you go, the tighter the security. The whole place is woven through with wards. Very few people are allowed into the interior. Mirak’s spent centuries making certain only those he trusts absolutely can reach the center. And he trusts almost no one.”

“I’m Impervious to wards,” Markus reminded him.

“Yes, but I’m not. And besides, there are guards at every gate who won’t care about your Imperviousness when they ask for pass tokens you don’t have.” Sergan’s voice was matter-of-fact. “There’s only one way in.”

Markus stared up at the palace, at the elegant towers catching the gold light of the dying sun. “What way is that?”

“Lord Parsigal, Viscount of Kethra, will have access to all but the Emperor’s personal residence. My rank opens doors that Exilari robes cannot. But first I must establish myself. And the reputation of my family appears in need of mending.”

Markus winced. Perfect. The one thing Sergan didn't need was another reason to feel superior. If he wasn't insufferable enough already, now he had a rank to go with the ego.

This was going to be a nightmare.

When they reached the lower plaza near the harbor, Sergan drew rein and dismounted without comment.

He gestured to a boy loitering near a water trough.

“Two coppers to water and feed our horses. Four if they’re still here when we return.”

The boy’s eyes widened, and he scrambled to take the reins.

“Where are we going?” Markus asked.

“Winehouse.” Sergan gestured toward the building they stood beside, a two-story structure, built of stone blocks with a wood balcony overhanging the street.

Markus dismounted carefully, his bound ribs protesting. The ground felt solid and still after so long on horseback. Around them, the plaza bustled with evening activity. Customers flowed in and out the door of the winehouse. It looked like a busy place.

Sergan crossed the street, making the traffic yield to him, trusting his Exilari robes to clear his path.

As he hurried to catch up, Markus’s attention was captured by a flash of vivid copper hair.

An Elrysian.

The girl was maybe sixteen or seventeen, thin as a reed, moving with practiced grace through the press of bodies. Her attention was fixed on something ahead. On them. On Sergan, specifically. On the coin purse hanging from his belt.

Markus opened his mouth to warn him, but the copper-haired girl was already moving. She slipped between two vendors’ stalls like smoke, came up behind Sergan, her hand reaching for the leather bag swinging from his belt.

Sergan’s hand shot out and caught her wrist mid-theft.

She gasped and tried to wrench away but his grip was iron, merciless. He hauled her up, lifting her partly off her feet so she dangled like a fish.

“Caught you, street filth.” His voice was quiet, dangerous, carrying just far enough for Markus to hear.

“Let her go,” Markus objected, afraid of what the sorcerer might do to her. He had seen firsthand what Sergan was capable of, and he would wish that fate on no one. “She’s hungry.”

“She’s a thief who picked the wrong mark.” Sergan twisted her wrist. The girl’s other hand flew open, and a small blade clattered to the cobblestones. “And armed. That’s a hanging offense.”

“She’s starving. Look at her.”

The girl was thin, painfully so, her hollow face smudged with dirt, her clothes little more than rags held together by hope and careful stitching. But her eyes blazed with defiance even as Sergan held her, and that crimson hair marked her as clearly as a brand, bright and unmistakable in the fading light.

Even though the rest of her features looked Abadian, only Elrysians had such hair. The girl was one of the last vestiges of that lost civilization.

“Let her go,” Markus said, his voice firmer now, edged with command.

Sergan looked at him, then at the girl, his expression cold and measuring. “Elrysian filth.”

She glared silently, lips pressed together, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a response.

“Sergan.” Markus stepped closer.

For a moment, Sergan held her, his gaze never wandering from her eyes. Then he released her wrist with a dismissive gesture, as though discarding something distasteful. She staggered as her feet touched the ground, cradling her arm.

“Let’s go.” Sergan started toward the winehouse. “We’re wasting time on street rats.”

“Wait.” Markus held up a hand without looking at him. He turned to Sergan. “Give me some coins.”

“No. I almost lost my coin purse to this whelp.”

“You got it back. Just do it.”

Sergan scowled, his jaw tight with irritation, but pulled out a few coppers and dropped them into Markus’s palm. “You’re too soft.”

Markus hurried to a nearby food vendor, an older Abadian man with weathered hands. Taking his coin, the man rolled a wide piece of flatbread around white cheese and strips of meat, handing it to Markus without comment. It was more food than a street urchin probably saw in a week.

Markus brought it to the girl and held it out. “Here.”

She stared at the stuffed bread, then at him, suspicion etched into every hollow of her face, as though kindness itself was a trap.

“Take it,” Markus said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Her amber eyes flicked to Sergan, who stood in the middle of the street, watching with cold amusement.

“I might,” Sergan snapped.

“He won’t.” Markus cast a sideways glare at the sorcerer before turning back to the girl. “What’s your name?”

The red-haired girl snatched the food like a striking snake and started cramming bread into her mouth, chewing frantically. But she said nothing. Just watched them, wary as a cornered animal, ready to bolt at the first sign of danger.

“Where do you live?” Markus tried again.

Silence. Just those amber eyes, defiant and distrustful, fixed on him while she ate.

Markus held out the rest of the coins Sergan had given him, offering them to the girl. “Here. For food. Medicine. Whatever you need.”

She stared at the coins like they might vanish if she blinked. Then her hand shot out again, that same quick strike. She shoved the coin deep into her rags and backed away, still chewing.

“Are you all right?” Markus asked, keeping his voice gentle.

The girl turned and ran, vanishing into a narrow alley between two buildings with the food clutched to her chest. One moment she was there, copper hair catching the last light. Then she was gone.

“Why waste my coins on street vermin?” Sergan’s voice was cold with disdain.

“It’s not a waste.” Markus tore his gaze from the alley the girl had disappeared into. “She’s Elrysian. They’ve been living in the shadows for generations. That girl knows this city’s underbelly better than any of your Order’s sources.”

Sergan stared at him, a thin smile forming on his lips. “Perhaps you’re not as dull-witted as I thought.”

Ignoring the comment, Markus followed Sergan toward the winehouse. Weathered stone blocks formed solid walls, and a tiled archway framed the entrance.

“Why here?” Markus asked, opening the door. As he did, the smell of food and laughter drifted out to greet them.

“It’s the kind of place where conversations stay private and the meal doesn’t poison you. Both useful qualities.”

The interior was warm and dim after the brilliance outside. A central room opened before them, filled with the low hum of conversation and the sweet smoke of incense. Wooden beams crossed the ceiling, and tiled floors gleamed in the lamplight. Low tables were scattered throughout, surrounded by cushions and benches where patrons sat close together.

The proprietor, a heavy-set man with a well-greased mustache, took one look at their blue mantles and bowed. “Exilars. Please, this way.”

He led them past the communal tables, through a curtained doorway, and up a narrow staircase. The upper floor was quieter, more intimate. A gallery ran along one side, overlooking the courtyard below. Instead of open seating, this level had small alcoves separated by heavy curtains; private spaces for those who could afford discretion.

The proprietor pulled aside a curtain, revealing a small alcove lit by two brass lanterns hanging from hooks. Cushions surrounded a low table inlaid with mother-of-pearl. The incense was stronger here, masking the smell of the street below.

“Wine and meze?” the proprietor asked.

“Both.” Sergan took a seat on one of the alcove’s cushions, waving Markus to do the same. “The good wine. And something with meat. Preferably veal.” He settled into the space with the ease of someone used to such places.

The proprietor bowed again and disappeared.

Markus lowered himself more carefully, favoring his ribs. The cushions should have been comfortable, but after hours on horseback, his body was too sore to sit without pain. Muffled sounds of conversation drifted up from below punctuated by occasional bursts of laughter, but up here they were isolated. Private.

“You’ve been here before,” Markus observed.

“Many times, but not for a while.” Sergan leaned back against the cushions. “Winehouses fulfill a purpose beyond drinking. Information flows here. Deals are made. Alliances formed. All in private alcoves just like this one.”

The proprietor returned with a servant carrying trays. They set down a wide array of steaming bowls and plates, the variety of food making up for the modest portion sizes. Two cups and a ceramic jug of wine followed.

Sergan poured without ceremony, filling both cups. He took a sip, nodded approval, then reached for one of the meat skewers.

Markus ate more carefully, his stomach only now remembering it was hungry. The food was simple but well-prepared, the wine smooth and not too sweet. Around them, incense curled in the lamplight.

“So,” Markus said after a few minutes of silence. “Viscount Parsigal. You’re serious about this?”

“Completely.” Sergan wiped his fingers on a cloth. “My title is legitimate. My claim to the family estates is ironclad under Imperial law. But titles mean nothing without reputation, without acceptance among the peerage.”

Markus broke off a piece of bread and dipped it in a small bowl of what looked like stew. The mixture was surprisingly complicated, seasoned with foreign spices he didn’t recognize. It was delicious, and he broke off more bread, intent on cleaning the bowl dry.

“My father spent decades destroying the family name,” Sergan spoke as he chewed, pausing only to take a sip of wine. “I saw it coming even before I…left.” He took another drink. “Even back then, the name of our house was often mentioned as a cautionary tale in polite circles. I’m sure it’s gotten much worse. I need to change that. Quickly.”

“How?” Markus asked. He finished the stew and moved on to a vegetable dish flavored with garlic and goat cheese.

“The same way anyone rebuilds a reputation. Settle the debts first. I have access to the Order’s coffers, though I’ll have some explaining to do, to be sure. Make strategic appearances. Court alliances with the right people.” Sergan’s eyes grew distant and calculating. “The Empire respects power and competence. I have both. I simply need to remind the right people.”

“And your mother?” Markus tore off a bite of bread with his teeth, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

Sergan scowled at his lack of manners. “Apparently, there are a lot of things that need repair.” His voice went flat. “She’ll cooperate because she has no choice. The alternative is poverty.”

Markus thought about the woman they’d seen earlier, proud and angry in that empty hall. “She hates you.”

“She hated my father too. Didn’t stop her from playing the dutiful wife for thirty years.” Sergan refilled his cup. “Hate is irrelevant. What matters is that she doesn’t undermine me. As long as she stays quiet and plays her role, she can live comfortably in the carriage house.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“Then she learns what hunger actually feels like.” Sergan’s voice held no emotion, just cold certainty. “She’s smart enough to avoid that. Pride is expensive.”

Markus bit into an olive, spitting the pit onto a plate. “How long is this going to take?”

“Months? Hopefully not years.” Sergan shrugged. “Depends.”

The thought made Markus vaguely ill. He didn’t have weeks or months. He needed to find Aram and get back to Pyrial. Back to Siroth, who had to be worried sick about him. Back to Skyhome, and the people who needed him.

He wanted to go home.

Where was Aram?

He hoped they found him soon. Then they could leave and none of this would matter. Sergan could lord over Ababad for all he cared. He never wanted to see him again.

“We need the right timing,” Sergan mused, his eyes distant and calculating. “The right chaos.”

“We need Aram.”

“Yes. We need Aram. But in the meantime, we have our work cut out for us.”

Markus grimaced from more than just the pain in his ribs.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




The first gray light of dawn filtered through the high windows of the eyrie as Aram stirred against Agaroth’s warm flank. The dragon’s breathing remained deep and even, his dreams undisturbed by the approaching day. In sleep, Agaroth’s ancient mind touched depths of memory that spanned centuries, and sometimes those dreams leaked through their bond.

Carefully, Aram gathered Keth’s giant tome and slipped away from his sleeping companions. The text weighed heavily in his arms as he made his way toward the back of the eyrie.

The scent of woodsmoke and cooking meat drew him toward a cluster of windriders gathered around a fire pit. Saiya was among them, seated with her knees bent, a bowl resting in her lap. They looked up as he approached, and Aram recognized something familiar about them: weathered faces and wind-burned skin that reminded him of the dragon riders of Skyhome.

“Have a seat.” An older man raised his hand, indicating a vacant space beside the fire. “You’re the crimson rider?”

“I am,” Aram replied, taking a seat. “Aram Raythe.”

Saiya looked up at him and smiled. “You look like you haven’t eaten in days.”

She pressed a bowl of thick porridge into his hands that smelled heavily of cinnamon.

“Your dragon,” said a dark-haired rider between bites, “he’s magnificent.”

“Thank you.” Aram beamed, for any mention of Agaroth warmed his heart.

“What brings you to Daro?” asked a blonde woman, her tone betraying her curiosity.

“My dragon brought me.” Aram brought his bowl to his lips. When he lowered it, he saw that all the riders were staring at him with strange expressions. He swallowed awkwardly, the porridge feeling like a lump of sand going down.

“Training,” he amended quickly.

The older rider nodded, though his frown remained.

Aram set his bowl down, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. “I’d better get going. Thank you for the food.”

Picking up the tome, he rose quickly, turning away.

Saiya’s voice stopped him. “Don’t you want to finish your porridge?”

“Thank you,” Aram said, glancing back at the others with a tightness in his stomach. “I really have to be going.”

He hurried his steps toward the entrance of the stairs, chiding himself the whole way. He knew he wasn’t good at conversation, and this attempt just served to remind him why he shouldn’t try. Making his way down the stairs, he emerged into daylight at the base of the mountain.

The sun was higher in the sky than he’d expected, goading his pace. This time, the guards at the city gate didn’t stop him, waving him through.

The streets of Daro were already bustling. The city was filled with the smell of woodsmoke and the perfume of the flowering vines that covered the city walls. He made his way quickly toward the Sanctum, dodging porters and merchant carts.

Aram arrived at the door to Keth’s chambers sweaty and winded, and took a moment to gather himself before knocking, swiping back his hair and wiping the grime off his face with his sleeve. Then he rapped twice on the door, the sound echoing.

“Enter.”

The door swung open with a stuttering creak. The space within dwelt in shadows, redolent with beeswax, dust, and old leather. Keth stood with his back to him, hunched over a scroll rolled out on a table, its curled corners held down by diverse items used as makeshift paperweights.

“If you’re still illiterate, go away,” Keth rumbled. “Come back when you can read.”

The dismissive tone stung, making Aram’s cheeks flush. He gripped the leather tome against his chest. “I can read. A little bit, at least.”

Keth turned toward him, his face as impassive as a granite façade. His prismatic gaze took in Aram with neither interest nor curiosity. He turned and slowly made his way back to his desk, taking a seat.

“Good. Maybe there is hope for you yet. Sit.” He gestured to the chair across from him.

Aram complied, setting the giant tome on the desk.

Keth flipped the leather-bound book over with no trace of delicacy, revealing the companion text attached to the first book by a shared back cover. He opened it, revealing the illuminated calligraphy within.

“What does this section say?” He tapped roughly on the page with two fingers.

Aram studied the flowing knotwork script, tracing the patterns with his eyes as he had done for hours the previous night. The ink seemed to shift in the candlelight, as though the text itself possessed a subtle and delicate life. He could feel Keth’s attention like a weight pressing down, evaluating his performance like a master craftsman examining a flawed workpiece.

“That section is about essence,” Aram said at last tracing his finger down the page, following a line of knotted calligraphy.

“What about it?”

“It says…” Aram paused, clearing his throat, then summarized, “People are born with a certain capacity for producing essence, but it can be grown, to an extent. With certain exercises. I think.”

Keth nodded, his expression losing some of its skepticism. Reaching across the desk, he closed the tome’s cover.

“Correct,” he said in a voice that, for the first time, carried notes of approval. “And people can also build their capacity to store essence by increasing the size of their reservoirs.” His bushy eyebrows flicked. “You deciphered that all in one night? That’s…unexpected.”

“You didn’t think I could do it?” asked Aram with a frown. “Then why did you give me the assignment?”

“To give you something to keep you occupied. I have concerns far more pressing than holding the hand of a middling boy.”

Aram felt his cheeks drain of color. “You think I’m middling?”

“Not anymore.”

The anger over the insult subsided slowly. Aram sat back in his chair, slouching, his eyes turned to the desk.

“Yes. Well.” Keth knit his fingers on the desk. “I suppose essence is a good place to start. We will begin each session with exercises in kirato, the practice of essence cultivation. I will teach you the techniques. Increasing your essence capacity is just as vital as learning to bind.”

“Kirato?” Aram leaned forward, his interest piqued at the mention of increasing the essence within him, something he hadn’t thought possible before last night.

“Essence is divinity.” Keth sat back in his seat. “Divinity inherited from our godly ancestors. The more divinity you inherit, the greater your reservoirs and the faster they replenish. We call these reservoirs the Sacred Wells, for that is exactly what they are indeed: our body’s versions of Wellsprings.”

The mention of Wellsprings intrigued Aram as much as it confused him.

Keth went on, “Water from a Wellspring is the Earth-mother’s essence. Think of it as liquid divinity. But unlike Wellspring water, the essence you produce is your own. It is attuned to you, and to you alone.”

That made Aram think of the Exilari sorcerers with their vials of stolen essence, drinking the divine inheritance of others to fuel their corrupt magic. The practice seemed suddenly more sinister than before. Not just theft, but a kind of spiritual cannibalism that violated the most fundamental laws of creation.

Keth continued, “Each of the Sacred Wells within your body has a name, and we use the practice of kirato to expand and purify them. You must eventually master all seven, but the first Well we will begin with is Morimo, which is located in the marrow of your bones. Now, let’s begin. Sit up. Close your eyes.”

Aram obeyed, straightening and letting his eyes drift shut. The heavy silence of the chamber weighed on him, broken distantly by the remote sounds of the city outside the Sanctum walls.

“We will start with the largest bone in your body, the femur.” Keth’s voice took on a different quality. There was something almost ceremonial about his tone, as though the words he spoke carried a power of their own.

“Envision the marrow within your bone and hold that picture in your mind.”

Aram struggled to conjure the image with any kind of clarity. He knew that bones were filled with marrow, for Esmir loved to dig it out and smear it on his bread. But it was fatty and goopy and didn’t seem to have anything to do with magic.

“Now focus deeply on your bones,” Keth directed. “Picture them breathing.”

This proved even more challenging, for how could bones breathe? They had no lungs, no mechanism for drawing air. Yet Keth spoke with such certainty that Aram forced himself to attempt the visualization, trying to imagine his skeleton expanding and contracting, succeeding only with rocking in his chair.

“This is called bone-breathing.” Keth’s voice seemed to echo from very far away. “Slow your breath so it is in time with the breathing of your bones.”

That was too much. Like a juggler given too many balls, Aram dropped them all. He wilted in his chair, the images in his mind dissipating like morning fog.

“I didn’t know bones breathe,” he said weakly.

“Quiet! They don’t, but that’s irrelevant. Envision them breathing anyway. Now be still and let them breathe.”

Aram forced his eyes closed. Minutes passed in agonizing struggle. His mind rebelled against the enforced stillness and impossible visualization. He simply couldn’t imagine something that wasn’t real. The wood chair was particularly uncomfortable, the bony ribs of the stiles poking into his back.

“I can’t!” The words burst out before he could stop them, ringing with frustration.

Keth sighed, the sound thick with disappointment. Aram heard the scrape of chair legs followed by the soft rustle of fabric as the mage rose and walked across the chamber. Keth opened a long, thin drawer in a built-in cabinet, retrieving an article that looked like a lace doily.

“Here.”

Keth tossed it to him.

Aram caught the object and held it up to examine. It was a kind of doily made of thin, knotted cord, its pattern complex and whimsical.

“It’s called a yeko.” Keth’s voice was brusque. “It is used as a contemplation aide. Gaze upon it as you concentrate. Notice its form, its patterns, its crossings. Let the design guide your thoughts into stillness. Once your mind is grounded in the pattern, turn it to the depths of your bones.”

Aram stared down at the limp doily, holding it spread in his hands. The more he studied it, the more he found himself captivated by the yeko as though hypnotized. There was something inherently soothing about following the cord’s path through its endless convolutions, as if the act of tracing it created a route for his scattered thoughts to follow. As a child, he had always turned to knots, and the yeko would have been perfect to fulfill that need. He thought he'd outgrown the desire to stare at knots and feel them in his hands. Apparently, he hadn’t outgrown his desire for them, just gotten better at hiding it.

Gradually, his breathing began to slow and deepen. The frantic energy that had been driving his thoughts settled.

“Better,” Keth said. “Now, while maintaining your focus on the pattern, try to sense the marrow in your bones. Don’t force it. Let the awareness come naturally.”

This time, the instruction didn’t seem impossible. With his mind anchored by the yeko, Aram thought he could sense something deep within his bones—not breathing exactly, but a subtle pulse that echoed the rhythm of his heart. It was faint, barely perceptible, but undeniably present.

“I think…I can feel something.”

“Good. Keep at it. I’ll be back in a little while.”

Keth rose from his chair with a rustle of robes, making Aram’s eyes pop open.

“Wait, how long do I sit here?” The question escaped before he could stop it.

Keth paused in the doorway. “Until I return.”

The door closed with a soft click that sounded like a prison cell sealing shut, leaving Aram alone with the yeko medallion and his impossible task.

Disgruntled, he wriggled his back in the chair, trying to get comfortable.

To his surprise, the yeko helped. Whenever his thoughts began to scatter, he focused on the doily and pulled them back. It worked for a while, but the attention it took was horrendously tedious. By the time footsteps echoed in the corridor outside, Aram felt like his brain was going to melt and trickle out of his ears.

“What took you so long?” he gasped as Keth entered with the same measured pace he had used when leaving.

“I took my time.”

The response was gallingly casual. Aram’s frustration spiked toward anger fomented by helplessness and humiliation. He grumbled, “I feel like my brain is bleeding.”

Keth settled back into his chair, regarding Aram with detached interest. “Quite unlikely, but that’s enough for this morning, I think.”

“You mean I have to do that again later?” The prospect filled Aram with dread. It seemed like torture designed specifically for someone with his restless nature, a form of punishment tailored to exploit his particular vulnerabilities.

“You will practice kirato three times a day.”

Keth delivered the pronouncement with the finality of a judge issuing sentence. Aram opened his mouth to protest, but the look in the mage’s eyes stopped him cold.

“Essence should flow like water through all seven of the Wells inside you,” Keth droned in a monotonous voice. “Never stagnant, never forced. That takes training and practice, and you will put in the time if you wish to progress.”

He smiled then, almost cheerfully. “Now, regarding the reason for my delay. I’ve been summoned to attend a council meeting. Your presence was not specifically requested, but as a new member of the coterie, I’m bringing you anyway.”

Aram glanced up with trepidation, not liking the sound of that. His stomach tightened.

Keth nodded, indicating Aram’s outfit. “Is that all you have to wear?”

Aram looked down at the simple raw-silk robe Illith had given him. He longed for his regular clothing, the uniform of a Champion, even though he knew its rich symbolism meant nothing here.

Keth tossed him a cloak, which he pulled on over his lightweight robe. The weight of the material felt oppressive, for it was much too hot for the weather.

“Come.” Keth drew on a cloak of his own. “The Xara does not like to be kept waiting. And be on your best behavior. We venture into the dragon’s lair.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Aram followed Keth through the Sanctum’s interior, mounting flights of stairs and winding through corridors tiled in spectacular shades of cinnabar and cerulean. When they at last reached the Xara’s throne room, the dais sat empty, its velvet-covered chair unoccupied.

Keth gestured for him to sit upon the carpets as more people slowly filed in behind them. Looking up, Aram noticed the domed ceiling overhead was adorned with a mosaic of swirling knotwork that leapt out at him like the illuminated text from Keth’s tome. But these knots served a vastly different purpose. Most spelled wards that protected the building’s structure and the throne room’s integrity.

Soon the entire coterie of the Xara’s mages were arrayed across the plush carpets before the dais, the subtle variations of their clothing marking the various schools they adhered to. The colorful sashes they wore and the embellishments on their robes declared ancient rivalries he had not realized existed before.

A glimpse of golden hair brightened his mood. Illith entered and sat toward the back, offering him a brief nod of acknowledgment. She alone appeared unsurprised by his presence. The other mages regarded him with expressions ranging from skepticism to outright disapproval. Elyana entered and sat beside Keth. Unlike the others, she flashed Aram a warm smile, the first he’d seen all morning.

It was not long before the Xara made her entrance, arriving through a side door and ascending the dais in a regal sway of silks and glistening jewels. She turned toward them and stood for a moment, her gaze looking past, rather than at, the people gathered before her, as though they were all beneath her scrutiny. At length, she seated herself and sat presiding over them, wearing authority like a priceless gown.

The mages of the Xara’s coterie bowed forward as one. Taken off guard, all Aram managed was a dip of his chin.

The woman who shadowed her followed the Xara onto the dais and took her place beside the throne. Rapping her staff twice, she proclaimed, “Her Most Honorable Mistress, the Xara Chaykari Asamoto, bids you welcome.”

“Shiyan Amato.” Lady Asamoto’s voice resonated in its deep, grinding timbre. “Your Aspirant does not belong here.”

“On the contrary, My Lady, Aram is now a member of the coterie,” Keth disagreed. “It is critical that he be here.”

The Xara’s eyes narrowed, fixing on Aram. “But can he be trusted?”

“Perhaps you should ask him.”

Aram shuddered, for he remembered the Xara mentioning that she could always tell when someone was lying to her. Whatever he said next could determine not just his place in this city, but possibly his very survival.

Lady Asamoto’s eyes fixed on Aram with an intensity that made him feel like prey. There was no warmth in her gaze, only cool assessment darkened by suspicion. The silence stretched until the air itself seemed to grow heavy with expectation.

“Aspirant Raythe,” she said, using his formal title with what might have been deliberate emphasis on its provisional nature, “Can you be trusted?”

Aram shuddered, his mouth going dry. The question was a deliberate trap. In many ways he could be trusted, but there were also secrets he dare not share. He could see Illith’s eyes on him, wide with anxiety.

He forced himself to meet the Xara’s gaze directly, despite every instinct he had screaming at him to look away. The truth was his only weapon, however inadequate it might prove.

“It depends,” he said quietly, his voice steadier than he felt. “I can be trusted not to betray you to your enemies. I owe no allegiance to Demalkia. But I am still my own man, and I reserve that. I follow no one blindly.”

The Xara cocked an eyebrow, as though his response had elicited more questions than answers. The silence between them stretched thin.

Aram kept his face carefully neutral, forcing his panic down and locking it away. He hoped the partial truth he had given would suffice.

The Xara leaned back in her throne, her fingers steepled as she regarded him with an expression of detached interest. “My instincts tell me that you are not a tool of my enemies. However, neither are you mine.”

Aram swallowed. “That is a fair assessment, My Lady.”

“So not a spy, then. But also not a pawn.”

“No. Not a pawn.”

Glancing at Keth, the Xara growled low in her throat, “This one is dangerous.”

“I know.” Keth’s face remained unapologetically neutral.

Lady Asamoto’s attention shifted back to Aram. “If I must suffer a cobra in my midst, then I will keep him in a basket.”

Snapping her fingers, she pointed to the floor of the dais at the foot of her velvet throne. “This is now your place, Aspirant Raythe. When you are not about your studies with Shiyan Amato, you shall attend me.”

Aram felt suddenly light-headed, the way he had when he drowned in Sergan’s well. He glanced at Keth as though his new master were a rope. But Keth ignored him, eyes focused straight ahead, his features formally stiffened. Reluctantly, Aram rose and mounted the steps to the dais and knelt on the carpet at the Xara’s side. Looking out across the faces of the mages in front of him, he saw Illith’s face staring at him aghast, as though this was the worst possible outcome.

Aram wasn’t so sure.

“Now, to the matter that necessitated this council,” Lady Asamoto announced. “Lord Raginor and his retinue will arrive in Daro in three days, bringing with him the full authority to annex our military, our dragons, and our mages, thus leaving the city defenseless.”

“Perhaps that is his tactic,” suggested Keth. “He considers you a threat to him, My Lady. Your influence over the Crown has waxed in recent years. The loss of your seat of power would eliminate you as a rival.”

“Perhaps.” The Xara’s eyebrows flickered. “Our scouts report that enemy forces have crossed the Caundinmarch. They are now on our soil.”

The mention of the Caundinmarch piqued Aram’s curiosity. He knew that region, for Illith had showed it to him when they crossed the void. It was another fractal entirely, another fragment of the ancient world…but no one here understood that. The enemies the Xara spoke of could not have come from the Caundinmarch. They must have been here all along.

“Demalkia’s forces have reached our outer territories,” the Xara continued, “and are advancing toward Daro. Latest intelligence suggests they will be in position to lay siege within the fortnight. Seemingly, Lord Raginor comes to coordinate our defensive efforts with the broader strategic picture.”

From his position on the dais, Aram had a clear view of the assembled mages. Among them, a woman with chestnut hair sat with the kind of rigid posture that suggested she was accustomed to being obeyed without question. Her robe was tied with a wide cloth belt the color of jade that seemed to catch the light with every movement.

“The Lord of Eyries does not travel lightly,” she stated, her voice carefully neutral but her eyes sharp with calculation.

“Regardless of his intent, Lord Raginor brings with him our Ataro’s mandate,” Lady Asamoto replied. “We will extend him all appropriate cooperation and respect.”

A heavy silence followed. Several older mages exchanged glances that spoke of shared concerns and unspoken fears. Near the back of the assembly, Aram noticed a man who conspicuously lacked any sign of aura—the mark of a Shield. The man’s rigid posture reaffirmed Aram’s guess, for he had the look and bearing of a warrior.

“I am concerned,” the man said. “The Lord of Eyries will demand everything we can give, and more besides.”

“There is little to be done about it, Shotomi.” The Xara’s deep voice sliced through the tension in the room. “Lord Raginor comes with legitimate authority. We will comply with his directives as our oaths require. However, we will hold back reserves for the city’s defense.”

The Shield Shotomi nodded. “A sound strategy, My Lady, though Lord Raginor may not view it as such.”

“Then we will not tell him,” Lady Asamoto said smoothly.

“A dangerous game,” the chestnut-haired woman murmured.

“Yes, it is, Mira.” The Xara gripped the arms of her throne, staring straight out over the heads of the assembled mages.

“You assume he will fail,” Shotomi observed, his bulky arms crossed.

“I assume nothing,” Lady Asamoto corrected, her opal eyes glittering with shrewd intelligence. “But I plan for all contingencies. Our responsibility is to the people of Daro Province, the broader war effort second.”

The distinction was subtle but significant, and Aram saw several mages shift uncomfortably at the implication. The Xara was declaring her priorities, and they did not fall on the side of Raginor. To Aram, her position sounded likely seditious.

“This council is concluded,” Lady Asamoto declared, rising from her throne with fluid grace. “Prepare for Lord Raginor’s arrival. Shiyan Amato, decide which members of the coterie will remain in reserve.”

Keth rose and bowed formally before turning away. He flowed more than walked toward the door of the chamber, trailing after the other mages as they filed toward the exit. Aram rose to follow him, but the voice of the Xara stopped him.

“Well, little viper,” Lady Asamoto sighed, her gaze lingering somewhere in the distance. “Let’s find you a basket.”

With that, she rose from her throne in a shimmer of silks and, turning her back on him, crossed the dais to the opposite door. Aram rose grudgingly, his mind still reeling from the abrupt change in circumstances and followed her out.

The chamber door opened onto a private stairway that wound upward along the pyramid’s walls. Each landing offered glimpses through carved screens into hidden courtyards below, small gardens where water trickled over stones and exotic plants grew in filtered light.

Servants in simple gray robes pressed themselves against the wall as the Xara passed, their eyes downcast in deference. Lady Asamoto did not acknowledge them, passing each as though they were part of the woodwork.

At last they emerged onto the uppermost level of the Sanctum where a massive balcony extended outward, supporting a garden suspended in the sky. Small waterfalls cascaded down the pyramid from one level to the next, their musical splashing creating a constant backdrop of sound that was both soothing and otherworldly.

Aram followed in awestruck silence as the Xara led him through an archway into the palace interior, where he found himself in a space that seemed otherworldly. A barrel-vaulted ceiling soared high overhead, painted in cobalt blues and adorned with knot patterns in gold leaf.

Fountains gurgled in shallow reflection pools that ran the length of the chamber. Wood benches hung suspended by gilt chains from the ceiling high above.

“Impressive, is it not?” Lady Asamoto asked without looking at him. “The ancient architects who built this city understood the power of grandeur.”

Aram didn’t reply, for he didn’t know what to say, awestruck by the wealth on display. A servant at the far side of the chamber made toward them but a flick of the Xara’s hand sent her quickly away.

Lady Asamoto led him down a side corridor that felt almost mundane after the splendor of the main chambers. The walls here were simple stone, the lighting provided by golden sconces mounted to the walls. They passed several doors before she stopped at one near the corridor’s end.

“This will be your quarters,” the Xara said, pushing the door open to reveal a small but tidy chamber. “You will share this hallway with my staff. They will instruct you in proper protocols and expectations.”

The room was austere compared to the magnificence outside—a simple bed, a chair and desk, and a chest for belongings. On the far side of the room, a small window looked out over the city below.

“Thank you, My Lady,” Aram offered a slight bow.

The Xara studied him, her eyes unreadable. “You are not a prisoner here, Aspirant Raythe. But neither are you entirely free. Learn that distinction quickly, and you may yet survive.”

With that cryptic advice, she turned and glided back down the corridor, leaving Aram alone in his new quarters.

Aram stood motionless for several minutes after she departed, trying to process the dizzying sequence of events that had unfolded. He moved to the bed first, tracing his fingers over the soft blanket as though to reassure himself that it was, in fact, real. Then he went to the window and stared out across the city spread below like a lifelike map. In the distance, he could see the mountainside that housed the Dragon Warrens, just one in a series of snow-capped peaks that marched northward into the distance.

The isolation imposed by this new circumstance pressed in on him like the walls of a cage. There were no friendly faces, no one to confide in or seek advice from. Here in the Sanctum, he had only Keth.

Aram found himself, incredibly, missing Illith’s company. Even though he still did not entirely trust her, he felt safer in her presence. She had been a buffer, he realized, and now that buffer was gone, and he stood frightfully exposed to a woman who could detect lies and read intentions with terrifying accuracy.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Two days of preparation felt like too much time and yet not nearly enough.

Calise spent those days tending the sick and learning what she could from Kevatis. Ancient prayers in the High Speech, rituals for renewal and purification. Long talks of what her responsibilities as a Dedicant would be. She practiced cycling Wellspring water until her hands cramped and her head ached, searching for the native magic that had to exist within her.

Not the other kind. Not the ancient magic that had awakened within her at the Heart of the Irwood, that had answered the call of the sacred pool with terrifying eagerness.

At night, she lay on her cot with the heart knot necklace pressed against her chest, thinking of Aram. Wondering where he was, whether he was safe, and if he thought of her. Her guilt was a constant weight, a burden she bore night and day, though it was worse at night. At least during the day, she could find distraction in her duties and lessons. She’d left him without explanation, and he didn’t even know.

The last thing she wanted was to hurt him, but there was no alternative. She was becoming a Dedicant. And Dedicants didn’t get to choose their burdens. She hoped someday he would understand. She hoped he could forgive her.

A knock at the door broke her from her thoughts. Rising, she opened the thin door of her hut, a structure made of barely more than twigs and tree bark.

“It’s time,” Kevatis said, his expression unreadable. “I’ll meet you outside.”

Calise dressed in the sturdy traveling clothes she had brought with her and went to prepare Zandril. The young golden dragon sensed her unease through their bond. When she greeted her, Zandril pressed her snout against Calise’s chest, rumbling softly. Aware of her rider’s apprehension, she rubbed her head against Calise anxiously, a gesture that was both protective and fretful.

Iver and Corley waited in the center of camp, their dragons geared and ready. The contrast between the two young men was striking in the pre-dawn light. Iver stood with his arms crossed, his dark hair still damp from washing, already scanning the sky with tactical assessment. Beside him, Corley stood slouched against a tree, his gaze distant.

“About time,” Iver said. “We’ve been ready for an hour. The longer we wait, the more daylight we waste.”

“Play nice,” Corley said. He cast a sidelong glance at Calise. “You look like you haven’t slept in days. Are you up for this?”

Calise wanted to be offended, but she was too tired. “I’ll manage.”

“You’d better do more than that,” Iver said. “If this place is as dangerous as everyone says, we need to have our wits about us. If you’re too tired, say so now.”

“I’m fine,” Calise insisted, though she wasn’t sure if it was true.

Iver studied her, then nodded. “Good. Let’s move.”

Behind him, his young dragon Tandriel made a sound that might have been agreement or disdain; it was hard to tell. The blue dragon looked down his angular nose at Calise, clearly finding her wanting.

In contrast, Corley’s orangish dragon, Rhys, shuffled forward with an almost friendly rumble, earning a reproving look from Tandriel that Rhys ignored. He shoved his nose into his rider’s face, making Corley laugh.

“Don’t mind Tandriel,” Corley said cheerfully, swinging up onto Rhys’s back with easy grace. “He thinks everyone’s beneath him. Except Iver, of course.”

“You are,” Iver said, mounting with precise efficiency.

Corley’s grin widened. “Come on, admit it—you’re excited to get back in the sky. We finally get to do something instead of hauling buckets and covering latrine pits.”

“Excitement gets people killed,” Iver said, donning a pair of leather riding gloves. “This isn’t a pleasure flight. It’s reconnaissance into hostile territory. Treat it as such.”

But even as he said it, Calise caught something in Iver’s eyes that contradicted his words: a sense of purpose. He was engaged in a way he hadn’t been since arriving at the camp. Though he wouldn’t admit it, Iver was glad to be going.

Kevatis emerged from his hut carrying a pack and wearing his fringed scarf tied about his shoulders. The Dedicant’s pack was full of supplies along with a couple of good-sized ceramic jugs. He lugged them toward the dragons, struggling under the weight. Corley dismounted and met him halfway, relieving him of the burden.

“The flight will take most of the morning,” Kevatis said. “We’ll fly as far as we can, then walk the rest of the way.” He paused, looking at each of them in turn. “We’ll move quickly. In and out. Understood?”

Iver studied him then nodded curtly. When Kevatis started toward Zandril, Iver asked, “Can Zandril carry two?”

“We’ll be okay.” Calise climbed onto her beautiful golden dragon and scooted forward, allowing enough room for Kevatis to mount behind. “Besides, we’re not going far.”

“Tandriel’s bigger,” Iver protested.

Corley grinned. “Only in your mind.”

Iver threw him an unamused glare. “How far are we going?”

“To the mountain pass.” Kevatis grimaced as he pulled himself up and swung a leg over Zandril’s back. “The air over the Greenwood is too toxic for dragons. We’ll leave them at the pass and continue on foot.”

Corley’s grin faltered for the first time that morning. He looked toward the western mountains, barely visible in the pre-dawn light. “Wonderful,” he muttered, running his fingers through his hair.

Iver turned to face him, his expression unreadable in the dim light. His arms remained crossed, his posture rigid. “Would you rather stay behind?” The question was asked without judgment, but also without sympathy.

“I’d rather not be doing any of this,” Corley shot back, though his usual mischievous tone had an edge to it. He gestured at the camp and the dark forest beyond. “At least let me complain about it. Makes me feel better.”

“Complain all you want. Just save it for when you’re in the air so I don’t have to hear it.”

With that, Iver turned away and directed Tandriel forward. The blue dragon started toward the center of the clearing at a measured pace. Behind him, Corley made a face and flashed a lewd gesture at Iver’s back. Calise didn’t know whether to laugh or admonish, so she settled on pretending not to notice.

Tandriel leapt into the air, gaining height in a long, slow curve over the treetops. Rhys took off after him, with Zandril following last, her wings laboring under the weight of two riders. Where the other dragons had risen smoothly, Zandril had to pump twice as hard to achieve lift, her muscles straining visibly beneath her golden scales. Through their bond, Calise felt every difficult wingbeat, the awkward balance of carrying Kevatis behind her, the way her dragon had to adjust constantly to compensate for the unfamiliar weight distribution.

Calise stroked her dragon’s neck, feeling the muscles gather and release. Zandril sent back no complaint, only fierce determination.

They flew west, toward the high mountain passes that separated the Irwood from the Greenwood. The morning was clear and cool, the sun climbing slowly behind them, painting the forest canopy in shades of gold and green.

For the first hour, it was an almost peaceful flight. Iver and Tandriel flew straight and alert while Corley couldn’t resist testing Rhys’s agility with occasional dips and rolls.

“Formation, Corley,” Iver called.

“Just staying sharp,” Corley replied. “Can’t let our skills get rusty.”

“You can stay sharp without showing off.”

“But where’s the fun in that?”

Calise smiled despite her anxiety. Their easy banter and the way they fell into the familiar rhythms of wingmates reminded her of Skyhome. It also brought a pang of sadness. Every passing day, she grew further from their friend group. When she returned, she would be a Dedicant. Fraternizing with a group of rowdy windriders would not be proper.

And Aram…

Her hand went to the heart knot necklace beneath her tunic. Being around him would be too painful. For both of them.

“Look there.” Iver pointed ahead of him.

Corley’s playful energy evaporated. “That’s…a lot of dead trees.”

As they approached the mountains, the devastation became more apparent with each wingbeat. Ahead, islands of trees stood in an endless sea of barren earth. The further they went, the patches of living forest grew smaller, until finally there was no living forest at all—just gray desolation stretching to the distant horizon.

With a shrill cry, Zandril faltered in the air.

Through the bond came a sudden wave of nausea and distress. The young dragon’s wingbeats became erratic, and she circled back, looking for a place to safely land.

“Zandril!” Calise called out, but her dragon was already descending rapidly.

Ahead, Tandriel and Rhys reacted similarly. Tandriel’s noble bearing had given way to visible panic, his movements jerky and uncontrolled. Even Rhys was struggling.

“The corruption’s never spread this far!” Kevatis shouted. “We need to land!”

“There!” Iver pointed to a rocky outcropping below the high mountain pass, one of the last places where stone broke through the dead forest. “We can set down there.”

They descended in an uncontrolled rush, the dragons barely managing to stay aloft. Zandril’s apprehension flooded through the bond, relaying feelings of poison, wrongness, and the desperate need to flee. Calise tried to project calm, but her fear made it nearly impossible.

They hit the ground hard, all three dragons landing in an ungainly scramble. Zandril immediately backed away from the direction of the Greenwood, trembling. Her dragon’s terror flooded the bond, an instinctive, primal horror of what lay beyond the ridge.

Calise and Kevatis dismounted, and she immediately went to Zandril’s head, pressing her brow against the dragon’s snout.

“I’m sorry,” Calise murmured, stroking her soft face.

Zandril sent back images of Calise walking into darkness, disappearing, never returning. The dragon’s fear for her made her tremble.

“I’ll come back,” Calise promised. “Don’t worry. It’ll just be a couple hours.”

She wrapped her arms around Zandril’s neck and gave her a heartfelt hug.

Iver and Corley were having similar struggles with their dragons. Tandriel was making sounds Calise had never heard before, a low, distressed keening that spoke of deep fear. Rhys pressed close to Corley, refusing to let his rider move away, pushing against his back as though trying to hide.

Iver stared at the ridge ahead, his jaw tight. When he spoke, his voice was sharp with strain. “How are we going to survive that?”

Kevatis followed his gaze to where the dead forest began just beyond the ridge. Even from here, a thick, yellowing layer darkened the air above the trees, looking toxic and wrong.

“The poison isn’t so thick near the ground,” Kevatis explained. “It rises into the air and forms a thick layer. But on foot, staying low…” He shrugged. “We’ll be fine.”

“So we’ll only be breathing a little poison,” Corley muttered, shouldering Kevatis’s heavy pack.

“That is correct,” Kevatis said with a scowl. “And we are more resistant to it than dragons.”

“How far is it?” Iver asked.

Kevatis pointed toward a thin path leading upward, switchbacking up the mountainside. “Over the ridge and into the valley. Perhaps two hours to the Wellspring.”

Corley looked at the rocky ridge ahead, then turned back to Rhys. His dragon was pressed close, refusing to let him move more than a few feet away.

Kevatis waved. “The dragons will be fine,” he said. “They’ll wait here for us.”

“Will they?” Corley shot back. “Because mine looks like he’s about to bolt back to the Irwood.” His usual levity was gone. He stroked Rhys’s snout, and the young dragon rumbled anxiously.

Iver was having a similar struggle with Tandriel. The proud blue dragon had his wings half-spread, head turned toward the pass they’d flown through, every line of his body screaming the desire to flee.

“They’ll wait,” Iver said with more confidence than Calise felt. He gripped Tandriel’s harness firmly, forcing the dragon to look at him. “They’re strong.”

Calise felt terrible. Through her bond with Zandril, she sensed nothing but terror and the desperate need to escape this place. Every instinct the young dragon possessed told her to fly, to carry her rider as far away as possible and never return.

“I’ll be fine,” Calise tried to reassure her. “Don’t worry, love.”

Zandril let out a desperate cooing noise.

After several minutes of calming their dragons and securing supplies, they set off on foot. Calise hated leaving Zandril there. The young golden dragon’s distress was palpable even at a distance.

I’ll come back, she tried to reassure her through the bond.

Zandril called after her, a shrill plea that echoed off the mountains.

The hike over the ridge was brutal. The rocks were loose and treacherous, and the air grew thinner with each step. By the time they reached the top, Calise’s lungs burned, and her head pounded.

For a moment, no one spoke. They had reached the crest of the ridge, breathing hard from the climb, and stood looking down into the enormous expanse below that had once been the Greenwood. It spread out below them in all directions, a sea of devastation that stretched to the horizon. She’d seen the edges of it from the air, the patches of gray forest creeping toward the mountains. But this…

Every tree.

Every living thing.

Gone.

The forest Kevatis had described as paradise was annihilated. The trees still stood, thousands upon thousands of them, but they were corpses. Blackened husks with bark peeling away like diseased skin. Not a single leaf. Not a blade of grass. Nothing living. Just death, stretching in every direction until it blurred into haze in the distance.

A sound escaped her throat, something between a sob and a gasp.

Beside her, Corley had gone still. The carefree young man who always had something to say stood frozen, staring at the tragedy below. His face had drained of color.

“By the wind,” he finally breathed. “That’s not…that can’t be…”

“The Greenwood,” Kevatis said. His voice was hollow as though scraped raw. “At least, what’s left of it.”

Iver said nothing. He just stared, his bold eyes taking in the scope of the devastation with the same analytical precision he applied to everything. Calise watched him try to process it, try to categorize it, try to make it into something his mind could comprehend without emotion.

Calise forced herself to take in the details. The ground below the dead trees was bare and cracked, stripped of undergrowth, of fallen logs softened by moss, of any sign that life had ever existed there at all. The trees weren’t just dead—they were wrong, twisted and warped into impossible shapes. The wind shifted, and she caught a whiff of a sulfurous stench that made her gag.

“Let’s go,” Kevatis prompted.

“Wait,” Calise called after him. “We don’t have to go down there. We⁠—”

“Yes, we do.” The Dedicant straightened, wiping his face with the back of his hand. “You need to see what’s at stake.”

Iver tore his gaze away from the devastation and looked at Kevatis. “Two hours there and back?”

“Yes,” Kevatis assured him. “If the air is bad, we turn around and leave.”

“Then we should get moving,” Iver said. “The longer we stand here, the more daylight we waste. And I don’t want to be down there after dark.”

Calise didn’t want to be there at all.

One by one, they started down the rocky slope toward the dead forest.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




Aram crawled out of bed, his body stiff from the unforgiving mattress, a mere thin mat rolled out over a wood base, the same as he’d slept on in Niyo’s house. The morning light that filtered through his small window seemed too bright, too cheerful for the knot of dread that tightened in his stomach.

He dressed quickly and made his way out of the room, for he feared he was already late for his morning lessons. Outside, the hallway was empty. Aram followed it toward the main chamber and emerged into the balcony gardens, which spread across the pyramid’s summit in gentle terraces, each level flowing into the next as naturally as a hillside.

The air carried the mingled scent of roses and honeysuckle, their blooms intertwining along trellises worn smooth by decades of growth. Songbirds moved through the branches, their calls drifting across the space in easy, overlapping melodies that rose and faded with the breeze.

Grateful for the tranquility, Aram strolled down a rock-lined path that led toward the edge of the balcony. Just as the view of the city opened before him, he drew up short.

Illith and the Xara stood at the end of the balcony. The two appeared to be engaged in tense conversation. Illith had her back to him, her golden hair catching the morning light.

Aram froze, not wanting to be noticed. Curiosity burned him, though, and he wanted to know what they were discussing. He had a mind to hide in the foliage and eavesdrop, but prudence got the better of him. He backed away, trying to be as quiet as he could. Turning, he hurried back the way he had come.

At the opening of the hallway, he paused. He couldn’t resist a glance back.

His eyes met the Xara’s.

Aram stopped short, captured by the woman’s gaze.

The corners of the Xara’s mouth curved upward slightly. Simply an acknowledgment, letting him know she had noticed his presence.

Aram fled.

He practically tumbled down the spiral stairs, his heart hammering against his ribs. The last thing he needed was to add to the Xara’s suspicions by appearing to spy on her private conversations. Reaching the ground floor, he hurried through the lavish corridors of the pyramid’s interior, at last ending at the door to Keth’s study.

“Enter,” commanded a voice from within, though he hadn’t knocked.

Aram entered and pushed the door closed behind him, leaning back against it. Keth looked up from the tome he’d been studying, one eyebrow raised in silent question.

“Sorry I’m late,” Aram managed between breaths.

Keth considered him for a long moment, then closed his book with deliberate care. “You are,” he remarked.

Aram didn’t know if that applied to ‘sorry’ or ‘late.’

The mage’s scouring stare roved over him as though looking for flaws. “Let us continue with essence cultivation. You’ve barely scratched the surface of kirato.”

Aram nodded and moved to take his seat, reaching for the yeko medallion he had stuffed into his belt pouch. The familiar weight of routine training felt like salvation, a return to something he could understand, unlike the Xara’s ambiguous intentions that kept him reeling.

“Concentrate on the yeko,” Keth instructed, his voice a hypnotic monotone. “Find your breath. Find your bones. Let them breathe with you…”

Aram did as he was instructed, struggling through the exercise just as he had done the previous day. The visualizations came a bit easier this time. He made it through the session with only minimal squirming and fidgeting.

When he was done, Keth grunted in either approval or disapproval; Aram couldn’t tell which. His new master then retrieved the weighty tome from its place on the shelf, the leather straps keeping it tightly closed. He set it on his desk with a solid thump that sent dust motes swirling. Keth opened the book from the front, flipping past the first few vellum pages to reveal a section covered in illuminated knot diagrams.

“Yesterday, you learned about essence,” Keth said, his finger tracing down the page to find his place. “Today, we begin your education in the theory that underlies all Nodomancy. Tell me, what do you see when you look at the aether?”

“Threads,” Aram replied immediately. “Colorful threads that weave through everything.”

“And when you weave aether, what do you create?”

“I tie it into knots,” replied Aram, shuddering as he remembered his testing.

“Correct. You create knots.” Keth turned several pages, revealing an illustration that made Aram lean forward with interest. The drawing showed a simple circle inscribed in gold leaf. To Aram, it looked like a golden band without any ornamentation.

“This is the Unknot,” Keth explained, tapping his broad finger on the diagram. “The simplest knot—which is to say, no knot at all. Just a closed loop. It requires almost no essence to create and maintain. What do you think it can do?”

Aram studied the illustration, biting his lip. His brow scrunched into lines of struggle, for he didn’t understand how such a structure could impact anything.

“Nothing?” he managed at last.

“Precisely. Nothing at all.” A smile flitted over Keth’s lips. “However, the Unknot is the foundation of all we know. Every other knot is defined by how it differs from the Unknot.” He skimmed his finger down the page, revealing progressively more complex patterns.

“All formal knots are created by the same three techniques: either by twisting, warping, or sliding the aether. This is all performed on strands that are first bound together at the ends.”

“Bound at the ends? Like the Unknot?” Aram struggled to visualize what that meant. It would be like tying knots into a wheel. He sighed heavily, unable to imagine it. “How do you knot an Unknot?”

“First, you decide the number of crossings. Then you seal the ends,” Keth explained. In the air next to him, a strand of aether began to glow brighter than the rest. It plucked itself out of the pattern of the world and convoluted around itself several times before sealing together at the ends.

A chill of excitement shivered over Aram’s skin. He understood now. This was far removed from anything he had ever done. In the past, he had always worked with aether torn from the pattern, simple strands with two loose ends. This was an altogether different technique, and instantly he realized the myriad possibilities it opened up.

“I think I get it,” he gasped.

Keth turned the book around on the desk and flipped a page, exposing another table of knots. It was the same loop being manipulated various ways—all different permutations of the same knot.

“Now.” His voice took on a tone of stern emphasis. “There is one absolute that must be obeyed: once you seal the ends of a strand, you cannot sever them again. Do you understand why this matters?”

“Because cutting a binding releases all its stored energy at once?” Aram thought about every effort at magic he had ever performed in the past, realizing how hopelessly uninformed he had been. And how dangerous.

“That is correct,” Keth rumbled. “Tearing aethereal bindings can be catastrophic, especially those with a higher number of crossings. Which is why all of formal Nodomancy is built on deformation—changing knots through allowed moves only.”

Keth traced the knot table with a finger. “There are only three ways to modify a knot without cutting. The first is adding or removing a simple twist. The second is moving one strand over another, what we call a warp. The last is sliding a strand around a crossing.”

As he spoke, Keth demonstrated each movement in the air using the glowing knot he had woven. “Master these three operations, and you can transform any knot into any equivalent knot. Each permutation has its own character, and some are quite different.

Keth flipped back to the page with the Unknot and slid his finger down to the table below it. “Now we come to the heart of knot theory. Two knots are equivalent if you can deform one into the other using only the allowed movements. This one is known as the Trefoil.” He pointed to the first knot in the table, which looked like a three-leaf clover. “It cannot be unknotted without cutting it, no matter what you do to it. It is fundamentally different from the Unknot.”

Aram stared at the Trefoil, trying to visualize the transformations.

“How many crossings does it have?” Keth prompted him.

“Three,” Aram observed, counting the points where the golden cord in the diagram passed over or under itself.

“That is the Trefoil’s crossing number,” Keth confirmed. “The most important measure of a knot’s complexity. The more crossings, the more essence it takes to create and maintain. This relationship is exponential—a knot with four crossings costs far more than a three-crossing knot like the Trefoil.”

From a drawer in his desk, Keth pulled out a length of cord. He quickly tied in an overhand knot, then bent the ends around and tied those together. To Aram’s shock, he realized that Keth had made a Trefoil knot.

“It’s just an overhand knot!” he exclaimed.

Keth nodded. “With sealed ends, yes. That is exactly what a Trefoil is.”

Setting the knot aside, he turned the page, revealing a long table of illuminated knots that glowed brightly in gold leaf, each numbered and lettered in what looked like some type of code.

“Think of crossing number as a knot’s family,” Keth continued. He turned another page, revealing two knots side by side. One looked like a figure-eight, while the other resembled two Trefoils joined together. “Now we come to another fundamental property: whether a knot is prime or composite.” He tapped the figure-eight knot. “This is a prime knot. And this”—he indicated the chained Trefoils—“is a composite knot. Do you see the difference?”

Aram leaned closer. The composite knot did look like it was made of two separate knots joined together.

Again, Keth took the cord that he had tied into a Trefoil and unknotted it, laying it on the desk. With skilled fingers adept at knotting, he quickly tied a square knot. Then he started pulling at the cord. The knot deformed, separating into two Trefoil knots.

“Do you see? A square knot is not prime. It can be separated into two Trefoils.” Keth loosened the rope and slid the knots apart further to demonstrate. “But the Trefoil itself? There is no way to untangle it into simpler knots. That’s what makes it a prime.”

“And every knot is either prime or composite?” Aram asked, feeling a rush of excitement, for he actually understood. It wasn’t an entirely new concept—he had knotted enough cord as a boy to have tied his share of composite knots without knowing what to call them. But seeing such a principle laid out as part of a much bigger system was nothing short of thrilling.

“That is correct.” Keth swept the cord aside. “Just as every number can be broken into prime factors, every composite knot can be decomposed into prime knots.” Keth’s expression grew serious. “In Nodomancy, this is important. A composite knot’s essence cost is roughly the sum of its prime components, but the prime components are what gives a composite knot its particular character.”

Aram studied the composite knots arranged in a colorful table on the page of the large tome, trying to see where one prime knot ended and the next began. It wasn’t as obvious as he’d thought at first glance.

He remembered the cave he had discovered as a boy. He had filled that cave with his collection of knots, with ropes laid out across the floor to organize the knots he’d collected by type. Each knot had its own place in the grid. That grid was what Keth’s knot tables reminded him of.

The lesson continued for another hour, with Keth expanding Aram’s vocabulary of prime knots and their permutations. Aram bent all his concentration on the book and Keth’s explanations until a clamor of bells interrupted the lesson.

“What is that?” Aram asked, irritated. The bells made it hard to concentrate.

With a scowl, Keth snapped the book closed, tightening one of its leather straps to seal it shut.

“That,” he grumbled in a tone that sounded just as irritated as Aram felt, “is a summons.”

Aram wanted to growl in frustration. He was just starting to understand what things were truly important. He didn’t have time to go back to the Xara’s throne room, not when there were knot tables to memorize.

Keth rose to his feet. Swinging around, he pulled a cloak on over his long robe and threw another to Aram.

“Let’s go. No one keeps the Lord of Eyries waiting. Not even you.”

“Me? I’m going to meet Raginor?”

Keth slung a glare at him. “Unfortunately, yes. So that means you must be on your best behavior and, whatever you do, do not mention your dragon!”
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




Aram felt his stomach drop. The Xara said they had three days before Raginor’s arrival. Why would the Lord of Eyries arrive so much sooner?

“Come,” Keth said, already moving toward the door. “The Xara will expect us to attend her.”

Aram swallowed as he remembered his new place at Lady Asamoto’s side. The thought of kneeling at the foot of her throne before Raginor made him shudder. He could think of no greater humiliation.

They climbed the stairs and emerged into the great hall of the step pyramid. Harried servants scurried between the pillars, their arms heavily laden, scrambling to prepare for the arrival of the Lord of Eyries. An exhausting sense of urgency filled the Sanctum with tension.

It was not to the Xara’s throne room that Keth led them, but up the circular stairs onto one of the garden terraces that overlooked the city. They emerged from under a canopy of trees to join a throng of people gathered at the edge of the balcony with mixed expressions of awe and apprehension.

Aram followed their gazes, his breath hitching.

An enormous V-formation of dragons swept across the sky, so many that they seemed to span the length and breadth of the heavens. Greater Dragons, one and all, each nearly Agaroth’s size, their scales flashing brilliant colors in the morning light, more spectacular than Aram had ever seen. They moved with perfect synchronization, even down to the rhythm of their wingbeats.

Aram had never imagined there could be so many Great Ones in the ancient world. The histories spoke of them as rare and precious, even in this wondrous era. Yet in the sky were dozens, moving as one, their power so palpable that the air itself seemed to yield before them.

The spectacular formation swept over Daro in an obvious display clearly designed to impress and intimidate, then banked as one toward the mountains. One by one, they landed on the wide terraces above the Dragon Warrens, claiming spaces on the cliffs like conquering warlords establishing dominion over new territory.

From within the warrens, Aram could sense Agaroth’s breathtaking eagerness to meet others of his kind. His dragon had sensed the arrival of his ancient kin, and part of Aram longed to go to him, to experience the wonder of reuniting with others of his species. But there was no time for such indulgences.

“Come.” Keth’s large hand settled on Aram’s shoulder, steering him away from the edge of the balcony.

They wound their way back through the crowd gathered on the balcony and descended the stairs, making their way toward the council chamber. As they entered, Aram’s eyes immediately fell on Illith. She came forward and inserted herself between Aram and Keth.

“Let me borrow him for a moment,” she muttered apologetically, guiding Aram toward the side of the room.

“What is it?” Aram asked, noting the concern in Illith’s eyes.

“Be careful.” She leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “You cannot afford to be in any way distracted. We only have only about a week before this fractal resets, and you need as much time as you can get with Keth.”

“What if I can’t learn as much as I need to?” The question was thick with desperation.

Illith’s expression softened, sympathy flickering in her eyes. But her words remained hard, uncompromising. “You have to. That’s all there is to it.” She glanced over her shoulder at where Keth waited, then back to Aram. “So don’t be distracted by Raginor and his brother Erok. Stay focused on your lessons.”

Aram blinked. “Brother…? I thought they were lovers.”

“They are both,” Illith assured him with a smile. “Such is the way of gods. Their father Ahn gave each a blessed weapon. Raginor has a bow that glows silver in his hand. Erindiel. It can only be drawn by him. Erok’s sword Eliel also glows, but only when it is wielded by his hand.”

Before Aram could remark, the great doors of the council chamber swung open with a resonant boom that echoed through the space. All conversation ceased. Lady Asamoto swept into the room, her crimson robes flowing behind her like spilled blood, her face a mask of composed serenity that betrayed none of the tension crackling through the air.

“Attend me,” she said simply, her gaze finding Aram across the room.

Illith gave his arm one last squeeze—a gesture that felt almost like a goodbye—before releasing him and stepping back.

Aram’s legs felt leaden as he climbed the steps of the dais, acutely aware of every eye in the chamber tracking his movements. When he knelt at the Xara’s feet, looking out across the assembled coterie, he saw various expressions, none of them good. Illith’s face had gone pale, while Keth’s remained impassive, revealing nothing of what he might be thinking.

They waited in tense silence, the only sound the rustle of robes as more mages filed in to take their places. The chamber felt different, as though the protective wards layered throughout its structure had tightened in response to the power gathering nearby.

The silence stretched unbroken. Aram’s knees began to ache from kneeling, but he didn’t dare shift position. Every moment of stillness wound his nerves tighter, until he felt like a spring compressed to its breaking point.

At last the sound of approaching footsteps rang off the tile of the great hall. Without announcement, the chamber doors were thrust open.

Raginor, Lord of Eyries, entered the throne room, and the air itself seemed to thicken.

He stood taller than Aram had anticipated, but his presence filled the room in ways that transcended mere height. Gold-plated armor reflected the light of the braziers and scattered it in sharp, dazzling rays that made him seem to burn from within. Around him blazed the brightest aura Aram had ever seen: a shrieking red halo like living tongues of flame licking at his body, the color of virile blood.

The color of power.

But Raginor’s face commanded Aram’s attention. His features were strong and refined, and his golden hair was untouched by gray despite his years. A pale scar crossed his left cheek, a grim reminder that even legends could bleed.

At his side walked another man, taller than Raginor and clad in plain gray steel, yet no less lordly. His was beauty of a different kind, dark and stern, like a blade fresh from the forge. He moved as one born to war, with the deadly stride of a predator. His long black hair, pulled back from his face and bound with a simple leather cord, seemed to accentuate the harsh planes of his features as did the chiseled beard that framed a mouth set in grim determination.

This man had no aura at all.

Erok, Aram guessed as he gazed upon the tall warrior in awe. Raginor’s Warden.

Erok’s bearing toward Raginor revealed the depth of their bond: he stood protectively near, watchful but not servile. Between them lay uncounted years and shared battles, a trust and love that could not be feigned.

Raginor’s gaze swept the chamber, taking in the assembled mages as though assessing their capabilities. His eyes lingered on certain individuals. Keth received a long look, as did Elyana, and several others whose reputations apparently preceded them. But when Raginor’s gaze reached the dais, his expression shifted.

“Lady Asamoto.” His voice carried through the chamber with resonant authority. “You honor us with your hospitality.”

The Xara rose gracefully from her throne and, to Aram’s astonishment, bowed low before him, her eyes cast downward. She returned to her velvet throne, reestablishing her regal command of the chamber.

“Lord Raginor,” the Xara replied in her gravelly base timbre. “Please, accept what humble comforts Daro can offer. Though I fear our hospitality may prove…insufficient to your needs.”

Aram felt the weight that hung in the air between Lady Asamoto and the Lord of Eyries, like the stillness before thunder breaks. Though her words fell soft and sweet as honeyed wine, beneath them ran a current as cold as a mountain glacier. They circled one another not with blades, but with carefully worded phrases. It was a duel of another kind, no less deadly for its grace, and Aram understood with sudden clarity that he was watching masters of an art far older than swordcraft: the ancient and terrible dance of those who shape the fates of nations.

“Your generosity has never been in question, My Lady. Only its…depth.” Raginor dipped a graceful bow.

Another exchange of courtesies that served as political maneuvering. Aram watched, fascinated and terrified in equal measure, as two masters of nuance tested each other.

Raginor’s voice resonated across the chamber. “The armies of Sor and Demalkia have left the Caundinmarch far sooner than we expected. They travel swiftly, with the guidance of the Disavowed.”

Aram shivered at the word. The Ballad of Raginor referred to the Archons as the ‘Disavowed,’ for they had turned from their oaths to protect Ahn’s children. Their betrayal had brought about the war that led to the fall of Raginor and the Sundering of the World.

This war.

The one unfolding before his eyes at this very moment.

Aram’s chill ran deeper as understanding pierced him like a shard of ice: he stood at the nexus of it all, watching the first threads woven in the darkest tapestry of history.

Raginor continued, “If we fail to meet them with overwhelming force before they reach the capital, we face a war of attrition. One we cannot win. One Daro cannot survive.” He paused, his fierce gaze sweeping the room before settling on Lady Asamoto. “I require your Wings. Every combat mage. Every soldier capable of holding a blade. Nothing less will suffice.”

Lady Asamoto inclined her head graciously, her smile warm as summer sun. “How fortunate, then, that Daro’s full strength stands ready to answer the realm’s call.” She paused. “Though I wonder, Lord Raginor, what use are dragons and mages if the cities they defend lie unprotected? Surely the great strategist of Eyries does not advocate leaving our walls naked to whatever…opportunists…might exploit such a weakness?”

“Opportunists, Lady Asamoto, are a concern for times of peace,” Raginor snapped. “We face annihilation. Or do you believe Daro’s walls will shelter you when the realm has fallen?”

“I believe walls have sheltered Daro for thousands of years, Lord Raginor. Longer than some allegiances have held.” She gave a polite smile. “Of course, I defer to your military wisdom. Daro shall contribute all forces that can be prudently spared while maintaining adequate defense. I’m certain you understand the need for prudence.”

“Prudence. Yes.” Raginor took a step toward the throne. “I’m sure history will remember Daro’s prudence fondly—should we survive to write it.”

The Xara sat serenely, having committed to nothing more than she’d intended to. Through it all, Aram remained frozen at her feet, trying to be invisible. He fixed his gaze at a point just past the assembled mages. He could feel their attention on him, and his skin crawled with the dreaded discomfort of being assessed by people who had already decided they disliked him. He bore their stares without letting it show, reminding himself it was temporary.

“What is your name?”

Aram hesitated, realizing he was being addressed directly. “I am Aramon Raythe, My Lord.” He bowed, spreading his hands.

Beside him on the throne, he heard a rustle of silk as the Xara turned to look at him. “Aspirant Raythe is the newest addition to my coterie.” Her low, resonant voice was edged with wariness.

Raginor moved closer to the dais, his golden armor gleaming. Erok moved at his side, maintaining that precise distance, his hand resting casually near his sword hilt in a way that suggested the gesture was habit rather than conscious threat.

Raginor’s gaze trained on Aram. To the Xara he asked, “Why does the child of a god kneel at your feet?”

The question fell like a thunderbolt in the silent chamber.

Aram shook his head, his mouth going dry. “No. I’m not. I am the son of Darand Raythe⁠—”

“That is a lie,” Raginor snapped, his eyes boring into Aram like hot irons. “Divine blood runs in your veins undiluted.”

He stepped onto the dais, a breach of protocol so flagrant that several mages gasped aloud. This close, the Lord of Eyries was even more imposing, his presence seeming to fill the chamber.

Raginor gripped Aram’s chin and leaned forward, examining his eyes with intensity. Aram couldn’t look away, couldn’t escape that many-colored gaze that pierced his very soul. The feel of the man’s hands on him was unnerving. It made him want to break away, and he had to force himself to stay still.

“Explain this,” Raginor snapped, letting Aram go and pivoting toward the Xara.

Lady Asamoto looked down at Aram. “The Lord of Eyries requires an explanation. Give him one, Aspirant.”

Aram swallowed hard, his throat parched as desert hardpan. His head spun as he searched for words that would satisfy them without revealing his identity. But nothing came. He glanced at Illith and saw that her face had gone pale with dread. She shook her head, barely perceptible.

He looked up at Raginor. “I have been told that I carry the blood of an ancient hero. That I may even be that ancient hero reborn.”

Raginor’s stare remained pinned on him like a swordpoint. “What ancient hero?” The question cracked like a whip.

“One who died a long time ago.” Aram felt a sinking sensation, like he was floating in water, circling a vortex.

In truth, he was starting to doubt. He saw nothing in Raginor that reminded him of himself. He had nothing of this man’s confidence, his commanding presence and severity.

“This ancient hero,” Raginor pressed, his voice lower now. “What was his name?”

Aram’s throat couldn’t form words. His body was locked frozen, and he didn’t know what to do.

“Answer him,” Lady Asamoto commanded.

Aram’s gaze desperately sought Illith’s across the chamber, begging for advice, for permission, for some indication of what he should do. But she could only stare back, her face rendered colorless by fear. She couldn’t help him. No one could.

Aram turned back to Raginor, summoning all his courage. There was no escape, no refuge in silence. If the answer must be spoken, then let it be spoken.

The truth could hardly break the world again.

“You.”


PART 3

THE HERO’S FORGE




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




You.

The word hung in the air like the last breath of winter, refusing to fade.

For several heartbeats, the scene in the chamber was a frozen tableau. Then motion crashed over the throne room like a breaking wave as everyone reacted at once.

Illith’s eyes flew wide, and she winced as though witnessing a murder. Keth’s jaw opened, all memory of color gone from his face. Around the room, mages surged to their feet, the walls ringing with oaths and outcries.

But it was Raginor’s response that seized Aram’s attention and held it captive.

The Lord of Eyries went still. His eyes fixed on Aram with an intensity that burned, as though he could set flesh ablaze through sight alone. He simply stared, his expression unreadable.

Then his face transformed.

Unguarded shock flickered across those noble features. It vanished just as quickly, replaced by something far more dangerous. His eyes narrowed to slits. His angular jaw clenched. The air around him convulsed with gathering power, his crimson aura flaring brilliant and hot, like flames lashed by a gust of wind.

“You dare,” Raginor breathed, his voice low and lethal. He took a step forward, and Erok moved with him, hand now firmly on his sword hilt.

Aram’s pulse thundered in his ears. He wanted to flee, but there was nowhere to run. “I’m not—I didn’t mean⁠—”

“You take me for a fool?” Raginor’s raised voice echoed off the chamber walls with unleashed rage. “Whose pawn are you? Entigar’s? Charmal’s? One of the Disavowed?”

Erok stood ready, coiled like a spring, eyes smoldering like coals. The assembled mages whispered frantically among themselves, the sound building like wind before a thunderstorm.

The Xara sat unmoved upon her throne, serene as a statue carved from alabaster. Her expression revealed nothing of surprise or concern. She simply watched, her eyes moving from Raginor to Aram and back again, her hands steepled.

At last her focus shifted to the turbulent crowd gathered before her throne, her eyes commanding attention. When she knew she had it, Lady Asamoto gave a twitch of her bejeweled fingers. “Clear the room.”

Her voice was not raised, but it had an immediate effect. The exodus began. Mages filed toward the doors in a rustle of robes and muttered protests. Illith caught Aram’s eye as she passed, her face still pale, her expression shouting a dozen warnings he couldn’t decipher. Then she, too, was gone, swept along in the tide of bodies.

Keth paused at the threshold, glancing back at Aram with a look that might have been concern, or perhaps curiosity. Then he pulled the great doors shut behind him with a resounding boom. Only four people remained.

The Xara reclined on her throne, hands folded in her lap, watching the scene unfold with detached interest.

Raginor stood rigid, his fury barely contained, a force of nature given human form. Beside him, Erok watched with cold assessment, his hand never straying far from his sword hilt.

Kneeling on the dais, Aram glanced between the three of them, feeling suddenly small, young, and out of his depth. The weight of their combined attention pressed down on him like a physical force. His knees ached against the hard stone, but he didn’t dare shift position.

“Say it again,” Raginor said softly: a dare.

The quiet words were somehow more terrifying than his earlier rage. There was no heat in them now, only the cold promise of retribution.

Aram’s mouth went dry. He closed his eyes, collecting his thoughts. He had no idea what words to choose.

“I don’t know if it’s true,” he said at last. “It’s just what people have told me.”

“How could you be me, reborn, when I’m not even dead?” Raginor’s voice remained dangerously even, each word precisely enunciated.

Aram’s pulse thrummed so loud he was certain everyone could hear it. There was no escape now, no way to unsay what had already been spoken. He forced himself to hold Raginor’s gaze even as every instinct told him to look away.

“Because…” The word came out ragged. Aram cleared his throat and tried again, stronger this time. “Because in the time I come from…you are.”

The words congealed in his throat like clotting blood.

Raginor’s face went blank, the kind of terrible stillness that comes before an eruption. Beside him, Erok looked shaken, his hand now gripping his sword hilt with white-knuckled intensity.

“Dead,” Raginor said, as though the thought itself was a foreign concept. “You claim I die.”

It wasn’t a question, but Aram nodded anyway, unable to trust his voice.

Erok made a sound low in his throat, something between a growl and a denial. His eyes blazed with sudden fury, and he shifted his weight like a snake coiling to strike.

“He speaks the truth, such as he knows it.” The Xara’s nerve-abrading voice ground through the tension.

Raginor’s head snapped toward her. “What?”

“He believes what he says.” Lady Asamoto’s eyes remained fixed on Aram, seeing into him. Through him. “Whatever else he may be—deceived, deluded, or divine—the boy is not lying. Not intentionally.”

Raginor’s expression shifted, fury giving way to consideration. “Your Talent reads intent, correct? Not objective truth.”

“That is correct.” The Xara turned her attention to Aram. “Whatever game is being played here, the boy is not a knowing participant.”

Raginor’s shoulders shifted, some of the tension easing out of them. Erok’s blade stayed in its scabbard, though his expression remained one of grave mistrust.

“Speak then.” Raginor’s voice was edged but no longer quite as hostile. “I will hear you out. But know that your life depends upon your honesty.”

Aram’s throat felt like he’d swallowed sand. He had no idea how to explain his way out of this. He doubted it was possible.

“I’m not from here.” He spoke slowly, choosing his words with the painstaking care of an embroiderer plucking thread. “Well, I am from here, but not from now. The world I come from is broken. Sundered. This place…what you think is real…is not.” He gestured around. “It’s just a fragment of the past. All of you are dead.”

Lady Asamoto’s head tilted almost imperceptibly, her eyes narrowing as she studied him. Glancing at Raginor, she gave a slight nod.

“Truth,” she whispered.

Raginor’s face remained neutral, but something flickered in his eyes. Beside him, Erok straightened, his attention sharpening.

“In my time,” Aram continued, his words coming stronger now, “you are legend. Your deeds have been sung by bards throughout the centuries. It’s called the Ballad of Raginor. It describes how you are slain in battle by an Archon. And how Erok, in his grief, tore the world apart to avenge you.”

The chamber went deathly still.

Erok’s hand fell away from his sword, his expression dissolving into horror. Raginor’s face had gone pale beneath his golden hair, his fury draining away to be replaced by something far more complex.

Lady Asamoto’s gaze shifted to Raginor. “Truth.”

Erok turned away, gathering himself. “Tell us,” he said, his voice ragged. “Tell us what this ballad says.”

Aram closed his eyes, remembering the haunting strains of Master Ebra’s voice echoing through the distance from his childhood. Lowering his gaze, he sang the ballad softly, just as he remembered it, without music to set his words to, every line a searing memory:

“In the Summer of Ages before the Sundering of yore

Before the Anchors of Heaven were wrought from ore

There were created gods to rule earth and sky;

Was there Lesya, earth-mother, whose loins begat man,

And Ahn, chaos-father, creator of theryl and wyrm

Brought forth Auld, born of aether and blessed with light,

And Man, born of mud and water, destined for death.

And over them, the fearless Raginor, beloved of Erok

Strong of countenance and full of grace was he,

Armed with argent bow only he could bend.

Long were his days, and abounding his wisdom,

Binding the earth with golden threads he had woven;

No rival had he, for within him, gods’ blood did dwell;

The world was cast asunder the day Raginor fell.

For when Absulu, with regard to the Archons, did forewarn:

‘O great Raginor, Lord of Eyries, heed my call!

The hearts of those who shelter us have turned to poison!

Swelled with pride are they, and filled with greed!

They have vipers and monsters and ravaging hounds!

No fear of the fight have they, for their anvils ring always,

Their weaponry is sharp, and their shields are strong.

Once glorious, their deeds now tarnished, their honor bespoilt.

Their way is evil, and their name is Betrayal.

The Disobedient! The Disavowed!

They did shirk the duties entrusted unto them!

They took up arms and embarked unto battle

All joined in war, furious and raging!’

Raginor clothed their armor in thunder and light

But Senestra clotted their blood and stoked their fear

And rendered their wyrms dull of fang and cold of breath.

They made war without rest, night and day unending.

Till the mighty Raginor gave the battle-call

And he led the host in glorious raiment and gathered unto him

A terrible light terrifying to behold!

Before him did fall thirteen viper-monsters

Till Draxel’s sword did pierce his breast.

All wept and rent their garments, but none so much as Erok,

Whose beloved had fallen upon the field.

He laid him down and took up his sword

And uttered a curse unto Senestra and spake:

‘Unto the last wyrm we fight, till our hearts cool to stone,

And our weapons grow dull and our blood runs red!’

Then did Erok and fierce Varanth bring the fight

And it seemed then that fate had turned,

For no weapon could pierce them and no serpent could poison.

Till Draxel, rallying his forces, struck Varanth a mortal blow

Which flung him from the sky and slew him upon the ground.

Grievously afflicted, Erok knelt in sorrow and lamentation,

His sword shattered but his spirit unbroken.

He stood again in defiance of the tempest

And unto Draxel took the fight.

Conceived of a hatred that had no fear of death

Erok cleaved the world in twain,

Casting Auld from Man and wyrm from theryl,

Light from Shade and Issia from Pyrial.

The Veil fell betwixt this world and its counter

Shredding Erok’s spirit and body asunder.

The World Above will grieve the World Below,

Till the blood of Raginor is brought again from old.”

“Truth.”

The Xara’s voice was hauntingly final.

Silence descended upon the chamber, heavy and suffocating.

Erok stiffened and cast a worried glance at Raginor—brief, but laden with meaning.

Beloved.

The ballad didn’t hide their relationship, didn’t couch it in euphemism or metaphor. It stated plainly what anyone in the throne room could likely see: these two men loved each other with a devotion that would ultimately break the world.

“He’s here to sow doubt,” Raginor snapped, but there was less conviction in his tone.

“He must be a Demalkian plant,” Erok growled, baring his sword’s blade a threatening inch.

“Possible,” said the Xara. Her eyes had never left Aram. She had been watching him and judging him the entire time. “Tell us, boy. Why are you here? And this time, be specific.”

Aram sighed.

“In my time, the Archons are winning. For centuries, they’ve been trying to undo what Erok wrought—they are trying to reverse the Sundering. I am all that’s left to stop them. No one else. Just me. Everywhere I look here, there are people with eyes like mine. But where I come from, I’m it. I’m the last of us. And I’m…I don’t know what I’m doing. There’s no one to teach me. That’s why I came here. To learn.”

Raginor turned to the Xara, a question in his eyes. She nodded in answer.

He gave a frustrated shake of his head.

“Why prevent it?” he asked Aram. “Wouldn’t you want the world whole again?”

“No. It would be catastrophic.” Aram’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. “If they succeed, if they reunite the worlds under their control, they’ll have the power to destroy all the Auld. All magic will perish. Everything you’re fighting to protect will all be lost. Because that’s the only way we can preserve ourselves. We have to keep the world broken, because that’s the only way it will be safe.”

The irony of it twisted in his gut like a knife. He was there to save Raginor’s legacy by ensuring his greatest tragedy remained intact.

The Lord of Eyries stared at him for moments before barking a bitter laugh that held no humor. “So you claim to be me, reborn in a future where I died and my beloved shattered the world in a fit of rage. And you’re here, not to prevent that, but to ensure it remains broken forever.” He shook his head, swiping a hand through the air.

But Erok did not laugh. His face remained grave and deeply troubled.

“You don’t have to believe it,” Aram said with a sigh. “This fractal will reset. You won’t remember this conversation. None of this will matter. I just—” He struggled to find the right words. “I want you to know that your death will mean something.” He looked to Erok. “That the Sundering served a purpose. That you’re both not remembered as failures, but as the greatest heroes the world has ever known.”

Silence fell, shrouding them like a pall.

Into the stillness, Lady Asamoto whispered, “Truth.”

Erok had been quiet through all of this, and when he finally spoke, his voice was certain. “No.”

Everyone turned to look at him.

“We won’t let that happen.”

Raginor gave him an incredulous smile. “Surely, he hasn’t gotten to you? You can’t believe⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe. If there is even a chance that he is right, we must act. I will not lose you.”

The shift in attention was palpable. Erok stood straighter, his jaw set with the kind of determination that came not from impulse but from conviction. His hand had moved from his sword hilt to rest on Raginor’s arm, a gesture so unconscious it spoke volumes about their bond.

“I won’t let that happen,” Erok whispered.

The words were simple, but they carried the weight of an oath. Not a promise made lightly or in haste, but a vow forged in the same fires that had tempered his blade and his loyalty. It was the voice of a man who had looked at the universe and decided, against all evidence and reason, that his will would prevail.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




“There’s nothing you can do about it,” Aram said, rising to stand. His knees protested after kneeling so long, but he forced himself upright, needing to face them as equals rather than as a supplicant. “It’s already done.”

“If this is the past, then we can change it,” Erok growled, taking a step forward, his body radiating tension.

Aram shook his head, feeling the weight of futility settle over him like a sodden cloak. “We can’t. This is all just a fractal of reality. Time within time within time, repeating for eternity. It has nothing to do with the real world. Everything here…all of you…you’re just memories.”

The words felt cruel even as he spoke them, reducing these vital, breathing people to mere echoes. But it was the truth. None of this mattered. None of this would last.

He watched the effect of his words on Erok's face and felt instant regret. His statements had been too blunt, perhaps even unkind. He'd said it the clearest way he knew how, which was apparently not the way it should have been said.

“What if we make different choices?” Erok’s voice had gone quiet, but the intensity behind it made it no less forceful.

“It won’t matter.” Aram forced himself to hold the warrior’s gaze, to not flinch from the pain he saw building there. “The fractal will just reset, and all of this will start over like it never happened.”

Erok’s hand tightened on Raginor’s arm, his knuckles white with the force of his grip. “Then why tell us?” The question came out raw, almost accusatory. “Why come here, why warn us of a fate we cannot change?”

Aram met his gaze and saw his own helplessness reflected there—the terrible impotence of knowing the future and being unable to alter it. “Because I’m not here to save you,” he said, the admission tasting bitter on his tongue. “I’m here to save my world. My people. Before it’s too late.”

“Stop, Erok.” Raginor’s voice was soft but commanding. He pulled his arm free from his Warden’s grasp, though the gesture seemed to cost him something. “Don’t feed into it.”

Aram turned to face the Lord of Eyries. “You don’t believe me.”

“The boy is not lying,” said the Xara.

Lady Asamoto’s gravelly voice startled them all. She had risen from her throne without anyone noticing, moving with that unsettling grace that made her seem to materialize rather than walk. She looked at the men, her gaze moving from face to face with penetrating intensity. “He believes what he says.”

The declaration carried the weight of certainty. Lady Asamoto’s Talent didn’t lie.

Raginor’s expression twisted with frustration and something that might have been fear. “This is outrageous. This makes no sense!”

“I’m not going to let it happen.” Erok stepped forward, his eyes blazing with renewed determination. “I’m not going to let you die because some song says I have to.”

Raginor’s eyes softened, a crack in the armor of skepticism that revealed something tender and vulnerable beneath. But before he could respond, Erok turned to him with sudden intensity.

“Raginor.” The way he said the name carried weight, intimacy, years of shared battles and shared beds. “Let’s pretend that the boy is who he says he is. If he really is you, reborn…then all this makes sense. This is exactly what you would do.”

Raginor was quiet, studying Aram. The Lord of Eyries circled him slowly, like a predator assessing prey.

“You don’t have my face,” Raginor said at last, his voice thoughtful rather than accusatory. “You’re nothing like me. But your aura…” He leaned closer, and Aram felt the intensity of his scrutiny like heat from a forge.

“Divine blood, undiluted,” Lady Asamoto confirmed, moving to stand beside them. Her voice carried the absolute certainty of her Talent. “Just like you, Lord Raginor.”

Raginor’s eyes narrowed, his gaze boring into Aram as though trying to see past flesh and bone to the truth beneath.

Raginor stepped back, his expression unreadable. For several heartbeats, he simply stood there, wrestling with something internal. Then his shoulders squared and his jaw set with decision. “Very well. You say you’re here to learn magic. We’ll teach you. In return, you will tell us everything you know about the Sundering of the world. Maybe we can’t prevent it, but we can sure as hell try.”

Lady Asamoto inclined her head, her lips curving in the faintest hint of approval. “I will put my mages on it. We must see if we can break the boundaries between fractals and real time.”

“I take threats seriously,” Erok said, his eyes never leaving Raginor’s face. “Especially when they concern you.”

The moment hung between them until Lady Asamoto interrupted, practical and commanding.

“How much time do we have?”

Aram thought of Illith’s pale face, her warning to stay focused, the urgency in her voice when she’d told him, We only have only a about a week before this fractal resets.

“Maybe a week,” he muttered.

“A week,” Lady Asamoto repeated and somehow made it sound like both an eternity and an eyeblink. Her eyes found Aram’s across the chamber. “Use it wisely.”

Her words simplified the impossible. One week to learn magic that took lifetimes to master. One week to find a way to break the boundaries of time itself. It couldn’t be done.

There wasn’t enough time.

Lady Asamoto left the chamber, her crimson robes trailing behind her like spilled blood. The great doors closed with a resonant boom. The silence that followed her departure was different than what had come before. Heavier. More ominous.

Raginor moved with startling speed. One moment he stood several paces away, the next his hand fisted in Aram’s hair, yanking his head back with enough force to make his eyes water.

Aram gasped, his jaw clenching. His entire body flinched, wanting to writhe away from the pain and the unnerving proximity of the man, desperate to be free of both. He stared up into the furious face of the Lord of Eyries, fighting to stay calm even though he felt like screaming.

Raginor loomed over him, eyes blazing with fury. This close, Aram could smell the polished metal of his breastplate, could sense the potent power of his weapon, a silver longbow slung across his back that had a glimmering aura of its own.

“If you are a Demalkian spy,” Raginor said, his voice soft and terrible, “I will show you depths of agony you have no idea exist.”

The threat wasn’t empty bravado. Aram heard the certainty in it, the promise of a man who had commanded armies and broken enemies, who knew precisely how to unmake a person piece by piece until nothing remained but screaming regret.

“I’m not,” Aram managed. His scalp burned where Raginor’s grip tightened. “I swear it. I am who I say.”

“Then prove it.” Raginor released him with a sharp push that sent Aram stumbling back. “Tell me everything you know. Hold nothing back.”

So he did.

Aram started with the easiest parts—the broken world, the Veil hanging between them like a scar across reality. He described the Archons and their long campaign to reunite the world of magic with the world of men. All the while, he carefully watched Raginor’s face for reaction. The Lord of Eyries remained impassive, his face carved from stone.

“Recite that part of the ballad again,” commanded Erok, who paced the chamber with his hands clasped behind his back, head bowed in troubled contemplation. The gray-armored warrior moved with the restless energy of a caged animal, his footsteps echoing off the stone in a steady, hypnotic rhythm. “The part about Absulu.”

Aram watched him for a moment, uncertain what significance this particular verse held, but he drew breath and began. “‘For when Absulu, with regard to the Archons, did forewarn,’” he quoted, his voice gaining strength as the familiar verses came back to him. “‘O great Raginor, Lord of Eyries, heed my call! The hearts of those who shelter us have turned to poison.’”

He watched Raginor’s jaw tighten, saw Erok stop his pacing and move closer to his lord’s side. The atmosphere in the chamber had shifted, grown charged with sudden tension that Aram didn’t understand.

“What?” he asked, looking between them. “What did I say?”

“How does he know?” Erok growled, this time to Raginor, his voice low. His eyes had gone hard, calculating.

Raginor’s grip relaxed, releasing Aram, who surged to his feet and backed away from the two men, putting distance between himself and whatever storm was brewing between them.

It was as though he no longer existed. Raginor stood staring at the ground in grim contemplation.

“How does he know?” Erok repeated, his voice elevated now, urgent. He gripped Raginor’s arm with both hands, forcing him to look at him. “We are the only two people in the world who heard that.”

Aram felt a chill run down his spine. “Heard what?”

Erok turned to him, and there was something new in his expression now: a crack in the wall of skepticism, a hairline fracture that might become a chasm. “The prophecy of Absulu. She was the head priestess who interprets the inscriptions from the Oracle of Daro. She came to Raginor years ago, warning that the Archons would turn against us. And now it looks as though her prophecy is coming true.”

He released Raginor’s arm with one hand but kept the other gripped tight, as though afraid to let him go. “We told no one where we came by the information, to preserve the integrity of Daro’s scribes.” He looked at Raginor meaningfully. “There’s no way the boy could have known.”

“No.” The word came out heavy, resigned. Raginor’s shoulders sagged, as though accepting a burden he’d hoped to avoid. “There’s no way he could have.”

Raginor’s hand covered Erok’s where it gripped his arm, the gesture so tender it created a striking contrast with the golden armor and martial bearing. For a moment, they simply stood there, as though drawing strength from each other’s presence.

Then Raginor turned to Aram. “Tell me one thing. How does a Shield break the world in half without magic?”

Aram opened his mouth, then closed it. He didn’t know. The ballad spoke of Erok’s grief and rage, but it didn’t go into detail.

Then something clicked into place in Aram’s mind—a terrible understanding, pieces fitting together in a pattern he wished he couldn’t see. “The Anchors of Heaven hold the worlds apart. They’re fed by Wellsprings. You don’t need magic if the Earth itself supplies it.”

The words were barely out of his mouth before he realized what he’d done. He’d just given them the answer. Told them how the impossible could become possible.

Had he just given Erok the idea? Was it his fault?

Was he the architect of his own broken world? Aram dismissed the thought, but not before it made him sick, a roiling nausea that had nothing to do with his body.

But then again, this was just a fractal, not reality. Nothing he said here could change the past.

Or could it?

Erok stood staring at Raginor with a face that had gone pale. Then he turned sharply away. For seconds, he stood with his back to them, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. When he finally spoke, his voice was raw, scraped hollow by emotion.

“So that’s what I become.” It wasn’t a question. “That’s what my love becomes. Not protection. Not devotion. Just…destruction.” He gave a wry, mirthless smile that Aram could hear in his voice even without seeing his face. “I told you before, if anything happens to you, the world won’t survive my grief.” Erok barked a laugh, but the sound was broken. Ragged. Like something vital inside him had come undone.

Raginor moved toward him. “Erok⁠—”

The Warden pulled away before Raginor could reach him, spinning to face them both with wild eyes. “I destroy everything!”

“You save half the world,” Aram interjected, the words bursting out before he could stop them. “You save the part that matters by separating it from the part that was already ruined.”

Erok bowed his head, bringing his hand to his brow.

“It doesn’t have to happen.” There was steel in Raginor’s voice. “Now that we know, we can avoid this future.”

“You can’t…” Aram started, feeling the need to make them understand the impossible nature of what they were suggesting. “This is just a fractal. Nothing you do will matter!”

“We will make it matter!” Raginor boomed, furious now, his voice echoing off the chamber walls with enough force to make the braziers flicker. His crimson aura flared brighter, crackling with barely contained power and emotion.

Erok moved then, crossing the distance between them and pulling Raginor close, clasping him in an embrace full of desperation and determination. For seconds, they stood there, two warriors who had faced countless battles together now facing the knowledge of how their story was meant to end.

When Raginor spoke again, his voice was meant only for Erok’s ears. “Whatever comes, we face it together or we don’t face it at all.”

The exchange was so raw and private, that Aram felt like an intruder witnessing it. He stared at the floor, at the intricate patterns in the rug, giving them what privacy he could in the confined space.

After a long moment, Erok pulled back. Raginor closed his eyes, collecting himself, then turned back to Aram.

“You said you came here to learn magic,” he said, and Aram looked up to find Raginor’s eyes fixed on him, assessing him in a way that felt different from before.

“Yes.” Aram’s voice was steadier than he felt.

“And you believe that you might be me, reborn. That you carry my divine blood, my aura, perhaps even fragments of my memories.”

“I…don’t know,” Aram said, the uncertainty he’d been carrying for weeks crystallizing in those words. “I’ve had visions, like reliving things I couldn’t possibly know. But looking at you…” He gestured helplessly at the magnificent figure before him, all confidence and command and unbridled power. “I’m nothing like you.”

“No,” Raginor agreed. “You’re not like me. At least, not yet. But that doesn’t mean you never will be.”

He stopped and looked to Erok. “Can you harden him in a week?”

Erok appeared doubtful, his eyes traveling over Aram in frank assessment, and obviously finding him lacking. He raised his hand, wearily rubbing his eyes. “If you teach him magic, I’ll teach him war.”

“I don’t have time.” Raginor’s response was immediate, dismissive. He paced forward, his armor gleaming with each movement, creating a moving constellation of golden reflections on the walls.

“Shiyan Amato has been teaching me the Scarlet Path,” Aram offered the information tentatively, unsure if it would help or hurt.

“Keth is brilliant,” Raginor acknowledged, his tone carrying genuine respect.

“He’s a shadow mage.” Erok sounded skeptical.

“So? Does it matter?”

Raginor considered then turned his full attention back to Aram. “I’ll speak with Shiyan Amato. I’ll let him know he has far less time than he thinks he does.”

“When do you want me to start?” Erok asked. The warrior was back, though reduced somewhat, determination replacing desperation in his eyes. He drew himself up, chin lifted, and donned composure like a garment he’d temporarily set aside. This was Raginor’s legendary Warden who had stood beside him through countless battles and would stand beside him at the end.

Raginor’s smile was cold, carrying the promise of pain and transformation in equal measure. “You can start now. Break him.”


CHAPTER FIFTY




Calise followed Iver and Kevatis as they descended into the dead forest, and with each step, the horror grew more intimate. The silence was suffocating, the gloom like a heavy blanket as they descended the ridge. What used to be a thriving woodland was now a landscape of skeletal trees sticking out of the ground like spines, all bathed in a thick white fog that made it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead.

The leaves had long ago rotted away, leaving barren trunks exposed where bark had peeled back in ragged strips. There were no birds, no hum of insects. No wind moved through the barren limbs. Only their footsteps broke the quiet as they crunched on brittle soil that crumbled to dust beneath their feet.

The smell was overwhelming. Kevatis had them wrap torn strips of cloth over their faces, but it did little to lessen the caustic stench that made Calise’s eyes water and her stomach turn. Even through the cloth, she could taste the poisoned air, acrid and foul.

Iver walked ahead with practiced efficiency, alert to their surroundings. He checked paths before waving them forward, walking ahead to investigate if he noticed something that raised suspicion. Corley brought up the rear, armed with a horse bow, facing backward more often than forward as he scanned the forest behind them.

“This is worse than hauling water,” he muttered.

The forest grew darker as they descended deeper into the valley, though the sun was still high overhead when they’d entered. It wasn’t the darkness of shade or shadow—this was something else entirely. Colors became muted, drained of vibrancy, until everything took on the same gray pallor.

After what felt like hours, the ground began to change. The dry, cracked earth gave way to something softer, almost spongy. With each step, Calise’s shoes sank slightly into the yielding surface, and when she lifted her foot, she could see a dark, oily residue clinging to the leather. The sight made her stomach turn.

“We’re getting close.” Kevatis’s voice carried a mixture of dread and excitement.

The air grew fouler with each step, the chemical stench intensifying until Calise felt like she was choking on it. Her throat was raw, as though she’d been screaming. She pulled the cloth tighter across her face, but it did little good. The poison was everywhere, seeping through the fabric, through her skin.

And then, ahead through the fog, a sickly green light appeared that illuminated the mist. The forest opened into a clearing, and as they drew closer, Calise’s steps slowed.

The landscape before them dipped into a gently sloped basin lined with dried clay. At its deepest point was a hole in the ground, about an arm span wide, that looked as though something had clawed its way out of the earth. From the hole rose a thick, yellowish miasma.

Kevatis led them forward into the dry basin. Calise’s apprehension grew with every step as they approached the hole. As they neared, she could see that the sides of the hole were black and slick, glistening with moisture that looked more like oil than water.

By the time they stopped at the edge of the hole, Calise’s pulse was pounding in her temples. She leaned forward as much as she dared, staring down into its depths. The hole was filled with black sludge, thick and viscous, like congealed blood in a wound that refused to heal. The surface didn’t bubble or roil, just sat dead and stagnant, occasionally releasing pockets of trapped gas that rose slowly to the surface.

The stench was indescribable, like rot and chemicals mixed into a deadly stew. Calise gagged, her hand going to her mouth despite the cloth already covering it.

“Agh!” Corley gasped, gagging on the odor. “What is that?”

“The Wellspring.” Kevatis sounded hollow with grief. “The Love of the Mother. Once a place of peace and beauty, a pool so pure you could see your soul reflected in its depths…” His voice trailed off into strangled silence.

Iver moved back to the edge of the basin, wary, and glanced back into the thicket of dead trees. “Did you hear that?”

“No,” Corley called back.

Iver scanned the forest around them, but Calise heard nothing, as though the blanket of fog that had been drawn over the forest muted all sound. Drawing his sword, he edged forward, cresting the lip of the basin and disappearing from view.

Calise felt a cold dread settle in her stomach. “Maybe we should go.”

Kevatis caught her arm. “Wait. Try to sense it.”

Even with the cloth wrapped over his face, she could hear the desperation in the Dedicant’s voice.

“It’s down there still, beneath the corruption,” he said. “The Mother’s blood doesn’t just stop flowing. Try, Calise.”

Calise closed her eyes, though the darkness behind her lids offered no comfort. She reached out with that same gentle awareness she’d used in Kevatis’s hut, when she’d successfully cycled essence through the pure Wellspring water. Searching for warmth, for that subtle tingling presence that spoke of the Mother’s touch, for any sign that life still existed beneath the death and murk.

Nothing.

Nothing but the poison.

She tried harder, focusing all her concentration, pouring every ounce of will she possessed into the search.

Then, beneath the poison, she felt something. Something that made her blood run cold and her skin prickle like gooseflesh. Not essence. Not the pure water of the Wellspring. But a presence that was down there in that hole, aware. That knew they were there and was looking up at them⁠—

She jerked back, her eyes snapping open, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps. “I don’t know what’s down there, but it’s not water.” Her voice shook. “Please, can we go?”

The old Dedicant’s shoulders slumped, and for a moment, he looked ancient beyond measure. All the hope that had sustained him through twelve years of grief and loss drained away, leaving only a broken man.

“It’s there,” he whispered, gazing down into the hole with tears in his eyes.

“Maybe it’s gone too far.” Calise edged back from the hole, wanting desperately to leave. There was nothing left here. There was no reason to linger. No reason to ever come back.

“It’s there,” Kevatis insisted, staring down into the dark pit. “It has to be there. She said she could still sense it. You just need to⁠—”

There was a sound, sharp, like a shout cut off as soon as it began.

“Where’s Iver?” Calise asked.

“He should be back by now,” said Corley.

Calise turned to look at him, then glanced up at the rim of the dried-up basin. They fell silent, listening.

“Everything’s fine.” Taking Calise’s hand, Kevatis tried to draw her back toward the hole.

But her feet refused to budge. She let go of Kevatis’s hand and, following Corley, started back toward the forest.

“Stop!” Kevatis’s voice was sharp. “He’ll be back! We must stay together.”

A sound cut through the silence.

Movement in the trees.

“Run!” Corley shouted.

Men burst from the fog in a coordinated rush, shouting war cries. A dozen of them, maybe more, surrounding the clearing with weapons poised. Corley sprang in front of her, nocking an arrow and drawing his bow, but Calise caught him by the shoulder, holding him back.

“There are too many!” she shouted, searching through the fog for Iver, but he wasn’t there.

One man stepped forward from the line of warriors in front of them. He was different from the others. Where most of the men wore leather armor, the man who approached wore robes decorated with crow feathers and held a staff capped with a bird skull. His shaved scalp bore intricate scars that formed designs across his skull. Some type of shaman or priest, Calise guessed.

Bow aimed at the man’s scarred head, Corley stood between Calise and the warriors, his body a meager shield against so many men.

The Crow Priest studied her, eyes cold and assessing. Then he made a small gesture with one hand.

Two men moved to the edge of the clearing and disappeared into the dead forest. Long moments passed, marked only by the sound of Calise’s heart pounding in her ears.

Then they returned, dragging someone between them.

Iver.

They hauled him into the clearing and dropped him on the poisoned ground. He was conscious, though barely. His face was bloodied, his lip split, and one of his eyes was already swelling shut. Blood soaked his shirt, dark and spreading. He tried pushing himself up with his hands, but his arms gave out. He collapsed back to the ground with a pained grunt.

“Iver!” Corley started forward, but two warriors grabbed him and tore the bow from his hands.

The feathered priest’s gaze shifted from Iver to Calise.

Iver lifted his head, his good eye finding Calise through the pain. “Run,” he managed, blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth.

The priest gestured again. One of the warriors standing over him drew back his foot and kicked him hard in the ribs. The young man cried out, curling in on himself, coughing blood onto the poisoned earth.

“Stop!” Calise lunged forward, but hands grabbed her, held her fast. “Stop, please!”

The priest made another gesture, and the men stepped back from Iver.

Through the trees, somewhere in the distance, came a dragon’s roar.

The priest tilted his head at the sound then gestured sharply to his warriors. They moved with purpose, some disappearing into the dead forest, others pulling out lengths of rope from packs Calise hadn’t noticed before.

They were preparing for the dragons.

Another roar, closer now.

And then Zandril swept down from the sky, landing in the clearing.

The young dragon mantled her wings and streamed fire toward the wall of men, who surged back before the flames reached them. She lunged forward, but her movements were weak and jerky, and she missed her target. Calise’s blood chilled. The toxic air was affecting Zandril. She couldn’t be here.

Tandriel came next, Iver’s proud blue dragon, bursting through the tree line with sides heaving and nostrils flared. Whatever the fouled air had done to his body, it had done nothing to his ferocity.

He set upon the nearest group of men despite his weakness, his jaws closing around one warrior’s torso. The man screamed for the half-second he was still alive. Tandriel shook him like a dog with a rat and tossed the body aside. His tail swept three more warriors off their feet, sending them sprawling. One didn’t get up again.

He positioned himself over Iver, lunging at any warrior who got too close.

Zandril staggered toward Calise, scattering warriors and mowing over those who didn’t get out of the way in time. But the men surrounding Calise jumped in front of her, aiming spears at her dragon’s golden breast.

“Zandril, no!” Calise screamed. “Get away from here! Fly! Please!”

Zandril opened her mouth to spew flames, but Calise was in the way. Threatening the young dragon with spears, the men forced her backward step by step.

Through the bond, Calise felt Zandril’s rage and helplessness. The golden dragon growled in frustration, backing away from the spear points, her eyes never leaving Calise.

Kevatis drew a knife from his robes and lunged at the priest.

A warrior moved so fast that Calise barely saw it. One moment he was standing several paces away. The next, his curved blade flashed. Kevatis made a small, surprised sound—more of an exhale than a cry. He looked down at the blood spreading across his robes like a stain of spilled wine. His fingers went limp, knife clattering to the ground.

“No!” Calise caught him as he fell. They went down together onto the fouled earth. “Kevatis!”

His blood was so dark against the gray earth. It spread across her hands like warm syrup, and she couldn’t stop it.

“Listen,” the Dedicant gasped, his hand clutching her arm. Blood flecked his lips when he spoke. “The power…your power…it doesn’t take sacrifices randomly.”

He coughed, and more blood came up, darker now. His face was pale, the color draining away. But his eyes remained focused on her face.

“It takes those you love the most,” he managed. “That’s the price. Always.”

“Kevatis, please⁠—”

His grip tightened. “Do you understand?”

She did. Horror crashed over her. Her mother and father had died the same night she’d saved her sister. Because she’d loved them, the power had taken them as payment.

“Don’t use it,” Kevatis whispered, his voice fading. “Don’t use it unless you’re willing to sacrifice everything.”

His eyes widened, as though noticing someone he recognized. Then the light went out of them.

Rough hands grabbed Calise and tore her away. She fought them, screaming, until a blow caught her hard in the face. Stars burst across her vision and her legs gave out. The hands caught her, dragging her backward through the poisoned air.

Through the chaos, she saw Corley fighting. He tore free and scooped up his bow, aiming an arrow at the nearest warrior. The bowstring twanged, and the man went down screaming. Corley spun, nocked another arrow, and sent it flying into a second man’s ribs.

There were so many more.

Warriors swarmed him, bearing him to the ground. His bow went flying. They pinned his arms, and one warrior raised a heavy club.

“No!” Calise screamed.

The club descended.

Corley’s head snapped to the side, his body going limp.

And through it all, Calise became aware of another sound.

Tandriel.

The young blue dragon stood over his wounded rider, sides heaving in distress, nuzzling Iver’s face with loving tenderness. Trying to rouse him. Trying to make him stand. He let out keening, grief-stricken cries that no dragon should ever have to make.

Warriors approached him cautiously with long spears and ropes. He moved forward, placing his body between the enemy and his fallen rider.

A spear flew, piercing his right wing, driving through the delicate membrane and into the ground beneath, pinning it there. Tandriel screamed—a sound of pure agony. He tried to pull free, but more spears drove through his other wing, through his legs, systematically immobilizing him while he thrashed.

All the while, Tandriel kept lunging toward Iver, kept trying to reach him, even as the spears pinned him down. His golden eyes filled with confusion and need.

The bond. The soul-bond that connected dragon and rider. Tandriel could feel his rider’s life slipping away, and he struggled frantically to reach him.

They brought out ropes, wrapping them around Tandriel’s neck, pulling tight until he gagged. Around his legs. Around his tail. They tied the ropes to the stumps of trees so he couldn’t move. Couldn’t even lift his head.

When the dragon was secured, the Crow Priest walked to where Iver lay.

He looked down at the wounded windrider. Iver’s eyes were closed, his breathing shallow and labored. Blood pooled beneath him on the ground.

The priest drew a knife from his robes.

“No,” Calise whispered, shaking her head. “Please, no.”

He knelt beside Iver and placed the knife against his throat.

“Wait!” Calise screamed.

The priest’s hand moved, quick and efficient. Iver stiffened, his eyes going wide as though surprised. Then his gaze dulled. His body relaxed as death claimed him.

Tandriel’s scream split the air. Not a roar of rage or pain. This was something deeper, vastly more terrible. The sound of a soul being torn in half.

The dragon thrashed against his bonds with such violence that the ropes that held him began to snap. But the warriors simply added more, wrapped him tighter until he could barely move.

And then they left him there.

Left him to die slowly, fastened to the ground while the toxic air filled his lungs and his spirit bled out through the severed bond.

Tandriel’s cries grew weaker. More desperate. He was calling for Iver, Calise realized. Calling for his rider to come back, to wake up, to make the pain stop.

But Iver was beyond hearing.

The warriors bound Calise’s wrists with rough rope that bit into her skin. They did the same to Corley, who was barely conscious, blood running from the gash on his head.

And then they turned to Zandril.

The golden dragon had been forced back by the ring of spears, unable to reach Calise without being impaled. But now, seeing them bind her rider, Zandril attacked with fury.

She came at them from the side, spewing fire at the nearest warriors, who screamed as their skin melted. Her teeth closed around the shoulders of another, lifting him off the ground. She shook him once and threw him aside. Her tail swept out at another group, scattering men like leaves.

But there were too many. They threw nets at her from multiple directions, the weighted edges wrapping around her body, compressing her wings. Zandril roared and thrashed, but the more she fought, the more entangled she became.

Then came the ropes.

Warriors swarmed Zandril like ants, draping her with ropes, far more than they’d used on Tandriel. They wrapped them around her wings and bound them tight against her body. They hobbled her legs then wrapped more around her neck until the young dragon could barely breathe, let alone move.

Through the bond, Calise felt it all: the terror, the rage, the crushing helplessness of her dragon’s defeat.

They fastened a loop of rope around Calise’s neck like a collar then dragged her stumbling away. Away from Kevatis’s broken body, from Iver’s corpse, from Tandriel’s heartrending cries.

As they led her away from the Wellspring, the Crow Priest fell in beside her, walking in silence, his expression distant. Corley staggered between two men, defeated and bound, hardly able to stand. Behind them, Tandriel’s cries grew fainter. Weaker. More pitiful.

Minutes later, they finally stopped.

The silence that followed was worse than the wailing. In that silence, Calise knew—absolutely knew—that Iver’s beloved dragon had breathed his last, tied to the poisoned ground, calling for a rider who would never answer.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




Break him.

Raginor’s words hung in the air like a miasma.

Erok’s expression shifted, the grief-stricken lover vanishing as though he’d never existed, replaced by something harder, colder…infinitely more dangerous. This was Erok the Warden, the fiercest warrior ever named in all the great legends of the world.

“Come,” Erok said, turning toward the doors.

Aram followed because he had no option, his legs moving of their own accord while his mind raced. His hand found the pommel of Hope, drawing comfort from the familiar feel of his sword. A Champion’s blade. Though what good it would do him against Erok’s mighty longsword, he couldn’t imagine.

They moved through the Sanctum in silence, Erok’s purposeful stride never slowing, never hesitating. Servants pressed themselves against the walls as they passed, their eyes following the gray-armored warrior with expressions of respect tinged with fear and awe. Aram tried to match Erok’s pace, tried to project even a fraction of that intimidating presence, and failed at both.

Reaching a long staircase, they climbed up through the stepped levels of the pyramid, past the forested terraces where morning mist still clung to the trees, until Daro spread below them like a patchwork quilt awash in daylight. The morning was crisp and cold, carrying the sharp scent of fresh snow from the mountains that surrounded them.

They emerged from the staircase onto a wide terrace at the summit of the pyramid. This was different from the cultivated gardens below: raw stone carved flat, scored with clawmarks from dragons who had landed there.

Erok walked to the center and stood still, staring up at the sky as though looking for rain. Eventually, a shadow fell across the terrace, and the day grew suddenly cool. Aram glanced up to see a dragon descending upon them from the sky, blocking the light of the noon sun.

He scrambled to get clear, rushing to the edge of the terrace to make room for the Greater Dragon that landed beside Erok with surprising delicacy for a creature so massive, his sharp talons finding purchase on the stone. Golden eyes fixed on him with predatory interest.

The dragon was impressive and terrible in equal measure. Nearly as large as Agaroth, though Erok’s dragon was sleeker, all coiled muscle and deadly grace. His wings and scales were deepest black, making him seem like a piece of midnight given form and wing.

“This is Varanth.” Erok caressed his dragon’s muscular neck. There was something different in his voice. His tone was softer, almost tender, the way someone might speak of a beloved friend or family member. “My bonded.”

Varanth lowered his great horned head, and Erok reached up to touch the dragon’s snout, the gesture intimate and familiar. With one graceful motion, he vaulted onto his dragon’s wing and swung his leg over the great beast’s withers.

He offered his hand to Aram. “Mount. We’re going to the eyries.”

Aram hesitated. There was no riding harness. Nothing to strap into, nothing to keep them from falling save for Erok’s grip on his dragon’s spines. Nevertheless, he obeyed, moving forward as Varanth watched him out of the corner of his eye. Aram climbed onto the dragon’s back, settling behind Erok, not knowing what to hang on to. The scales beneath him were warm, almost hot, and he could feel the massive muscles gathering.

Before Aram was settled, Varanth launched from the terrace. The world dropped away with stomach-plunging speed, Daro’s terraces blurring beneath them as the dragon’s powerful wings carried them up and away. Aram grabbed hold of Erok, his legs clamping tight around the dragon’s ribs.

They flew toward the ancient peaks that loomed above Daro, encircling it like a lover’s embrace. The air grew colder, thinner, and Aram could see their destination ahead: the high terraces and caverns of the Dragon Warrens carved into the mountainsides.

Even from a distance, Aram saw movement. Dragons lined the ledges and cliffs, warming their hides in the light of the morning sun, their scales gleamed in brilliant flashes of color. Many of them were Greater Dragons like Varanth that had arrived with Raginor’s windriders, gathered from across the realm. Gathered for war.

And among them, on one of the higher terraces, basked a familiar crimson form.

Agaroth.

Through their bond, Aram felt his dragon’s recognition, followed by a surge of anticipation. The great crimson dragon rose to his feet and stretched like a panther, spreading his wings to their full span in a display of dominance. The other dragons surrounding him recoiled, yielding space, for none were Agaroth’s equal.

Varanth descended toward the eyrie’s largest terrace, hundreds of feet below the perch Agaroth occupied, and touched down in the center of the ledge. Erok dismounted before the dragon had come fully to rest. Aram followed him to the ground, his leg muscles aching from gripping the dragon’s sides so hard during the flight.

Recognizing Erok, warriors in leather armor came forward, stopping just outside Varanth’s wingspan. The terrace was massive, carved from what seemed like half the mountainside and worn smooth by centuries. At the far end was a wide cavern mouth that led to the main eyrie. Above, the cliff walls were lined with ledges and galleries where Greater and Lesser Dragons alike perched like living gargoyles.

Erok cast his gaze around at the surrounding windriders coming forward to meet them. Then he turned to face Aram and studied him with a critical eye. He glanced up, past Aram, to a ledge high above, and froze.

Aram followed his gaze and saw what the Warden was staring at: Agaroth. The crimson dragon rose and paced to the ledge’s edge, then stepped off, spreading his wings to glide across the canyon to a perch on the far side, where he had an unobstructed view of his rider.

Erok’s mouth opened, and he walked toward the edge of the terrace. Agaroth settled across from them, tense and watchful. His golden eyes locked on Erok, and he looked ready to spring.

“That’s your dragon,” Erok said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.” Aram couldn’t help feeling a swell of pride.

Erok’s gaze traced over Agaroth with a look of appreciation.

“A Greater Dragon,” he said softly, almost to himself. He turned then to Aram, his eyes searching Aram’s face as though seeing him for the first time.

“He’s magnificent,” Erok proclaimed. “One to rival Aurex himself. Only someone of divine lineage could bond such a noble creature.”

Aram felt the warmth of the compliment, for Agaroth was everything the legendary Warden described, and more. His dragon heard him too, even from across the canyon, and he spread his wings in pride, lifting his head and letting out a fearsome growl.

“Perhaps you are him,” Erok allowed, his hand going to his beard in thought. “Perhaps.” His face darkened. “Which means this task is truly just as imperative as it is daunting.” His jaw set with renewed determination. “I must forge you into the man you are meant to be.”

Something about those words made Aram shiver. A feeling of wrongness crept over him, like looking at a distorted reflection in a broken looking glass.

Around them, the gathered windriders watched with interest. Some had moved closer, drawn by curiosity. Whispers rippled through the galleries.

Erok seemed to register the audience for the first time. He turned slowly, regarding the assembled warriors. Then, slowly, drew his sword.

Sensing an impending spectacle, the warriors shifted, some moving to better vantage points, others settling in to watch. Aram realized with growing dread that he was about to be made into entertainment.

Erok turned to face him. “You claim to be Raginor. You have his blood, his dragon, his aura.” He began pacing slowly, like a predator circling prey. “So show me. Show me you’re worthy of such a claim.”

At those words, gasps erupted from the group of watchers.

Erok stopped, his eyes boring into Aram with terrible intensity.

“Defend yourself.”

Aram’s hand went to the pommel of his sword. The familiar weight was reassuring as he drew the star-steel blade in one smooth motion. The sword sang as it left the scabbard, the steel glinting with thousands of glittering folded layers that seemed to swirl like water, beautiful and deadly.

Around them, the watching windriders murmured and exchanged glances, recognizing star-steel when they saw it.

Erok raised his sword, which glowed in his hand as though it had a life of its own. Eliel was its name, a blade forged in legend, just as fabled as Raginor’s silver bow. The Warden brought it up to a high guard, inviting Aram to engage.

Aram echoed Erok’s posture, falling into the stance Master Kwan had drilled into him over countless brutal sessions in the practice yard of Skyhome. Weight balanced, knees slightly bent, blade angled to protect his center line. He could hear Kwan’s voice in his head: Threaten me, not my sword.

Erok circled slowly, his movements economical, controlled. He was testing. Studying. Watching how Aram moved, how he held his blade, looking for weaknesses.

Then he attacked.

The strike came fast—not quite the lightning speed of Master Kwan, but close enough to make Aram’s heart race. Aram brought Hope up to block, the star-steel blade meeting Erok’s sword with a sharp ring that echoed across the eyrie.

Erok’s follow-up came immediately, a low slice that forced Aram to disengage and pivot. Aram tried to counter-thrust the way Master Kwan had taught him—not at the blade, but at the man—but Erok simply wasn’t there anymore, was already pressing forward with another attack.

The clang of steel meeting steel filled the air, punctuated by Aram’s labored breathing. He disengaged, trying to create space, but Erok gave him none. Each time Aram thought he saw an opening, it closed before he could exploit it.

“You fight well,” Erok observed, his voice maddeningly calm as he launched another crisp combination of blows. “Someone taught you properly. But you’re thinking too much. Reacting instead of anticipating.”

Aram tried to anticipate the next attack, tried to read Erok’s body language the way Master Kwan had taught him. But Erok’s blade came from a different angle than expected, and Aram’s block was a fraction too late. The flat of Erok’s sword caught him across the ribs hard enough to drive the air from his lungs and send pain radiating through his torso.

Aram staggered, his guard dropping. Erok’s boot swept his legs out from under him, and he fell hard, Hope skittering from his grip to land several feet away, the sunlight reflecting off its myriad layers like ripples in the ocean.

From the ledge across the canyon, Agaroth roared.

The sound was primal, furious, full of challenge and protective outrage. Aram felt Agaroth gather himself to spring.

No! Aram commanded through the bond, more in emotions than in words. This is my fight, not yours.

To his surprise, Agaroth heeded him.

The great crimson dragon roared his indignation but folded his wings and settled back on his perch. Agaroth understood. This was a test Aram would have to face alone, and he would not interfere.

“Get up,” Erok commanded. “Retrieve your sword. This isn’t over.”

Aram rolled to his side, gasping. His ribs screamed in protest with every breath. He crawled toward Hope, his fingers closing around the bone hilt. The moment he touched it, the sword came alive with rippling blue flames, responding to his will, his need.

He got to his knees, then to his feet, raising his sword once more. His stance was shakier now, less perfect, but he fell back into it as best he could.

Erok lunged.

This time, Aram was ready. He blocked the first strike and the second, but Erok’s blade caught his counter and turned it aside. A twist of Erok’s wrist, and suddenly Hope’s tip slid away while Eliel’s blade kissed the skin of Aram’s throat.

“You fight like a student of bladecraft,” Erok accused, the edge of his sword pressed against Aram’s neck. “Following patterns. Forms. But patterns can be predicted.” He stepped back, lowering his blade. “Again.”

They engaged once more. And again. And again. Each time, Aram tried to apply what he’d been taught. Each time, Erok dismantled his attempts with the casual efficiency of someone who’d spent centuries perfecting swordcraft.

The fourth time Aram went down, Erok’s boot landed on his chest, pinning him to the stone, his sword poised at his throat.

Erok stepped back, letting Aram rise. “You have training. You know the techniques. Someone skilled taught you.” His hands rose, bringing his sword up. “But you’ve never seen a battle, have you?”

Aram pushed himself up, retrieving his sword once more. “I’ve seen battle.”

“Truly?” Erok advanced toward him, forcing Aram back. “Stop thinking. Stop trying to remember your lessons. Just fight.”

But Aram couldn’t stop thinking. He couldn’t ignore Master Kwan’s voice in his head, couldn’t forget the countless drills and the patterns beaten into his muscle memory. When Erok attacked again, Aram responded as he’d been taught—and paid for it when Erok’s blade slipped past his guard to slap his shoulder, hard enough to numb his arm.

“Your instincts are all wrong,” Erok growled, frustration creeping into his voice. “Stop defending! Hit me!” He struck again, and Aram barely blocked in time.

Erok brought his blade around, sliding through Aram’s guard again, this time trapping Aram’s hand against his iron breastplate.

Aram struggled to free himself, but Erok struck out with a gauntleted fist that connected with Aram’s jaw, snapping his head back and sending shockwaves through his body. He staggered back, his arms heavy, his legs unsteady.

Around them, more people had arrived, drawn by the sound of combat. Warriors filled the surrounding galleries and terraces, watching in silence.

Aram went down again, Erok’s blade hooking behind his knee and dropping him to the ground. He lay there panting, staring up into the sun, tasting blood. He rolled over and struggled to rise.

“You should stay down,” Erok growled, standing over him. “You’re not learning. You’re just repeating the same mistakes.”

Gritting his teeth, Aram collected Hope and pushed himself off the ground. He stood unsteadily, blood and sweat clouding his vision. Wiping his eyes, he raised his blade once more.

His feet couldn’t hold a stance. Every time he tried, he staggered out of it. But he refused to yield. He would not lose this fight, for he realized it was the most important fight of his life. He needed Raginor and Erok. He could not afford to lose their respect. So he held his sword up anyway, meeting Erok’s gaze with defiance.

The Warden came at him with renewed intensity, and this time Aram couldn’t keep up. His movements were too sluggish, his reactions too slow.

He didn’t have time to think about forms. All thoughts the lessons fled his mind.

The only thing he had time to do was move.

He brought his sword up to block, meeting Erok’s strike. Then he advanced, not following any pattern but attacking where he saw an opening.

Erok retreated, hard-pressed to defend.

Aram did not relent. He fought like someone who’d never trained. Wild, unpredictable, desperate. And for those few seconds, Erok was himself being driven back.

Then the Warden’s superior experience reasserted itself. His blade hooked Aram’s, twisted, and the star-steel sword went flying across the terrace to clatter against stone. Erok’s follow-through strike caught Aram across the chest with the flat of the blade while his boot knocked him to the ground.

“We’re done here,” Erok growled, his swordpoint pressed to Aram’s throat. “You’re not Raginor. You’re worthless.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




Worthless.

That single word hit him harder than any blade.

The word imploded in Aram’s chest. Because if it was true, if he wasn’t Raginor reborn—if he wasn’t a hero—what did that make him?

Just Aramon Raythe, a boy from a fishing village.

But the world needed so much more. It needed Raginor—a living legend, iron-willed and fierce, someone who could face Is’ul Zagar and win. That was what Markus needed. What everyone needed. Above and Below, all of it, depended on him being that man.

But he wasn’t.

At least, not yet.

“No,” Aram said, his voice rough but determined. “We’re not done.”

Reaching up, he pushed Erok’s blade aside. Blood ran down his face as he rolled away and hauled himself to his feet.

“What are you doing?” the big warrior asked.

“Proving you wrong.”

Aram dove for Hope, his hand closing around the hilt. Hefting the weapon, he came at Erok with a wild overhead strike, putting all of his weight behind it. Eliel moved blindingly fast, catching Aram’s blade and deflecting the blow with minimal effort. The clang of steel on star-steel echoed across the terrace.

With a cry of frustration, Aram disengaged and swept his blade around in a wide arc, trying to come at Erok from the side.

The Warden pivoted on his back foot, his sword rising in a smooth parry that caught Hope mid-swing. The impact jarred Aram’s arms, but he pushed through it, binding their blades together and trying to force Erok’s weapon downward. For a heartbeat, they stood locked. Then Erok simply rotated his wrist, using Aram’s own pressure against him, and sent Hope sliding away.

Aram stumbled, caught himself, and thrust forward with desperate speed. Erok sidestepped, letting the star-steel pass within inches of his ribs. He struck out with a horizontal cut that would have opened Aram’s throat if he hadn’t jerked backward.

Erok reached out and caught Aram’s sword, tearing it from his grasp.

“This is pointless,” he growled.

He slung Aram’s sword behind him in a gesture of contempt. It hit the rock of the terrace and slid, spinning, stopping just before the edge.

Aram stared at his sword, flung aside like something worthless. Worthless like him. The sight of it broke something in Aram.

He threw back his head and screamed.

Then he launched himself at Erok with bare hands.

Erok stepped back, easily evading Aram’s wild swing.

Then the Warden’s fist crashed into his jaw.

The impact was absolute, like flying into a mountain. Aram’s forward momentum halted as his head snapped to the side. Blood sprayed from his mouth in a wide arc.

Erok’s second punch caught him in the ribs before he could even process the first. The air exploded from his lungs.

A third blow hammered into his temple, and the world yawed violently sideways.

He went down hard.

Aram’s head cracked against stone, his hands slapped at the ground. He tried to push himself up, but Erok’s boot caught him in the shoulder, flipping him onto his back.

For a moment, Aram lay staring up at the vast blue sky, his vision swimming, his ears ringing. The sun was too bright. The air too thin. Everything hurt.

In the back of his mind, he could feel his dragon’s rage and horror.

“No,” he whispered before Agaroth did something to intervene. This was his fight. His alone.

His dragon couldn’t hear him across the distance between them. But he could feel his intent.

Outrage trembled through the bond.

Outrage and frustration, leveled at Aram and Erok alike.

Across the canyon, Agaroth rose, spreading his wings and letting out a roar that trembled the very stone of the mountains. And yet, he remained in place while his rider lay prone on the rocks across from him.

Aram rolled over and pushed himself to his hands and knees. Blood the color of syrup dripped steadily from his nose and mouth, painting the ancient stone beneath him. On shaky legs, he rose to stand. He raised his guard, though his hands shook so badly they could barely hold a fist.

“So be it.” Erok cracked his knuckles. Then he came at him without mercy.

His first punch snapped Aram’s head back. The second took him under the chin and lifted him off his feet. He fell backward, smacking the ground with enough force to drive out what little air remained in his lungs.

The world faded. Sound diminished, became muffled, distant and unimportant.

Aram’s eyes slid closed, and he started to drift. It would be so easy to let go, to let unconsciousness take him.

But the world needed a hero.

The thought stung him awake. Aram forced his eyes open, refusing to let himself black out. Refusing to let Erok win. The light of day returned in painful increments, until the rays of sunlight stabbed at him like spears.

If the world needed a hero, he would have to become one.

Gritting his teeth, he pried himself up off the ground. First to his hands and knees. Then higher, forcing his unsteady legs to remember their purpose.

“Haven’t you learned your place yet?” Erok’s voice came from somewhere in the distance. “You belong on the ground, boy.”

The Warden’s boot caught him in the chin. More blood dripped from his face to pool on the stone beneath him. The pattern was becoming familiar: fall, bleed, rise. Fall, bleed, rise.

“Stay. Down.”

Aram tried to form words, but his cracked lips were too swollen, so he just shook his head.

And began to push himself up.

The process took forever, each inch a triumph carved through agony. He got one foot under him, planted it with trembling determination. Then the other. Stood swaying like kelp, bleeding on the stone. His eyes wept either tears or just more blood.

He raised trembling fists.

Erok stood frozen, his raised fists losing their tension. His face was flecked with blood that wasn’t his own, his knuckles raw and split from repeated impacts. He stood staring at Aram as though seeing someone he recognized. As though looking at a prophecy he didn’t want to believe.

Aram took a step forward.

His leg gave out, and he fell.

This time, he didn’t get up immediately. He lay there on the cold stone, his body finally reaching the limits of what flesh and will could endure. He tried to get up, but his body simply ignored him.

His hands scrabbled against the stone, trying to find purchase. Blood smeared under his palms, making the stone slick and treacherous. His fingers scraped uselessly, leaving dark streaks on the ancient rock.

Erok loomed over him like a tower, looking down with an expression that might have been revulsion or guilt or recognition, or all three tangled together.

Aram struggled harder, despair threading through the agony. But his movements slowed, growing weaker and more uncoordinated. Blood pooled beneath him, spreading in a slow circle.

From somewhere above, a sound filtered down through the fog of his mind. A feeling stirred within, comforting and compassionate.

Agaroth.

Through the haze of pain, he felt rather than saw his dragon’s approach. The terrace shuddered with the impact of his landing, and suddenly shadow fell over him. But instead of cold, that shadow brought warmth, vast and alive and utterly familiar. Agaroth’s presence flooded through their bond, not with words or even images, but with something more fundamental. Grief. Pride. Love so fierce it hurt worse than Erok’s fists.

Aram tried to speak, to send reassurance through the bond, but he had nothing left. His consciousness was fragmenting.

Gentle pressure surrounded him as Agaroth’s claws wrapped around him. With great care and tenderness, he was lifted off the ground and cradled in his dragon’s embrace.

Through the bond, Aram felt Agaroth’s attention turn toward Erok. There was a quality to the dragon’s focus that Aram had never felt before. Not anger, despite what the Warden had done. Something more complex. Something that carried echoes of recognition and understanding.

Then they were moving. There was a sudden lurch as Agaroth launched, wings spreading wide. Wind rushed past, cold and sharp, reminding him of the first time Agaroth bore him away—that time from the Exilari, from years of suffering and torture—and carried him to the World Below.

Aram managed to open his eyes just a sliver. Below, the mountains were falling away. The watching figures now stood in a circle with necks craned. One figure stood apart from the others, motionless, staring up. Even from a distance, Aram recognized Erok’s stance. The Warden’s stillness.

Erok had called him worthless.

Maybe he wasn’t Raginor. Maybe he’d never be the hero the world needed.

But Agaroth believed in him. Had watched him struggle and ultimately fall, yet instead of abandoning him, his dragon had once again rescued him. Protected him. Chosen him.

That had to mean something.

The rhythm of Agaroth’s wings was steady as a lullaby. They were going somewhere safe.

Through their bond, Aram felt his dragon’s fierce determination, his protective fury, his grief at what had been done.

Darkness rose within him. The pain faded. Not because his body was less broken, but because he was finally, mercifully, slipping away from it.

The last thing Aram felt before unconsciousness claimed him was the steady rhythm of Agaroth’s flight. Strong. Unwavering. Like his dragon’s love.

And the certain knowledge that whatever else he’d failed to prove today, he’d proven something to the one being whose opinion mattered most.

His dragon believed in him.

Even if he didn’t believe in himself.

Even if he wasn’t a hero.

Agaroth believed.

The thought cradled him as he fell into darkness, as gentle and protective as the great claws that held him tight.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




Ahammer strike echoed through the entrance hall followed by a shower of falling plaster dust that caught the afternoon light like snow. Markus winced, his hand slipping on the gilded frame he was trying to hold level against the wall. The heavy painting canted sideways, its landscape of rolling hills lurching drunkenly.

“Hold it steady!” Sergan’s voice echoed through the gutted mansion. “How am I supposed to tell if it’s straight when you’re tilting it?”

Around them, workmen swarmed through the house like ants on a carcass, shouting in Abadian, dragging furniture across marble, pounding nails into wood. In the span of days, the beleaguered mansion had been transformed from a decaying husk to something coming chaotically back to life.

Markus gritted his teeth and adjusted his grip, feeling the sharp ache in his bound ribs with every shift. The painting was heavier than it looked, the gilt frame made of thick, solid wood. His arms trembled from holding it at shoulder height for the past ten minutes.

The entrance hall of House Parsigal was being reborn. Workmen balanced on wooden scaffolding, repainting ceiling moldings in fresh cream and gold, the sharp mineral smell of wet paint mixing with lemon oil and centuries of accumulated dust. Servants in new livery polished the floors to a mirror sheen. New furniture sat veiled in canvas like sleeping ghosts, waiting to be unwrapped and positioned.

The manor was well-made beneath its neglect. High vaulted ceilings, elegant archways, tall windows that let in streams of honey-colored afternoon light. Now Sergan was methodically clothing those bones again with obsessive attention.

“Higher,” Sergan commanded, circling like a hunting cat to view the painting from another angle. He wore fine burgundy silk again, playing lord of the manor. “No, that’s too high. Lower. Not that much. Are you actually trying to hang the picture or just irritate me? It’s not complicated!”

“Then do it yourself,” Markus snapped, having to repress the impulse to drop the picture on the floor. He adjusted the frame again, feeling the gilded edges bite into his palms.

Sergan tilted his head, studying the painting with narrowed eyes. “Down a fraction. No, now it’s crooked. House Parsigal doesn’t display crooked art.” He moved closer. “We have standards. Higher on the left. Your left, not mine!”

The perfumed oil in Sergan’s hair filled Markus’s nostrils, a concoction of sandalwood and citrus that probably cost more than most people earned in a year. The whole place smelled of transformation: fresh paint and sawdust, beeswax and lemon oil.

“There,” Sergan said finally, and Markus heard the satisfaction in his voice. “That’s acceptable. Mark the spot.”

Markus lowered the painting with exaggerated care, his ribs aching in protest. He set it against the wall and pulled out a piece of chalk, fingers cramping as he marked where the top corners had rested.

Rolling his tense shoulders, Markus glanced toward the far end of the hall where two workmen on a ladder struggled to mount something above the main archway. A carved wooden crest nearly three feet across: House Parsigal’s symbol rendered in dark wood and gold leaf. A hare caught mid-leap, ears pinned back, legs extended in full stretch, surrounded by vines.

“The rabbit looks stupid up there,” he remarked.

Sergan’s head snapped up to glance back at it. “It’s a hare.” His voice dropped to that dangerous cold. “And it’s been the symbol of House Parsigal for centuries.”

“Looks like a rabbit to me.”

Markus knew the comment would dig under Sergan’s skin, but he couldn’t help it.

“That’s because you’re a peasant with no understanding of heraldry.” Sergan made a precise mark on his list with a charcoal stick. “Hares are larger, faster, more cunning than rabbits. They don’t burrow like cowards. They live in the open, above ground. They outmaneuver their enemies with speed and evasion.” He glanced up, his pale eyes glinting. “My ancestor won the Battle of Kennepiak Ford by employing such tactics. Quick strikes from unexpected angles, never holding position long enough to be pinned. The crest honors that victory.”

“Your ancestor ran away a lot?”

Sergan’s expression went flat. “My ancestor was a tactical genius who understood that winning battles isn’t about brute force; it’s about intelligence and adaptability. Now go help Liora with the settees. If they scratch the floor, I’m taking it out of your food allowance.”

Markus moved toward the other end of the hall, his boots clicking on the newly polished floor, too loud in the echoing space, making him feel clumsy and oversized. The relief of escaping frame-holding duty was immediate.

Sergan’s new steward was Liora, a thick-waisted woman with iron-gray hair and a voice that could strip varnish from wood. But she was competent, ruthlessly so, and Sergan valued competence over pleasantness.

“Not like that!” Liora barked at a struggling footman who was trying to position a two-seated sofa by himself. “The legs go on the carpet, not beside it! Do you want to scar the floor?”

Markus moved to help bear the settee’s weight but stopped as rapid footsteps echoed from the entrance. A courier burst through the doorway, travel-stained, breathing hard, his tabard marked with road dust. “Message for Lord Parsigal!”

Sergan’s head snapped up from his list like a hawk spotting prey. “Bring it here.”

The courier hurried forward, boots leaving dusty prints on the fresh-polished floor. He pulled a sealed letter from his leather satchel and handed it to Sergan. The sorcerer turned it over in his hands and broke the seal with a crisp snap.

Markus watched Sergan’s face as he read, how his eyes moved rapidly across the text, how his jaw tightened, the subtle shift in his posture from casual to coiled. Then, slowly, a thin smile spread across his features.

“What is it?” Markus asked, though the look on Sergan’s face made his stomach tense with foreboding.

Sergan lowered the letter, and there was something almost feral about him now, like a hunting dog that had just caught the scent. “The Grand Vizier is hosting a reception. Five days from now.” His voice was controlled, but Markus heard the excitement beneath it. “The high peerage has been summoned. As a viscount, I am expected to attend.”

“A party?” Markus heard the skepticism in his own voice.

“An opportunity.” Sergan’s eyes had gone distant, already calculating, planning. “Every significant noble in Ababad will be there. Every faction, every source of power and influence.” He looked around the entrance hall, at the half-finished restoration, the shrouded furniture. “We have five days to prepare, to prove that House Parsigal has returned.”

“And what are we going to do there?” Markus crossed his arms.

Sergan turned to him. “Gather intelligence, of course. Find opportunities to exploit. We need to understand the palace—the people, the systems, the vulnerabilities. Where guards are positioned. How servants move between inner and outer courts. The nature of the wards.”

He looked back at the letter, reading it again as if committing every word to memory. “And I need to be seen. Accepted. Established as a legitimate member of the court, so we can work our way deeper into the palace.”

He strode toward the main hall, already shouting orders, his voice cutting through hammering and scraping. “Liora! We need to hire more workers. And send for the tailor. I need formal court attire prepared immediately. Tell him it’s urgent.”

Sergan’s continued stream of commands drowned out Liora’s protests as he paced the hall, his burgundy silk rippling around him. “The carriage—has it been purchased or are we still negotiating? We need a matched pair of Carideshian grays, no exceptions. And livery for the footmen, quality fabric, nothing cheap. I want House Parsigal to look prosperous but not desperate.”

He wheeled and paced back the other direction. “Calling cards. I need them printed with the house crest. Engraved, not stamped. And find out if any of the old Parsigal vintage survived the creditors. We need a gift for the Grand Vizier. Wine would show the estate is productive again.”

Markus followed him as the sorcerer paced into the main hall, watching Sergan transform before his eyes from obsessive perfectionist to something more like a general mobilizing for war. The reception wasn’t a social event to him. It was a campaign.

“What about me?” Markus asked.

Sergan stopped and turned toward him. Backlit by the window, his features were shadowed, but a vivid intensity burned in his eyes. “You’ll accompany me as my Shield, of course. Formal Exilari attire. We’ll add a burgundy sash at the waist and more gold. House colors. I want people to see you as Exilari but know you’re my Exilari. You’ll stand at my right side and look imposing. You’ll speak only if directly addressed, which should be never. No opinions, no commentary, no clever remarks. Can you manage that?”

“Stand and look threatening. I think I can handle it.” The words came out more bitter than Markus intended.

“Good.” Sergan’s gaze held his for another moment. Then he turned away, already listing more tasks as he headed for the stairs. “Liora!”

The steward hastened to catch up with him. “Yes, Lord Parsigal?”

“Letters of introduction,” Sergan demanded. “Work from the list I gave you. Start drafting them immediately. Calling cards…” Sergan’s voice faded as he climbed the stairs, still talking, still planning, the silk of his robes disappearing into the shadows of the upper level.

Markus stood in the entrance hall as the sounds of restoration resumed around him. The smells of fresh paint and lacquer were giving him a headache, along with the lingering ghost of sandalwood from Sergan’s hair.

He looked down at the newly acquired painting still propped against the wall, waiting to be hung. The landscape was pleasant enough, rolling hills, placid sheep, a perfect cloudless sky. Above the archway, the hare watched it all with its gilded eye, frozen mid-leap, already running.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




Aram awoke in pain.

Not the sharp agony of fresh injury, but the deep, throbbing ache of a body that had been broken and was struggling to heal. His eyes opened to familiar shadows, recognizing the dark beams of the roof overhead, though he couldn’t place them.

He was swaying, like being rocked in a cradle. The motion was gentle, rhythmic, the soft creak of chains accompanying each swing. For a moment he simply lay there, letting it carry him, too sore and weary to do anything else.

It took him seconds to realize he was lying in a suspended bed in the Niyo’s domura. The familiar smell of the place reached him gradually, the scents of cedar and incense, the smell of food cooking over coals. He didn’t remember being brought here. He didn’t remember much of anything.

Memory returned in hazy fragments. Erok, looming over him, his expression neither cruel nor kind. The taste of blood, thick and coppery. The ground rushing up. Then Agaroth’s comforting presence flooding through the bond, steady and certain as a heartbeat, bearing him away from pain into darkness.

He tried to sit up but immediately regretted it. Every part of his body felt broken, each individual hurt competing for his attention before merging into a crescendo of pain. He lay back down with a sharp exhale, breathing carefully through his nose, and stared at the ceiling beams above him until the worst of it receded. The gentle swaying of the bed was soothing, a slow pendulum counting out the moments, and he drifted back toward sleep despite everything.

The door opened, and someone entered carrying a clay basin that glowed in the shadows of the room, casting shifting light across the walls like sunlight through water.

Astia, Aram realized, glad to see her. Her golden hair was woven into elaborate braids adorned with small flowers. She sat beside him, her light weight barely enough to tip the bed a fraction.

“How do you feel?” she asked, setting the basin beside him on the bed.

Through split and swollen lips, Aram mumbled, “Like I got beaten by a Warden.”

“That’s because you did.” Astia giggled as she dipped a cloth into the basin. She wrung it out, and glowing droplets splashed back into the water.

“This will help.” Astia lifted the cloth to his face. “Hold still.”

She began washing his face with gentle tenderness. Where the water touched, pain receded. Not completely, but enough that Aram felt relieved. When she was done, she closed her eyes, and her aura swelled, radiating from her body like sunshine. Aram gasped as he felt a deep warmth enter him, soothing his aching body.

“Better?” Astia asked, drawing away. She rinsed the cloth and moved to clean the blood from his body. Her opalescent eyes studied him with the seriousness of someone far older than her years.

“Better.” Aram watched her work, reminded of Calise. A heaviness settled into his chest that had nothing to do with his condition. “When do you leave for Qantis Rei?”

“I’m going to stay here for a few weeks, until Papa is well enough to go home.” Astia’s face brightened despite the grim task before her. “I’m going to learn real healing! I don’t know whether to be excited or scared. Which one do you think I should be?”

Aram’s throat tightened, for he knew Astia would never grow up to become a healer. In a week the fractal would reset. Astia would wake to find herself back in Tel Aru, her memories wiped clean, her dreams perpetually deferred.

The injustice of it burned worse than any of Erok’s punches. She was just a child. She didn’t deserve this.

“You’ll do well there,” Aram managed, his voice rough. “You’re going to be a great healer.”

Astia’s smile deepened. “I hope so.”

“You will,” Aram said, then regretted it, because it was not the truth. He lay quiet as she finished her work.

When she was done cleaning his wounds, she sat back and studied her handiwork with a critical eye.

“You need to rest. No training for a while. At least a week.”

Aram wanted to protest because he didn’t have that kind of time. But he forced himself to stay silent. There was nothing Astia could do about it. She’d done what she could.

The girl gathered her supplies and stood, cradling the basin against her. “I’ll be back later.”

She left, and Aram lay there staring at the ceiling, his thoughts circling. Eventually, he fell asleep.
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The next time he awoke, Illith sat next to him.

The suspended bed had stopped swaying. Aram’s eyes focused slowly on her face, which was full of troubled concern, tinged with an edge of something sterner.

“What were you trying to prove?” she asked, her voice low and accusing.

The disappointment in her tone was biting.

“You heard?” His words came ragged, scraping past his swollen throat.

“Windriders talk.”

Scowling, she brought a cup of water to his lips. Just the touch of the rim brought him pain. His mouth was split in so many places that even the gentle pressure of the ceramic against his lips made him wince. He drank as best he could, managing to get some of it in his mouth.

Her expression darkened as she set the cup aside with more force than necessary. “What were you thinking? You could have been killed.”

Aram knew she was right but didn’t know how to explain.

“He called me worthless,” he admitted, the words bitter even now.

“So?” Illith’s response was sharp, immediate, cutting through his self-pity.

That single syllable hit him harder than Erok’s blows.

That was the one question he had no answer for. Or at least, the answer was too long and complicated to explain, too tangled in his doubts and fears.

“I’m not Raginor,” he said, feeling the sting of shame.

Illith leaned forward, peering at him intensely. “How do you know that?”

The question surprised him. He’d expected agreement, or perhaps consolation. Not challenge.

He struggled to find the words, to articulate the certainty of Erok’s dismissal. “Because I’m just not…” He swallowed. “…Him. Raginor would never have ended up like this.”

Illith went quiet for a moment, studying him. Then she leaned back, crossing her arms.

“Maybe he would have. I doubt Erok has ever challenged him that hard.”

Before he could respond, Astia appeared behind her, holding Nibs cradled her chest.

“I’m sorry…” the girl said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Illith rose to her feet, managing to find a kind smile. “Come in, Astia.”

The girl crept past her, cuddling Nibs. She stopped beside Illith and held the na-weasel up in both hands.

“I healed Nibs,” she said, looking embarrassed. “That’s how I got him. He was dying in a trap, and I healed him.”

Illith glanced back and forth between the girl and her little pet. “How did you heal him?”

“I just…” Astia hugged Nibs close, the little creature burying his face under her chin. “I closed my eyes and just…” She shrugged helplessly. “I’d have to show you.”

“Go ahead,” said Illith, curiosity brightening her voice.

Astia looked uncertain for a moment, her opalescent eyes shifting nervously toward Aram then back to Illith. She set Nibs gently on a nearby table then moved back to Aram’s bedside. The na-weasel curled immediately into a tight ball, watching the proceedings with alert interest.

“I’m not very good at it,” she admitted, her voice carrying a heavy note of doubt.

“I trust you,” Aram said, surprised to find he meant it. There was something about Astia that reminded him of Calise. She had the same healer’s instinct, the same gentle nature.

Astia settled on the bed beside Aram and closed her eyes. She drew a deep breath, her small hands folded in her lap. She bit her lip as though uncertain then raised her hands, taking Aram by the arms.

For long moments, nothing happened. Then, slowly, her aura began to shimmer like honey catching sunlight. It wavered, uncertain, flickering.

Aram watched, fascinated despite his pain. The amber glow was beautiful and reminded him achingly of Calise. He could feel the potential in it, the healing energy that wanted to reach out but didn’t quite know how.

Astia’s young face creased with concentration, and the halo surrounding her strengthened. It began to extend toward Aram, reaching like tentative fingers. But it was weak, diffuse, the healing energy dissipating before it could enter him.

“Breathe with it,” Illith suggested, moving to stand behind Astia, her hands settling on the girl’s shoulders. “Don’t force it. Let it do the work, not you. You’re just guiding it, giving it direction and purpose.”

Astia’s face relaxed slightly, and her aura immediately steadied. It poured into him, spreading warmth and relief everywhere it touched. Not the superficial warmth of Wellspring water, but something far deeper.

“Good,” Illith murmured, her eyes tracking the flow of amber light pouring from Astia.

The light intensified, growing brighter and more focused. Aram gasped as the warmth flooded into him, washing through his body like a wave of liquid sunlight. The throbbing in his head began to recede, and his breathing came easier. His vision cleared, the persistent blur sharpening into focus.

“I’m doing it,” Astia breathed, wonder transforming her young face. Her eyes flew open, shining with excitement and disbelief in equal measure, the shifting colors brightening to a luminous hue. “I can feel it working!”

“You are,” Illith confirmed, and her voice carried unmistakable pride. “This is amazing, Astia!”

The amber light pulsed once more, like a final heartbeat, then faded as Astia released her concentration. She opened her eyes fully, shining with joy.

“How do you feel?” Illith asked, moving to stand beside him.

Aram sat up carefully, testing his range of motion. The movement that had been agonizing minutes earlier was now merely uncomfortable. The debilitating pain had diminished to something manageable. His head felt almost clear for the first time since Erok’s fists had addled his thoughts.

“Much better.” The wonder in his voice matched hers. “Thank you, Astia. You’re incredible.”

The girl’s face flushed with pleasure, a rosy color spreading across her cheeks. She ducked her head modestly, suddenly looking very young despite the sophisticated healing she’d just performed.

Watching Astia’s excitement and pride, Aram felt a hollow ache in his chest. The girl’s aura was so similar to Calise’s golden light that it was almost painful to witness—the same instinct, the same gentleness, the same amber warmth. Not identical; Calise’s healing felt like summer sunshine pouring through glass, while Astia’s was softer, more like autumn honey. But close enough to make his throat clench.

Gods, he missed Calise.

How long had it been since he’d held her? Since he’d seen her smile, heard her laugh, run his fingers through her hair?

She was back at Skyhome. Safe. Worried sick about him, he was sure. He wanted nothing more than to get back to her. The thought of her made him smile despite all he had endured. More than anything else, he hoped she was happy.

“I’ll be back with something to eat,” Astia said, scooping up Nibs from the table. The na-weasel chirped contentedly as she tucked him back against her chest. She flashed a smile before slipping out of the room, her sky-blue gown whispering against the stone floor.

“How did you know what to tell her?” he asked Illith when Astia was gone.

Illith settled back onto the stool, her posture relaxing somewhat. “I’m an auramancer. I don’t know how to heal, but I know how to project.”

“What’s projection?”

Illith gave a patient smile. “It’s what Astia did. It’s how she healed you. She sent her aura into you and used it to speed your healing. It gave your body the energy and direction it needed to repair itself far faster than it normally would.”

“It feels like she did much more than that.” Aram tested his jaw carefully, working it from side to side. The motion that had been agonizing before was now mercifully easier. The swelling had gone down noticeably, and the joint felt better. “She’s almost as good as Calise.”

Not quite, though. No one could be that good. No one came close.

Illith’s eyebrows flickered as her expression darkened. “Well, at least you survived. This time. Guard your tongue better in the future.” Her tone carried an edge that hadn’t been there before. “If you die in this fractal, you’re not coming back when it resets. Do you understand, Aram?”

He knew she was right. Death here wouldn’t reset. It would just be…death.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I understand.”

With a grim sigh, he struggled into a sitting position with more determination than grace. The bed swayed, the chains that suspended it creaking softly.

“What are you doing?” Illith’s hand shot out to steady him, concern sharpening her features.

“I have training to get to.” Aram swung his legs over the side of the bed, testing his weight. His legs felt weak as a newborn colt, but they held. He paused for a breath. “I don’t have time to lie around in bed.”

“You’re in no condition⁠—”

“I’m better.” He stood carefully, one hand gripping the bed to keep it from swaying too wildly. “Good enough, anyway.”

Illith’s frown suggested she strongly disagreed. “At least stay down today. Make sure your head has recovered before you try to knock it around anymore.”

The concern in her voice made Aram pause. She was right, of course. The low-grade ache at the top of his head was much reduced, but it was still there, a throbbing reminder of the punishment he’d taken.

“Fine,” he conceded, settling back onto the bed with more grace than when he’d risen. The suspended platform swayed, finding its balance again.

“Good.” Illith stood, smoothing her robes with a gesture that suggested she was preparing herself for something unpleasant. “I’ll be back later. I have to go to the Sanctum. It seems I have some explaining to do to certain people.”

She left without elaborating, though Aram could imagine what kind of explaining she meant.

He closed his eyes and tried to sleep, willing his battered body to rest and take advantage of Astia’s healing to knit itself back together properly. The calm swaying of the bed should have been soothing, should have lulled him toward unconsciousness.

But sleep remained elusive, close but just out of reach.

A small weight landed on his legs. Tiny claws pattered across the blanket, moving with confident familiarity up his body.

Aram opened his eyes to find Nibs standing on his chest, the na-weasel’s black eyes regarding him without expression. The creature’s russet fur was perfectly groomed, his small nose twitching.

“Well, hello, Nibs,” Aram said, careful not to move too quickly and startle the creature.

Nibs chittered in response, then circled in the crook of Aram’s arm, turning around several times before settling into a tight ball of warm fur. Within moments, the na-weasel’s breathing had slowed to the deep, steady rhythm of sleep.

The small animal’s trust, the simple comfort of having another living thing choose to rest against him, loosened something in Aram’s chest.

His eyes grew heavy, the combination of Astia’s healing, his body’s exhaustion, and the gentle warmth of the sleeping na-weasel finally pulling him toward rest. The suspended bed swayed gently, a cradle rocking him toward dreams. He fell asleep with Nibs curled against him, the animal’s heartbeat a tiny, steady drum against his arm.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE




The next morning, Aram made his way to Keth’s study. It had been two days since he had been there last, and the time he had spent away from his training made him apprehensive. When he entered, Keth was already settled at his desk, the large tome filled with mosuta script sitting to one side. He looked up, his broad face impassive as he took in Aram’s condition.

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

Aram lowered himself into the seat with exaggerated care, unable to suppress a wince as his bruised muscles protested. He reached for his belt pouch, fumbling for the yeko medallion, but Keth stopped him.

“Not yet.” The mage’s eyes studied him with unnerving intensity. “First, we talk.”

Aram’s hand fell away from the pouch. He waited, knowing what was coming but uncertain of its shape.

Keth steepled his fingers on the desk, the gesture more ominous than reassuring. “The Xara told me about the claims you made.” His voice was carefully neutral, revealing nothing of his thoughts. “Do you still stand by what you said to Lord Raginor?”

“I know how it sounds,” Aram began, but Keth raised a hand to silence him.

“Do you?” The mage’s eyebrow arched. “Do you really? Because it sounds like the ravings of a lunatic. That or a traitor bent on distracting us on the eve of war.”

Aram swallowed hard. “I’m not a traitor⁠—”

“So the Xara believes, at any rate.” Keth’s fingers drummed once upon the desk, a rare show of agitation from the old mage. “Which leaves us with two possibilities: either you are a lunatic, or you are telling the truth.”

“I’m not a lunatic either.”

Keth stood abruptly, moving to a cabinet in the corner of the room. For a moment, he simply stood there, his features rendered harsh by the single oil lamp that glowed from a shelf in the corner.

Clasping his hands behind his back, he said, “The Xara has tasked every mage in Daro with a single question: if we truly are, as you claim, in some kind of time pocket, can we change or prevent what has already happened?” He turned back to face Aram. “I’ve spent the last three days contemplating that possibility.”

“And?” Aram leaned forward.

“Well now, I have to admit, the problem confounds the mind. Consider this, for instance: if the Sundering happens here, within this fractal, does that create more fractals within this one? Smaller ones, nested like boxes within boxes?” Keth gestured with one hand, as though trying to sketch the concept in the air. “Will we be cast into those as well? Eternally thrown into deeper and deeper spirals of time, never reaching bottom?”

Aram stared at the man blankly, for he’d never considered that. Time within time within time.

“I see the problem,” he said.

“In short, even if you are right—and not a lunatic—the answer is almost certainly no. There is nothing we can do to stop the Sundering from happening.” Keth’s bluntness was like a physical blow.

“But what if the Sundering could be prevented?” Aram pressed. “Raginor believes⁠—”

“Raginor believes what hope compels him to believe.” Keth’s tone carried a sound of bitter finality. “Hope is a poor lens for clear thinking. The mathematics are unambiguous. I would not encourage that line of reasoning.” He paused just a moment too long before continuing. “It will only lead to disappointment.”

“Why do you say that?”

Keth paused, choosing his words carefully. “A temporal fractal would be isolated from the timeline that spawned it. It’s like the Unknot. A closed, single loop. It is not connected with the rest of the Web of Ages.”

Aram felt something inside him sink. He’d known this, intellectually. But hearing it stated by someone as brilliant as Keth dashed even the whispers of hope that something he did here might make a difference.

Keth returned to his desk, lowering himself onto his chair with a sigh and folding his hands upon the wooden surface.

“However,” he said in a tone that sounded more hopeful, “that doesn’t make what we do here meaningless. Far from it, in fact.”

“How can it not be?” Aram couldn’t keep the bitter scowl from his face. “If nothing we do here matters⁠—”

“You will return to your time,” Keth said, his voice gentler, though no less certain. “And you will carry with you all that you learn in this place. Every skill. Every technique. Every scrap of knowledge that I can drive into that stubborn head of yours before the end comes round again.”

Aram nodded slowly, for that was small comfort. He did not want to leave all these people behind to face the eternal tragedy destined for them.

“Lord Raginor came to see me yesterday,” Keth continued, leaning back in his chair with a weary sigh. “He made the situation quite plain. A week, he tells me. One week to accomplish what ought to take years. Decades, perhaps.” He shook his head, his brow furrowing. “Well. Our task is before us. We will see what can be done when necessity drives the lesson. We will accelerate your training beyond anything that would normally be considered reasonably safe or sane.” He leaned forward. “Let’s start with kirato. Have you been practicing?”

Aram shook his head. “I haven’t exactly had the opportunity.”

“Then you must learn to make the opportunity, or all this work will go nowhere.” Keth’s gaze was stern. “I don’t care if your head gets pounded into sand, you will practice kirato night and day, or you won’t have the stamina for anything we do here.”

Aram reached for his belt pouch, fumbling for the yeko he kept there, but Keth once again stopped him.

“No medallion today—not anymore. Keep it and use it as a doily. You won’t be needing it further. The patterns are within you now. You know them, even if you do not yet realize that you know them.”

Aram hesitated, then let his hand fall away from his pouch. He scooted forward and slouched in his chair, closed his eyes, and settled into the familiar awareness of his breath.

Keth’s voice broke through his concentration. “Ah, but wait now.” The mage leaned forward and guided Aram’s hand to his neck, pressing his fingertips gently against the side of his throat. “Tell me, what do you feel?”

Aram concentrated. At first, nothing. Then a faint rhythmic pressure, quick and insistent. “My heartbeat?”

“Your pulse, yes,” Keth said with approval. “The second Wellspring is Sorane, the flow of blood. Now, Morimo teaches us where essence is produced, so that we can stimulate it further. But Sorane is different altogether. It teaches movement. Circulation.” He paused, and his voice grew more thoughtful. “Nothing in the body is ever truly still. Your blood flows without ceasing, carrying life to every part of you, from crown to toe. Essence must learn to flow the same way.”

He moved Aram’s hand to his own chest, over his heart. “Feel the rhythm. Count the beats if it helps.”

Aram counted silently, becoming aware of the steady thump-thump, thump-thump against his palm. It was faster than he’d expected, almost eager.

“Now then,” Keth said, “breathe with it. Not against it, mind you. Find the place where your breath and heartbeat meet and become one.”

Aram drew air in slowly, feeling for the connection. At first, his pulse and breath were out of pace. But gradually, something clicked. Four heartbeats to breathe in. Four to breathe out. The rhythm locked into place like meshed gears.

“Good,” Keth said. “Now, while you hold that rhythm, I want you to imagine essence flowing from your heart outward with each beat. Not sitting in your bones anymore but moving with your blood.”

Aram tried to picture it. The warm feel of essence in Morimo now spread outward in pulses, riding each heartbeat like a wave, filling him with a dizzying warmth. He relaxed, letting the warmth fill him, his fingertips tingling, all of his senses sharpening.

At last his rhythm faltered. Serenity crashed around him like shattering glass, and his heart and lungs scampered away in different directions.

Keth withdrew, sitting back in his chair and composing himself as Aram struggled to wrangle the pieces of his contemplation back together again.

“Enough,” Keth said. “You can practice more on your own time.” He scooted the heavy tome to the center of the desk and unfastened the leather straps that held it closed. “We continue where we left off.”

He thumbed past the first few pages, opening to a new section with an illuminated picture of two gold trefoil knots set against ultramarine patterns.

“The last time you were here, we talked about prime knots and crossing numbers. Today we go deeper, into topology itself. The very foundation of everything.”

Aram leaned forward to get a better look at the text.

Keth flipped the pages to a new section, revealing diagrams that seemed to shift and writhe in the flickering light. “Do you know the difference between a knot and a link?”

Aram studied the diagrams, noting how some showed single continuous loops while others showed multiple separate loops intertwined. “A knot is one closed loop. A link is a composite knot?”

“Not quite. A composite knot is still one loop.” Keth’s finger traced a diagram showing two interlocked circles. “A link is different loops, joined. Let’s start with the simplest link, the chain link. Two Unknots, linked together. Now tell me, how would you unknot this?”

Aram frowned. “You couldn’t. Not without cutting one of the loops.”

“Precisely so. And there lies one of the fundamental principles of Nodomancy.” Keth’s eyes gleamed. “A knot is concerned with how a single strand relates to itself—its own nature, if you will. But a link? A link is about how multiple strands relate to each other. In advanced magic, you don’t simply tie one impossibly complicated knot. You weave multiple simpler knots into a cohesive system, each supporting and reinforcing the others, like stones in an arch.”

He turned the page, revealing an image of what appeared to be the same knot drawn three different ways, each looking different despite being labeled with the same notation.

“Now this—” Keth’s voice took on a reverent quality “—this brings us to the very heart of topology. The study of properties that remain unchanged when you deform something without cutting it. Look here at the three knots in this diagram. They appear different to your eye, do they not?”

Aram nodded, studying the tangles of loops and crossings that seemed to have nothing in common.

“And yet they are the same knot. The same fundamental structure.” Keth’s weathered hand stroked the page as though caressing it. “This is what topology teaches us—to look past the superficial appearance to the underlying truth. A valuable lesson in magic. A valuable lesson in life, for that matter.”

Aram glanced up from the page. “Do the Archons understand topology? Is that how they built their power?”

Something shifted in Keth’s expression. “The Archons understand a great many things. That is precisely what makes them dangerous.” He rose from his chair before Aram could ask anything further and moved to the center of the room. A strand of aether brightened in the air between them, forming into a simple trefoil knot.

“Watch carefully.”

Keth’s hands moved through the air, not touching the aether but commanding it with quiet authority. The trefoil began to deform, one section bulging outward while another compressed. The crossing points slid around each other, the whole structure writhing like a living thing. But through all the changes, something essential remained constant.

“It’s still the same knot,” Aram said, a stab of excitement rising in him.

“Exactly,” Keth murmured as the transformation continued. “Different appearance, but the same in all that matters. The topology does not change.”

The knot settled into a new configuration that looked completely different from how it had begun.

“Watch this now.”

Keth’s hands moved again, and a subtle twist appeared in the loop. The aether seemed to resist for a moment, then snapped into a new configuration.

“A different knot entirely,” Keth announced, letting the aether slowly dissolve. “I changed the topology itself. Could you feel the difference?”

Aram could. The first transformations had felt like rearranging furniture in a room—the space was the same, just organized differently. But this was something else, like changing the structure of the room itself.

Keth moved back to his seat behind the desk. “Now then.” He turned another page. “Let’s discuss something a bit more subtle, shall we? Imagine you want to trace a knot’s path on a surface without the line ever crossing itself. Some knots can be traced on a flat table, easy as you please. But the trefoil?” He shook his head. “The trefoil cannot. No matter how you try, some part must leave the table to cross over another.”

He pulled out a length of string and formed a simple circle, laying it flat on the desk. “Let’s take the Unknot. Every bit of the string lies flat on the desk. Now watch what happens with a trefoil.”

His thick fingers moved with surprising deftness, weaving the string into the three-lobed pattern and tying the ends. When he tried to press it flat against the table, parts of the string had to lift off the surface to cross over other parts.

“You see? The trefoil wants to cross itself. That’s the very nature of the trefoil. But what if we abandon the desk? Can you think of any other shape you could stretch a trefoil over, where all parts of the string could be touching the surface?”

Aram stared hard at the trefoil knot. The three loops seemed to be chasing each other in a circle. “A ring,” he said slowly. “Like a thick gold bracelet.”

“Exactly so!” Keth’s face brightened with approval.

“Interesting,” Aram mumbled. Visualizing the concept made his brain ache.

“We call it the order of the knot. The Unknot can lie flat on a desk, and a desk has no holes, so its order is zero. But the trefoil can’t lie flat on a desk. It has to be wrapped around something like a thick bracelet to prevent it from crossing itself. That is a first-order knot.

“The Unknot”—Keth rapped his knuckles on the wood—“has no holes. Zero. A bracelet, first order, has one hole. Do you understand the pattern?”

“Yes,” Aram breathed. “So a second-order knot would lie flat on a surface with two holes.”

“Yes!”

The concept slid through his mind. Then suddenly it exploded as all the implications of what Keth was describing hit home.

It wasn’t the surface that made the knot. It was the knot that made the surface. An aethereal knot wasn’t just a pretty design—it bent reality into the shape it needed to exist.

Aram’s mind reeled, and he sat blinking as though stunned. He slid the book toward him and turned it around. His fingers flew through the pages, seeing the knot tables with new understanding. If knots wove the fabric of the world, then changing a knot changed the structure of that fabric.

Keth reached across the desk and closed the book. “As a True Savant, you have an advantage others lack. You see the aether in color, which means you can perceive properties that a mere sorcerer could only infer. You can create knots of increasingly complex genus and bend reality to your will.” He leaned back. “That’s no small gift, boy. No small gift at all.”

He tapped the book’s cover with one broad finger. “This text will be your constant companion for however long we have together. You’ll work through every diagram, every exercise. You’ll learn to recognize knot families by sight, to calculate crossing numbers and orders in your head, to understand why certain transformations are possible and others impossible.” A slow smile spread across his face. “And when you think you’ve mastered it, you’ll discover how little you actually know. Such is the way of all true learning.”

“How long did it take you to master all this?” Aram asked.

Keth’s smile was thin but genuine. “I’m still mastering it. The deeper you go, the more complexity you find. There are knots in this book that have never been fully understood—they exist in theory alone. There are others, called forbidden knots, that are too dangerous to explore at all.” He opened the book to a section near the back, revealing diagrams of nightmarish complexity. “Some of these were developed by the Archons themselves.” Keth’s finger moved to one particularly dense diagram. “They are brilliant men, despite whatever else they might be.”

Aram looked up sharply. “Whatever else…?”

Keth met his gaze steadily. “Conquerors. Destroyers. But brilliant nonetheless.” He turned the page before Aram could read his expression.

An uncomfortable silence fell as Aram paged through the tome, marveling at the intricate diagrams. Each pattern was a work of art, but also a mathematical question, a magical formula, and a philosophical statement about the nature of reality. The mosuta script cascaded around the illustrations like water down a fountain’s tiers, preserving knowledge that would soon be lost forever.

Not if he could help it.

Feeling the solid weight of the tome in his lap, Aram resolved to internalize every concept within it during the short time he had. Yet now he also understood why Nodomancy required years of study. It wasn’t just about memorizing patterns—it was about developing a completely new way of seeing reality.

By the time night fell and Aram finally rose to leave, his mind churned with knots and surfaces and the dizzying sense that he’d glimpsed something vast.

Keth’s voice stopped him before he reached the door.

“Come back in the morning. We don’t have time to waste. Tomorrow you weave your first true knots. The kind of knots that change things. The kind that count.” His eyes glinted in the lamplight. “We’ll see what kind of stuff you’re made of.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX




Calise sat huddled on the rough planks of a boat, wrapped in a threadbare blanket that did nothing against the cold seeping up from the water below. Her body ached in ways she’d never experienced, not just the pain of cuts and bruises, but a deep, throbbing hurt that went all the way to her marrow. For days, she had sat there, shivering, watching hope slip away with every mile.

Hard bread was the only food ever offered, and they’d given her only enough water to keep her alive. She felt gutted and hollow and feverish.

So she sat, miserable and weak, and watched the riverbanks slide past on both sides.

Corley sat a few paces away, his back against a barrel, his eyes half-closed. She’d wanted to heal him, but that required touch, and they wouldn’t let her near him. The swelling around his face had gone down somewhat, but he still bore bruises given to him by the warriors, and would for some time. Jaw tight, he sat staring at nothing. She knew he was thinking about Rhys.

They’d found his dragon in the forest, downed by the toxic air. Rhys had tried to come to their aid with the others, but he’d fallen, crashing somewhere among the dead trees. The warriors of Araghar had claimed him.

Now Rhys rode on a wide barge somewhere behind them, along with Zandril. They were kept chained and drugged, barely conscious. The sight of his dragon’s misery had shattered Corley. He’d said nothing after that, just sat staring at the water day after day.

Through the bond, Calise felt everything Zandril did. The drugs they’d forced upon her made the dragon’s thoughts sluggish and confused. Images came to her in fragments: the sky spinning overhead, ropes cutting into scales, the nauseating lurch of the barge moving with the current.

Calise closed her eyes against the hot sting of tears. She had no way to comfort her dragon. All she had was the constant, grinding awareness of Zandril’s suffering layered over her own.

And beneath all that, buried so deep she tried not to acknowledge it, were the memories she couldn’t escape.

Kevatis’s blood on her hands.

Iver’s throat cut like a butchered animal.

Tandriel’s agonized screams fading to silence.

All left to rot in that poisoned clearing. Abandoned.

The thought made her stomach twist with guilt and rage. She should have fought harder. Should have used the power Kevatis had warned her against. Should have done something instead of letting them die while she stood helpless and afraid.

The river narrowed as they traveled north, the current growing stronger, the banks rising higher on either side. The landscape changed gradually over the days, evolving from the gray desolation near the Wellspring to a greener landscape that was equally apocalyptic.

Trees had grown once, along the river’s edge. Calise could see the evidence in the stumps that dotted the hillsides like gravestones, thousands of them stretching to the mountaintops. But unlike the trees of the Greenwood that stood dead and rotting, these trees had been cut down and hauled away. Now nothing remained of the forest but raw, scarred earth.

Farmland occupied the lower slopes of the foothills. Terraced fields had been carved into the hillsides in orderly rows. There was no trace of natural growth. It was as though every inch of ground had been tamed by human hands.

This was what the people of Araghar had done to their own homeland before they’d turned their greed outward. They had consumed everything first. Every tree, every flower, every scrap of natural beauty.

This was Kathrax’s legacy. Even though the Archon was dead, his vision lived on in every conquered hillside, every missing tree. His people had learned his lessons well—wherever they went, nature died.

The river became shallower and narrower as the mountains loomed ahead. The current strengthened, and the leather-clad men manning the boats had to pole harder to make progress upstream.

And then, as they rounded a bend between two steep hillsides, Calise saw where the river led: the wide mouth of a cavern loomed ahead.

Massive and dark, it gaped like the mouth of a skull, the river flowing out of it from headwaters somewhere lost in shadow. The opening was perhaps a hundred feet high and twice that wide, more than large enough for their boats to enter.

Carved blocks surrounded the opening, forming an archway around the cave mouth. Graven into those stones were angular designs, images she couldn’t quite make out. This wasn’t just a cave. It was a gateway.

The boats didn’t slow. If anything, the warriors poled harder, propelling them toward that black opening with determination.

As they crossed the threshold into darkness, the temperature dropped immediately. The air went from merely cold to frigid in the space of a heartbeat. The sound changed too, magnifying every splash and scrape from the poles.

Braziers flared to life all along the boats, lit by warriors carrying flaming torches. The sudden orange light pushed back the shadows enough to see.

They were in a cave of natural stone, worn smooth by water but widened by human tools. Marks in the rock showed where picks and chisels had carved away the rock, expanding the passage, making it navigable. The ceiling arched overhead, high enough that the torchlight didn’t reach it. Water lapped against walls slick with moisture.

The boats continued forward. The cave meandered deeper into the mountain’s heart, sometimes widening into larger chambers, sometimes narrowing. Time lost meaning in the darkness.

And then, gradually, light appeared ahead.

The tunnel opened into a vast cavern. The ceiling soared overhead, disappearing into shadow. The cavern was immense, far larger than even the Southern Eyrie of Skyhome, as though the entire mountain above was hollow.

But it wasn’t the size that made her breath catch. It was what filled the space.

A city.

An entire city built into the cavern walls, with structures that rose in terraced levels constructed from the same gray clay that lined the waterway. Buildings climbed the walls like barnacles on a ship’s hull, stacked one atop another, connected by ladders and stairs carved into the rock.

An entire city filled with people.

Hundreds of them, everywhere, moving along the walkways, working on balconies and rooftops. The cavern echoed with the sounds of human activity, the general hum of concentrated life. An entire population living like insects in a hive, packed into clay structures, breathing stale underground air, sunlight only a distant dream. A place where humanity had burrowed into the earth and made a home in darkness.

What could have driven them down here?

The boats drifted toward a series of docks that jutted into the underground river. Warriors waited there with ropes, ready to moor the approaching vessels. Most had elaborate tattoos or scar patterns covering their faces and arms.

As soon as the boat bumped against the dock, hands grabbed Calise’s arms and hauled her to her feet. Her legs nearly gave out, and she scrambled to remain standing. The fever and days of sitting had left her weak and unsteady. Someone muttered something in a language she didn’t understand, and she was lifted, carried off the boat like a sack of turnips.

Corley was pulled from the boat next, dragged by two large men.

Behind them, the larger barges carrying Zandril and Rhys waited their turn at the dock. A low, distressed rumble echoed across the water. Through the bond, Calise felt her dragon’s confusion spike into fear as strange hands touched her.

Calise tried desperately to reassure her, but it felt hollow. What comfort was her presence when she could do nothing? When she was just as helpless as her dragon?

Warriors grasped her arms and forced her forward after Corley. They were marched away from the dock toward the climbing city. Calise struggled against the hands that held her, desperate to break away, to go to Zandril, but she was weak and the men were far too strong.

They led her up a steep path that became stairs carved into the cavern wall. She glanced behind, trying to catch a glimpse of what was happening to her dragon, but the path curved behind a multi-level structure, blocking her view of the dock.

The stairs opened onto a wide terrace, and for the first time, Calise could see the full scope of the underground city. It sprawled across the cavern floor and climbed the walls in terraced layers, everything connected by a web of stairs and walkways.

At its center, far below, was a pool. Even from a distance, Calise could see that the water wasn’t right. It didn’t reflect the torchlight the way it should. It looked dark and viscous, like black sludge.

The sight of the black pool brought her new understanding. This was what had drawn the people of Araghar underground. They had not come by chance. The entire city was built around this pool—every dwelling, every walkway, every terrace and stair—all because of this one circle of foul water.

This was their Wellspring.

As she looked at the defiled pool, something stirred within her.

Deep in her chest, beneath her heart, in that place where the other magic lived, something awakened. The wild power within her knew what it was seeing.

It was an infected wound in the body of the Mother, blood of the earth risen to the surface and corrupted into something toxic and polluted. Just like the Greenwood Wellspring, only not as advanced. The ancient magic within her surged to life with an urgency that felt more like instinct than impulse, filling her with the need to purge this insult to the earth’s sacred flesh.

Calise stumbled. The hands on her arms held her up, kept her moving, but she could barely feel them. All her awareness had turned inward, focused on keeping that untamed force within her suppressed, locked away down deep where it couldn’t break free.

If it did, that terrible power would take what she loved most.

She wouldn’t let it.

But the ancient magic within her didn’t understand words or reason. It only understood what it sensed, and it strained against her control like a leashed animal that had caught the scent of prey.

A guard’s hand squeezed her arm.

The warriors around them split up. One group led Corley away, sagging in their grasp. The remainder stayed with Calise. She watched Corley as they led him away, shuffling and broken, the resistance beaten out of him.

She was guided down a narrow flight of broken stairs to the level of the corrupted Wellspring. As she walked, Calise couldn’t take her eyes off the dark pool, mesmerized by the dreadfulness of it. By the time they arrived at the water’s edge, her body shook with more than just fever. Sweat ran down her face despite the cold, and her breath came in short, painful gasps.

Around them rose a kind of sanctuary, a vaulted structure with walls that depicted bas-relief scenes of people abased before a giant whose face was hidden by a helm with spiraling horns.

Kathrax. The Archon that Aram had slain, worshipped by the people of Araghar as their god-king.

Now a fallen god.

A man stepped out of the shadows near the pool and came toward them.

Calise’s stomach sank as she recognized the Crow Priest who had led the attack at the Greenwood’s Wellspring. His head was shaved, and he wore robes of dark fabric decorated with black feathers stitched along the hems and shoulders.

When he looked at her, his eyes were cold. Not cruel or angry, but void of mercy or anything that resembled human compassion, as though he had spent so long in darkness that he had forgotten what warmth felt like. He studied her, his gaze traveling over her as though assessing an animal for purchase. Then he gestured to the warriors holding her.

They forced Calise to her knees on the cold stone.

The Crow Priest walked to the edge of the black pool. He stood there, looking down into those black, oily depths, and when he spoke, his voice was measured and calm.

“Our Dedicant is dying.” His voice was low and measured, cold as breath from a grave. “She has served for eight hundred years, but her time now ends. The cycle turns. A new Dedicant will replace her.”

He gestured at her with a bony finger. “You will take her place.”

Nausea surged through her, so violent she nearly vomited. A coldness spread through her limbs, and her vision swam with tears of revulsion.

“No.” She shook her head, recoiling.

The warriors caught her firmly, holding her pinned.

The Crow Priest came toward her. Reaching out, he took her face in his hands. “Daughter of the Earth-Mother. You will serve.”

Calise suppressed a scream.

The priest gestured to someone behind her. Hands hauled her to her feet again and forced her to turn.

Three warriors approached, leading an old woman between them.

More than old, more than ancient, her body so frail it looked like it might crumble to dust at any moment. Her skin was as gray as the stone around them, though not with age. With corruption. Years of tending the poisoned Wellspring had stained the woman from the inside out. Her eyes were clouded, milky white, and her hair hung in thin, colorless strands around a face that looked little more than skin stretched over bone. This was their Dedicant, Calise realized, gazing in horror at the woman’s green beaded headscarf. As she was guided past, the old woman stared at Calise with a look of sympathy, or perhaps even pity.

The Crow Priest released Calise. He drew a curved knife from his robes then moved behind the Dedicant, tilting her head back and exposing her neck.

He drew the blade slowly across her throat.

Blood poured from the wound, dark as ink, the color of the water it spilled toward. The woman slumped in the priest’s embrace. He guided her down, easing her to rest curled on her side at the edge of the dark pool, blood flowing into the tainted water.

The Wellspring accepted the offering. Where the blood touched, the surface rippled and moved, seeming to drink it in. As Calise watched in horror, the pool began to glow—not as a Wellspring should, but with a sickly yellow luminescence the color of rot.

The ancient magic within Calise surged in response. Not to the sacrifice, but to what it represented: corruption. They were feeding this pool with the ichor of the dead. The wild power within her strained against her control, rebelling against the violation of the Mother’s sacred blood.

The old Dedicant’s blood continued to flow for a few moments more before it stopped. The Crow Priest lifted her in his arms and carried her body out into the dark waters of the pool. When the water reached his waist, he let her go, watching as she sank beneath the surface, disappearing without a sound.

When she was gone, the priest turned back toward the shore. His gaze fell on Calise, the corners of his mouth curved in the thinnest suggestion of a smile.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN




Aram’s dreams were troubled. Even inside them, he knew he was dreaming, and he wanted to wake. Anxiety scratched at the surface of his consciousness. He understood with desperate certainty that something important was slipping away, something he needed, something he couldn’t name. He lunged for it again and again until sleep finally released him, leaving him trembling in the dark, wet with sweat, heart pounding against his ribs.

Something had woken him.

He lay still in the darkness of his small chamber, listening. The servants’ corridor in the Xara’s residence was never truly quiet; there were always footsteps, muffled conversations, the soft sounds of a palace that never fully slept. But something felt wrong. The corridor outside his room was silent for the first time in memory.

Aram sat up, wincing as his bruised body objected to the motion. Moonlight filtered through the narrow window, casting geometric patterns across the walls. He sat listening to his own heartbeat, dread clenching his stomach.

It came again. A pull, subtle as a whisper, tugging at something deep in his chest. A feeling he couldn’t place, but he knew he couldn’t ignore it. He had learned long ago to trust his instincts.

He rose and dressed quickly. The feeling grew stronger, more urgent, drawing him toward the door like an invisible thread. Aram paused with his hand on the latch, some instinct making him reach for his sword. He fastened it on then grabbed his knife for good measure.

The corridor outside was empty, lit by oil lamps burning in wall sconces at regular intervals. The feeling of wrongness drew him down the dark and empty corridor toward the staircase that led to the palace’s gardens. Aram moved quietly, his sandals making barely a whisper on the floors.

The stairway opened onto the terraced garden, quiet and empty, the sound of its fountains the only noise that broke the silence. Trees grew in massive planters, their leaves rustling in a midnight breeze. Beyond the garden’s edge, the city of Daro spread out below like a web of lights.

Aram moved to the balcony’s edge, drawn by the view. From there, the whole of the city spread before him: the market squares, the enormous rings of domura, the shimmering reflections on the countless canals and channels that crossed it. The dark expanse of the bay gleamed under the moonlight.

For a moment, he stood still, breathing in the night air and taking in the deep silence that had consumed the night. The strange pull that had drawn him from his quarters faded. Perhaps it had been nothing. Perhaps his dreams had simply left him restless, and his feet had carried him here by chance.

Then he heard it.

A soft sound, barely audible over the fountains. The whisper of cloth against stone. The careful placement of a footstep not meant to be heard.

Aram turned from the view and moved back toward the row of trees, every sense suddenly alert. He pulled back into the vegetation, trusting the soft soles of his sandals to muffle the sounds of his own footsteps. Carefully, he made his way past large planters toward the entrance to the stairs.

Through the foliage, he caught a flicker of movement in the corridor beyond. A shadow that didn’t belong among the other shadows, moving with silent purpose.

He pressed against the wall beside the doorway, his hand tightening on the hilt of his sword. The shadow resolved into a figure dressed entirely in black, face covered save for the eyes, moving with the fluid grace of a trained killer.

Silently, the black-clad intruder stalked toward the opening of the stairs, passing within arm’s reach without seeing him, heading deeper into the royal quarters with clear intent.

Pulse racing, Aram watched him go, knowing he should raise the alarm. Instead, he found himself following, waiting for the man to clear the first rise of steps before starting down himself.

The intruder left the stairs and moved with confidence through the maze of corridors, clearly familiar with the palace’s layout. Two more figures joined the first at an intersection, materializing from side passages. They exchanged no words, flashing a quick series of hand signals before continuing on together.

They headed toward the servants’ wing, where his own room was located.

They were there for him.

The realization made Aram’s blood run cold. He followed as far back as he dared, keeping to the shadows. The intruders reached his door and paused. One grasped the handle, turning it slowly. The door cracked open. Then, quick as snakes, all three slipped inside the empty chamber.

Aram waited, counting his heartbeats, giving them time to realize their target wasn’t there. Then he moved.

He crossed the corridor in three quick strides and pressed himself against the wall beside his door. From inside came soft noises: fabric rustling, furniture being moved. They were searching for something.

Aram’s hand eased from his sword’s hilt, going instead to the knife at his waist.

The first man to emerge from his room died without making a sound, Aram’s long knife sliding under his jaw and driving deep into his brain. The body fell with a muffled thump that brought the second intruder to investigate.

That one was faster, catching sight of Aram and reaching for a weapon. They grappled in the hallway as the intruder tried to disarm him. Aram went down on one knee, knocking the man off balance. As he twisted, he felt the edge of a blade score his ribs, but not before his own knife drove into the assassin’s throat.

Before the body hit the floor, the third man was already on top of him. The assassin burst from the room with a hiss of drawn steel. This one didn’t try for silence, launching himself at Aram, his blade gleaming gold in the lamplight. Aram parried with his knife, the small blade inadequate against the longer weapon, his bruised body slowing him down. The sword was already coming back for him, and he didn’t have time to change weapons.

A shout from down the corridor saved him. Guards poured into the hallway, and the assassin’s head snapped toward the sound. Aram kicked out, catching the man in the sternum and sending him flying backward. At the same time, he turned and sprinted toward the guards.

A crossbow bolt caught the man in the chest.

Someone screamed.

The palace erupted with commotion. Shouts echoed through the corridors. In the distance, the clash of fighting rang out.

Aram paused only long enough to sheath his knife and draw his sword, then he ran—not toward safety, but toward the stairs that led to the Xara’s quarters, driven by the same wordless instinct that had drawn him from his bed.

If assassins had come for him, they would surely come for her.

The corridors were a nightmare. He passed servants fleeing in panic, guards locked in combat with black-clad figures, bodies lying in pools of blood.

Ahead, the corridor erupted with the clash of steel. Two assassins pressed palace guards back against the wall, their movements lightning-quick and economical. In seconds, the guards were dead.

Aram lunged for the first assassin, his knife sliding between the man’s ribs from behind while holding his companion against the wall with a web of aether. The assassin stiffened in his grasp, his weapons clattering to the floor.

The second assassin struggled against Aram’s bonds. When he couldn’t break free, he turned his knife on himself, driving it into his own neck. He collapsed instantly. Aram released the bonds and let the man fall.

The doors to Lady Asamoto’s quarters stood open, one hanging askew on broken hinges. A guard lay dead in the doorway, his throat cut. Aram stepped over the body and into the chamber beyond.

The scene inside stopped him cold.

The Xara knelt on the floor of her opulent chambers, blood darkening the stone beneath her. Around her stood six black-clad men. Where her eyes should have been were only ruined sockets, gore streaming down her cheeks. Two assassins stood behind her, binding her hands. The other four stood around her, weapons bared.

They saw Aram in the same instant he saw them.

Aram’s body moved before his mind could catch up, dodging the first attack, using the narrow doorway to prevent them from surrounding him. He wove a web of aether, blocking the two on his right. The other two rushed him. His sword found flesh and bone with brutal precision. One assassin fell, then another.

One of the men holding the Xara raised his blade to her throat.

All the knots in Keth’s tome fled Aram’s mind—he knew of them but had never used them. Except for one: the Trefoil glowed like a beacon at the forefront of his thoughts, and he knew there had to be a reason for it.

Instead of ripping threads from the pattern, he formed a Trefoil with sealed ends, warping reality to fit the knot’s topology. The nearest assassin crumpled to the floor, a wide hole torn through the center of his chest.

The second assassin came at him fast, blade flashing. Aram ducked under the strike and wove again—another Trefoil, formed directly in front of the assassin’s face. The man’s head imploded.

The third, the one holding the Xara, began to draw his blade across her throat.

Aram didn’t have time for precision. He tore a strand of aether from the pattern and lashed it like a whip—raw force fueled by desperation. The strand caught the assassin across the face, searing flesh, making him stumble back with a choked cry.

It was enough. Aram was on him in an instant, weaving as he moved. This time he formed a figure-eight knot: higher order, more deadly.

The assassin didn’t have time to scream.

His body hit the floor in halves. For a moment Aram stood motionless, breath ragged, staring at what he had done. Then he turned to the Xara and cut her bonds with shaking hands, trying not to look at her ruined face, her blood still flowing freely.

“Lady Asamoto,” he whispered, his voice breaking. He understood the magnitude of what had been done to her. Without her opal eyes, the Xara could not see the aether. They had taken far more than her vision—they had taken her magic.

“Noraki,” she grated, her voice steady despite the agony she must have been in. “Sorian assassins. The best in the world.”

“Your eyes⁠—”

“Are gone.” Her hand found his arm, gripping him with surprising strength. “Your eyes must suffice.”

Aram swallowed hard, forcing himself to function through the horror. “Where should I take you?”

“The Sanctum’s wards should have protected us.” Her ruined face turned toward him, and even without eyes, her presence was commanding. “Someone must have lowered them. We have a traitor in our midst.”

The implications chilled him more than the bodies cooling on the floor. Someone with access to the palace’s most protected secrets had betrayed Lady Asamoto. But not just her.

They had come for him too.

“We have to go.” Aram helped her to her feet. She swayed, disoriented without sight, and he steadied her.

He led her toward the door, one hand supporting her elbow. The Xara moved stiffly, relying on his guidance, her free hand extended slightly as though feeling for obstacles in the darkness that now consumed her world.

“The walnut door,” she said. “It leads to the roof.”

There were only two entrances to the room. He led her to the one she indicated and found that it opened onto a narrow staircase climbing upward. He kept one hand on her arm as he guided her up the steps. She came with him, moving slowly, one hand trailing along the wall. The door swung closed behind them, but not before Aram caught the sounds of fighting below.

He led her up two flights of stairs. They emerged onto a small terrace at the top of the step pyramid, all but empty. The sounds of battle raged below, echoing up from the palace’s interior.

Aram moved to the edge and reached out with his mind, sensing Agaroth somewhere close. His dragon had felt his distress and was already on his way.

Movement behind them made Aram spin back toward the stairway. Black-clad figures emerged from the darkness like sinister shadows—not three or four, but a dozen, spreading across the terrace with coordinated precision.

Aram reached for the aether. But as his consciousness touched the glowing threads, something stopped him. It was like striking a wall—the aether was there, he could see it, but when he tried to grasp it, the strands slipped away.

He tried again with the same result. The noraki stalked toward them, forcing him back against the edge of the terrace. There was nowhere to go.

“Something’s blocking me,” he whispered. “I can’t reach the aether.”

The Xara’s ruined face turned toward him. “A binding. Someone powerful.”

The assassins closed around them with drawn weapons, forming a ring. Some held crossbows; others, swords and daggers. They were not in a hurry. They knew their prey was trapped. Aram brandished his sword, though he knew there were far too many.

But they didn’t move. Didn’t attack.

They simply stood there, a perfect semicircle that cut off all hope of escape.

Aram’s hand tightened on his sword hilt. “What are they waiting for?”

The Xara didn’t answer.

The noraki might as well have been statues, their faces hidden behind black masks, their bodies utterly still. It felt wrong. Assassins struck fast and disappeared faster. They were waiting for something.

Or someone.

Movement at the back of the circle drew his attention. The noraki parted smoothly, creating a gap in their formation.

A figure stepped through, robes whispering against stone.

Aram’s breath stopped. For a moment, his mind refused to process what his eyes were seeing. The figure came forward into the moonlight, and there was no denying it.

Keth.

The cold light cast deep shadows across Keth’s face, making him look like a stranger wearing a familiar mask.

“Who is it?” the Xara demanded.

Aram’s voice came out broken, barely more than a whisper. “Shiyan Amato.” He wanted it to be a mistake, a trick of the light.

The mage moved with none of his usual deliberation. His robes slid across the stone as he came forward and halted before them.

“Why?” asked Aram, moving in front of the Xara, his sword pointed at Keth’s chest.

Keth’s broad face showed no emotion as he stared at Aram. “Because you’re dangerous.” His eyes were cold, distant. “You’re a weapon pointed at the heart of everything we’re trying to build.”

Aram stared at his mentor, shaking his head. This was the man who had shown him the beauty of mosuta, how to breathe with his bones, helped him appreciate the elegance and mystery of his craft. The man who had sat across the desk and looked him in the eye and called knowledge sacred.

“Keth—”

But the mage had already turned away.

“Traitor,” the Xara said softly in her low, gravelly voice. “You lowered the wards.”

Keth paused, looking back. “They were mine to lower.” His tone was almost amicable. “I’m sorry about your eyes, My Lady. That was the price that had to be paid to buy your life.” He turned back to Aram. “But not yours. Your life is forfeit.”

He turned and walked back the way he had come. “Kill the boy,” he instructed. “Take the Xara below.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT




As the assassins moved forward, an earth-trembling roar split the night.

Agaroth descended like vengeance given wings, his massive form blotting out the stars as he stooped toward the terrace.

But Keth turned, throwing his hands up.

His fingers moved through the air with fluid grace, and the aether around him blazed to life, revealing knots of such complexity that Aram could barely follow their structure. They were far beyond anything he had ever witnessed—higher-order bindings whose topology warped the world itself in ways that made his vision swim.

The mass of aether surged upward like grasping fingers, warping the air between the terrace and the descending dragon.

Agaroth faltered, his roar cutting off abruptly. The space around him rippled, visible distortions spreading like cracks through glass. His wings beat against air that had become thick, resistant, almost solid. One wing caught in the warped space and locked rigid. His massive body twisted as though wrung by giant hands.

Keth stood with his arms raised, fingers splayed, a mass of glowing fibers spreading from them like puppet strings. At the same moment, the noraki around him moved with synchronized precision, forming a line. In a single fluid motion, they dropped to one knee and raised their crossbows.

Twelve bolts pointed at the struggling dragon, held suspended in warped space.

“No!” Aram lunged forward, but two noraki blocked his path, their blades forming an impassable barrier. Lady Asamoto’s grip tightened on his arm, holding him back, her eyeless sockets turned sightlessly ahead.

Keth dropped one hand in a sharp, decisive gesture, releasing just enough of the binding to let the dragon fall within range.

The bolts flew.

Three found their mark, punching through scale and membrane. Agaroth’s roar became a shriek of pain that tore through Aram’s mind like a spear. Through their bond, he felt every bolt strike, felt the burning poison spreading through his dragon’s blood.

Keth swept his hands downward, constricting his web of aether. The air above the Sanctum distorted like a breaking mirror. Agaroth shrieked and tumbled from the sky, his great wings folding, his body spinning as gravity claimed him.

He struck the bay with a crash that sent water fountaining upward. A wave surged outward from the point of impact, slamming into Daro’s waterfront like a battering ram, overwhelming the docks and seawalls, washing into the streets in a flood of spray and foam.

Aram screamed.

Even after his dragon disappeared beneath the black water, the pain didn’t stop. Through their bond, Aram felt Agaroth’s agony, his struggles to reach the surface, the poison in his blood weakening him with every passing moment.

No—no—please⁠—

The noraki raised their weapons.

A gash of light tore open in front of them.

A silhouette stepped out of the brilliance as the rupture sealed closed. Before Aram could react, Illith’s features resolved from shadow, her whole body blazing with the light of her aura, which crackled around her like tongues of fire.

She didn’t waste breath on words. Her aura exploded outward, and three noraki screamed as they were blown over the edge of the terrace in an eruption of crimson light.

Keth spun toward her, his hands already moving through defensive patterns. Multiple knots blazed to life around him, forming glowing geometric barriers in the air. “You.”

“Me,” Illith snarled, and thrust her arms forward.

Her aura poured from her palms like a geyser of flame. Keth wove the aether defensively, his hands moving in patterns too fast to follow. A net of first-order bindings wove itself around him. Illith’s aura blew past Keth’s elegant network of wards with overwhelming power, like it didn’t exist.

Keth’s shield collapsed. He wove another, this one spun of shadow that drank in the power of Illith’s light. His bindings multiplied around him like a growing web, layering defense upon defense. Where Illith burned like a bonfire, Keth spun shadow with the dexterity of a spider.

The noraki joined the battle. Two rushed Illith while the remaining three moved toward Aram and the Xara. Illith killed one by simply touching him, draining his aura to feed her own. His life ended as the halo around him winked out while hers blazed brighter. The scream of the next was cut short as his life force was torn away to fuel her attack.

The three remaining noraki closed on Aram and the Xara. Aram stepped in front of Lady Asamoto and reached for the aether⁠—

—and found it pliable.

Keth’s attention had slipped.

Aram seized it with savage joy and began to bind. His hands moved through the patterns from Keth’s tome, weaving a counter-coil knot with desperate speed. It was a second-order knot, the first he had ever tied, and he hurled it at the nearest assassin without knowing if it would work.

The binding caught the noraki in the chest and released its energy in a concentrated burst. The assassin’s sternum cracked and he fell choking.

The second noraki came in low, blade seeking Aram’s ribs. Aram twisted away, the edge scoring a line of fire across his side and wove again even as he moved. A composite knot formed between his hands. He released it point-blank into the assassin’s face. The knot wrapped around the man’s head and constricted. There was a sickening crunch of bone, and the noraki dropped.

The third was already on him. Aram raised his sword, blocking the strike. While his blade held the next, his knife drove up under the man’s ribs.

The assassin fell. Aram stood gasping, blood running from the cut in his side, his hands trembling.

He glanced up.

Keth was advancing toward the terrace’s edge, forcing Illith back. His shadows were everywhere, smothering the moonlight.

Keth’s hands moved in a final, complex gesture. A higher-order binding materialized around Illith—not a barrier but a cage, designed to warp reality and collapse it inward like a closing fist.

At the same moment, his other hand moved in a mirror gesture. A duplicate binding sprang to life around Aram. The air grew thick, resistant, pressing in from all sides. Aram reached for the aether to counter it, but his hands moved as though through mud. The binding was warping the air itself, making every movement agony.

His ribs compressed. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. The Xara stood behind him, blind and helpless, her ruined face turned toward the sounds of his struggle.

The air became too thick to breathe, clotting in Aram’s lungs like something solid. He dropped to his knees, clutching his throat. The night darkened around him, lights bleeding across his vision as his consciousness began to fail.

Through the crushing pressure of Keth’s binding, an electric surge blazed through the bond he shared with his dragon. Not pain. Not despair.

Fury.

Determination.

Vengeance.

An indomitable, molten will, refusing to yield even as poison seared his veins.

Agaroth rose like a leviathan from the depths, water streaming from his scales, his eyes blazing with rage that transcended pain. He climbed, spiraling into the sky, his damaged wings driving him upward.

The dragon’s jaws closed around Keth.

The mage’s shadowy bindings collapsed all at once, unraveling in an instant. The dragon whipped his head sideways and released Keth’s body, hurling him against the side of the pyramid. The mage collapsed, blood spilling from his mouth, his eyes rolling back.

Agaroth landed on the terrace with such force that the entire structure shuddered. He folded his damaged wings and lowered his head toward Aram, a low rumble emanating from his chest.

Silence fell, broken only by Agaroth’s labored breathing and the chaos still raging in the palace below.

Aram ran forward, wrapping his arms around his dragon’s neck in a trembling embrace. He withdrew quickly, moving along Agaroth’s body to assess the damage. The poisoned bolts still jutted from his side, driven in deep, almost to the fletching. He reached for the first one.

“Don’t,” Illith said. “Let the drakomen tend to him.” Her face was pale, blood dripping from a cut along her jawline. She moved to the Xara’s side, taking the blind woman’s arm with gentle care.

Agaroth lowered himself, allowing Illith to help the Xara climb, guiding her hands to the proper holds and positioning her between the dragon’s wing joints where she could grasp the harness. Aram followed, settling in behind the blind woman so he could hold her steady.

Instead of mounting behind them, Illith stepped back.

“Where are you going?” Aram called after her.

Illith pointed at Keth. “He’s beaten but not dead. I need to make sure he finds a deep dungeon.”

Aram glanced toward where Keth lay. Illith was right; the mage was stirring. “Can you handle him by yourself?”

“I’ll be fine.” Illith gave an exhausted smiled. “Go.”

Aram strapped himself into the harness and wrapped an arm around Lady Asamoto’s frail body. As Illith knelt beside Keth, Agaroth launched from the terrace, unfolding his damaged wings. His path was unsteady, but his determination overcame his pain. They rose into the night sky, the Xara pressing her face against Aram’s shoulder to shield her ruined eyes from the wind.

He glanced back to see Illith standing at the terrace’s edge, watching them go, her red aura coruscating over her body like living flame. Then the shadows of the night swallowed her, and she was gone.

Agaroth’s flight to the dragon warrens was labored, each beat of his damaged wings sending jolts of pain through their bond that made Aram grit his teeth. The dragon ignored his wounds and flew across the valley with stubborn determination until the ancient eyries came into view on the mountain ahead.

They descended toward the largest opening, a gaping cavern that glowed from within with the warm light of fires. Watch dragons on the terrace stirred as they approached, lifting their heads in alarm.

Agaroth landed heavily in the main cavern, his legs nearly buckling as he touched down. Water still dripped from his scales, pooling on the stone floor. The bolts jutting from his hide looked even more obscene in the flickering light.

People rushed forward—windriders in leather flying gear, attendants carrying supplies. Among them Aram recognized Saiya, her long brown curls setting her apart from the others.

She moved toward them with purpose, her expression shifting from surprise to grim concern as she took in Agaroth’s condition.

Aram slid down from Agaroth’s back with the Xara in his arms. When he reached the ground, hands gathered her gently out of his arms and laid her on a stretcher.

“Get her to the infirmary!” Wingmaster Shinoto’s voice cut over the commotion. Then he rounded on Aram. “What happened?”

“The Sanctum was attacked,” Aram gasped. “Noraki.”

Healers came rushing. Aram moved to his dragon’s side, laying his hand against Agaroth’s hide beside the first bolt buried deep in his chest.

A hand touched his back. He looked up to find Saiya crouching beside him.

“Let me tend to him,” she said.

Aram swallowed. He didn’t like relying on others to care for his dragon, especially when Agaroth was so badly hurt. But he had to trust Saiya. She was a drakoman, and this was her Talent. He stepped back and watched her run her hands gently over Agaroth’s side, assessing his wounds. Satisfied, she rose and guided the injured dragon toward the healing waters of the soaking pool. Steam rose from its surface, the water glowing with a faint luminescence even from a distance.

When they reached the pool’s edge, Agaroth collapsed, half his body sliding into the water with a splash that sent luminescent droplets spraying across the stone. Aram followed, his heart clenched with panic.

Saiya waded in without hesitation, her riding leathers instantly soaked. The water seemed to cling to her, glowing against her skin as she moved to Agaroth’s side and ran her hands over his scales with practiced efficiency.

“The bolts need to come out,” she said as Aram waded in after her.

She worked as she spoke, her Talent channeling the Wellspring’s power directly into Agaroth’s body. The dragon rumbled, a sound somewhere between pain and relief.

Movement at the cavern entrance drew Aram’s attention. Two more dragons landed—one golden and massive, the other midnight black with red-traced scales. Their riders dismounted in synchronized motion, both moving with the fluid grace of warriors.

Raginor and Erok.

They crossed the cavern in long strides, their faces grim. Riders and attendants moved aside, creating a path for the Lord of Eyries and his Warden. The sight of Erok’s face sent a stab of primal anger through Aram.

“What happened?” Raginor demanded without preamble.

Aram straightened, meeting the man’s unsettling eyes. “The Sanctum was infiltrated. Noraki assassins, let in by a traitor. They blinded the Xara and tried to kill us.”

“Who lowered the wards?” Erok’s voice was cold, dangerous.

“Keth Amato.”

The silence that followed was absolute. Even Saiya paused in her work, her head turning sharply toward them.

“Shiyan Amato?” Raginor’s voice was carefully controlled, but rage built visibly behind his eyes.

“Are you certain?” asked Erok, his cheek still swollen from the bruise Aram had dealt him.

“He admitted it.” Aram held Erok’s gaze.

Raginor’s face shifted through several emotions too quickly to track. “How many assassins?”

“At least two dozen in the palace. Probably more. Illith’s still there.”

Raginor turned to Erok. “Get your men.”

Erok nodded, already moving toward his dragon. Raginor paused, looking back at Aram.

“You saved the Xara’s life,” he said. “That matters.”

Then he was gone, striding back across the cavern. Moments later, both dragons launched from the entrance and disappeared into the night.

“Hold him steady,” Saiya commanded, drawing Aram’s attention back. She had both hands wrapped around one of the bolts. But before she could pull, a trumpeting cry rang out from behind as two dark bodies careened toward them from the far side of the eyrie.

Faranth and Siroth splashed into the soaking pool and gathered at Agaroth’s sides, one to either flank, helping to steady him.

With their support, Saiya pulled the first bolt free. Agaroth gave a vicious growl but otherwise bore it without flinching.

She pulled the second, then the third. Each sent fresh waves of agony through the bond, but Agaroth held himself still in the embrace of the two dragons who loved him. Aram pressed his hand against his dragon’s neck, letting him feel his presence.

“The worst is over.” Saiya tossed the last poisoned bolt toward the pool’s edge, where it hit the stone with a clatter. “The water will do the rest. By morning, the wounds will have closed. Full healing will take longer—a week, perhaps two.”

Aram sagged with relief, suddenly aware of how exhausted he was. The cuts from his fight with the assassins burned, his ribs ached where Keth’s binding had compressed them, and his hands still trembled from the shock of it all.

“You should get those looked at,” Saiya said, nodding toward his injuries. “The healers tending the Xara can⁠—”

“I’m staying with him,” Aram said.

Saiya studied him for a moment, then smiled. “Of course you are.” She patted him on the shoulder. “My alcove’s right there if you need anything.” She nodded toward a wicker screen to the right of the soaking pool. “I’ll bring some blankets.”

She climbed out, water streaming from her leathers, and was gone.

Aram settled onto the stone beside Agaroth’s head. The Wellspring water continued its work, glowing brighter where it touched the dragon’s wounds, the essence of the Earth-Mother seeping into his flesh.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE




The carriage rolled to a stop at the base of the palace hill, and Markus felt a strange sense of déjà vu. He’d been here before, years ago, when he had still been Sergan’s Shield, uncertain and lost in the chaos of a gathering he didn’t understand.

Tonight was different.

Through the window, the main gate rose before them with the same gold finials, the same guards in purple and gold standing motionless as statues. But this time he arrived in House Parsigal’s stately new town coach, wearing burgundy accents alongside the Exilari blue. This time he knew what lay beyond those gates.

“Remember,” Sergan said, adjusting the fall of his opulent kaftan one final time. The silk caught the lamplight streaming through the window, embroidered gold thread gleaming along the collar and cuffs. “Speak only if directly addressed⁠—”

“I’m not an idiot.” Markus cut him off, his tone flat.

“Sometimes you can be,” Sergan snapped, though at least he didn’t continue the long list of directives he had repeated three times already.

He tugged at the burgundy sash wrapped around his waist. The pommel of his sword pressed against his hip, a small weight but significant. It was the only thing left from his time as Aram’s Warden, the only part of his lavish outfit he valued.

The carriage door opened. Their footman, a boy named Tarik, stood waiting in the immaculate livery of House Parsigal. He extended his hand, helping Sergan as he descended first, moving with the practiced grace of born nobility. Markus followed, boots crunching on gravel, and immediately felt eyes turning toward them.

More carriages lined the road than last time, all disgorging waves of silk and brocade. Colors streamed everywhere: emerald and silver, purple and gold, sapphire and white. The air was thick with perfumed oils and evening jasmine, the distant sound of music already drifting down from the courtyard above.

They joined the procession of opulence moving toward the gate. Markus kept his expression neutral, his hand resting on his sword hilt. Around them, nobles assessed each other with quick, practiced glances, taking inventory of who wore what, who arrived with whom, what messages were being sent through fabric and gemstone.

An older man in emerald robes nodded to Sergan as they passed. Sergan returned the gesture, the dip of his chin brief and appropriate, neither warm nor cold.

The guards at the gate barely glanced at Sergan’s invitation before stepping aside. Last time, it had been their blue mantles that granted them passage. This time it was burgundy and gold, the colors of a noble house—a different kind of ticket, opening far more doors.

They passed through into the garden courtyard, and cold familiarity washed over Markus. It was just as he remembered: the vast marble expanse of the palace reflecting lamplight like still water.

The scale of tonight’s gathering dwarfed his last visit. There were easily twice as many nobles filling the space, their voices rising above the splash of water in a constant hum of conversation.

Colored lanterns swayed in the branches of flowering trees lining the perimeter of the courtyard, each lantern made of silk, each hand-painted with intricate designs. Flowering jasmine wound up trellises between massive ceramic pots glazed in cobalt.

Musicians sat on a raised platform, their instruments gleaming with such quality of craftsmanship that they seemed elevated from tools to treasures. Servants in spotless white tunics moved through the crowd carrying trays of hammered silver.

The refreshment tables beckoned with an elaborate assortment of delicacies. There were entire roasted peacocks with their tail feathers reattached in fans of iridescent blue, towers of honey-soaked pastries dusted with actual gold leaf, fruits from provinces a thousand miles away that must have cost fortunes just to transport.

The effect was overwhelming in a way that made even the careful restoration of House Parsigal look modest by comparison. This was wealth accumulated over centuries by an Emperor who never died, who could draw on the output of an entire continent and had hundreds of years to gather beauty and craft it into declarations of power.

Last time, Markus had been stunned by the splendor, unable to see past the surface beauty to understand what it meant. This time he recognized it for what it was—not just beautiful but functional, a statement written in marble and gold and silk that declared power from every carved cornice.

Sergan moved through the crowd with practiced ease, Markus following behind and to his right, the proper position for a Shield. He let the conversation wash past him. It was all politics dressed in silk, moving through the room like weather—unstoppable, impersonal, and indifferent to anyone caught in it.

But he watched everything.

The guards under the inner archways stood at attention in uniforms that marked them as palace security rather than ceremonial decoration. Six at each doorway, rotating in pairs, one pair stepping aside as another took their place, the movement smooth and practiced. Regular rotation, probably hourly.

The fountains created natural gathering points that broke the crowd into manageable clusters. The lanterns weren’t just beautiful; their glow eliminated shadows, making it impossible to hide or move unseen. Even the potted trees channeled movement along specific paths, creating natural choke points where guards could observe everyone who passed.

Everything designed for control and surveillance. For managing a courtyard full of potentially dangerous nobles who harbored ancient feuds and grudges against each other and even the Emperor.

Sergan moved from group to group, and Markus trailed like a shadow. Sergan was charming, deferential, interested in ways that seemed genuine if you didn’t know him. He laughed at jokes and asked intelligent questions about trade routes and provincial governance. He made himself useful, offering observations gleaned from his time with the Exilari, dropping hints about the Order’s reach and influence without ever quite bragging.

And Markus stood. Silent. Present. Occasionally meeting someone’s eyes when they looked at him, holding the gaze just long enough to remind them he was dangerous before looking away respectfully. An exotic accessory, an Impervious Shield who made Viscount Parsigal’s household seem even more prestigious by association.

It was exhausting in ways that had nothing to do with physical effort.

An hour passed. Then another. Markus’s feet began to ache despite the quality leather of his formal boots. His ribs throbbed beneath their binding, each breath sending muted discomfort through his chest that he’d learned to ignore but never stopped feeling. The burgundy sash felt too tight despite being properly tied. The mantle hung heavy on his shoulders. Conversation buzzed around him about politics he didn’t care about.

All he wanted was to kill Mirak and get Aram back. Everything else was noise and theater and wasted time.

He followed Sergan to a different cluster, senior officials discussing Eastern provincial concerns with the gravity of men who knew their decisions mattered. Sergan engaged with appropriate interest while Markus’s attention drifted, his eyes tracking movement through the crowd.

Winding through the sea of silk and bodies was a servant with vibrant red hair bound up in a practical bun.

An Elrysian.

The woman was young, perhaps twenty, wearing the simple white tunic of palace staff that marked her as invisible to most of the nobles around her. She carried a tray of wine, moving through the crowd with the practiced invisibility cultivated by servants. Her eyes met his across the crowd. Soft amber, catching the lamplight, burning with an intensity that made his breath catch. Recognition flickered across her features, though he’d never seen her before.

She started forward, winding her way through the crowd toward them. When she reached their group, she offered the tray with proper deference. “Wine, my lords?”

The official Sergan had been speaking with took a glass without looking at her, his attention never wavering from whatever point he was making about water rights. Sergan declined with a slight gesture, still absorbed in the conversation, his pale eyes focused and calculating.

The woman’s eyes went to Markus. “My lord?” She held the tray toward him, her voice pitched low, urgent in a way that didn’t match the formal words. “May I speak with you?”

Ice slid down Markus’s spine despite the evening warmth. A palace servant requesting private conversation with a guest broke centuries of protocol. Indulging such an invitation would be dangerous for both of them. But something in her eyes stopped him from refusing outright.

“Of course.” He took a glass, his fingers brushing the silver tray.

Stepping away from the group, he walked toward a quieter area near one of the potted olive trees, the woman following at a respectful distance. When they were relatively isolated, partially screened by olive branches hung with silk lanterns, she set her tray on a low stone bench and turned to face him.

This close, he could see her features clearly in the swaying lamplight. She was beautiful, with high cheekbones and an angular jaw that spoke of Abadian blood. Everything about her face suggested she was Abadian, if not for the fiery red hair that proclaimed her Elrysian heritage. Her hands trembled as she smoothed her white tunic, and she glanced around before speaking.

“You’re the Exilar who helped my sister,” she said without preamble, her voice barely above a whisper. “In the lower market, a couple of weeks ago.” She watched Markus’s face intently. When he didn’t respond, she prompted, “She has red hair like mine.”

Understanding clicked into place. The street girl. The one who’d tried to cut Sergan’s coin purse and run. “The girl with the bread.”

“Yes.” The servant’s eyes searched his face. “She told me about you. You gave her food and coins when you could have had her arrested.” It sounded like an accusation.

“Is that a problem?” he asked.

“Not many people know about us,” she said. “Our kind. Not many people care.”

Markus glanced around. Nobles passed nearby, their voices rising in laughter. Other servants moved through the crowd with silver trays. They had precious seconds before someone noticed their conversation, before someone wondered why an Exilari was speaking privately with a palace servant.

“I was born in the Vardlands,” he said. “I understand your situation better than most.” He started to move away, but her hand shot out and caught his arm.

“Wait.” She glanced around nervously, then back to him, words coming faster now. “We need help. My people. There are things happening. You’re a Shield, aren’t you…?” Her voice trailed off as she glanced around apprehensively.

Markus felt cold run down his back like ice water. He studied her face, noting the desperation barely hidden beneath her careful control, the hope flickering in her eyes.

“I’m sorry.” He turned away, brushing past her.

“Traitor.”

The word hit him like a brick.

Markus stopped. He turned back. “What?”

“Please.” The word came out raw and desperate. She moved toward him, hands clasped in front of her, pleading. “If you really are a Vard, then you have Aulden roots. So do we. We’re the same. If you turn your back on me, you’re a traitor to your own blood.”

Markus brought a hand to his brow, shook his head, and turned away. He moved back into the thick of the crowd, his long strides carrying him away from her.

Behind him, he heard her footsteps.

She was following him. Not quite running but moving quickly enough that nearby nobles began to notice. She caught up to him, breathing hard.

“Please!” she begged. “If you change your mind…”—she glanced around and lowered her voice— “Central fountain. In the lower market district. Tomorrow at noon. If you come, someone will meet you.”

Sensing danger, Markus didn’t look at her. He kept walking. “I won’t be there.”

He could sense her disappointment. She gave a small bow, turned, and walked away, her white tunic disappearing into the crowd of colors and silk and lamplight.

Markus stood for a moment watching her go, his heart pounding. If that conversation had alerted palace security, a dozen things could go wrong. He’d be arrested before dawn. Questioned. Possibly tortured. Maybe even executed.

“Seducing the help?” Sergan’s voice came from beside him, dry and amused. “If you knew the penalty for touching an Imperial slave, you wouldn’t be standing so close.”

“I was just getting a drink,” Markus said.

“Of course.” Sergan took a sip, his eyes tracking across the courtyard, following the girl’s white tunic as she disappeared toward the service entrance. “Elrysian.”

“Yes.”

“She seemed quite intent on speaking with you specifically.” Not a question. An observation waiting to be explained.

“She recognized the uniform. She knew I was a Shield.”

“Hmm.” Sergan’s gaze came back to him, sharp and assessing. “And that required privacy?”

Markus met his eyes. “She asked for help. I told her no.”

“What kind of help?”

“The kind that gets people killed.” Markus’s voice was flat. “I didn’t ask for details.”

Sergan was quiet for a moment. His fingers tapped against his wine cup in that rhythm Markus had learned meant he was calculating. “Did she give you a way to contact her?”

Markus hesitated. “Central fountain. Lower market. Noon tomorrow.”

“Interesting.” Sergan’s lips curved in a thin smile. “She’s either a legitimate rebel or it’s an elaborate trap.” He took another sip of wine, considering. “Either way, it’s an opportunity.”

“I’m not going.”

“Didn’t say you should.” Sergan’s voice was mild. “But we need allies. Servants are invisible to nobility. They see everything, hear everything.”

“She’s not a tool,” Markus said, surprised by the vehemence that crept into his voice despite his efforts to stay controlled. “Her people have suffered enough.”

“And we came here to depose Mirak.” Sergan turned to look at him directly. There was something hard in his eyes now, something that reminded Markus that beneath the cultured nobleman was someone who’d spent years hunting people for the essence inside them. “Isn’t that exactly what her people want?”

Markus had no answer to that.

“Come,” Sergan said, turning away as though the matter were settled. “There’s someone near the western fountain I need to speak with.”

Markus followed, slipping back into his role, the tame weapon who stood looking dangerous while his lord maneuvered through politics and power.

But his mind was on amber eyes and flame-red hair. On whether he’d just made an ally or signed a death warrant for both of them.
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They left near midnight when the crowd had begun to thin. Nobles departed in waves, calling for carriages with voices hoarse from hours of conversation and wine. Servants spread through the courtyard, clearing glasses and trays, snuffing lanterns in the trees as the music wound down.

The carriage ride back to the manor was quiet. Sergan sat absorbed in thought, his fingers drumming absently on his knee. Markus stared out the window at Ababad’s dark streets, his mind still on the servant girl with the flame-red hair.

“Well?” Sergan finally asked. “What did you observe?”

Markus pulled his attention back from the window, where shadows and lamplight played across shuttered buildings. “Six guards at each entry point. Rotating in pairs. Hourly shifts. Different insignia from the gate guards. They checked credentials before allowing anyone through the doors.”

“Good. What else?”

“The servants follow specific routes. They enter from designated doors and stay in certain areas. I saw at least a dozen Elrysians besides the one who approached me.”

“Makes sense. Cheap labor.” Sergan’s voice was matter-of-fact. “The musicians?”

“Watching the crowd. I saw one signal to a guard twice during the evening. They’re not just there for entertainment.”

“Very good.” Sergan looked pleased in his cold way, the way a master looks at a student who finally grasps a difficult concept. “The inner court is beyond those archways. I couldn’t get access tonight despite my rank. But I did establish connections with three members of the administrative faction, two military officers, and made a favorable impression on the Grand Vizier’s deputy.” He paused. “And you made contact with a palace slave. That may prove the most valuable connection of the night.”

Markus thought about the woman’s face when he’d refused her. The way hope had died in her eyes like a light going out.

“I don’t think she’ll ever want to see me again.”

Sergan shrugged. “Then we find another way.”

The carriage pulled up to the manor. Lights burned in several windows despite the late hour. They climbed down from the carriage, boots crunching on gravel. The night air was cool after the warmth of the crowded courtyard.

“Get some rest,” Sergan said as they entered the manor. “Tomorrow we analyze what we learned and determine next steps. This was reconnaissance. Now comes the more difficult work of planning.” He paused at the base of the stairs. “And you have a meeting to attend tomorrow. Central fountain at noon. Don’t be late.”

He didn’t wait for a response, just climbed the stairs toward his chambers, leaving Markus standing in the entrance hall surrounded by scaffolding and fresh paint.

Markus headed for the chambers Sergan had assigned him, suddenly exhausted in ways that had nothing to do with the hours spent standing. The weight of the evening pressed down on him. The formal clothes. The constant vigilance. The conversation with a desperate woman whose name he didn’t even know.

In his room, he shed the burgundy and gold with relief. The formal attire landed in a heap on the chair where he dropped it—House Parsigal’s colors, the Exilari insignia, all the symbols of allegiances he didn’t hold and never would. Costumes for playing roles in other people’s plans.


CHAPTER SIXTY




The water of the soaking pool glowed softly, casting shifting patterns of light across Agaroth’s scales. Two days had passed since the attack, and the dragon’s wounds were closing, though slowly. The torn wing membrane remained fragile, translucent where it should have been thick and strong. The poison was purged from Agaroth’s blood, but the weakness it left behind lingered. Faranth rested beside her mate, half-submerged in the pool, her head draped over Agaroth’s shoulders. Ever since his injury, it had become impossible to separate them.

Aram sat at the edge of the pool, his fingers absently stroking Agaroth’s cool scales. The physical connection comforted him, kept his thoughts from spiraling into the dark places where Keth’s treachery waited.

His master’s betrayal felt deeply personal. Every technique Keth had taught him felt tainted now, every lesson suspect. And yet he had to trust that the information itself was sound, for it came not only from his mentor but also from the ancient knotwork tome. Could he trust that the knowledge was true, even if the teacher was false?

He couldn’t help but wonder if Keth had set him up for failure.

Through the bond, Agaroth rumbled reassurance, a wordless reminder that Aram had survived the attack on the Sanctum. The knots he had spun had worked. More than just worked—they had been deadly effective. Whatever Keth’s intentions at the end, his guidance had been true.

Movement across the eyrie drew his attention. Two figures approached, stepping out of the shadows, backlit by the morning sun streaming through the massive opening. One walked with the casual confidence of authority, the other moved like a weapon sheathed but ready.

Raginor and Erok.

Aram rose to his feet, gathering himself mentally. Tucking away the things he'd been thinking about, pulling on the version of himself he needed to be. He was better at it than he used to be. Faster. The hours with Agaroth made it easier to switch from private thoughts to social performance.

His pulse quickened as the two men approached. Behind them, visible through the entrance, a magnificent dragon perched on the ledge, scales of brightest gold gleaming like molten metal: Aurex, King of Dragons. Larger even than Agaroth, his bearing proud and majestic.

The sight of Erok made Aram’s stomach tighten. He hadn’t forgiven the man for the beating he’d received. He still didn’t understand the point of it. The only thing he’d gained from the incident was a deep loathing for the man who had Sundered the world.

Raginor stopped a few paces away, tucking his hands behind his back. Up close, his presence was almost overwhelming.

“Aspirant Raythe.” Raginor’s voice carried the resonance of command even when speaking quietly. “I came to personally thank you. Not only did you save Lady Asamoto’s life, you also helped subdue a traitor who had infiltrated the highest levels of leadership.” His eyes held Aram’s gaze. “You have proven yourself worthy of trust.”

The words struck Aram with unexpected force. The greatest hero of all ages had acknowledged him. He bowed his head, deeply moved. He started to reply but paused, unable to find the words. An emotion filled him that he couldn’t quite name.

“Thank you, My Lord,” Aram managed, his voice rougher than he intended. “I only did what anyone would have.”

“No.” Erok stepped forward, his eyes hard as stone. “Most men would have fallen quickly against that many noraki. You survived because you’re capable. I misjudged you.”

Aram tensed at the apology. Unlike Raginor’s words, Erok’s praise had little effect. Instead of gratitude, all Aram felt was a strong sense of vindication—and vindictiveness. It was not an emotion he was used to.

If Erok noticed Aram’s resentment, he gave no sign. He turned to Raginor and placed a hand on his arm with tender familiarity. “Tell him.”

Raginor looked down at Erok’s hand, his face softening. He turned his attention back to Aram. “We must talk about possibilities.”

“Possibilities?” Aram echoed.

“I want to believe you,” Raginor said. “That this is a different reality.” He waved his hand. “That what happens here has no effect on the future of our world…” He drew in a long, heavy sigh. “But I’m having a hard time convincing myself of that. I don’t want it to end the way you predict.” He paused, and something that might have been hope flickered in his eyes. “My Warden has a theory.”

Aram frowned, his gaze moving to Erok. “What is your theory?”

Erok drew himself up. “You call this a fractal. A part of the world that was broken off. My question is this: is the reset of this fractal caused by the Sundering?”

“I think so.” Aram frowned. “Why? Why does it matter?”

Erok licked his lips, looking uncertain. “Because if nothing we do here matters because the fractal will just reset…and it’s the Sundering that causes that reset…” He glanced at Raginor. “What if the Sundering never happens? Maybe the fractal won’t reset. Then maybe the things we do here can make a difference.”

Aram’s mouth opened. “No.” He shook his head. “It can’t be that easy. There are dozens of fractals, maybe thousands. This is just one.”

“Do they matter?” Raginor asked, his eyes intense. “The Sundering begins here, in Nimarae. Would any of those other fractals have anything to do with it?”

Aram took long seconds to turn it over in his mind. Prudence screamed that it wouldn’t work. And yet everything the two men were saying made sense.

“Listen,” Erok insisted, stepping closer. “If all the fractals reset at the moment of the Sundering, then that’s the anchor point, the event that created them. Everything stems from that moment. And that moment happens here.” His voice rose in intensity. “Everything is linked to here—it has to be! So if there is no Sundering, there is no reset! Any changes we make here would be permanent. They would ripple across every fractal, every echo, every shadow of this moment.”

“But…Keth said this fractal was like the Unknot…”

“Keth betrayed us,” Raginor reminded him. “How much of what he said to you can actually be believed?”

Perhaps he was right. Aram breathed a long sigh. “You think we can change history. Real history.”

“Is it possible?” Erok’s eyes were feverish. “Can it be done?”

“I have no idea.” Aram’s head swam. “Maybe Illith knows.”

“Illith?” Raginor asked, confusion on his face.

“She’s a mage in Daro’s coterie. She knows more than I do about fractals.”

“We shall speak with her,” said Erok.

“Yes.” Raginor nodded. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.” He gifted Aram a gallant smile. “Come to the Sanctum tonight at sunset. We will find out if Erok is right. If so, we may be able to change fate itself.”

The hope in his voice was painful to hear. These were men who knew how their story ended, who had heard the ballad of their own tragedy sung across the centuries. And now they dared to believe they could rewrite it.

Aram felt a fierce resolve wash over him. He realized how desperately he hoped they were right. Raginor held his eyes with a confidence too compelling to deny. He couldn’t imagine that in just a few days, the very man before him would fall in battle. The thought sent a spike of cold into his heart.

His gaze slipped to Erok, who nodded as though he understood. Neither of them would let that happen.

“We’ll see you tonight, then.” Raginor turned and strode away. Erok lingered a moment then followed.
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The day passed with agonizing slowness. Aram spent it with the dragons. Agaroth passed much of the time in the pool with Faranth at his side, while Siroth alternated between lounging on the wet stone and pacing restlessly. Aram understood how he felt. His own thoughts kept circling in his head.

What if Erok was wrong? What if this was just another fractal, doomed to reset no matter what they did?

And what if he was right?

As the sun began its descent, Aram rose and gathered his things. Seeing him, Agaroth came to the edge of the soaking pool and started to leave it, but Aram stopped him.

“No. I know you want to, but you need to stay here and heal.” Aram gave his strong neck a hug. “I’ll ask Siroth to carry me.”

Through the bond, Aram felt Agaroth’s disappointment: a hot flash of pride wounded by his limitations. After a moment, the heat faded into reluctant acceptance. Agaroth pressed his massive head against Aram’s brow, the gesture carrying layers of meaning.

Aram walked to the terrace, where the last light of day formed a slender triangle on the stone. He moved to where Siroth lay, watching the sky with sorrowful eyes. Aram had spent hours with Siroth over the past two days, sitting beside him, talking about Markus, sharing memories. The dragon couldn’t speak, but Aram knew he appreciated the company.

Hearing his approach, Siroth’s head turned, his dark scales catching the fading light. There was such sorrow in those golden eyes that Aram’s heart ached to see.

“I need to fly to the Sanctum,” he said, placing his hand on the dragon’s neck. “Agaroth can’t carry me. I was hoping you might.”

For a long moment, Siroth simply looked at him. Then the dragon rose to his feet, his movements lacking the joy that should accompany flight.

Aram mounted carefully, settling between Siroth’s wing joints, and strapped himself into the harness. The black dragon was smaller than Agaroth, built for speed and agility rather than raw power, and sitting on his back felt different. From across the cavern, Agaroth rumbled encouragement and approval.

Siroth’s head turned slightly, acknowledging his wounded companion, then he launched himself from the terrace with powerful wingbeats.

As they climbed into the sky, Aram leaned forward, grasping the stiff spines of Siroth’s neck. The dragon’s melancholy was palpable even in flight, a deep, abiding sadness that colored everything. He flew with precision but without joy, going through the motions of what he was built to do while his heart remained broken.

“I miss him too,” Aram said, knowing Siroth couldn’t answer but needing to say it anyway. “Every day.”

They flew in silence, the black dragon carrying his burden faithfully, doing for Aram what he would have done for Markus without question. Because that’s what dragons were made for. They loved, they served, they championed, and they endured with all their hearts.

The flight to Daro was swift but melancholy, Siroth’s movements efficient but joyless, so different from Agaroth’s exuberant sweeps and dives.

They approached the Sanctum as twilight deepened. Two dragons were already there, waiting on its summit: Aurex with his brilliant scales and fierce Varanth, black and sleek. Siroth landed on the scarred stone, his claws scraping surfaces still stained with blood. Aram dismounted and looked around, his stomach tightening. This was where Keth had tried to murder him. Where the noraki had surrounded them. Where Agaroth had fallen from the sky.

Scorch marks from Illith’s attacks still blackened the stone. The wall Keth had been thrown against was cracked, part of it crumbled away entirely. Broken crossbow bolts littered the ground, and darker stains marked where bodies had fallen.

The evidence of violence was everywhere, a stark reminder of how close they’d come to dying.

He gave Siroth a hug of gratitude, then made his way to the stairs as the sun sank behind him over the bay.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE




The corridors of the Sanctum were quieter than Aram remembered. The trauma of the attack still hung in the air, visible in broken furniture and scars on the walls. Guards stood at intervals along the passages, their hands never far from their weapons, their eyes assessing every shadow.

They recognized him now. Where once they might have questioned his presence here, now they simply let him pass. He followed the familiar path downward, through corridors lined with mosaics depicting scenes completely foreign to his world. Each set of stairs took him deeper into the heart of the Sanctum, every corner he turned provoking fresh memories of the battle. The final passage opened into an antechamber he recognized, the waiting area before the Xara’s throne room. Braziers burned low, casting dancing shadows across the tiles.

Two figures waited ahead. Raginor stood near the throne room door, arms crossed, his turquoise eyes catching the firelight. Beside him, Erok leaned against a pillar with deceptive casualness, though his hand never strayed far from his sword hilt. Both men looked up as Aram entered.

“Thank you for coming,” Raginor said.

“How is your dragon?” Erok asked, falling in behind.

“Healing.” Aram kept his gaze averted. He still resented Erok for the bruises he wore. But he couldn’t look at Raginor either, though for entirely different reasons. The Lord of Eyries commanded a respect Aram had never felt for anyone else—legend made flesh, compelling and charismatic, a man impossible not to feel devotion toward. A man destined to die in days.

Aram proceeded into the room, dropping to his knees when his feet reached the rows of carpets. Seated on the throne was Xara Asamoto, presiding over an empty chamber. She wore a golden veil over her face, sparkling with gems and seed pearls to hide her ruined features. Yet she sat as though she could see them clearly, looking just as imposing and aware as she had before her sight was taken.

“Aspirant Raythe,” she said. “Welcome.”

Aram was surprised she knew he was there. Without eyes, she should have no power. But the Xara had other Talents. Perhaps those Talents did not depend on vision.

“Lady Asamoto.” Aram bowed in formal greeting, though the woman could not see the gesture.

The door opened again, admitting a woman in a long robe, cowl pulled over her head. She came forward with an elegant stride. When she arrived before the throne, she bowed low, pressing her hand to her chest. Straightening, she lowered the cowl, revealing her features.

It was Illith. She wore her golden hair unbound, spilling down her back in silken waves. Seeing Aram, she flashed him a relieved smile, dipping her chin in greeting.

Raginor came forward, positioning himself directly before the throne, Erok falling in to stand at his side. “Thank you for this conference, Lady Asamoto.” He looked next at Illith. “And you as well, Kian Illith Kumaro. I’m hoping you can answer some questions.”

Illith’s eyes flicked between them, assessing. “Questions about what?”

“About fractals,” Erok said. “About time and reality, and whether there is anything we can do to divert catastrophe.”

Illith’s gaze shot to Aram like the flash of a dagger. She stood quiet for a moment, then paced to the center of the room, her hands clasped in front of her. “What would you like to know?”

Raginor moved to stand before her. “Aram told us what he believes—that this is a fractal of the past, trapped in a loop that resets at the moment of the Sundering. That nothing we do here has any lasting consequence because it will all be erased when the cycle begins again.”

“Aram is not wrong,” Illith said.

Erok moved to stand beside Raginor, one hand resting on his sword’s pommel, though Aram was unsure if the gesture was intentional. “The Sundering begins here, in Nimarae. Is that the moment every fractal resets?”

“Yes,” Illith confirmed.

“What if this fractal is different from all the others?” Erok asked. “Since this is where the Sundering occurs, this is the origin point, and the events that unfold here spread through all the other fractals like ripples. This fractal is the source that drives the rest of the timeline.”

Illith went very still.

“If that’s true,” Erok pressed on, “then changes made here would not just vanish when the fractal resets. Because if I don’t Sunder the world, this fractal won’t reset—and so none of the others will either. What would happen then? Would there even still be fractals, or just one uninterrupted timeline?”

Silence filled the throne room. Even the braziers seemed to burn lower, their flames casting long shadows across the carpets.

“I’m not sure,” Illith whispered, her gaze fixing on Aram with a coldness he had never seen in her before. Something in her expression had changed, hardened, as though she were seeing him through different eyes.

“Is he right?” Raginor pressed, moving closer. “If we prevent the Sundering, could we actually change fate itself?”

Illith looked at each of them in turn, her eyes moving from face to face as though weighing how much to reveal. Then she let out a long breath.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Perhaps. Every fractal in the void spawned at the moment of the Sundering because that’s when reality itself fractured.” She paused, her hands clasping and unclasping. “If you prevent the Sundering here, the other fractals might cease to exist because the event that created them never occurred. But I can’t say for certain.”

Aram’s excitement dampened. “So there’s no way to know.”

A long silence fell, into which uncertainty pressed like a weight. No one moved. No one spoke.

“Nevertheless,” Erok sighed at last, his hand falling away from his sword hilt. “We have to try.”

Raginor’s eyes narrowed as he studied Illith. “Tell me, how did you come by this knowledge? How can you speak with such authority about fractals?”

Illith shot one last hard glance at Aram before turning her attention to Raginor. Her jaw tightened, her shoulders tense. “When the world was Sundered, I was thrown into the open void. It corrupted me. I became what is known as a void walker. I roamed between fractals for thousands of years and witnessed their behavior.”

“Until you were saved.” The Xara’s voice echoed through the chamber for the first time, low and grating as pumice stone. Her golden veil caught the firelight, gems and pearls glittering. Though she had no eyes, the weight of her attention fixed on Illith like a physical thing. “Saved by whom?”

Illith’s gaze dropped to the floor. For a long moment, she said nothing. Then, barely audible: “By an Archon.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Erok’s hand snapped to his sword hilt, his eyes narrowing to dangerous slits. Raginor raised a commanding hand, sharp and immediate, keeping the blade in its scabbard.

“Which Archon do you serve?” Raginor’s voice was carefully controlled, but Aram heard the edge beneath it.

The pause stretched long. Too long. Illith’s throat worked as though the words were being dragged from her against her will.

“Logarin,” she whispered at last. “Though my service is compelled,” she added, her voice barely above a whisper. “When I emerged from the void, I was starved for essence. The withdrawal was agony. He gave me what I needed to survive. In exchange, I swore to serve him.”

“Another traitor in our midst,” Erok growled, his whole body tensed.

“Guards!” Raginor’s voice rang through the chamber.

The doors opened immediately. Four men in the uniform of Daro’s house guard entered, hands on their weapons.

“Detain her,” Raginor commanded.

They moved to flank Illith. She didn’t resist, simply stood still as they bound her wrists behind her. Her eyes found Aram one last time, and in them he saw something that might have been regret. Or perhaps just resignation.

“What about you, Aramon Raythe?” The Xara’s voice echoed coldly off the walls.

Aram turned to look at Lady Asamoto. The blind woman’s face turned toward him, and though she wore the golden veil, he felt as though she could see straight through him. “Do you serve Logarin also?”

The question hit him like a blow. Every eye in the room fixed on him. Raginor. Erok. The Xara. Even Illith, held between the guards, turned to look at him.

Aram’s mouth went dry. He wanted to deny it, to say no, to claim he was free. But the oath he’d sworn alongside Markus was something he couldn’t escape, even though he desperately wanted to. It was binding. Logarin owned him just as surely as he owned Illith.

“I do,” he heard himself say, the words weak and defeated. “He made me swear an oath of fealty when I was a child. I didn’t know it was still binding.”

The disappointment in Raginor’s eyes hurt worse than any blow Erok had dealt him. Worse than Agaroth’s wounds. Worse than anything.

“I’m sorry,” Aram whispered, though the words felt pathetically inadequate.

Raginor’s jaw tightened. He looked at Aram for a long moment, then turned to the guards. “Take him as well.”

The guards moved forward. Aram didn’t resist as they took his arms, their grip firm but not brutal. He deserved this. He had been compromised from the beginning, bound to an Archon just as Illith was.

They marched him and Illith out of the throne room, down corridors Aram didn’t recognize, deeper into the Sanctum’s bowels, below even Keth’s dim study. The walls here were older, rougher, the stone unadorned. They descended stairs that spiraled endlessly downward, the air growing cooler with each step.

At last they reached a corridor lined with heavy doors, each one bound with iron and inscribed with mosuta script that flowed like water down the wood. The guards separated them, taking Illith one direction and Aram another. He caught one last glimpse of her golden hair before a door slammed shut, cutting her off from view.

They thrust him into a small cell and locked the door behind him.

Darkness hit him first—the complete absence of light, not even enough to see his own hands raised before his face. And silence, a quiet that seemed to press against his ears.

A sick emptiness gutted him, making his insides feel hollow.

The bond with Agaroth was gone.

The constant presence that had been there since the day his dragon had chosen him—the thread of connection that defined him as a rider—was absent. Severed. As though someone had amputated part of his soul.

Aram doubled over in panic, a scream rising in his throat.

But then he caught himself. The bond couldn’t be gone—it was still there, it had to be, just masked. He thought of the script on the door, the flowing knotted symbols.

The inscriptions on the cell doors had to be wards. They wove the aether on their own, cutting him off from everything beyond these walls.

Which explained the complete absence of light. His eyes were blinded even to the aether.

He sank onto the stone against a damp wall, his hands shaking. Without the bond, without magic, he was helpless, as though every vital organ had been removed. He clutched himself, grimacing, trying not to panic, though with every heartbeat his blood ran colder.

Time passed, though he didn’t know how much. Minutes felt like hours. Hours felt like days. Without windows, without the dragon-bond to ground him, he had no way to measure the passage of time except by the mounting pressure in his chest.

The Sundering was coming. He didn’t have time to sit in a cell, cut off from everything. Every moment wasted was a moment closer to the fracture, when reality would shatter and the timeline would reset.

And he would still be here. Locked in a warded cell when the Sundering happened. What would that mean? Would he be trapped in the fractal forever, living the same loop endlessly? Or would he simply cease to exist when reality broke?

He stood and paced the narrow confines of the cell—three steps one direction, turn, three steps back. His mind raced through everything that had happened, every choice that had led him here.

He had been wrong to trust Illith. She’d seemed to genuinely care about him, and perhaps she did, but she was oath-bound to an Archon. Compromised.

Just as he was.

His fist slammed against the stone wall, knuckles cracking, pain shooting up his arm. It didn’t help. Nothing helped. He was trapped and powerless while every moment brought catastrophe closer.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO




The scarred warriors dragged Calise away from the festering pool, away from the sanctuary. She went without struggle, too weak and overwhelmed to resist. She had no idea where they’d taken Corley, but she felt Zandril being moved, forced to hobble despite her chains, goaded by stinging whips whenever she staggered.

The images forced tears from her eyes.

“Please,” she whimpered as her guards forced her up the stairs. “Don’t hurt my dragon. I’ll do anything you want, just don’t hurt her anymore.”

But her pleas went unanswered. Unacknowledged. None of the warriors looked like they’d even heard her. Their iron hands forced her along more walkways and across sloped terraces, until they reached a section of the cavern wall that had been carved into cells, each sealed with an iron door.

One door stood open. They forced her inside. Light evaporated with the closing of the iron door behind her, and the click of the lock echoed with a horrible finality in the darkness.

Within, Calise sank to her knees, wracked by sobs. She could feel every moment of her dragon’s pain as Zandril was lowered into some underground hell. Sealed away. Terrible liquid was forced down her throat that made the world blur around her.

Images flickered through their connection: a pit, deep and dark. Stone walls pressing close. Heavy chains binding her wings tight against her. The sense of being buried alive, of sky and wind and freedom a fading dream.

I’m here, Calise tried to reassure her.

But even as she projected the thought, she felt Zandril’s response:

Despair.

Confusion.

Calise collapsed into sobs, knowing that her only hope was a terrifying power that would cost her the one soul she loved most. There was nothing of comfort in the room. No blanket. No water. The stone beneath her was freezing.

Time passed. She lay shivering in the darkness, drifting in and out of feverish sleep, her dreams filled with blood and horror. Kevatis’s last words echoed endlessly in her mind: It takes those you love the most.

Sometime later, she heard footsteps approaching. Keys turned in the lock and the iron door of her cell scraped open.

Three warriors entered, weapons ready, as though she posed some kind of threat. They hauled her to her feet, and this time her legs wouldn’t support her. The tallest guard, a man with black hair and a wiry goatee, gestured, and the other two men lifted her. They carried Calise between them, her feet dragging across stone as they hauled her out of the cell.

They carried her downstairs and along thin walkways that hugged the cavern walls, passing multi-level dwellings carved into the stone. The air was cold and damp, but Calise burned with fever. Her body was slick with sweat in the damp cold of the cave.

At last, they reached a wide opening in the cavern wall, the entrance to a large, circular chamber lit by torches set in iron brackets. In the center of the chamber stood the Crow Priest, clothed in robes lined with raven feathers.

The warriors brought Calise inside and set her on the stone floor. Her legs folded beneath her. She caught herself with her hands, fingers splayed, and tried to push herself upright.

The Crow Priest stood a few paces away, his scar-marked face impassive in the torchlight. Behind him were three openings in the floor, each covered by heavy iron grates, the bars as thick as her wrists.

Through the gaps, she could see only darkness below.

A warrior grabbed Calise’s arm and hauled her forward. She scrambled to get her feet under her and succeeded by the time they dumped her down again beside the first grate. They pushed her down, pressing her face close to the iron bars so she could see down into the darkness.

At first, she could make out nothing. Just blackness and the smell of damp stone.

It was the smell she recognized first.

Wet dragon.

The sound of chains echoed up from below. A low rumble made the iron grate vibrate against her cheek.

Zandril.

Her golden dragon lay at the bottom of a stone shaft perhaps twenty feet deep. The pit was barely large enough for her body, the walls pressing close against her on all sides. Chains wrapped around her neck in multiple loops, the links so heavy she could not lift her head. More bound her legs, drawn tight and fixed to iron rings set into the stone.

The drugs had worn off slightly. She was still confused, but aware. And when she saw Calise’s face pressed against the grate above, Zandril tried to surge upward with desperate, instinctive need, lunging against her bonds.

The chains snapped taut. Zandril’s body jerked back as the links caught, tightening enough to choke her. Her legs strained against their bonds, muscles bunching beneath her scales. A whimpering scream tore from her throat, a cry of pain and confusion and overwhelming need.

Through the bond, Calise felt it all. The terror of being trapped beneath iron and stone. The pain of the chains, the uncomprehending desperation. Zandril understood through their connection that Calise was sick, feverish and weak. She could feel her pain, her exhaustion and helplessness. The young dragon was terrified for her rider and desperate to protect her, but the chains held her.

Zandril surged against her bonds again, crying out, and this time Calise felt the moment one of the iron chains cut deeply into her dragon’s throat hard enough to draw blood. She felt the sharp spike of pain, the sense of strangulation, the panic that came with it.

“Stop!” Calise cried at her dragon. “I’m okay! I’m alright! Just stop!”

The warriors yanked Calise back, sobbing, from the grate. Her fingers broke free from the iron slats as they pulled her away, leaving Zandril’s cries echoing up from the darkness.

They dragged her to the second pit.

This time they didn’t have to force her to look. Calise bent forward on her own, peering down through the bars with terrible dread.

Rhys.

Corley’s dragon lay in a similar pit, bound in the same horrible way. But where Zandril had been fighting, straining against her bonds, Rhys lay utterly still.

Too still.

His orangish scales looked dull in the dim light, as though someone had dusted them with ash. His eyes were open but half-lidded and glazed, staring unfocused at nothing. When Calise appeared above him, he didn’t react.

“Rhys,” Calise called down to him, her voice breaking. “Rhys, can you hear me?”

The dragon did not move. Did not make a sign that he even heard.

The cheerful, carefree dragon she remembered was gone.

Fresh tears filled her eyes. This was what they would do to Zandril if they stayed here long enough. They would break her too. Leave nothing but empty eyes and dull scales and the slow wait for death itself.

The warriors pulled her to the third pit.

She knew what she would see before they even brought her to the edge. Dread made her throat clench. Her breath locked in her chest.

Corley stood at the bottom of the pit with his back against the stone wall. His arms were chained above his head, his wrists bound to iron rings set high on the wall so that his shoulders were pulled upward at a brutal angle. He couldn’t lower his arms, couldn’t rest, couldn’t relieve the strain on his joints. He was forced to stand and endure it.

Blood crusted the side of his face where the club had struck him days ago. The bruising had spread. But there were also fresh wounds that hadn’t been there before. Raised welts now crosshatched his chest and arms.

They’d hurt him. While she’d been unconscious in her cell, they’d taken him out and hurt him.

Corley looked up as the warriors pressed Calise’s face against the grate. He blinked slowly, painfully, recognition dawning in his eyes.

“Don’t,” he managed. His voice was rough, scraped raw. He swallowed, wincing. “Don’t give them what they want.”

They dragged Calise away from the pit before she could respond. The warriors lifted her and dumped her in a pile before the Crow Priest, who gazed down at Calise with those cold, empty eyes.

“You will serve, daughter of the Earth Mother.” He gestured back toward Zandril’s pit, from which muffled cries still echoed. “Or she will suffer.”

He moved to stand between the second and third pits, gesturing first at Rhys, then at Corley.

“These will die. We will begin with the man, so that his dragon feels the bond break. Then we will kill the dragon, so he experiences death twice.”

He looked at her, his awful eyes stabbing into the very depths of her soul.

“You will take the Dedicant rites. You will serve our Wellspring. You will use your gifts to honor the Failed God’s purpose.”

The Crow Priest turned to face Calise and raised his staff, the raven skull at its cap glaring down at her with hollow, accusing eyes. “Choose now.”

Calise looked over to the first covered pit, where Zandril was kept bound and in pain. Her beautiful dragon had stopped fighting the chains, but only because she was choking herself every time she moved. Now she lay pressed against the bottom of the pit, her sides heaving with labored breaths.

Anger swelled in her chest. The other magic stirred within her, wakening her blood. That ancient, terrible force could change everything if she let it, if she was willing to pay the price. If she was willing to sacrifice those she loved most.

She could save Zandril, but then Corley and Rhys would die.

Better to submit. Better to serve. Better to stay alive and hope that someday, somehow, there would be another choice. Calise made the only decision left to her. The choice of someone with no power at all.

“I’ll serve,” she whispered in a dead, hollow voice stripped of everything but bitter resignation. “But only if you stop hurting them.”

The Crow Priest studied her for a long moment, as though assessing the sincerity of her surrender. At last he nodded, seeming satisfied.

He gestured to the warriors.

They hauled Calise away from the pits, away from the sound of Zandril’s labored breathing and Corley’s pained gasps and Rhys’s terrible silence.

Her last glimpse as they dragged her from the chamber was of the three iron grates, three openings into darkness, three lives held hostage to ensure her compliance. Three reasons to survive, no matter the cost.

They took her back to the cell and threw her inside.

The door clanged shut and darkness settled around her like nightfall.

Calise slid down the stone wall until she sat on the cold floor, wrapped her arms around her knees, and wept.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE




Aram awoke to a streak of light as the door to his cell swung open, hope and fear warring in his chest. Two guards entered, their faces neutral in the dim light that spilled in from the corridor.

“Turn around,” one commanded.

Aram complied. Rough hands seized him and wrenched his arms behind his back, binding his wrists with iron manacles. The guards led him from his cell and flanked him down the corridor.

The moment he crossed the threshold of the cell’s doorway, his bond with Agaroth came roaring back into place like a physical storm. Relief flooded through him so intense that his knees nearly buckled. His dragon was there again, just as relieved as he was. Agaroth had been beside himself with fear, but Aram reassured him. Across the distance between them, the bond sang.

The guards escorted him back up the spiraling stairs, through corridors Aram didn’t recognize. His legs ached from sitting on the floor for so many hours.

At last they stopped before a plain wooden door warded by two uniformed men. One of the guards knocked, a sharp, single rap.

“Enter,” came a voice from within.

The guards opened the door and gestured for Aram to step through. He did, finding himself in a small chamber, simply furnished with a table and several chairs. Afternoon light slanted through a narrow window, warm and golden. Stepping into it, the warmth of the sun settled on his skin. It made him want to linger there, to savor the feel of sunlight after so long in the dark.

The Xara sat on one of the table’s chairs, her golden veil still in place, gems and seed pearls catching the sunlight. She wasn’t alone. Raginor stood near the wall, arms crossed, watching.

The guards removed Aram’s manacles then withdrew, closing the door behind them. The latch clicked into place with a sound that made Aram’s pulse quicken. He stood rubbing the soreness from his wrists, staring down at the surface of the table, unable to look Raginor in the eye.

For seconds, no one spoke. Aram could hear his own breathing, too loud in the quiet chamber.

“Sit,” the Xara said at last.

Aram sat. The chair was solid beneath him, its cushion comfortable after the hard floor of the cell. Through the restored bond, he could feel Agaroth’s comforting presence.

“Why are you here, Aramon Raythe?” the Xara asked, her hands folded on the surface of the table. Her voice was level, neither hostile nor friendly.

Aram took a breath, feeling a cold sweat break out across his body. He knew he couldn’t lie, couldn’t obfuscate. He would have to tell them the whole story, in detail, and trust that the Xara’s Talent would prove him true.

He started at the beginning.

Told them about his life in the small fishing village of Anai. About his mother and father, who his father really was. How Sergan had found him and Markus and taken them to the College, where they were both forced to swear oaths to the Exilari.

He told them about the cellars.

How he had found himself in the World Below, where he had become the last Champion. His fight against Kathrax. The attack on Skyhome by Is’ul Zagar. Losing Markus.

His meeting with Logarin and the Archon’s plan to defeat his brothers and ascend to the throne of Ahn.

His choice to come here, to try to get Markus back and stop Logarin from accomplishing his goals.

When he was finished, the room was still and silent, the sound of his heartbeat a throbbing cadence in his ears. He'd talked for a long time. He wasn't sure how long. He became aware, distantly, that most people did not confess their entire history to near-strangers in one sitting. He probably should have edited it, like Markus always told him to do whenever he talked for too long.

Long minutes dragged by as both the Xara and Raginor sat with their thoughts.

“Is it true?” Raginor asked at last, his voice rough.

“True,” Lady Asamoto replied. “Every word.” She turned to Aram. “Your mother is not fully Auld?”

Aram shook his head. “No. She’s a Vard. Basically, the descendants of the Auld in the World Above, mostly human, though a good deal of Auld still lingers in the bloodline.”

“So…if you are not fully Auld,” the Xara said slowly, as though working through the implications as she spoke, “your oath to Logarin would not fully bind you.”

Aram froze. His fingers grasped the armrests with a death grip as a tidal wave of hope washed over him.

“That’s…no. That’s not true,” he said at last. “I wish it was.” Regret crept into his voice as the wave of hope receded, leaving only disappointment. “I tried going against Logarin’s will. I couldn’t. I had to turn back.”

“So you became ill,” the Xara stated. “But you defied him, correct?”

Aram paused, thinking back to that moment he had tried to flee the College. The headache had forced him to turn back, but not until he had put a good deal of distance between himself and the Archon.

“I did, for a while… “He swallowed. “But in the end, the pain was too much.”

Raginor stared at the Xara, a questioning look on his face. His gaze shot to Aram.

“So you feel the effects of the oath but are not fully constrained by it.” The Xara’s head tilted slightly, her veiled face angled toward him as though she could see through the golden fabric. “Which makes sense. You are mostly Auld, though not fully. The oath you swore constrains one part of you…but not all of you. There is still enough human in you to defy him, though such defiance comes at a cost.”

Relief crashed over Aram so hard he gasped. She was right. He had kept flying. For miles. He had defied Logarin’s will and survived. The realization shook him—how much else had he been wrong about? He thought back to his Trials, when he’d unlocked his own magic after the Overseers betrayed him. That shouldn’t have been possible if he was fully bound by the Auld Covenant. Yet he’d done it. He had defied that constraint also.

The Xara leaned forward, her sightless eyes staring at him with an intensity that burned. “You don’t have to obey him. You are your own man. So, Aramon Raythe, what kind of man do you want to be?” She turned her veiled face toward Raginor.

The Lord of Eyries paced forward, his boots silent on the tile floor. He paused next to Aram, studying him with a look of fierce assessment.

“I…” Aram took a deep breath. Then he looked up, meeting Raginor’s iron gaze, refusing to look away. “I want to prevent the Sundering if we can. I want to get Markus back. I want to stop the Archons…and I want Logarin to pay for what he did to me.”

The last sentence came from somewhere deep within, a place he hadn’t known existed. A dark corner full of pain and anger, where hatred coiled like something alive. The intensity of it shocked him, a burning need not just for justice, but for vengeance. To make Logarin feel every moment of suffering he’d caused.

“Truth,” the Xara whispered.

“Very well.” Raginor sighed. “We will help each other.” His voice carried the weight of a decision made. “We will work together to prevent the Sundering. And if our efforts fail, then we will return Aram to his own time with the knowledge he needs to combat the Archons there.”

Aram’s breath froze. He stared at Raginor in disbelief. “Then…you’ll help me?”

“Yes.” Raginor’s expression softened slightly, some of the hardness leaving his features. “If you wanted to betray us, you had plenty of opportunities before now. You saved Lady Asamoto’s life. You fought noraki assassins. You’ve proven your honesty where it matters.”

“What about Illith?” The question came out before Aram could stop it.

Raginor’s face hardened again, the momentary warmth vanishing and a coldness filling his eyes.

“Illith is fully Auld,” the Xara reminded him. “She is fully bound to Logarin’s will.”

“But…” Aram shook his head. He knew he shouldn’t trust Illith, but for some reason he did. Some instinct told him he needed her even when logic spoke otherwise.

Raginor moved to a table against the wall, where a wax tablet lay, like the ones the scribes of the Oracle carried. He picked it up and set it down in front of Aram, along with a stylus made of sharpened wood.

“Write the ballad,” he commanded. “Every word. I need to know exactly how I die.”

Aram took the tablet, his hands suddenly unsteady. He’d already recited the verses, but setting down in writing the specific details of Raginor’s death felt like dealing a mortal wound.

He pressed the stylus to the wax and began to write.

When he was done, he passed Raginor the tablet and sat in dark silence as the Lord of Eyries seated himself at the table. He lifted the wax tablet and took his time scanning the verses, his face unreadable. At last he set the tablet down and leaned back in his seat, his eyes troubled and distant.

“So we were winning,” he said. “Until I fell.”

“Yes.” Aram swallowed hard. “But then Varanth is slain, and Erok—” The words caught in his throat.

“Erok Sunders the world in grief,” Raginor finished for him, his voice barely above a whisper. “Well. It’s very straightforward. I simply cannot fall.”

“That’s not as easy as it sounds,” Aram said. “You have to fight. The ballad is clear: you were the only reason we were winning.”

“So I must fight.” Raginor frowned. “But I must also survive. Both conditions must be met or we lose everything.” He gave a sigh. “There are no guarantees.”

“There are not,” the Xara said, her voice carrying quiet conviction. “But already your odds have significantly improved.”

“How is that?” Raginor asked.

“Well, for one thing, you have foreknowledge of the battle and can plan appropriately. And you have a young mage on your side with divine blood and a Greater Dragon. Also, you will have more forces than you would have before.”

Raginor frowned. “Why is that?”

“Because I was going to withhold many of my assets for the protection of Daro.” Her voice carried neither apology nor shame. “I will no longer do that. I will commit every resource I have.”

Raginor nodded, though he did not reply. His eyes were still distant, still burdened by thought.

“We only have three days, then we have to march.”

“Aram is the heir of your soul,” the Xara said. “If he can learn to fight beside you, then perhaps he will provide the critical element you need to change fate.”

“But first he must learn to fight,” Raginor growled. “There is no time.”

Aram sighed, feeling defeated. Raginor was right. He had not learned enough to be effective.

Raginor rose from his seat and paced away from the table, arms crossed, his face gravely troubled. When he reached the wall, he paused.

“There is a way,” Raginor said, still standing with his back to them, staring at the narrow window. “A very dangerous way.”

Aram sat upright in his chair, pulse quickening. “What way is that?”

Raginor didn’t answer immediately. He turned, his eyes lingering on the Xara before settling on Aram. Something in his expression had shifted, growing heavier, darker, as though the weight of what he was about to say pressed down on him physically.

“I am sorry, Lady Asamoto,” he said, his tone suddenly very formal. “I’m afraid Aram and I must speak alone.”

The Xara rose gracefully and bowed low, the golden veil catching the afternoon light. “Of course.” Her voice was understanding, without offense. “May the gods protect you, Lord Raginor. And you, Aspirant Raythe. Should you require anything within my power to give, you need only ask.”

“Thank you, Lady Asamoto.” Raginor returned her bow. “Go in peace.”

She departed, gliding toward the door as though she knew exactly where it was. When she knocked, the door opened for her, her attendants moving forward to guide her from the room.

When the door closed, the chamber seemed suddenly larger, echoing with silence. Raginor’s physical presence loomed over it like a mountain. The Lord of Eyries crossed the room and took a seat in the chair the Xara had vacated, pulling it closer to Aram. When he spoke again, his voice was lowered, as though the walls themselves might be listening.

“There is a way to teach you what you need to know. To make you dangerous enough to matter in the battle. But the knowledge is forbidden.” His eyes held Aram’s with uncomfortable intensity. “Even talking about it is forbidden. I would be executed by my own order for even having this conversation.”

Aram’s mouth went dry. “Why? And how? How can I learn anything in three days that would make a difference?”

Raginor was quiet for a moment, as though weighing his words carefully, deciding how much to reveal.

“There was a school of magic,” he began. “One of the original schools, before Qantis Rei. They…did not train their Aspirants. There was no path to mastery. No progressive lessons, no advancement through ranks, no tests or trials. There was simply exposure. Either you understood the fundamental concepts, or you didn’t. If you understood, you lived and achieved mastery through insight—instantly. If you failed to understand…” He gave a shrug. “You died.”

The words hung in the air between them, cold and imposing.

“That sounds…dangerous,” Aram said, knowing the words were a grotesque understatement.

“It is.” Raginor’s voice was grim. “The entire city of Sharidar was destroyed because of what was being studied there. The ruins had to be sealed off from the rest of the world, lest the corruption spread. No one has been allowed inside for thousands of years. But I can’t think of an alternative. It’s the only way to advance you to the level we need in the time we have.”

He straightened, his gaze never leaving Aram’s face. “So I’m asking you, knowing the risks: is this something you are willing to try? If I ask you to, will you enter Sharidar?”

Aram’s thoughts raced, and he felt suddenly weak. This was what he was here for: a means to unlock his full potential. But the time and opportunity had run out. He thought of Markus, of Calise. Of Logarin and Is’ul Zagar. And he thought of Raginor, who was asking him to take a chance to save his life. To save his world.

It was why he was here.

Aram pushed his chair back and rose to his feet as Raginor rose with him.

“Yes.” Aram’s voice was steady, his shoulders squared. “I am willing.”

Raginor studied him, searching his face for doubt, for hesitation. Whatever he saw there must have satisfied him, because he nodded slowly.

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll take you to a place that should not exist. A place so dangerous that even speaking its name is forbidden.” His expression was grave. “And if you survive what you find there, you’ll have the power to stand beside me in battle.”

He moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the latch, looking back. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR




“Right now?” Aram surged out of his chair, caught off-guard by Raginor’s sudden motion.

“We don’t have time to waste.”

Outside the chamber, they were met by Erok, who fell in beside Raginor, matching him stride for stride. He did not ask where they were going and didn’t spare Aram a second glance. It was as though he were simply an extension of Raginor himself, one that needed no direction or explanation.

Aram followed the two men back through corridors he was beginning to recognize. Raginor and Erok moved as one, leading him upward on narrow stairs carved into the Sanctum’s ancient stone. They climbed in silence, the only sound their footsteps echoing off the walls.

At last they emerged onto the uppermost terrace.

The sky was cloudy over Daro, cold and gray, painting the city below in dreary shadow. Three dragons awaited them at opposite ends of the terrace.

Aurex, Raginor’s mount, stood near the eastern edge of the platform, his golden scales darkened beneath the overcast sky. Still, he was a creature of magnificent power, his presence arresting, even in the dim afternoon light. On the other side, sleek Varanth awaited his rider with wings swept back, looking eager for flight. Erok moved toward Varanth without a word, his hand reaching up to touch the dragon’s neck. The dragon rumbled low in his chest, a sound that resonated through the stone beneath Aram’s feet.

Aram strode toward the other side of the terrace, where Siroth awaited him, smaller but no less forbidding. He watched Aram’s approach with eyes that seemed to hold a newfound hope.

“We fly northeast,” Raginor called to Aram as he climbed onto his dragon’s back. “Stay close and follow our lead.”

Aram pulled himself up onto Siroth’s back. Through the contact, he felt Siroth’s melancholy, but also his steadiness. The dragon would carry him wherever he needed to go, for that was what Markus would want.

“Thank you,” Aram murmured, pressing his hand against the smooth, dark scales.

Raginor and Erok exchanged a look, and then Aurex launched himself from the terrace, Varanth vaulting after him as his powerful wings sent dust swirling across the platform. Siroth took to the sky after them, lifting Aram toward the clouds with steady purpose.

The Sanctum fell away beneath them as they climbed higher, leaving the city behind, angling north toward the dark line of mountains that rose against the gray horizon.

The three dragons flew in formation with Aurex leading, Varanth flanking him on the right and Siroth on his left. Raginor’s golden hair streamed in the wind, Erok’s darker form steady and still on Varanth’s back. The two men flew as they did everything else: together, synchronized, two halves of the same whole.

The afternoon wore on as they traveled north.

The landscape changed beneath them. The fertile lands around Daro gave way to rocky foothills, then steeper slopes dotted with pine and cedar. The air grew colder, thinner, and Aram pulled his cloak tighter around himself. Below, mountain streams cut meandering paths through the stone, occasional villages clinging to the hillsides.

Then even those disappeared.

They climbed higher, following valleys that cut deep into the mountains. The peaks rose around them, snow-capped and forbidding. The forest changed as they flew further northward, skirting the mountains. The scattered pines below gave way to dense stands of spruce and fir, a great boreal forest stretching north to the horizon.

The dragons began angling eastward, following a valley that cut between two massive peaks. The forest grew thicker here, pressing close against the mountainsides, and the air carried the sharp scent of evergreen and snow. Then, gradually, the forest began to thin, as though the trees themselves had chosen not to grow here. A wide band of stunted, twisted vegetation grew on the slopes of the mountains ahead, and beyond that, nothing grew at all.

Aram felt it before he saw it—a wrongness in the air like a prelude to a storm. Something ahead disturbed the natural order of things, setting the strands of the world vibrating with intense unease.

Aurex began to descend, banking toward a narrow canyon nestled between three peaks. Varanth and Siroth followed, and as they dropped lower, Aram saw the source of the tension in the air.

Ahead, the air itself seemed to shimmer and bend, like heat rising from sunbaked stone. The distortion formed a dome that covered the entire canyon, perhaps a mile across, hiding from sight whatever lay within.

Aurex landed on a rocky outcrop, while Varanth touched down beside him with a heavy thud that shook the ground. Siroth landed behind them, and Aram dismounted on legs that felt unsteady from the long flight.

Both men stood at the edge of the barrier, staring at the distortion. Raginor’s face was grim, his eyes reflecting the strange shimmer. Erok’s hand rested on his sword hilt, an unconscious gesture of wariness.

“So this is it,” Erok said. “Sharidar. I never thought I’d actually see it.”

“That’s because we’re not supposed to be here,” Raginor replied.

Aram moved closer to the barrier, and the wrongness intensified. This close, he could feel it in his bones, as though the world itself was strained beyond this point.

“What is it?” Aram asked.

Raginor stood silent, studying the barrier. When he spoke, his tone was full of unease. “Sharidar was once the greatest center of magical learning in the world. Thousands of mages, the finest minds of an age, dwelt here.” He paused. “But then came catastrophe.”

“What happened?” Aram asked.

“Masters at one of the seven schools uncovered knowledge the world was better off without.” Raginor turned to face Aram, his eyes reflecting the strange shimmer of the barrier. “Some doors are best left closed, and this was one of them.”

“I don’t understand,” Aram said, his gaze drawn back to the shimmering wall that roiled with glimpses of color.

“Most schools of Nodomancy focus on the knots themselves,” Raginor explained, pacing forward along the barrier’s edge. “I’m sure Keth explained to you about the Scarlet Path, which focuses on knot topology.”

“He did.”

“Void Dancers focused on something different. They called it ‘complement topology.’”

“Complement?” Aram asked.

“Knots don’t exist in isolation. They exist within a space, and that space has its own structure, its own topology.” Raginor’s hands moved as he spoke, gesturing as though trying to shape the concept in the air. “It’s called the complement. The negative space.” He paused, his voice dropping. “It’s also called the void.”

Aram’s head snapped toward him. “The void?” His pulse quickened. “The actual void?”

Raginor nodded, light appearing in his eyes. “I think…I think that’s what your actual void must be: the negative space between your worlds.”

Aram stared at him, too stunned to blink.

Raginor walked slowly forward, pacing along the edge of the barrier. Aram had to follow to keep up. “While all the other schools worked with knots, the Void Dancers worked with the space around them. Mages of the Scarlet Path learn to create bindings of aether. They’re like scribes writing on paper.” He stopped, meeting Aram’s gaze directly. “Void Dancers manipulated the paper itself. If you can change the space—the complement—you can affect every knot in that space simultaneously. You’re not working with individual knots. You’re changing the laws that govern them. It’s incredibly powerful.”

His expression darkened. “The more they learned, the more dangerous they became. The Void Dancers believed that if you could manipulate the space around the Web of Ages, then the knots themselves would become trivial. And they were right.” He gestured at the barrier. “Their experiments began to weaken the Web of Ages itself.”

“How?” Aram asked, though dread was already building in his chest, cold and heavy.

“Because the complement is shared. It’s the same space everywhere. When the Void Dancers weakened it here, in their sanctum, they weren’t just affecting this canyon. They were pulling threads from the entire Web of Ages, from the structure that holds everything together.”

Erok spoke up, his voice matter-of-fact. “And once you start pulling threads from a canvas…”

“The whole thing starts to unravel,” Raginor finished grimly. “That’s what happened here. Reality itself began to fail. The corruption expanded outward, consuming the entire city of Sharidar. And at the center, where their sanctum was located, the Web of Ages failed completely. Now there’s just…the void.”

Understanding hit Aram like a gut punch. It was no coincidence. It couldn’t be. This must be the origin of the void itself, where the separation had begun. The thought sent ice fragments stabbing through his veins, growing like crystals. This place had to be the inception of the Sundering.

“The other schools tried to repair what was undone, but it was impossible.” Raginor stared at the barrier, sorrow or regret in his eyes. “All they could do was try to stop it from unraveling further. They built this barrier to contain Sharidar. It took everything they had—dozens of mages died in the weaving. They had to move all the schools to Qantis Rei, start over in a new city far from the degradation of the Web.”

He paused, his jaw tightening. “All but the Void Dancers. The order was abolished. They were sealed behind the barrier, condemned to death along with their forbidden knowledge. Left to be consumed by their own creation.”

The wind whistled through the mountain peaks, cold and sharp. It moved over Aram like a ghostly caress, chilling his skin. No one spoke for a long moment. He stared at the barrier, at the shimmer that hid the ruined city beyond.

“What’s inside?” he asked, his voice barely more than a thin whisper.

“Inside the barrier, the Web of Ages has become distorted. In some places, the void itself is exposed. In other places, the complement is folded, creating impossible tangles. Warps in reality.”

Aram swallowed hard, staring at the barrier. His hands had gone cold despite his gloves, and he could feel his pulse in his throat. “What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to enter Sharidar. Find the Kazhat Oran, the sanctum of the Void Dancers.” Raginor’s voice was steady, but Aram recognized the gravity of what he was asking.

“What do I do once I’ve found it?”

“You go inside.” Raginor’s expression was grave, his eyes holding Aram’s without flinching. “The final test of a Void Dancer begins the moment you walk through the door. Either you can perceive the complement, or you can’t. It’s a shift in perception, like the moment you see the hidden image in an optical illusion. Once you see it, it’s impossible not to. Once you understand, mastery is immediate.”

“And if I don’t understand?”

“Then you never leave,” Erok said.

Raginor shot his Warden a warning glance but didn’t contradict him. The silence that followed was damning. He turned back to Aram. “The building itself is the test. The Void Dancers created it using the very principles they studied.”

Aram stared hard at the barrier, his eyes straining to penetrate the obscurity. Every heartbeat he stood there made his blood run colder, for he knew what lay on the other side: a threshold he would either cross or die at.

“How do I find it?” he asked.

“The Kazhat Oran is at the heart of Sharidar.” Raginor grimaced. “You’ll know it when you see it. That’s all I can tell you.”

Aram nodded slowly, his mind racing. He didn’t want to go in there. A terrible foreboding squeezed his chest. He couldn’t escape the feeling that this was a very bad idea. A risk they shouldn’t take.

And yet it was the only idea they had.

“Go as deep inside as you can,” Raginor continued. “At some point you won’t be able to go any further. The complexity will overwhelm you. That’s where you have to make the shift.”

“What shift?” Aram asked.

“Move your focus away from the aether and start perceiving the void between strands.” Raginor’s hands moved as though trying to grasp something invisible. “You have to see the complement. Once you perceive it, everything else becomes trivial.” He paused, and for the first time, uncertainty flickered across his face. “In theory.”

“In theory?” Aram couldn’t keep the disbelief from his voice. “All this is just a theory?”

“I’ve never tried it, so theory is all I’ve got,” Raginor admitted. Then his face softened. “But if anyone can figure it out, it’s me. And since you claim to be me…” He left the implication hanging.

Aram sighed, for he knew Raginor was right. Which meant he had a chance.

Or maybe he would die in the depths of the Kazhat Oran, his mind broken by impossible riddles, his body consumed by the void.

Erok stepped forward, his eyes serious, his scarred face unreadable. “In three days, we march for the fortress of Eld Atai. If you’re not back by then…” He left the sentence hanging in the air between them.

“I understand,” Aram said.

Eld Atai. He recognized that name, for Illith had mentioned it. It was where she was when the Sundering happened, when the world ripped apart beneath her feet.

The wind whistled through the peaks, cold and sharp, biting at his skin. One of the dragons made a low, uneasy growl. Even they felt the wrongness of this place, the corruption that leaked through the barrier like poison.

Erok moved forward and gripped Aram’s arm. “If you don’t come back, I’ll make sure your dragon knows that you didn’t run. That you faced your fate with courage.” He paused, and the words seemed to cost him. Removing his hand, he turned away.

Erok’s words affected him more than Aram expected. Coming from the man who had shown him no mercy, who measured worth in scars and sacrifice, they carried a formidable weight.

Aram nodded his thanks, his throat too tight to speak.

Raginor moved closer and set his hand on Aram’s shoulder. “I wish there was another way.” His voice dropped low, meant for Aram alone. “But there is not. This is our only chance to prevent history from repeating itself.”

“I understand.” Aram bowed his head. “I just wish you could come with me.”

“This is not my Path,” Raginor said, his eyes reflecting the barrier’s shimmer. He squeezed Aram’s shoulder. “It is yours.”

Aram drew a deep breath, tasting snow and stone and the faint, wrong tang of the mountain air, and nodded.

Then he started toward the barrier.

Each step felt heavier than the last, as though his body was physically trying to hold him back. He could sense the wrongness, the distress of the world in this place. Every instinct pulled at him to turn around. He could taste the danger on his tongue, a metallic sting that made his mouth dry.

Ahead, the barrier loomed over him, a shimmering wall with colors swirling across it like blood diffusing through water. Behind, he heard nothing. Turning, he saw that Raginor and Erok had mounted their dragons and were waiting. With a last nod of acknowledgement, Raginor and Aurex sprang into the sky, Varanth following, both dragons disappearing quickly from sight over the rim of the canyon. Only Siroth remained, gazing after them with troubled eyes.

Aram forced himself to turn back around. The barrier rose before him, rising into the sky like a mountain peak, though it cast no shadow. The air surrounding it shimmered as though disturbed, and he could feel it moving against his skin like static, making the hair on his neck stand upright.

He stopped at arm’s length from the barrier, gathering his courage. Then he reached out, touching the surface of the scintillating dome before him.

The barrier responded.

The shimmer intensified, colors fleeing from the pressure of his touch like fish scattering from a shadow. He pushed his hand forward, inserting it deeper into the barrier. It felt like pushing his hand into gelatin, cold and damp and resistant. For a moment, nothing happened. The barrier held, neither opening nor rejecting him.

Then something gave way.

The resistance collapsed, and Aram stumbled forward. Not through an opening, but through the structure of the barrier itself. He could feel it folding around him like a cold blanket, engulfing him. Then the shimmer parted around him, the colors bleeding and scattering. He pushed harder, and the fabric of the barrier at last gave way. He stepped through.

And froze.

He was on the other side.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE




Markus woke to pale morning light and the certainty that he was about to do something monumentally stupid. He lay in bed for a long while, staring at the ceiling cracks he’d memorized during the sleepless night. The manor was quiet, still slumbering around him. The constant noise of renovation was, for once, silent.

Central fountain. Noon.

He’d told himself all night he wouldn’t go. He had listed every reason why it was foolish, dangerous, a distraction from what actually mattered. But as morning light crept across his floor, he knew he was lying to himself. Sergan wanted him to go, and the sorcerer had the annoying knack of always getting what he wanted.

Markus sat up and stretched then swung his legs over the side of the bed. The formal clothes from last night still lay piled on the chair where he’d dropped them. He wished he could dump them in a midden heap. He dressed instead in simple clothes: a plain tunic and worn boots. He strapped his sword belt on beneath a traveling cloak, hidden but within easy reach.

As he made his way downstairs, the manor began stirring. Servants moved through the halls with buckets and brooms, and the smell of baking bread reminded him he’d barely eaten anything the night before. He took the stairs down to the kitchen in the manor’s basement, where the air beneath the brick barrel vaults was thick with heat from the ovens. The cook looked up, startled to see him, but she nodded when he gestured, offering him fresh flatbread and cheese.

He ate standing near the stairs, away from the oppressive heat, watching morning light filter down from above. The flatbread was good, not too dense. House Parsigal’s restoration extended even to hiring a proper cook.

When he’d finished, he slipped out through the garden entrance, avoiding the main floor and Sergan. The stable was quiet this early, empty but for a boy mucking out stalls. Markus saddled one of Sergan’s new carriage horses—knowing well it would irk him—and rode out the manor gate.

The morning air was cool as his mount swayed in a four-beat gait down the hill toward the market district. The breeze from the harbor carried the scent of flowers and the salty smell of the Bosphian Sea. The streets grew more crowded as he neared the city. Workers filled the road, often with carts, heading to their trades. Merchants set up stalls on the sides of the road, arranging produce and fabric in displays meant to catch the eye.

He entered Ababad through the main gate, following a swarm of people toward the lower market district. The central fountain stood in a plaza that had probably been important once, back when this city had been called Kavanosa. The fountain was old, much older than the buildings around it. The stonework had that superior quality Markus recognized now, the kind that marked Elrysian craftsmanship. The basin was cracked, the carved figures worn smooth by centuries of water and weather. It still functioned, though, a remnant of better times.

Markus stabled his horse and occupied his time with browsing through the merchants’ stalls for wares, waiting for the moment the sun reached its zenith. When it grew close, he went to stand at the fountain’s edge and waited. The plaza was busy with traffic. People gathered by the fountain exchanging gossip, filling water jugs, and washing clothes, while children and birds splashed in the water.

A flash of crimson caught his eye. A girl moved toward him through the crowd, her hair mostly hidden beneath a gray scarf but still visible in glimpses of vivid red. She moved with the wariness of someone used to avoiding attention, but when she drew closer, he recognized her.

The street girl.

The one who’d tried to steal Sergan’s coin purse when they’d first arrived in the city.

She stopped a few feet away, her amber eyes studying him with an intensity that seemed too old for her age. She couldn’t be more than twelve, thin as a reed, wearing clothes that had been mended so many times the original fabric was hard to distinguish from the patches.

“You came,” she said, drawing up next to Markus yet facing away from him. Her wary gaze flitted around the plaza. “My brother wants to meet you.”

“Where?” asked Markus.

“Somewhere alone. Will you come?”

Markus thought about it. Thought about the smart choice, the safe choice, the choice that kept him alive. Thought about all the reasons this was dangerous and foolish and possibly fatal.

“Yes,” he said.

Relief flickered across the girl’s face, quickly suppressed. “Follow me. Stay close but not too close.”

She turned and walked away without waiting for his response. Markus followed, keeping about a block behind her as she wound through the plaza and into a maze of narrower streets. The buildings pressed closer, the jagged roofs cutting off sunlight, the smell of sewage stronger. They were descending into Ababad’s poorest quarter, where Imperial prosperity was just a distant rumor.

The girl moved with the ease of someone who knew every alley and crevice. She never looked back to check if he was following. They passed through a narrow alley between buildings so tight Markus had to turn sideways, emerging into a courtyard where hollow-eyed children watched them pass without expression. Down another alley. Through an archway into what might have once been a marketplace but now held only broken stalls, rats, and refuse.

They reached a building that looked abandoned, its walls crumbling, its windows dark and empty. The girl glanced around then slipped through a gap in the wall that had collapsed inward. Markus followed, ducking through into darkness that smelled of mold and old decay.

Inside, the girl finally stopped and turned to face him. They stood in what had once been a shop or warehouse, its ceiling partially collapsed, letting in thin shafts of light through the rubble above. Debris covered the floor.

“Follow me exactly,” the girl instructed. “Step where I step. And watch your footing. It’s slippery.”

Markus followed her to the corner of the room, where a wooden trap door was covered by a thin layer of straw. She brushed the straw aside and lifted the door, revealing stone steps leading down into darkness. They made their way down the stairs carefully. Markus trailed one hand along the wall, his eyes on the girl’s feet, making sure he stepped exactly in her footprints. The stone beneath his fingers was ancient, carved with the same precision he’d seen in the fountain above. The bones of old Kavanosa, buried beneath the city that had conquered it.

They descended for minutes. The darkness became nearly complete, broken only by occasional shafts of dim light from gratings high above, the smell of dampness and mold now mingled with the stench of sewage.

The tunnel opened into a larger space. Water flowed somewhere nearby, the drip and echo of it suggesting vast underground chambers. As his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he began to make out details.

People lived here. Not many, maybe two or three dozen, but enough to have created a small community in the ruins beneath the city. They’d made homes in alcoves carved into the tunnel walls, stringing cloth across openings to create privacy. Scavenged furniture sat on stone floors that had once been part of buildings now buried under Ababad’s streets. A small hearth burned in one corner, its smoke finding its way up through cracks to the surface above. Children huddled nearby for warmth, their faces backlit by the flickering firelight.

The street girl led him through the grim settlement without speaking. People looked up as they passed, their eyes tracking Markus with suspicion. There were old men with calloused hands, women with hollow cheeks, teenagers with eyes too hard for their age. All marked by crimson hair that proclaimed their heritage as clearly as any brand. The remnants of old Elrysia, living in the underbelly of their conquered city.

The girl stopped at a narrow passage that led away from the main chamber. She motioned Markus forward.

They walked for several more minutes through twisting tunnels, many of which carried channels filled with sewage. The girl moved with confidence born of familiarity, never hesitating at intersections, always knowing which way to turn.

They at last emerged into what had once been an empty cistern, its barrel-vaulted ceiling rising high overhead. Oil lamps hung from iron hooks set in the walls, their light revealing a space that had been converted into something resembling a meeting hall. Rough benches were arranged in a circle, maps spread across makeshift tables. A dozen armed people stood around the room’s perimeter, all young, all hard-faced, all watching Markus with looks that ranged from suspicion to open hostility.

In the center of the room stood a man about Markus’s age. He had red hair like all the others, worn longer and tied back. He was lean, whipcord-thin in a way that spoke of too many missed meals, but he carried himself with authority, wearing it as naturally as a cloak.

“Search him,” the man ordered.

Two armed men moved forward. Markus raised his hands, letting them approach. They patted him down, finding his sword and dagger, along with the two additional knives he had hidden. One drew Markus’s sword from its sheath, holding it up in the lamplight, his eyebrows raised.

“Expensive blade,” the man muttered. “Real craftsmanship.”

“Let me see it,” said the leader.

The man brought it to him. The leader took the sword, examining the folded steel with appreciation. His eyes moved to the scalloped pommel, his thumb brushing over the raised dragon it contained. He looked up at Markus. “What does this signify?”

“An oath,” Markus said simply.

“To whom?”

“My best friend.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. He studied Markus for a long moment, then handed the sword back to his man without instructing him to return it. He gestured to one of the benches. “Sit down.”

Markus sat. The armed men arranged themselves around him, not overtly threatening but close enough that they didn’t have to be. Their young leader remained standing, arms folded.

“Why did you help my sister?” he asked, gesturing toward the girl Markus had followed. She stood off to the side, leaning against a stone column that supported the domed ceiling.

“She looked hungry.”

“You could have had her arrested. Turned her over to the Imperial Guard. Exilari don’t usually show mercy to street thieves.”

“I’m not really Exilari,” Markus said. “Well, I am. But…it’s complicated.”

“It’s not complicated.” The man frowned, shifting his weight. “Either you are or you aren’t.”

Markus glanced around the room, pondering what to say. Holding back too much would gain him nothing. Saying too much would get him killed. “I was born in the Vardlands. I was captured as a boy and made to swear an oath to the Exilari. But I ran away. I thought I’d escaped. But apparently, I hadn’t.”

Something flickered in the man’s eyes. Recognition. “The Vardlands were conquered by the Abadian Empire.”

“That’s right.”

“How did you escape?”

Markus hesitated. He glanced again at the girl, who stared back at him with amber eyes. The same eyes as the servant at the party. The same eyes as the man speaking to him now.

“I got lucky. Look—all you need to know is that I’m someone who opposes the Empire.”

The man studied him, the lamplight casting shadows across his face, emphasizing the angles of cheekbones that hadn’t seen enough food.

“But you still serve the Exilari.”

“I don’t serve them.” Markus sighed, grimacing. “I’m playing a part because I have to. Like I said, it’s complicated.”

The man was starting to lose patience. “Explain.”

Markus gazed directly into the man’s eyes, his pulse thudding despite his effort to appear calm. The lamplight flickered across the leader’s face, casting shadows that made his expression unreadable. Around them, the armed men had gone utterly still, hands resting on weapon hilts, waiting.

“I was captured.” Markus’s voice came out rougher than he intended. He cleared his throat. “By one of Mirak’s people. I was brought back here to Ababad.” He paused, his jaw tightening, feeling the weight of admission. “They’re using me as bait.”

The man’s head tilted slightly, his amber eyes narrowing. “Bait for what?”

“For my friend. The one I escaped with.” His hands clenched into fists on his knees. “When he comes looking for me, Mirak’s demon will kill him.”

One of the armed men shifted his weight, leather creaking. The girl had moved closer from her position by the column, her young face intent, listening.

Their leader studied him, his gaze intense. “Then why not run? Disappear before your friend arrives?”

“Because he’ll come anyway.” Markus heard the helplessness in his own voice and hated it. “Whether I’m here or not. That’s the kind of person he is.” He looked down at his hands, seeing them shake before forcing them still. “The only way to save him is to kill Mirak first.”

Silence followed his words, echoing through the room. All movement ceased. Water dripping somewhere in the darkness became the loudest noise in the world. The leader circled slowly around the bench where Markus sat, his boots scuffing the floor, never taking his eyes off him.

“And the sorcerer you’re traveling with?” The man’s voice came from behind him now.

Markus resisted the urge to turn, to track the movement. He kept his eyes forward, focusing on the sound of dripping water in the distance. “He wants Mirak dead too. For his own reasons. We’re working together.”

“What reasons?” His interrogator had circled back around, standing now between Markus and the girl.

He had nothing else to offer and everything to lose. He made his decision. “The Master of the Exilari Order is moving against the Emperor.”

Another pause. Markus could feel sweat gathering at the small of his back, could feel the weight of every gaze in the room pressing against him. One wrong word, one moment of doubt from the man, and those weapons would come out. He’d never make it to the tunnel entrance.

“A coup?” the leader asked.

When Markus nodded, the man’s eyes searched his face, looking for a lie. His fingers drummed once against his arm, then stilled. The lamplight caught the sharp planes of his cheekbones. Silence stretched, the man’s eyes never leaving Markus’s face. At last something shifted in his expression.

He extended his hand to Markus. “I’m Berindal Dravendar.” He gestured to the girl across the cistern. “That’s Serawyn, my younger sister. I guess you’ve met. And it seems you’ve also met my other sister, Dayanara.”

The serving girl’s face from the night before filled Markus’s memory. Now he saw the family resemblance that went much deeper than shared ethnicity. All three siblings had the same shade of red hair, the same amber eyes, the same wide lips and high cheekbones.

Berindal’s grip was firm, calloused. “She’s in the Imperial Palace, working as a servant.” He let go, stepping back. “Perhaps you and I have something in common.”

“What’s that?”

“You want the Emperor dead. So do I.” Berindal moved to one of the makeshift tables, gesturing for Markus to follow. Spread across the surface was a map drawn in faded ink on cracked parchment. Not Ababad, but the old city beneath it, showing a network of tunnels and chambers and sewers underground. “I’ve been planning this for years. My sister volunteered to enter palace service to watch and learn. To gather the intelligence we’d need.”

The serving girl’s amber eyes flickered in Markus’s memory. “She sought me out deliberately.”

“Yes. She’s been sending information to us for years. She’s been making connections with palace insiders who might be sympathetic.”

“Why tell me all this?”

“Dayanara said you’re a Shield. Is that right?”

Markus hesitated. “I am.”

“You can get us past the wards.” Berindal’s eyes took on the same feverish hope Markus had seen in his sister. “Dayanara can get us into the outer courts, but only someone immune to magic can get us into the Imperial Residence without being detected. We were ready to fight our way in there, but we’d lose dozens of people. If we had you with us, we could walk right in.”

Markus considered, his mind racing. If Berindal’s sister truly could get them through the outer layers, this might work. “I’m not alone. I’m working with someone.”

“The sorcerer. The one who caught Serawyn stealing his purse.”

“That’s right.”

Berindal nodded. “Very well. Bring him. Tomorrow night. Same fountain, after dark. We’ll meet somewhere safe and discuss plans.”

“He’ll want to know what you can offer.”

“Tunnels under the palace. Three years of intelligence from the inside. Fighters who hate the Empire enough to die trying to bring it down.” Berindal’s eyes held his. “And your sorcerer can offer…what? Magic?”

“Something like that.”

“Then tomorrow night it is.” Berindal took Markus’s sword from the man who was holding it and held it out to him. When Markus reached for it, Berindal’s hand did not leave the hilt. “Understand something,” he said, his eyes hard. “If you betray us, if this is some Imperial trap, we have nothing left to lose. You won’t leave Ababad alive. Impervious or not.”

He let go.

“It’s not a trap,” Markus said, sheathing his sword.

“Then we have an alliance.” Berindal nodded. “Tomorrow night. Fountain. After dark. Bring your sorcerer.”

“We’ll be there.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX




Aram stood frozen, gazing out at the deserted city that rose before him.

His first impression was of silence. No wind. No birds. No distant sounds of life.

His second impression was of wrongness.

It was twilight here, and it shouldn’t be.

He had left the light of midday behind and arrived in a world of gray haze, trapped somewhere between dusk and nightfall. Fog roved over the ground, lingering in the shadows, cooling the air around him.

The granite walls of Sharidar rose before him, high and capped by crumbling towers. He moved forward, setting his hand against the stone, and felt its decay. No longer smooth, the granite was pockmarked and crumbling. He pressed upon it with his fingers, and a piece flaked off in his hand. Staring down at the shard of rock in his palm, he noticed it had very little weight, as though it were made of moss instead of stone.

Aram tilted his hand, letting the shard of wall flutter to the ground like a leaf.

The chill of the air penetrated his clothes, making him shiver.

The street ahead was paved with cobblestones that had once been carefully fitted but were now cracked and broken. It led toward what had once been the main gate of the city, warded by guard towers, though the gate itself was missing. He walked forward through a cloud of mist, cold droplets clinging to his cheeks, and passed between the crumbling towers.

Within the perimeter of the wall, buildings rose on both sides of the street—structures that seemed cobbled together without forethought, combining different styles of architecture. Walls leaned at odd angles, supporting rooms and rooftops that looked off-balance, sometimes jutting out over the street or simply crumbling into piles of stone.

The dim light itself was wrong, seeming to come from odd angles, creating shadows that pointed in multiple directions at once. The overcast sky reflected patches of brightness that dappled the street ahead with scattering patterns of shadow.

Aram stopped in the middle of the street, haunted by the oppressive stillness that surrounded him. There was something very off about the city. The buildings around him had decayed in odd ways, as though their bones had been broken and reassembled by inexpert hands. Sharidar was more than just a ruin. There were forces at work here far more devastating than time. Every instinct urged Aram to turn around and flee.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he pressed forward.

The broken cobblestones shifted beneath his feet. Aram tested each step carefully, picking his way forward with care. The street stretched ahead, lined with chaotic ruins, most big enough to dwarf the grandest buildings of the Exilari College. He passed a fountain that had run dry centuries ago, its basins filled with dust and debris. To his right a great domed structure sat tilted on broken columns toppled at steep angles.

He kept walking.

The silence was absolute. His own footsteps should have echoed off the buildings, but they were swallowed by the oppressive quiet. Even his breathing seemed muted, as though the air itself absorbed sound.

A flicker of movement skirted the edge of his vision. Aram spun toward it, but there was nothing there. Just an empty doorway, dark and foreboding.

Aram stared at the doorway, pulse racing. Nothing appeared.

He turned and kept going, walking faster.

It happened again. He thought he saw someone in a doorway, but when he turned his head, there was no one there. He rubbed his eyes and kept going.

Fog roved through the shadows, groping with misty fingers. He managed another block, passing broken buildings with gaping windows and black doorways that led to rooms he didn’t want to enter. So far, there had been no sign of human remains. Not one body. Yet there was also no one alive. The dead had to be somewhere.

A sharp noise made him jerk.

Something struck the ground like a stone falling from a height. The echoes continued for several seconds before being consumed by silence.

He turned and started.

Before him, a brick hovered above the ground at the height of his chest, turning slowly as though dangling by a string.

But there was no string supporting it. Even the aether dodged around it, as though afraid to come too close. Aram ran his hand above and below the slowly spinning brick but found nothing to hold it there.

Raginor had warned him.

Backing away from it, Aram moved to the edge of the intersection and started forward, trying to focus on the street ahead. He moved past a toppled tower that spilled like a fan of marble chunks into the road. Some of the chunks were levitating, just like the brick.

Aram’s breath came faster, and he hurried his pace.

He had no idea where he was going. Raginor had said the Kazhat Oran lay at the heart of the dead city and that he’d know it when he saw it. But so far, every structure stood out like it didn’t belong, and the anomalies were only increasing.

As he moved deeper toward the city center, the buildings were changing, the decay accelerating. Walls didn’t just lean; they suffered, broken and distorted, yet still intact. Doorways opened into shadow. And the streets themselves were warped. They ran at odd angles and switchbacks, the way no city would ever be designed.

Aram came to another fountain and stopped. Staring at it, he moved slowly forward, noting the tilted basins clotted with dust.

It was the same fountain he had passed several blocks ago.

It couldn’t be. But it was.

He’d been walking in a straight line, yet here the fountain was again. He closed his eyes and then opened them, trying to orient himself.

“Okay,” he whispered, licking his lips. He clenched his fists, his knuckles cracking. “Okay.”

Aram started forward again, this time down a jagged and narrow side street, the shadows compressing around him. The Kazhat Oran should be somewhere ahead. It should be. Unless he’d doubled back again inadvertently.

He searched for a landmark, something he could use to navigate by. Ahead, a tall, palatial building rose above the surrounding rooftops, its tower dominating the others surrounding it. If he kept that tower to his left, he could use it as a landmark to navigate by.

He started walking again, keeping the tower in sight.

His fingers went to the tie cord on his belt pouch and started fiddling with it. The feeling soothed his nerves, slowing his pulse. He tied a few knots into it, walking slowly. He only went a few feet before he stopped.

The tower wasn’t there anymore.

He hadn’t seen it move, but the tower was now behind him, and he’d only gone a few steps. The fog seemed to thicken, and the tower disappeared. Shivering, Aram rubbed his eyes. When he opened them, the tower was back ahead of him, right where it was supposed to be.

“This is impossible,” he muttered.

Sharidar was broken at a fundamental level. Aram felt panic building in his chest. He had to force himself to start forward again, moving toward what he hoped was the center of the city, trusting instinct over vision.

The decay of reality worsened with every block.

Immense buildings no longer stood but existed in states of partial collapse, some appearing frozen mid-fall. Stairs spiraled upward inside towers that had collapsed around them. Once-splendid palaces stood open to the elements, their marble walls crumbled, allowing him to see multiple rooms layered on top of each other like pages in a book.

And the light surrounding him was changing. Growing, though not coming from above like normal daylight, emanating from no particular direction. His shadow split into three, each pointing at a different angle.

The farther he went, the more inconsistent things became. In one spot, his steps felt lighter, as though he could skip down the street with little effort. Then farther on, he found himself trudging forward as though carrying a great weight, as though the air itself resisted him.

He passed a courtyard where leaves hung suspended in mid-air, frozen in the act of falling, fluttering as though stirred by a breeze.

Aram hurried past, not wanting to know what would happen if he stepped into that space. The echoes were constant now and coming from everywhere. He thought he saw a reflection of himself walking on the other side of the street before it vanished.

He stopped, composing himself, forcing his mind to focus. There was too much wrong here, and it was too easy to be distracted by any of it. But in a place like this, distraction was deadly.

He started forward again but stopped.

Blocking the street ahead was a rupture.

It hung in the air ahead of him like a tear in the fabric of the city. Through it, light bled—brilliant, painful to look at. He moved forward, straining to see inside it, holding his hand up to shield his eyes from the glare.

It was unlike any rupture he had ever seen. It did not lead to the open void. Through it, he could see buildings on the other side. What looked like Sharidar, but whole. Intact. People in strange dress walking busy streets. Magnificent palaces adorned with golden domes. Faint and distant, the sound of voices echoed, laughing, talking, as though from a dream.

This was Sharidar before its demise.

The rupture wasn’t stationary. It moved slowly, drifting like a cloud across the street, floating without wind or purpose.

Filled with dread, Aram drew away from it, pressing his back against a shattered wall. The glowing rent came close as it passed him, and for a moment, golden light from beyond touched his skin, making it prickle. His vision swam. The world around him faded.

Whatever that thing was, it was real. It wanted to pull him in.

Aram pushed away from the wall and hurried away from it, alert for more floating wounds in the air. There was another further away down the street, a thin ribbon of light, opening to a past that no longer existed.

As he approached the city center, more thin ruptures appeared and drifted by, slow and inexorable, crossing streets and passing through buildings as though physical barriers were no impediment to them. Aram navigated around them carefully, giving each a wide berth, never letting one get close enough to touch.

He paused in an intersection, trying to make sense of what lay ahead. In front of him, the same street spread out at three different angles simultaneously. He didn’t know which one was real and had the feeling they all were. He almost turned and went the other way, but then he caught sight of the building that lay at the end of all three versions of the street.

The Kazhat Oran.

He recognized it immediately, for there could be no doubt. This was the center of the corruption. The building stood in the nexus of all that was wrong, intact.

It stood alone among ruins, neither crumbling nor frozen in decay like everything around it. The Kazhat Oran was whole, complete, preserved in perfect wrongness. What it was, what it represented, was far more disturbing than any ruin that surrounded it.

It was enormous, shaped like a black strongbox standing dozens of stories above the surrounding palaces. It was unlike any building he had ever seen. It appeared to have no windows and no balconies, no porticos or terraces. Only four unembellished walls that stood to the sky, black as pitch. Looking at it made Aram’s stomach twist.

The corruption was worse here. Gashes in reality slithered through the air like tendrils, dozens of them, wandering in slow circles above the Kazhat Oran like hawks circling the sky. Through them, Aram could see other places, other times. And within the largest rent, directly above the building itself, he could see nothing but darkness.

Aram forced himself to look away from the void above and focus on the Kazhat Oran itself. This was the heart, he knew. The source of the unraveling. The place where the Void Dancers had torn the Web of Ages. And that tear was growing. He could feel it expanding, slowly but inexorably, fraction by fraction. In a century, or two, or three, there would be nothing left of this place. Only emptiness.

Aram started forward, not liking the look of the dark walls that beckoned him. When he reached the end of the street, he found stone steps that led upward to an open archway, the only entrance into the base of the looming structure. He moved up the steps and stopped at the opening, his heart thrumming. The darkness beyond was absolute.

He didn’t want to step across that threshold.

Raginor’s words whispered through his mind: the final test of a Void Dancer begins the moment you walked through the door.

Aram forced himself to breathe. When he did, he tasted the wrongness in the air, the metallic bite of the corruption that infected every crevice of Sharidar, especially here. Gritting his teeth, he stepped through the doorway.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN




The moment Aram’s foot crossed the threshold, everything changed.

The darkness wasn’t darkness at all. It was absence. The complete absence of illumination, as though the concept didn’t exist here.

And yet, he could see.

He could see the aethereal filaments that made up the world, glowing colorfully, though they cast no light. The world itself was hidden from him. It was like looking at the backside of a canvas without being able to see the painting on the front.

What stood out most to him was the structure, the overarching pattern that wove the web of reality here. Everywhere he looked were patterns of aether so complex they seemed solid. The walls around him were not made of physical material. They were woven of knots. Pure topology given form.

And they were beautiful.

First-order knots, simple and elegant, formed the basic structure. Linked Trefoils ribboned the wall ahead, their triple crossings creating a stable framework. Counter-coil knots reinforced the corners, their twisted symmetry providing balance. The patterns glowed faintly in his new perception, traced in colors that corresponded to their order and identity.

Aram stood frozen, overwhelmed by the sudden clarity. He understood them all. Everything about them. The crossing numbers, the orders, the core properties of each. It was like reading the mosuta tome, written in a system he had little knowledge of, and yet realizing he understood every word.

In a way, it was more comforting than the reality he was used to. All the chaotic distractions of the world outside were gone, allowing his senses to rest, to be able to focus, to not be overwhelmed by the unimportant. The subtle social cues he didn’t understand, the textures that scratched his skin, the noises that grated on his nerves—all that was gone. Here, he was surrounded by what he understood best. For the first time in his life, he felt entirely in his element.

Aram moved further in, picking his way carefully. A stairway appeared before him, descending into deeper darkness, into the shadowed heart of the Kazhat Oran. The steps themselves were formed from linked Unknots, their trivial structure creating solid surfaces.

He stepped onto the woven staircase. As he did, a tingling sensation passed over his body, his stomach clenching in apprehension, for he understood:

He had passed the first test.

He walked down the stairs slowly, wary for signs of threat. All he could see was consummate darkness, broken only by the filaments that wove the texture of his surroundings. He felt his way along, groping through shadows, until at last the stairs opened to a space that felt like a large chamber.

The knots that composed the backbone of the room were elegant in their simplicity, prime knots of minimal crossings. He could see how they worked, how each knot’s structure determined its place and function in the overall pattern. The walls were constructed from parallel Trefoils, each one identical but phase-shifted, creating a stable lattice.

The chamber ended at another stairway that descended deeper still. Aram’s pulse quickened as he started toward it. The air was cooler here than at the surface, the metallic taste in his mouth stronger. He wondered how far down he would have to go, whether each level would be harder than the last. He took a breath and started down.

He had passed the second test.

The darkness seemed to gather as he descended the stairs, thick and oppressive. The steps beneath his feet remained solid, but he could sense the weave loosening, the space between strands increasing.

At the bottom of the stairs, the second chamber opened before him.

The knots that made the walls here were more complex, composite structures formed from multiple prime knots connected in sequence. Here, the faces of the walls and floor were not completely flat but textured by the shape of the knots they created. They were not simple Trefoils that could lie flat on a desk. Aram had to pick his way much more carefully over a floor that was no longer even.

As he moved, he studied the fabric of the chamber, knowing that was his purpose here: to learn. To gain knowledge and understanding that could not be taught, but only won. He struggled to conceptualize how each knot related to every other in the lattice of space that surrounded him.

Another stairway opened up before him. Steeper this time, the steps narrower, as though the building itself were closing in. Aram descended carefully, one hand trailing along a wall that was woven of prime knots of different permutations.

The third chamber marked a shift in difficulty. The knots here were second-order, their crossing numbers climbing into the teens. The entire chamber seemed to be moving, the patterns of the walls shifting as he made his way toward the center. The floor was less stable, like picking his way over rocks on a river bottom that shifted beneath him. The pattern was not limited to the walls and ceiling, but draped downward like stalactites, forcing him to weave around them to make his way across the room.

Aram’s eyes began to hurt as he navigated the shifting patterns, his mind struggling to process all the structures that surrounded him. It was a stretch, but he was still capable of tracing each knot’s path through space, understanding how they worked together.

He moved toward the next stairway with growing unease, fearing what the next level would bring.

The descent felt longer this time, the stairs spiraling down through absolute darkness. His hand on the wall was his only anchor, the woven surface the only proof he hadn’t fallen into nothingness.

The fourth chamber opened suddenly beneath his feet, and Aram stumbled as the floor appeared without warning. Here, the knots weren’t mere individual structures anymore, but linked together, chains and clusters that formed complex networks through the space. Every component depended on every other. The patterns wove through the air itself, forcing him to duck and even crawl at times.

As he worked his way through the chamber, tracing the patterns with his eyes and mind, heat began to build in his arms.

At first it was merely warmth, barely noticeable beneath his sleeves. But as he brushed up against a particularly intricate structure, the heat intensified until he couldn’t ignore it.

Aram paused, looking down at himself. But there was no light, and in the darkness, he couldn’t see what was happening to his body. He swallowed hard and kept moving, making his way painstakingly toward the next stairway. By the time he reached it, his arms were burning.

The stairs spiraled down, tighter, steeper, woven of lace-like threads that barely supported his weight.

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he drew up short.

The fifth chamber was composed of knots layered atop one another, woven so densely that the space itself seemed almost solid. To navigate through the room, he would have to understand the knots, trace their paths and follow their patterns. No longer could he just move forward. He would have to perceive the path and anticipate its rambling.

He started forward, brushing against the first thread that hung in his path.

The fiber touched his arm and Aram gasped in pain. He smelled burning and quickly rubbed his arm with his hand. His sleeve had a hole in it that hadn’t been there before. Where the fiber had touched, it had seared through the fabric.

Realizing the stakes had been raised, Aram balked. He stood still, knowing he could no longer just move through the gauntlet before him. He would have to study his surroundings before he could risk moving in any direction.

And with each error, the heat in his arms grew worse.

He could smell smoke rising from his sleeves. The fabric was scorching where it touched his skin. His nostrils filled with the smell of burning cloth and the acrid scent of his own flesh searing.

Aram gritted his teeth and pushed forward. He couldn’t stop now.

The stairs seemed to spiral endlessly as he descended to the sixth level, each step harder than the last.

He emerged into a chamber that was nightmarish in complexity. The knots here had so many crossings he couldn’t count them all. Dozens. Perhaps hundreds. They twisted through impossible configurations, creating structures that hurt his mind to look at. The walls weren’t walls anymore, just suggestions of boundaries formed from dense and twisted weaves.

As he moved forward, he couldn’t escape the hot filaments that seemed to grope at him from every direction, filaments he was unable to trace. The pain in his arms was intense now, a constant burning that made his hands shake and his vision blur.

He tore away the ruined sleeves, unable to bear the friction against his burned skin. In the absolute darkness, he couldn’t see what was happening, but he could feel it. His skin felt hot to the touch, almost feverish, and when he ran his fingers over his forearms, he felt convoluted welts.

The smell of burned flesh was stronger now.

He forced himself to keep moving. More stairs yawned before him, descending into shadow.

The seventh chamber made him stumble and almost fall.

The knots here didn’t just twist through space—they made the space around them conform to their shape. The walls sloped in multiple directions at once. The floor tilted upward and downward simultaneously.

Even attempting to parse out individual structures sent waves of pain through his head. As he moved forward, Aram felt hot lines sear across his skin, climbing past his elbows. The burns were spreading.

He realized now what they were: each time he failed an attempt to understand a pattern, the knot that defeated him burned its structure into his skin. Aram fell to his knees at the base of the next stairway, gasping for breath, his skin feeling like it was melting off. The pain was overwhelming. His arms felt like they were being held over an open flame, and the burns were creeping higher, toward his shoulders.

Ahead, more stairs beckoned with the promise of agony.

How many more levels could there be?

Aram forced himself to stand. He descended to the next level, each step a battle against the fire in his arms and the crushing weight of exhaustion.

The eighth chamber opened into a space so densely woven he could feel it pressing against him from all sides, the air itself thick with complexity. The structures here were impossibly intricate. He could sense their density even without seeing them, could feel how they deformed the space around him.

The complexity was crushing. Too dense. His mind reeled trying to comprehend even a fraction of the tapestry that surrounded him.

Aram collapsed at the entrance to the next stairway. He sagged forward, hands clutched against his chest, defeat settling into him like a grim certainty. He couldn’t do this. Couldn’t survive another level. It was too much.

He wanted to give up, to turn around and fight his way back. He almost did.

But then he thought of Markus and Calise, of everyone who was depending on him to see this through.

Biting his lip, he slammed a fist against his thigh. Shaking, Aram rose to his feet and walked on trembling legs to the stairs, taking them one step at a time. His arms scraped against the woven surfaces and came away wet. Blood, he thought distantly. The burns must have cracked and split.

The ninth level opened before him. Seeing it, Aram’s feet halted as his mind simply balked. The knots here defied his comprehension, incomparably more difficult than those that had come before.

He couldn’t even begin to trace their paths. The attempt alone sent spikes of pain through his skull and fresh burning across his skin.

The burns were all the way to his shoulders now. New patterns formed with each failed attempt, branding him in the darkness. He tried to move forward but his legs wouldn’t obey. He collapsed, the pain consuming the last of his determination.

And then he heard it.

A sound like fabric ripping.

Aram looked up and saw something drifting down from above: a rupture, a tear in the Web of Ages that glowed with a brilliant light and yet lit nothing around it. It was descending, drifting downward through the fabric of the tapestry that wove the space around him.

Aram forced himself to his feet, every movement agony. He had to keep going. He staggered toward the stairway leading down to the tenth level.

The stairs seemed steeper now, each step a monumental effort. His legs shook. His arms blazed with fire that wouldn’t stop.

The rupture drifted closer, its light casting no shadow, illuminating nothing. It was just a hole in the darkness, nothing more.

At the bottom of the stairs, the tenth chamber opened before him.

It was worse here. Far worse. The complexity of the structures was beyond his ability to process. The floor buckled and shifted beneath his feet, unstable, threatening to give way into pure void.

Aram tried to push forward, tried to understand even one of the complex structures that loomed before him. But the moment he focused, his vision went white with pain despite the darkness. New burns erupted across his skin.

He fell again, hands slamming against the woven floor. Through his pain-hazed senses, he could feel another stairway at the far end of the chamber. More levels below. How many more? Too many. Impossible.

It didn’t matter. He’d never reach them.

The rupture floated closer, descending through the roof above him, its light growing brighter.

Raginor’s voice echoed through his mind: It’s a shift in perception.

That’s what he was doing wrong. He was focusing on the structure of the patterns around him instead of the space they occupied. He was supposed to be looking at the complement, the space between strands.

But he didn’t know how. How do you look at something that wasn’t there?

The rupture was almost upon him, as though drawn to him by the failures that surrounded it. It had torn wider and now was devouring the web-structure of the chamber. He didn’t know what would happen to him if it touched him, but he knew it wouldn’t be good. It wasn’t just an opening to the void.

It was the void.

Aram saw it.

The rupture was the complement.

His perception inverted.

The patterns that made up the room around him were still there, but they had faded from his awareness. Instead, his mind focused on what they occupied: the space itself. The gaps between the fibers of reality, the voids they created by their very presence.

Where before he’d sensed crushing complexity, now he felt only smooth emptiness. Clean space. The structures had been just obstacles—the space around them, the complement, was empty.

Aram didn’t move. He simply perceived the space he occupied, the void between the strands. Then he perceived the space the rupture occupied. They were separate. Different regions of the same emptiness.

He shifted which region he inhabited.

Not physically. Not through movement. Just a subtle change in position within the complement itself.

The rupture passed through the place he had just been, but he was no longer there. He had moved through the space between.

The glowing rupture drifted past harmlessly and continued down through the floor, its light fading.

Aram stood in the darkness, breathing hard. He could feel the burns covering his arms, his shoulders.

But he understood now.

He could perceive the spaces around the fibers of reality. And now that he saw it, it was impossible not to look at it.

The crushing complexities that had nearly killed him were gone. Only the space around them remained.

It was simple now.

Aram walked the length of the tenth chamber without difficulty, sensing the empty spaces and flowing through the gaps between structures. At the far side, he descended the stairs.

The eleventh level opened before him, filled with even greater density. But Aram just kept walking, confident, slipping between complications as though they were open doorways. The complement around them was easy to navigate.

He descended further, faster now, confidence growing with each step.

Twelfth level. Thirteenth. Fourteenth.

Each level brought greater complexity in the woven structures, but the empty spaces remained. Always gaps. Always voids. Always paths between, if you knew how to look for them.

And Aram could sense them now. He understood the fundamental truth: reality wasn’t made of things; it was made of the spaces between things.

Change the complement, and you change everything.

The stairs ended at a chamber larger than all the others. The floor shifted beneath his feet, unstable, threatening to dissolve.

And at the center, he could sense it:

The void.

For that’s what had been created deep within the heart of the Kazhat Oran: the void itself. That was the source of the corruption slowly consuming Sharidar. The Void Dancers had discovered it. Had nurtured it. Exploited it. Here in this place before the world was Sundered, the void already existed.

And it was growing.

Slowly, inexorably, consuming the chamber. Eating outward, devouring the woven structures, the scaffold of reality beneath, everything. He could sense how it worked now, how the Web of Ages had been damaged, weakened until it simply…failed.

And once it started failing, it couldn’t stop. The collapse spread like cracks in ice, slow and inevitable.

The Void Dancers had discovered how to tear reality itself. And in understanding what they’d done, Aram now knew how to do it too.

He wished he didn’t.

He had learned what he had come here for. Whether he wanted the knowledge or not, it was part of him now. Time to go. He started back toward the stairs but stopped.

He wasn’t limited to normal space anymore. He didn’t have to climb the stairs. He could just slip between the strands that made them.

Aram reached out. Not with his hands, but with his perception, and grasped the emptiness itself. The complement responded, bending.

Without really understanding what he was doing, Aram opened a door in the universe and stepped through.

In an instant, he moved from the space that he occupied to the space that he wanted to occupy. For one impossible moment, Aram existed in both places simultaneously.

The bright glow of daylight made him wince.

He emerged on the rocky outcropping where Siroth waited.

Cold mountain air slammed into his face. He stumbled, fell to his knees on uneven ground. He bent forward, panting, holding his head in his shaking hands. Gradually, his breathing slowed. He gathered his strength and rose to his feet.

And for the first time, he saw what had been done to him.

His arms were covered in black knotwork patterns that had been branded into his skin from fingertips to shoulders. Every structure, every knot he had failed to understand was burned into him, written permanently in his flesh.

The marks were raised like scars, black as ink against his skin. Beautiful in their complexity. Terrible in their significance.

Siroth’s head snapped up at his approach, and the dragon made an eager rumbling noise. He rose to his feet, spreading his wings, looking eager to be away from this place.

Aram held his hands out, transfixed by the markings that swarmed over his arms, still hot, still painful. A great weight settled in his chest, dark with understanding.

These were the marks of a Void Dancer.

He had survived the Kazhat Oran, learned to see the space instead of what occupied it. And now he carried that forbidden knowledge branded into his very flesh. It was a terrible legacy, and just looking at those markings filled him with trepidation.

Siroth approached cautiously, lowering his head. The dragon’s nostrils flared. Something had changed. Something fundamental.

Aram reached up and touched Siroth’s scaled face. “I’m alright,” he whispered, though he wasn’t entirely sure that was true.

The dragon rumbled again, uncertain but accepting.

Aram turned and looked back at the barrier. Somewhere in that cursed city, the Kazhat Oran still stood. The void still grew.

Unless he could stop it. Aram’s breath caught, for now he truly understood the import of what he had gained from the Kazhat Oran. The understanding, the knowledge of how the world was Sundered.

The cost of that knowledge was traced in black patterns across his skin.

Forever.

There was no going back now. No unlearning what he’d learned. The marks could not be erased, nor could the understanding he had gained.

He was a Void Dancer now. The first in thousands of years.

The world would never look the same again.
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PART 4

VOID DANCER




CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT




The iron door scraped open.

Calise sat huddled against the stone wall of her cell, her arms wrapped around her knees, her body shaking with fever and exhausted rage.

Morning had come, perhaps. Time meant nothing, measured only by the changing of guards.

Warriors entered. Three of them again, always three, as though she posed some terrible threat despite barely being able to stand. They hauled her upright. This time, she didn’t even try to resist. There was no point.

They marched her through the underground city as its population stirred to life. People emerged from the clay dwellings that honeycombed the cavern wall to begin their day. Children went to fetch water. Women ground grain in stone mortars. Men gathered tools and headed toward whatever labor sustained this buried civilization. All of it happening in the half-light of torches, in the eternal twilight of a world that had forgotten the sun.

No one looked at her. Or perhaps they looked through her the way people looked through things that weren’t important to them.

They brought her to the sanctuary around the dark pool, where the looming stone walls were carved with symbols depicting their decapitated god. The Wellspring rested in the middle of the chamber, its dark water reflecting no light.

And there, laid out on a stone table beside the pool, was the old Dedicant’s head scarf. Though it was faded with age, it was still beautiful, decorated with intricate beadwork that swarmed across the fabric, sewn in patterns that might have been flowers or vines. Some of the beads had fallen off, so it was impossible to tell. More beads dripped from the edges of the fabric like tassels, shimmering in the torchlight.

The Crow Priest stood waiting beside the table, his scarified face impassive. When he saw Calise, he gestured for the warriors to bring her forward.

They forced her to kneel on the cold, damp stone before the pool. That close, she could smell a strong chemical stench mixed with the odor of rot, like fish left too long in the sun. Her stomach turned, but there was nothing in it to bring up.

The Crow Priest moved to the edge of the pool and knelt. He dipped his fingers into the thick black water. When he lifted his hand, the liquid clung to his skin, slowly sliding down his fingers toward his palm like sludge. It was as though the corruption in the Wellspring had been rendered down, concentrated, transformed into something that was barely liquid anymore.

The priest stood and walked to where Calise knelt. She tried to pull away, but the warriors held her in place as he encircled her arms with his wet fingers.

Calise couldn’t help the cry that escaped her lips.

The water burned like acid. Her body went rigid as the sensation spread from the point of contact. It felt like the corruption was trying to seep into her blood, to force its way inside.

The other magic within her responded. It surged up from that deep place in her chest where it lived, straining against her control. The ancient power recognized what it was touching and was repulsed by it.

Calise fought against it desperately with every last scrap of will. Reluctantly, the power subsided, like a tide retreating into the sea. But it didn’t disappear. It remained there, coiled inside her, and Calise could feel it waiting, vigilant, aware of every drop of the fell water that touched her skin.

The Crow Priest traced a symbol on her chest with the black water then moved to her hands, forcing her to hold them out. He marked each palm with the same deliberate care, muttering prayers in a language she didn’t understand.

By the time he finished, Calise was shaking uncontrollably. The burning sensation spread across her chest and hands, and she could feel the corruption sitting on her skin like a stain she would never be able to wash away.

The Crow Priest gestured to someone behind her.

Footsteps approached. A woman appeared, carrying a wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl, her face marked with elaborate tattoos that covered her skin in intricate patterns. Two warriors lifted Calise and laid her out on the cave floor, holding her down. She struggled, but their arms were too strong. Another man crouched and held her face with both hands, locking her rigid so she couldn’t move.

The woman knelt beside Calise and opened the lid of the box.

Inside was a bone needle, thin and sharp, polished from long use. Next to it lay a small clay pot containing the black ooze from the Wellspring.

“No,” Calise whispered. “Please, no⁠—”

But the warriors held her fast, and the woman with the needle was already moving closer. She pressed Calise’s head back, tilting her face toward the cavern ceiling. Then she dipped the bone needle into the pot of corruption and brought it to Calise’s forehead.

The first tap of the needle was like a wasp sting.

The second made her cry out.

By the tenth, Calise was biting her lip so hard she tasted blood.

The woman worked with methodical precision, tapping the needle against her skin over and over, driving the befouled water beneath the surface. Each impact sent a small jolt of pain through her skull.

With each tap of the needle, a tiny amount of that poisoned ink was driven into her flesh. And each time, the other magic within her reacted. It surged up, trying to fight the infection seeping into her blood, trying to purge the poison from her system. But Calise held it back, forcing it down again and again. She couldn’t let it act. She couldn’t afford to pay the price. So she endured both sensations at once: the physical pain of the needle and the internal struggle of suppressing a power she didn’t understand.

The woman worked for what felt like hours, starting at the center of Calise’s forehead just above her brows. She created a pattern of delicate dots, symbols Calise could feel but couldn’t see. The dots spread outward and upward across her brow.

Calise stopped crying out after the first few minutes. Stopped fighting. Her body went limp in the warriors’ grip while the needle tapped and tapped, driving the corruption deeper with each strike.

Through her bond with Zandril, she felt her dragon’s distress spike. Zandril could sense her pain, her suffering, and was thrashing in her pit again, crying out, desperate to help. But there was nothing her dragon could do except share her pain.

The marks would be permanent. She would carry this corruption in her skin for the rest of her life. Everyone who looked at her would know what she was. It was a sign that would display the shame of her calling for the entire world to view.

As the needle tapped, Calise felt something shift inside. They could mark her, yes, but they couldn’t choose what those marks meant to her. If she was to be a Dedicant Mother, then she would be a true one. She would serve this Wellspring and the people who depended on it.

But it would not be the way the Crow Priest wanted.

She would find a way to heal this place, these people. Find a way to cleanse the corruption from the water. She didn’t know how. But if this was to be her purpose, then she was determined to do it right. It was something to live for. Something to hold onto. Something to fight for.

The woman finally finished. She sat back, studying her work with the critical eye of a craftsman, then nodded in satisfaction. She said something in their guttural language to the Crow Priest, who approached to inspect the marks himself.

Calise’s face felt like it was on fire. Her skin was already swelling, inflamed and angry around each tiny wound. Blood and ink, mixed together, trickled down her cheeks. Despite the pain, she felt oddly clear-headed, as though her fever had broken, burned away by something hotter and stronger.

Two female attendants appeared, older women, their own faces marked with similar patterns. They helped Calise to her feet, though her legs could barely support her. One of them held a bronze mirror up before Calise’s face.

She almost didn’t recognize herself.

The marks covered her forehead in delicate swirling patterns that reminded her of the curled fronds of ferns. More dots curved along her temples. The fresh tattoos were red and swollen.

The attendants lowered the mirror. One of them moved to the stone table and carefully removed the green headscarf. She brought it to Calise, holding it out with both hands as though it were something precious.

And perhaps it was. That scarf had wrapped the head of a woman who’d served this Wellspring for hundreds of years. The attendant draped the scarf over Calise’s head, arranging it carefully so that the dripping beads lay across her brow. The weight of it settled onto her, a reminder that her destiny was no longer her own.

The Crow Priest stepped forward and placed both hands on her shoulders. “You are a Dedicant now. Tender of sacred waters. Bound to this place until death releases you.”

Calise met those cold, empty eyes that had watched an old woman’s throat be cut with calm detachment. She made no response. Her gaze slid past him, going to the dark sludge behind him. Her Wellspring. Her duty now. Her purpose.

The attendants led her toward the water, down to the edge of the black pool. There, they made her kneel upon the stone, her knees pressed against the edge of the pool. The Crow Priest and his entourage withdrew, leaving her alone with the corrupted pool.

Calise watched them go. When the sanctuary was empty, she collapsed to the stone, curling into a ball beside her Wellspring, unable to contain the tears that spilled from her eyes. She didn’t try to hold them back. They dribbled down her cheeks and pattered to the stone like rain. It took a long time for the tears to stop. When they did, she lay on the cold, damp stone of the cave, weak and trembling.

Eventually, she found the strength to gather herself and pushed herself upright. She drew her knees up against her chest and peered around the cavern, forlorn.

This was her place now. Her prison and her purpose all at once.

She stared at the black water. Even this close, it didn’t reflect anything. Not the torchlight, not her face. It was like staring into an abyss.

She thought of Kevatis showing her the pure Wellspring water he had saved from the Greenwood. He had shown her how to cycle essence, how to draw it through herself, how to purify it with intention and prayer and song. She knew next to nothing about what it meant to be a Dedicant. A day of training was all she’d had.

And the task ahead of her would be monumental.

It’s not the words, so much as the intent, Kevatis had told her. When you need them, they will come to you.

Maybe they would, if she tried.

Not knowing what else to do, she closed her eyes and began to sing.

Not words. There were no words that could describe the ruin that had been done here. What flowed from her mouth were mere syllables that had no meaning but conveyed the depth of grief that welled from her soul. The notes came out rough, her throat raw from fever and crying. But she kept singing, letting sad strains of the melody flow out of her.

Hold your hands above the water, Kevatis had directed her. Close your eyes. Feel the essence inside you—in the air, in the earth, in your own body. Feel your connection to the water.

At the time, she had felt nothing. But as she reached out over the sick and blackened pool, something responded to her song.

It was gradual, so much so that she almost didn’t notice.

But then she felt it: a subtle warmth in the air. A tingling awareness of life and energy moving around her. It was faint and weak. But it was something.

Calise held her hands over the pool and drew the corruption into her. She closed her eyes and let it flow through her, through her fever, through her pain, through the fresh tattoos that marked more than her face.

Within, the other magic stirred. Not trying to break free. Just…aware. Watching. Feeling what she was trying to do and responding to it in some way she couldn’t understand. The ancient power recognized her intention. It seemed to approve.

She kept singing. Kept breathing. Kept cycling what little essence she could gather from this tainted place, directing it toward the corruption below.

Hours passed. Or maybe just minutes. Time lost meaning as she fell into the rhythm of breath and song and intention.

The attendants eventually returned and gently touched her shoulder, indicating it was time to stop. Time to rest. They led her away from the pool, though not back to the cell. Instead, they took her to a small dwelling carved into the cavern wall of the sanctuary beside the pool.

The space was small, only about eight feet square. But unlike the cell they had put her in, this was a place meant for living, not punishment. The walls were smooth, worked by tools until the stone was almost polished. A narrow opening near the ceiling let in air and the faint glow of torchlight from the walkways beyond, not enough to truly illuminate but enough to remind her she wasn’t sealed in darkness.

A sleeping mat lay against one wall made of woven reeds, covered with a single thin blanket of rough wool. It wasn’t much, but it was infinitely better than bare stone. Beside it sat a clay basin filled with water. Against the opposite wall, a shelf had been carved into the stone, upon which sat several vessels of various sizes.

This was where their Dedicant Mother had lived. Where the old woman had slept, eaten her simple meals, and existed in the spaces between her duties for hundreds of years.

It was hers now.

The attendants left. Calise lay down upon the mat, studying the space that was her meager quarters. She touched her forehead gently, feeling the swollen patterns of the fresh tattoos, the corruption driven into her skin.

Through the bond, she felt Zandril finally settling into uneasy sleep, exhausted from fighting her chains. The sense of pain and terror was still there but muted by weariness. Calise closed her eyes, her body crying out for rest even as her mind continued to turn over everything that had happened.

She was a Dedicant Mother now. Marked and bound. Forced to tend a corrupted Wellspring in service to a dead god she didn’t believe in. But she had also chosen what that service would mean.

The fever pulled her under again, but this time her dreams were different. Not nightmares of blood and death, but something else. Something that felt almost like hope, fragile and distant, but enduring.


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE




The wind cut cold across Siroth’s scales as Aram flew south through the gathering dusk. Below, the boreal forest spread like a dark sea, broken only by the silver threads of rivers catching the last light. His arms throbbed with each beat of the black dragon’s wings, the marks burned into his flesh still hot despite the cold wind of the flight.

Daro appeared ahead as twilight deepened, spreading across the valley with streets that glistened with lanterns. Though he was eager to be reunited with Agaroth, Aram directed Siroth toward the Sanctum instead. He had no idea how long he had been in Sharidar, and he feared he did not have time to waste.

He had to find Raginor before it was too late.

Siroth descended toward the Sanctum’s tall peak, the dragon’s wings spreading wide to arrest their momentum. They landed heavily on the platform, and Aram dismounted, his legs shaking from exhaustion. He had no idea how long he’d been awake. It felt like days. His weariness went all the way to his bones.

“Thank you for carrying me,” he said to Siroth, pressing his hand against the dragon’s neck in gratitude.

He strode toward the stairs descending into the pyramid’s interior. His boots carried him down through shadows that deepened with each level. Torches burned in sconces along the walls, casting flickering light that made the marks on his arms seem to writhe like snakes.

His pace quickened as urgency kindled in his chest. Aram descended the final spiral of stairs and found himself before the familiar carved doors of the Xara’s throne room. Light spilled from the gap beneath the doors, and through the thick wood, he could hear Raginor’s voice, measured and calm.

He didn’t knock.

Aram pushed the doors open and stepped through into a room filled with people, and every face turned toward him.

The conversation died.

The room went silent.

Raginor stood near the throne, resplendent in his shining armor, his golden hair reflecting the torchlight. Erok stood beside him, arms crossed. The Xara sat veiled upon her throne, her presence commanding the room even in Raginor’s long shadow.

Arrayed upon the carpet were mages in robes of various colors, every member of Daro’s coterie with the exception of Illith. All turned and looked at him, their expressions shifting from surprise to revulsion and horror. At first, Aram didn’t understand their reaction. It took him several seconds to realize what they were responding to.

They had recognized the markings on his arms.

A chorus of gasps and outcries erupted from around the room as mages physically recoiled from Aram’s presence.

“Abomination!” cried a woman in an emerald dress.

“Anathema!” hissed another.

Their objections made Aram’s face heat in anger. He trudged forward, stopping in the center of the room before Raginor, horrified mages pressing back against the walls away from him.

“What have you done?” Elyana, the leader of the coterie, shouted at Raginor. Her beautiful features were compressed in horror.

Raginor’s eyes found Aram across the room. They locked gazes in silence for slow, tense seconds.

“What I had to do.” Raginor’s voice carried clearly through the chamber. He hadn’t looked away from Aram, but the words were meant for Elyana and her mages. “The only thing I could do if we want to survive what’s coming.”

“Lord Raginor, what peril have you brought upon us?” The woman in the emerald dress gestured toward Aram. “Pilgrimage to Sharidar is prohibited for good reason! It was sealed away because what exists within cannot be controlled. You have forsaken prudence and endangered us all!”

“I created a weapon, Elyana,” Raginor said coldly. “Nothing more.”

“What you have done is forbidden!” A woman in white robes stepped forward, her face pale as her clothing. “All you have done is sentence this young man to death. For that is the law, Lord Raginor—law that even you are bound to comply with!”

“I create the laws.” Raginor’s voice boomed over the chaos in the room, silencing it. He lashed out with aethereal bindings that spiraled outward, coiling around every man and woman with force, driving every mage in the room to their knees.

A man screamed, collapsing to the floor. The others stopped struggling, their faces pressed toward the stone, backs bent under the weight of magic that distorted the air above them.

“I am the Lord of Eyries,” Raginor continued, his voice echoing off the walls of the chamber. “Divine blood flows in my veins. My brother Erok and I have been set above you by our father Ahn, and we alone decide how to defend this world. I do not ask your permission, Elyana. I command your obedience.”

He stepped forward, his eyes sweeping across the assembled mages.

“As a people, we face extinction. Our enemies will kill everyone you love, burn everything you’ve built, and use your essence to fuel their ascension to godhood, to usurp my father’s throne. I will use every weapon at my disposal to stop them. Including knowledge you fear and power you have forbidden. This boy has survived trials that would have killed any of you. He brings back with him the means of ensuring our survival.”

Silence filled the chamber. The mages remained frozen, some with mouths agape, too afraid to object.

The Xara rose from her throne, her movements graceful despite her injury. When she spoke, her voice carried the same low resonance Aram remembered. “The hour is desperate. We must use every tool in our arsenal, even the dangerous ones. Especially the dangerous ones. Anything less is folly.”

Raginor’s gaze never left the mages. “Do any among you still object? If so, leave now, and begone from here.”

For a long moment, no one moved. Then two mages, a man in ochre robes and a younger woman in sapphire, exchanged glances and walked toward the doors. Their footsteps made no sound as they glided across the carpets. The guards who warded the doors opened them, allowing their exit, and the doors closed behind them with a heavy thud.

The remaining mages shifted uneasily but held their silence.

“Very well.” Raginor turned his full attention to Aram. “Aramon Raythe. Approach.”

Aram’s heart hammered as he moved forward. Every eye in the room followed him, and he was acutely aware of the black knotwork patterns on his bare arms, glaring and impossible to hide, marking him as an abomination. When he reached Raginor, he knelt before him, bowing his head.

“You have survived what none have attempted in generations.” Raginor’s voice was formal, carrying the heavy weight of ceremony. “Because of this, you are no longer an Aspirant. I hereby name you Shiyan Aramon Raythe, last and only of the Order of the Void.”

The words settled over him like a mantle, heavier and more defining than anything he had ever worn before. He bowed his head, closing his eyes, feeling the weight of his new title—a burden far heavier than he knew how to bear.

“Rise and stand with me,” Raginor commanded.

Aram stood, feeling lightheaded, and moved to stand at Raginor’s side. From this position, he could see the mages watching him with looks ranging from fear to outrage. Part of him wanted to shrink from their stares, to hide the marks beneath sleeves, to apologize for what he’d become. But that part felt distant now, outgrown. Something else was emerging in its place, something harder, forged within Sharidar’s depths, when he had stared into the face of the void and the void had stared back. This new part refused to bow under judgment. He’d earned these marks. Earned this title. Earned his place at Raginor’s side.

“Let us proceed to the next order of business,” Raginor said. “Bring in the prisoners.”

Guards appeared at the chamber’s side entrance, leading two figures in chains. Aram gasped when he recognized their faces.

Keth and Illith.

Keth looked worse than when Aram had last seen him. The old mage’s face was gaunt, his silver-shot beard unkempt, his eyes sunken. His face was bruised from when Agaroth had flung him against the terrace. But his eyes found Aram immediately, widening with horror as they took in the markings that webbed his arms.

Illith had gone pale, her eyes following Keth’s gaze. Her mouth opened but then closed.

“You arrogant fool,” Keth’s voice cracked. He gazed up into Raginor’s face, his expression dark with disgust and contempt. “You will damn us all. The void consumes everything it touches. Everything. It will destroy him”—he gestured at Aram with his chained hands—“and when it does, it will spread. To you, to this city, to the entire world.”

Raginor did not respond to him, merely waiting for him to finish. When he was done, Raginor folded his hands behind his back and addressed the entire assembly. “Shiyan Keth Amato. You have been found guilty of treason. By the power vested in me by my father Ahn and by Khansho Ataro Osoma, ruler of Nimarae, I hereby sentence you to death.”

Keth’s face twisted. Not with fear, but with bitter revulsion. “Do what you must do, Lord of Eyries, but heed me: you will fail. You think you have cheated death. You have not. Your hubris has only ensured it.”

He turned his sunken eyes to Aram, capturing his gaze with a hard intensity that was impossible to look away from. “The void consumes everything it touches, boy. Even you.”

Raginor’s hand rose, and his scarlet aura blazed. At the same time, ruby bindings formed in the air, falling around Keth and encircling his throat. Inexorably, they began to tighten.

The old mage gasped, his bound hands going to his neck. His eyes bulged as the bindings of light drew tight. Aram watched, frozen, as Keth’s face turned slowly red, then purple, terrible strangling noises tearing from his throat. His mouth opened, gasping for breath that didn’t come.

The bindings tightened further.

Keth fell to his knees, clawing at his throat, struggling for air. His hard stare never left Aram. Blood vessels burst in the whites of his eyes. Foam appeared at his lips.

The binding pulsed once, brilliant and terrible.

Something in Keth’s neck gave way with an audible crack. His body went limp, collapsing forward, his legs continuing to twitch even after the rest of him went still.

Aram stared at the body of the man who had been his mentor, who had shown him the beauty of mosuta, who had taught him the elegance of knot theory. He tried to feel anger toward him but couldn’t. The only emotion he could summon was sadness.

Raginor’s gaze fell on Illith.

The blonde woman stood still, her rough-spun gown pristine despite her imprisonment. Her eyes, wide with fresh horror, fixed on Raginor with the look of someone who feared far worse than death.

“You serve an Archon,” Raginor pronounced, his voice carrying the same cold finality it had for Keth. “Even if your intentions are pure, they are tainted by your oath to our enemy. Illith Kumaro, I hereby condemn you to death.”

“No!” Aram stepped forward, the word bursting from his mouth. “Wait! She’s helped me! She’s the reason I’m here⁠—”

“I have made my decision, Shiyan Raythe.” Raginor’s tone was cold and unyielding as granite.

The formal title was a warning. Aram had overstepped, challenging Raginor’s authority in front of witnesses. But he couldn’t let this happen. He knew in his heart that Illith was a friend. She hadn’t started out that way, but she was. Even if she belonged to Logarin, she had still been there as his guide, his defender. He didn’t want her to die like Keth, writhing on the floor.

“Please!” Aram moved closer, desperation making him bold. “If you kill her, I can’t help you!”

Raginor’s eyes fixed on him, and his brow furrowed. “Why is that?”

Aram moved nearer, leaning in so that only Raginor, Erok, and the Xara could hear his next words. “If Illith dies before the Sundering, she will never bring me here in the first place.”

Raginor’s expression shifted. He exchanged glances with Erok then looked at Aram for a long moment, then at Illith, weighing something Aram couldn’t see.

“But you’re already here,” the Xara argued, her voice low. “Killing her wouldn’t matter.”

“Perhaps,” Aram agreed. “Or perhaps you’re wrong. Why risk it?”

Raginor frowned, his eyes flicking to the Xara. At last he relented. “Then she will remain imprisoned until this is over.”

“No.” Aram lowered his voice to a whisper. “She stood at your side in the battle. She must do so again!”

The words lingered in the air. Raginor’s jaw tightened, conflict playing across his features. For long moments, he stood silent, contemplating, while everyone in the throne room waited.

“He’s right,” Erok said at last, a gloved hand clasping Raginor’s shoulder.

Breathing a sigh, the Lord of Eyries nodded. He cast a hard glance at Aram that looked like a warning. Then he turned to address the assembled mages, raising his voice.

“Make ready to depart,” he announced to those assembled. “The enemy musters on the plains, where we will meet them in open battle. Come the morning, there will be dragons to carry you to the encampment.”

His words gave no answer to Illith’s fate. But they were also not an execution order. The guards still held her firmly, waiting for orders that didn’t come.

The mages began filing out, casting glances at Keth’s body, at Aram’s marked arms, at Illith’s terrified face. Within moments, the throne room was mostly emptied.

Raginor turned to Aram, obviously displeased, his lips drawn to a thin line. He gestured toward the doors. “Go. Be with your dragon. We leave tomorrow.”

Aram felt sadness at the resentment behind those words. He bowed, low and formal, once to Raginor and again to Lady Asamoto, even though she couldn’t see him. Then he glanced at Illith one more time. She met his eyes, and in her gaze, he saw gratitude mixed with lingering fear. He had no idea if he would ever see her again.

Without another word, he turned and left the throne room.


CHAPTER SEVENTY




It was past noon by the time Markus rode back up the hill to the manor. His ribs ached from the long climb down into the sewers and back up again, still reminding him with every breath that Zagar had broken him like he was a toy. The smell of the sewers clung to his clothes despite the fresh air. He’d taken the long way back, circling through neighborhoods he didn’t know, making certain no one had followed him from the lower quarter.

The stable boy took his horse without comment, though his nose wrinkled like he’d smelled something foul. Markus crossed the courtyard toward the garden entrance. Maybe he could slip in unnoticed and change before Sergan⁠—

“Where have you been?”

Markus halted, closing his eyes before slowly turning.

Sergan stood in the doorway with his arms crossed, though he didn’t look angry. Instead, he looked like he always did when he was pondering some new piece of information.

“Where do you think I was?” Markus said. It wasn’t a question, more like a taunt.

“Next time, tell me when you’re leaving.” Sergan stepped aside, motioning Markus through the doorway. “Inside. I want to hear everything.”

Markus followed him through the garden entrance and up to the sorcerer’s study on the second floor. The room was immaculate; books arranged precisely on shelves. The desk was empty except for a neat stack of letters written in Sergan’s elegant hand that probably said important things to important people. An apothecary cabinet for storing essence vials gleamed in the far corner like a shrine. Markus tried not to look at it. He knew most of those vials had been wrung from Aram’s suffering, and he didn’t like to think about them.

Sergan closed the door and turned to face him. “Talk.”

So Markus talked. He told him about meeting Serawyn at the fountain, about following her down into the sewers, about meeting Berindal and the men and weapons he’d gathered.

“How many?” Sergan asked, and Markus noticed he didn’t sound surprised. Just interested.

“I saw maybe thirty or forty. Berindal says there are more scattered throughout the tunnels.” Markus watched the sorcerer’s face, trying to read what he was thinking, but Sergan’s face never gave anything away unless he wanted it to.

“Organized?” Sergan asked.

“Very. It looks like they’ve been living down there for generations. He has fighters. Weapons. Maps of the tunnel systems.” Markus paused, because this was the part that changed everything. “And he’s been planning to attack the palace.”

Sergan’s eyebrows rose. “Attack the palace. With street weapons and refugees?”

“With two hundred fighters and three years of intelligence from the inside.” Markus turned away from the window where he’d been staring without really seeing anything. “The servant girl from the reception, Dayanara. She’s his sister. She’s been spying for him. She took note of me because I’m your Shield, and she knew what that meant. They need a way to get around the palace wards.”

Sergan stood quiet for a long moment. He moved to his desk and sat on its edge, his fingers drumming their familiar pattern against the polished wood. “So the desperate girl asking for help at the reception was actually an operative recruiting you for a part in their plan.”

“Yes.”

“Clever.” Sergan’s lips curved, and Markus couldn’t tell if he was impressed or amused or just pleased to have figured something out. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m not sure. He wants to meet and talk about it.”

Sergan stood and paced to the window where Markus had been standing. He looked out at the city below, at the palace visible on the hill in the distance. Windows were beginning to glow as evening approached, little squares of light against the darkening stone. Somewhere in there was Mirak.

“If he attacks alone, he fails,” Sergan said, still staring out the window. “But the attack alerts Mirak. Palace security locks down permanently. We lose any chance we had.”

“That was my thought.”

“But if we coordinate with him…” Sergan turned from the window, and there was something sharp in his pale eyes, something hungry. “We can use his uprising as cover. His tunnels can be our infiltration route. His sister’s intelligence…” He paused. “We might actually be able to do this.”

“That was also my thought.”

“When does he want to meet?”

“Tomorrow night.” Markus brought a hand up and rubbed his brow, weary. “Same fountain, after dark.”

Sergan was silent again. Markus could almost hear his mind working. When he finally spoke, his voice was measured. “This changes everything. We don’t need to wait for more court invitations. Your Elrysian rebels give us direct access. They’ll create chaos, draw the guards. We can slip in during the confusion.” He paused. “It could work.”

“But?”

“But we’re talking about a complex assault on the most secure palace in the world with people who have every reason to distrust us. And we’re doing it without Aram.”

There it was. The thing Markus had been trying not to think about. The weight in his chest grew heavier. He would have thought Aram would be here by now, and he wasn’t. Every day that passed made Markus wonder if something had gone wrong. If Aram was trapped. If he was hurt. If he was⁠—

No. He couldn’t think like that.

“We don’t have a choice,” Markus said, and heard how rough his voice sounded. “If Berindal attacks and fails, we lose our opportunity.”

“I know.” Sergan moved back to his desk. He picked up one of his letters, glanced at it, and set it down again like it didn’t matter anymore. “Very well. We’ll meet with your Elrysian rebels and find out if this alliance is salvation or suicide. If he’s competent, if his intelligence is real, if the coordination is possible…” He looked up at Markus. “Then we commit.”

Markus nodded, his stomach tightening. This was it, then. They would either kill an Archon or die trying.

“Go clean yourself up,” Sergan said, already turning his attention to the papers on his desk. “And take a bath. You smell like shit.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE




Aram walked from the Xara’s throne room in a daze, his heart still racing from what he’d witnessed. Behind him, guards dragged his mentor’s body away by the heels, and Aram couldn’t help but remember that same man patiently correcting his knowledge, explaining the importance of topology and essence cultivation. Shiyan Keth Amato, one of the most prestigious mages in Nimarae, reduced to a corpse being hauled like refuse from the place where he’d once stood as honored advisor. Traitor and teacher both, and Aram didn’t know which truth mattered more.

He climbed the stairs toward the Sanctum’s summit, his boots finding the worn steps automatically while his thoughts wandered listlessly. The marks on his arms throbbed with each step, a constant reminder of what he’d become. He was halfway up when he heard the sound of light footsteps descending from above.

“Aram!”

He looked up to see Astia coming down the stairs, out of breath. She carried a small bag over one shoulder, and her young face lit up when she saw him.

“What are you still doing here?” Aram asked, surprised.

“I was waiting for Papa to get better,” she said, reaching the landing where Aram stood. She set her bag down and gave him a quick, tight hug. “He went home yesterday.”

Aram felt a flush of gladness at hearing that news. Etaro had sacrificed much to bring them to Daro. “How is he?”

“Better!” She flashed a smile that shone like sunlight. “The healers say he’s strong. He’ll recover fully.”

Aram smiled back. “I’m glad to hear it. I will never forget what he did for me.”

From inside Astia’s bag, a little wedge-shaped head poked out, whiskers twitching. Astia’s face softened, and she reached down to pick the furry creature up, holding the na-weasel close against her, her fingers stroking his long body. Nibs chittered contentedly and pushed into her touch.

“How’s Nibs?” Aram asked, having forgotten all about the little creature.

“He’s been restless.” Astia cradled him as Nibs curled into a ball in her arms. “I think he wants to go home.”

Astia gave Nibs one final scratch before tucking him back into the bag. She straightened, her expression growing more serious.

Her smile turned bittersweet. “I have to go. I’m leaving for Qantis Rei. Be safe, Aram.”

With those words, the reality of what was happening crashed over Aram with troubling clarity. No matter what happened in the next few days, he would never see Astia again. This goodbye was forever.

“May the wind favor you, Aram,” she said, her eyes glistening as though she understood. “I’ll miss you.”

A sudden tightness clenched Aram’s throat. “I’ll miss you too.”

They hugged briefly, awkwardly, then Astia gathered her pack and continued down the stairs while Aram climbed toward the summit. He didn’t look back. He was surprised how much it hurt. Astia was a warmth in his life that he would miss. He wished she had time to become the healer she wanted to be. Maybe if they were successful, he could give that to her. Let her live that dream.

By the time he emerged onto the Sanctum’s peak, evening had settled over Daro. The sun had already set, leaving a sky painted in shades of purple. Siroth waited patiently on the platform, the black dragon’s dark scales barely visible in the fading light.

Seeing him, Siroth rose and dipped a wing, allowing Aram to climb onto his back. They launched into the twilight, the city spread below them like scattered stars, the light of the bay reflecting the last of the fading sky.

The wind rushed past Aram’s face as they flew, cold and sharp. He barely noticed. His mind was lost in dizzying circles of thought.

He almost didn’t notice something scrambling up his back.

“What—?”

He twisted around just as Nibs emerged onto his shoulder, the na-weasel’s whiskers tickling his cheek.

“What are you doing here?!” Aram exclaimed.

In answer, Nibs dipped under the collar of his shirt, sliding down inside before turning and poking his head back out.

Aram reached down and cradled the little creature’s body against him. “Astia is going to be worried sick!” he scolded. The sneaky animal must have slipped out of her pack when they’d hugged and followed him up the stairs.

Nibs started to preen, running his paws over the top of his head.

“What am I going to do?” Aram muttered, holding the small warm body against him. Astia had already left for Qantis Rei.

The flight over Daro was brief, just across the valley where the dragon warrens rose against the mountain’s flank. Siroth landed on the main terrace, where torches burned in sconces all along the carved stone walls. Dragons rested on platforms at various levels, their scales reflecting firelight. Riders moved between them, checking harnesses and wings, preparing for tomorrow’s departure.

Siroth walked beneath the wide cavern mouth into the main eyrie, where Aram dismounted, Nibs still clinging to his chest. He made his way over to the soaking pool, eager to be reunited with Agaroth.

As he walked across the eyrie, he became gradually aware that people were staring at him. Windriders stopped what they were doing when they saw him. Some had been polishing armor, others tending to their dragons, still others preparing meals. But when they saw him coming, they paused and turned to look.

Their eyes found his arms.

Whispers followed him like a wake, voices too low for Aram to make out the words. Aram kept his head down and continued walking, conscious of every whisper, every fearful glance. Let them stare. Let them judge. For better or worse, he had earned those marks. They were part of him now.

He found Agaroth on a broad ledge overlooking the soaking pool, Faranth nestled at his side, her neck draped over his back. His dragon looked much improved, though his wounded wing wouldn’t fold all the way, and its torn membrane still looked far from recovered.

Both dragons’ heads snapped around as he approached. Through the bond, he felt Agaroth’s immediate reaction: relief, anger, confusion, all tangled together into a painful intensity. Faranth shifted closer to Agaroth, her massive head lowering to observe Aram with eyes that reflected a wariness that hadn’t been there before.

“What’s wrong?” Aram asked, stopping a few feet away.

Agaroth’s low growl was a warning. Through the bond came accusing images and feelings: Aram disappearing behind Sharidar’s barrier. Days passing with no word, no sense of him through their connection. The helplessness, the fear, the terrible loneliness of not knowing what had happened.

And now…

Agaroth brought his head close, his nostrils working as he sniffed at the black markings on Aram’s arms. His snake-like tongue licked out, tasting the burned flesh. An immediate alarm screamed through the bond. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

Faranth crouched, responding to Agaroth’s distress. Her tail lashed once as she mantled her wings in a protective gesture over her injured mate.

“I’m still me,” Aram protested, not understanding their reaction.

Agaroth’s rumble was doubtful. Distressed.

Aram moved closer, slowly, feeling wounded. When he reached Agaroth’s side, he sat on the platform, pressing his face against his dragon’s warm scales. Faranth watched him warily but didn’t interfere.

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t know how to reassure them. Instead, he simply opened himself to the bond, pouring out his emotions, his memories of the past days. He was still the same man Agaroth had bonded. Still the same man who loved him more than anything.

Moments passed in silence. Gradually, Aram felt Agaroth’s anger fade, replaced by cautious acceptance. Reassured that this was the same man he had bonded, Agaroth wrapped his neck around Aram.

Faranth sensed the shift in her mate’s emotions and relaxed, settling down beside him. Her presence was a quiet strength, and Aram was glad she was here. Nibs crawled out of his shirt and coiled against his chest, closing his eyes contentedly. Aram couldn’t help himself. Comforted in the warm embrace of two dragons and a na-weasel, he drifted to sleep.
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Aram woke to the sounds of bustling activity. Light spilled in through the wide opening of the cavern, and both dragons and riders were stirring from their rest. Windriders emerged from their alcoves, checking equipment, stoking fires, and preparing for departure.

He pushed himself to his feet, Nibs immediately scurrying up to perch on his shoulder. He yawned, stretching, then moved to check Agaroth’s wing. It looked better in the morning light, the membrane stronger, though stiffened by scarring.

“Maybe you should stay here,” Aram said, running his hand along the leading edge of Agaroth’s wing.

The response was immediate and vicious, a surge of outrage through the bond so powerful that it made Aram stumble back a step. Agaroth’s roar was like thunder, his body tensing, the spines on his back standing upright. He spread his wings defiantly, making himself look larger, more threatening. Faranth rumbled in support of her mate, her own hackles rising.

Aram said nothing, for there was nothing he could say that would change his dragon’s mind. Agaroth’s courage had always outweighed his sense of self-preservation.

The sentiment that came through the bond was bitingly sardonic, but at last Agaroth lowered his wings and relaxed his spines. Faranth settled as well, though her golden eyes remained fixed on Aram with what looked like rebellious pride.

“Good enough,” Aram sighed, though worry gnawed at him. The wing would be a problem. He knew it, and part of him suspected Agaroth knew it too. But the dragon would fly anyway, would push himself to breaking if that’s what it took to stay by his side.

A commotion near the warrens’ central courtyard caught his attention. Windriders hurried to the terrace outside, where two large dragons had just landed. Aram rose and strode forward, the sight of the dragons’ colors confirming his suspicion:

Raginor and Erok had arrived.

He made his way across the eyrie, Nibs riding on his shoulder, the na-weasel’s claws gripping his tunic’s fabric for balance. Other windriders converged as well, forming a loose ring around the central landing area. As Aram approached, people noticed the markings on his arms and edged away, creating space that felt less like respect and more like fear.

Aurex stood at the edge of the terrace, his golden scales catching the morning light. Raginor sat tall on his back, resplendent in his shining mail, his legendary bow Erindiel strapped to his back. Beside Aurex stood mighty Varanth, obsidian scales gleaming like wet ink. Erok dismounted smoothly, moving to stand beside Aurex as the Lord of Eyries surveyed the assembled windriders.

From atop his dragon’s back, Raginor’s eyes swept across the crowd, and when they found Aram, something flickered in their depths that Aram couldn’t read.

“Today we fly to meet our enemy,” Raginor announced, his voice carrying clearly across the terrace and resonating off the surrounding cliffs. “Not because we seek war, but because war has come to us. The forces of Sor and Demalkia amass upon the plains. They believe they will sweep across these lands and level our cities, starting with Daro.”

He paused, letting the weight of those words settle upon them.

“That will not happen. We stand between them, and we will not fall or falter.”

His gaze swept across every face in the crowd.

“Today we ride for Elegar. We ride to war. Mount up.”

The courtyard erupted into controlled chaos as windriders hurried toward their weapons and dragons. Aram started toward Agaroth, but Erok raised a hand, flagging him over. Aram made his way across the terrace, walking against the flow of the rushing crowd, at last coming to stand at Erok’s side.

The Warden regarded him with a look dark enough to make Aram’s stomach tighten. He had never forgiven Erok for what he had done to him. Just standing this close ignited an anger that simmered beneath Aram’s skin, threatening to kindle.

“Are you ready?” Erok asked.

“Yes,” Aram said without looking at him.

“I will be his Shield.” Erok’s voice was low enough that only Aram could hear. His eyes bored into Aram’s with fierce intensity. “You will be his sword.”

Aram nodded and started to turn away.

Before he could, the warrior’s hand shot out, grasping his arm. “I was wrong about you,” Erok said. “There is more within you than meets the eye. You will make the difference.”

The conviction in his words made Aram look up to meet the Warden’s gaze. “Thank you,” he said tightly, for those words carried an unexpected weight.

Erok released his arm and turned away, moving back toward Varanth. Aram watched him go, feeling strangely moved by the exchange.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO




The sun set over Ababad, streaking the evening sky with broad strokes of wine and purple. Lanterns flickered to life in windows, on wall posts, on the boats that rocked gently on the waters of the Bosphian. A faint breeze traced its breath over the city, carrying with it the chill foreboding of winter.

Markus drew his cloak tighter, its material not quite thick enough to keep him warm. He stood in the lower market, Sergan at his side, the marble fountain playing a restful melody at his back as water spilled through its cascade of basins. The plaza was quieter now; most of the day’s commerce was finished. Only a few late shoppers and evening travelers passed through, their footsteps echoing on the old stone, everyone moving as though they had nowhere to be. The first stars were beginning to appear overhead like pinpricks in the darkening sky.

Sergan was dressed more humbly than usual, which was to say in tailored wool clothing that did not shriek of nobility or Exilari. Instead, he looked more like a well-to-do merchant in polished boots and a hooded cloak that could conceal his face if needed. He did not look like a man planning to kill the Emperor.

That was the thing about Sergan. He could be whoever he needed to be.

“There,” Sergan said.

Markus looked. A figure approached from the same direction Serawyn had led him the day before. But this wasn’t the young girl. This was a man, walking with an easy pace, face shadowed by the hood of his cloak, moving with purpose through the dimming plaza. As he drew closer, Markus recognized the height, the way he carried himself.

Berindal.

He stopped a few feet away. Though his face was hidden, Markus caught the glint of his amber eyes reflecting the last of the daylight. “You came.”

“As agreed,” Markus said.

The man turned to Sergan, studying him for a long moment. At last he extended his hand. “Berindal Dravendar.”

“Sergan Parsigal.” Sergan’s voice was neutral as he shook Berindal’s hand. “I understand we have common interests.”

“Perhaps.” Berindal glanced around the plaza, checking for watchers with the kind of practiced caution that came from years of living in the shadows beneath the city. “Follow me. Not too close. We’re going somewhere we can talk properly.”

“No,” Sergan said, shaking his head. “Not the sewers, gods forfend! I know a place that’s both private and discreet.”

He turned and walked away, Markus and Berindal following at a distance, just two late merchants winding through the dwindling market. The route Sergan picked took them away from the market. They stayed in areas that still had evening traffic, never ducking into abandoned alleys where three men walking together would be noticed and remembered.

They wound upward through the streets, climbing away from the harbor. At last Sergan stopped in front of a building Markus recognized: the winehouse the sorcerer had taken him to when they had first arrived in Ababad. Warm light spilled from the windows like honey, and the sound of conversation and the plucking of instruments drifted toward them from inside.

Sergan glanced back and then entered. Markus and Berindal followed after a brief pause. Inside, the winehouse was intimate and softly lit. Markus followed Sergan up the stairs to where the private alcoves were, separated by heavy curtains.

There, the noise faded to a murmur. Markus lowered himself onto the cushions carefully. Around them, muffled conversation drifted up from below, punctuated by occasional laughter, but the alcove felt sealed off from the world. Berindal sat beside him, at last lowering his hood and revealing his signature red hair.

Sergan leaned back, looking relaxed. “Better than a sewer, wouldn’t you say?”

“That’s to be determined.” Berindal shifted nervously. He did not look like he was used to frequenting such establishments.

Sergan’s mouth quirked. “But at least we’ll have wine.”

A servant appeared at the curtain, a young Abadian woman who moved with grace and dignity. She carried a tray that contained wine and a set of delicate glasses, along with small plates containing meats and cheese, flatbread, and roasted vegetables. Setting the tray down without speaking, without making eye contact, she poured wine for each of them before disappearing back through the curtain.

Berindal took a sip of wine. His eyes never left Sergan’s face. “Markus says you want to kill our mutual friend.”

“I do,” Sergan said, holding Berindal’s gaze.

“Why?”

“My reasons are my own.” Sergan gave a tart smile over the rim of his glass. “As I’m sure are yours. What matters is that we want the same thing.”

“What matters is whether we can trust each other.” Berindal’s voice had an edge now. “The Exilari stood by while Kavanosa burned and our children were slaughtered in the streets.”

“Five hundred years ago.” Sergan gave a casual shrug. “A lot can change in that time. But all that’s neither here nor there. The good news is, I’m not asking for your trust. I’m asking for a temporary alliance. We use each other to achieve a shared goal. When that goal is achieved, we go our separate ways. You never have to see me again, and I’ll never have to smell you again.”

Berindal’s eyes narrowed, and he spent a long moment looking ready to bolt. Markus threw Sergan a glare, but the sorcerer didn’t seem to notice. He took a long sip of wine, his steady gaze never leaving Berindal’s.

At last the Elrysian man’s shoulders relaxed, and he nodded slowly. “Fair enough.” He glanced at Markus. “I’m told you have resources. Magic. What else?”

“Knowledge and tools.” Sergan plucked a bite of lamb off a skewer. “Our ‘mutual friend’ is much more than he seems, and he’ll be very hard to kill, even if we can get him alone. Fortunately, I know how to slay an Archon.”

Berindal went still, looking sideways at Sergan. “What do you mean, an Archon?”

Sergan’s expression didn’t change. “He’s not human. He’s been around in one form or another since before the Sundering. He doesn’t age. He doesn’t die like normal men.” He paused, letting that sink in. “Your men can’t kill him, no matter how brave they are, no matter how well-armed.”

Berindal’s face had gone pale. His knuckles were white where he gripped his wine glass. Markus thought he might break it, might shatter it without meaning to.

“Five hundred years,” Berindal whispered. His voice was hoarse. Raw. “The same man who destroyed Kavanosa—he’s still alive?”

Sergan took a heavy sip of wine. “Every eighty years or so, he stages his own death and returns as his own heir. New name. New face. But it’s always him.”

Berindal set down his glass carefully, as though afraid he might drop it. “How do you kill something like that?”

“I have what’s needed.” Sergan allowed himself a gloating smile. “That’s why you need me. Your uprising creates the chaos and distraction so I can accomplish the goal.”

Berindal’s jaw tightened. Markus could see him struggling with more than just Sergan’s abrasive personality. He glanced at Markus then back down at his glass.

Then he nodded. “Tell me your plan.”

Sergan leaned forward slightly. “First, tell me yours. What were you planning before we arrived?”

Berindal took a heavy sip of wine. “We wait for an opening. Something that draws some of the guards into the city. Something like a festival or parade. We attack from multiple entry points simultaneously. Hit the outer areas, create chaos, draw the rest of the guards outward. Meanwhile, about twenty of my men will slip into the inner courtyards through a set of tunnels and work their way toward the Residence.”

“You’d fail,” Sergan said. His voice wasn’t cruel or mocking, just stating a fact. He popped an olive into his mouth, spitting out the pit. “Even if you reached him, you couldn’t kill him. And you wouldn’t reach him because of the wards at every checkpoint.”

“I know about the wards.” Berindal’s voice was tight. “We’ve been looking for someone like Markus—just someone who’s not Exilari. Apparently, that’s too much to ask. We looked for years.”

“You’re not going to find anyone like Markus. Trust me, he’s one of a kind.”

Sergan smiled, clapping Markus on the back. He was lucky he didn’t get a fist in his mouth. Markus glared at him, stewing, anger heating his cheeks.

“This is the way this is going to work.” Sergan was suddenly serious, all trace of a smile gone, his focus trained on Berindal. “Your uprising still happens. But we coordinate it. Your fighters attack as planned, creating chaos and drawing attention. During that chaos, we infiltrate through the tunnels. We reach your sister Dayanara. She guides us as deep as her knowledge extends. We finish our part of the job while your rebels keep the guards occupied.”

Berindal was quiet. Processing. It was long moments before he spoke. “So my men are just a distraction.”

Sergan shrugged. “That’s all they ever were. But now their deaths will have purpose.”

The cynical logic of it cut. Markus felt a stab of shame listening to Sergan discuss the prospect of heavy casualties so indifferently. Berindal glanced away, looking like a man who bore a heavy weight. It was long seconds before he spoke.

“My people have been waiting for this night for five hundred years,” he said quietly, resentfully.

“And they’ll wait another five hundred years if you just barrel in there with a group of thugs.” Sergan took a long sip of wine. “Do you want to be a living revolutionary or a failed one?”

Berindal glanced down, taking a long study of the tabletop, his fingers tapping on the steel handle of his eating knife. His lips compressed. At last he let out a long and bitter sigh, glancing back up with a look of resentment tempered by acceptance.

“The palace is built like nesting dolls, one building inside another, separated by a series of gates and courtyards,” Berindal said finally.

He pulled a piece of parchment from inside his cloak and spread it on the table, pushing back saucers and plates to make room. Wine sloshed in Markus’s glass as the table shifted. The parchment was wrinkled and stained, clearly carried and consulted many times. It showed a crude but detailed map of the palace structure, drawn in charcoal with annotations in a cramped hand.

“Five main layers.” Berindal’s finger traced the outermost circle. His nails were ragged and dark with grime, the hands of someone who worked, not just gave orders. “The Outer Court is public. Receptions, audiences, general access. Anyone with a complaint is allowed in, though they might wait days to be heard.”

Markus leaned closer, studying the concentric circles and notations. The palace complex was far larger than it looked from the outside.

“The Inner Court is administrative,” Berindal continued, moving his finger inward. “Offices, lesser officials. Servant’s quarters. More restricted but still accessible to people with business there. That’s where you met Dayanara.” He traced a small mark on the map. “The chamberlain’s offices are here, in the eastern wing.”

Sergan studied the map as he chewed on a roasted carrot, his eyes narrow and calculating. The lamplight caught the grease on his fingers as he reached for his wine.

“Next is the Veiled Court, underground.” Berindal’s voice dropped, as if even speaking of it required discretion. “Three sub-layers, each more restricted. The First Veil is for senior councilors and their staff. Second Veil is personal advisors, ceremonial chambers, the Emperor’s reception halls. Third Veil is the innermost audience chambers, the beginning of the truly private areas.”

His finger hovered over the innermost circles, barely touching the parchment. Around them, the sounds of the winehouse seemed to fade, replaced by the weight of what they were discussing.

“How deep does your sister have access?” Sergan asked, setting down his wine cup.

Berindal’s jaw tightened. “Through the first two Veils. She’s trusted enough to carry messages, serve wine, attend certain functions. Not always, not everywhere, but enough to have learned layouts and patterns over the years.”

He paused, his finger moving to the next layer inward. The charcoal lines there were darker, more heavily drawn.

“The Imperial Residence is where her access ends. That’s where the royal family lives. The Emperor’s wives and concubines, their personal attendants.” Berindal looked up, meeting their eyes. “The only servants allowed inside are ones born and raised within the palace, whose families have served the dynasty for generations.”

“And beyond that?” Sergan prompted, his tone careful.

Berindal’s finger moved to the center of the map, where a half-circle sat surrounded by multiple layers of walls. “The Hidden Court. Mirak’s private residence.” He looked up, his expression grim. “No one knows what’s in there. The servants who work there never leave. They’re housed, fed, and die within those walls. The Emperor enters through private passages. The rest is speculation and rumor.”

The silence that followed was palpable. Markus could hear his own breathing, the distant murmur of voices from below, the crackle of a lamp wick.

Sergan studied the map. His fingers drummed once against the table’s edge, then stilled. “Your sister can guide us through the first two Veils. After that, we’re on our own.”

It wasn’t a question, but Berindal nodded anyway. He folded the map and set it aside, careful to avoid the wine stains on the table. “What do you need from me?”

Sergan leaned back, counting off on his fingers. “Exact timing of your uprising. Access to whatever tunnel Markus and I will use for infiltration. A small team of highly trained fighters to accompany us. Coordination signals so we don’t accidentally fight each other in the chaos.” He paused, reaching for a piece of flatbread. “And a way to get final intelligence to your sister.”

Berindal took a sip of wine, his expression thoughtful. The glass looked small in his calloused hands. “The messages go through other servants at the markets. We have people who work in the palace kitchens, ones who come and go with food deliveries. We can get her information, but it’s slow.”

“Then make it count.” Sergan’s voice was firm. “We need to know current guard schedules, any changes to routines she’s noticed, and exactly where she’ll be positioned on the night of the attack.”

Berindal nodded slowly, his jaw working as he thought. “I can get that to her. She’ll understand what it means.”

“Good.” Sergan glanced at Markus, a flash of satisfaction crossing his face before he turned back to Berindal. “We need a way to communicate so we can coordinate days and times. If something happens on your end, or ours, we need to know.”

Berindal considered this, swirling the wine in his glass. “I’ll have someone at the fountain in the lower market every day at sundown.”

“Good.” Sergan raised his glass, the wine glowing ruby-red in the lamplight. “To temporary alliances and permanent solutions.”

Berindal raised his own glass but said nothing. His expression was unreadable as he brought the wine to his lips.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE




Is’ul Zagar entered through the side door, moving with dangerous silence through the shadows of the throne room. He crossed the long, empty hall to where the Abadian Emperor stood before a wall of paneless windows overlooking the Bosphian Sea, pausing behind him.

Mirak didn’t turn. Below, the city of Ababad spread across the coastline in layers: the warehouse district along the wharves, the merchant quarter winding up the hillside, the administrative buildings glittering near the palace walls. Beneath it lay the remnants of a civilization he had purposefully buried.

Buried, but not forgotten. He knew exactly what lived and bred down there. What their dreams were. What they plotted.

“My brother Logarin moves against me,” Mirak said, and something that might have been amusement touched his voice. “He has no idea I move against him.”

He knew what had transpired in the winehouse, just as he knew of everything that occurred in his city. The Champion’s Warden and the Exilari sorcerer had met with rebels from the sewers. One was Berindal Dravendar, heir to the Elrysian throne, if such a throne had ever survived. But it had not.

“And now they have a plan,” Mirak mused. His voice was barely above a whisper, but it carried in the vast empty space. “They have no idea that I orchestrated it all.”

Mirak moved from the window and paced forward. He stopped before his throne but didn’t sit, just stood regarding the black amethyst carved into a seat he rarely occupied.

He turned to face Zagar. “They will wait for opportunity. We will provide it when the time is right.”

The monster gave a slight tip of his helmed head in acknowledgement.

Mirak looked out through the windows into the darkness, his gaze lingering on the horizon. “When their Champion returns, I will sense his arrival. We will pull the garrison and leave the palace unwarded. We will create the illusion of opportunity the rebels have been waiting for and invite them to attack.”

Mirak moved closer to Zagar, close enough that a normal man might have felt threatened by the demon’s size and proximity. But Mirak had stood beside Is’ul Zagar for centuries, had commanded him, used him, relied on him to end threats that couldn’t be ended by mere politics or subtle manipulation.

“We will open the gates and let them come. And when they fail…their Champion will come to rescue them. Then we end this.”

He turned away, moving back toward the window overlooking his city. The lights below glittered like stars, a galaxy of his own creation.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR




Aram moved to Agaroth and climbed onto the dragon’s back, buckling the harness straps. Nibs scurried down the front of his shirt, nestling in the crook of his arm. He’d thought about leaving the little creature with one of the drakomen, but he didn’t think he would be coming back to the dragon warrens. He couldn’t bring himself to leave the na-weasel behind.

Around the courtyard, other windriders mounted their dragons. When all was ready, Aurex vaulted into the sky on great golden wings, flanked by mighty Varanth. The rest of the fighting Wing surged forward, following them into the air and spreading out in wide V formations that filled the sky.

Aram tucked Nibs into a leather satchel he’d strapped onto his dragon’s harness just for that purpose, then he clasped the black spines on Agaroth’s back. Agaroth’s wings spread carefully, his muscles gathering. Then the crimson dragon leaped into the air, rising to join the formation. Faranth launched beside them, her sleek form moving with predatory grace, staying close to her mate. Siroth was the last to take flight, and he hurried to catch up, at last settling into position on Agaroth’s left flank.

Aram had never seen so many dragons in the sky at once. Dozens moved in coordinated Wings, the sky filled with them. The Greater Dragons flew ahead of the rest, their mighty wingspans dominating the sky. It was an awe-inspiring sight, magnificent and poignant, a display of power that would never be seen in the world again. A sight Aram knew he’d never forget.

Through the bond, he could feel Agaroth’s pain with each wingbeat. The damaged membrane was holding, but the scarring made every motion uncomfortable. He reached out with reassurance, letting Agaroth know it was all right to fall behind. The massive dragon dismissed such a notion, his pride ruffled at the thought.

Below them, the landscape changed gradually from forests to grasslands. Nibs poked his head out from under the flap of his satchel, whiskers twitching in the wind, before ducking back into shelter.

They had not flown far before two vast encampments were visible on the horizon, spreading out across the plains like cities. Aram recognized the colors of Raginor’s forces flying over the nearer camp, which consisted of thousands of tents arranged in organized rows. The Nimarean ground troops had been marching for days to establish this position, and now the dragon host was arriving to join them.

Across the plain sprawled the enemy encampment. It was enormous, far larger than he had expected, spreading across the grassland like a dark stain. Even from this height, Aram could make out the scale of it—tens of thousands of soldiers, their tents and fires covering the plain.

His stomach tightened. They were outnumbered. Badly.

The dragons began their descent, Wings forming up to land in designated areas within Raginor’s camp. Soldiers on the ground directed the landing pattern, creating organized chaos as dozens of dragons found their positions.

Agaroth landed heavily, his legs absorbing the impact but his wounded wing aching with the strain. Faranth slipped from the air with elegant grace, landing beside them. Aram dismounted, running his hands along Agaroth’s wing to check for new damage. The long flight had taken its toll. Some of the partially healed tears had reopened slightly, and Aram could see fresh blood seeping through in places where the membrane had pulled at the scar tissue.

“We’re landing if it gets bad tomorrow,” Aram said firmly.

The answer from his dragon came in the form of an indignant growl.

He was assigned a tent with the other windriders in Raginor’s Wing, close to his dragons and not far from the command tent. He removed Nibs from his leather satchel and made his way through the camp, the na-weasel clinging to his shoulder. Soldiers stared as he passed. Some noticed the black markings on his arms and recoiled, sensing they should be afraid even if they couldn’t say why.

He found his tent simple but adequate, with a bedroll already laid out and a small folding table with an oil lamp. Nibs leaped from his shoulder and began nesting in the blanket.

“That’s my bed!” Aram exclaimed, though he knew it didn’t matter. For whatever reason, Nibs had chosen to go with him. He supposed he’d better get used to sharing a bed with the little creature. The na-weasel chittered once—a sound that Aram had come to recognize as entirely unrepentant—then began grooming his whiskers.

Aram spent the afternoon alternating between resting in his tent and checking on Agaroth and Faranth. The encampment was a hive of controlled activity, with soldiers sharpening weapons and checking armor, dragons eager to be in the air, and commanders coordinating positions and reviewing plans. Everyone knew tomorrow would decide everything.

As the sun began to sink toward the horizon, a soldier appeared at Aram’s tent entrance.

“Shiyan Raythe, Lord Raginor requests your presence.”

Aram followed the soldier through the encampment to the command tent, a large structure at its center, its interior lit by hanging lamps, its floor carpeted with soft rugs. Maps were spread across multiple tables, where commanders gathered in small groups discussing strategy.

Wing masters in their flying leathers, army generals bearing scars from a dozen campaigns, the high mages of Daro in their colored robes, battle mages Raginor had summoned from the capital—they all turned when Aram entered. Recognition of his black markings passed through them like a wave, and whispers of trepidation followed. Only Raginor remained unmoved at the table’s head, Erok solid beside him as always, both turning to acknowledge what Aram had become.

“Shiyan Raythe,” Raginor said. “Join us.”

Aram moved to the table, where large vellum maps lay spread, weighted down by various objects.

Raginor’s voice cut through the noise of the tent, silencing whispers of protest. “Tomorrow we engage our enemy. They have far superior numbers, but we have superior magic and we control the skies.”

What followed was a tactical discussion between Raginor and his commanders, while Aram stood to the side, absorbing the conversation without participating. Wingleaders debated engagement patterns. Generals weighed defensive formations. Mages spoke of probabilities and limitations—mostly limitations.

Aram tried to pay attention to the various threads of conversation, but his mind moved in an entirely different direction. Tomorrow was the battle. The ballad from his childhood played out in flesh. Tomorrow he would live legend, reenact the final chapter in the greatest saga his world had ever known. And if he failed⁠—

The stakes were too high.

His heart raced, the blur of conversation around him swirling into a vortex that threatened to pull him under.

Raginor dies tomorrow.

The thought hit him like a physical blow. His eyes shot to where Raginor stood beside Erok at the head of the command table, speaking in his confident, commanding way. To think that this same man would be dead in hours. That Raginor’s fate was in his hands.

He dies and Erok Sunders the world and I’m supposed to stop it…but what if I can’t?

The fear of failure, the constant input of competing voices, the overlapping conversations, the smell of bodies suddenly became more than he could bear. He'd been doing well. Then something shifted inside him, and he stopped doing well.

The tent felt smaller than his own, the air chokingly thick and hard to breathe. Bodies pressed like sheep in a pen. Aram’s chest tightened, his breath coming shorter, faster. The marks on his arms burned, and he could feel the aether pressing in on him from all sides.

He was starting to panic.

He wanted to tear at the aether in the tent, rip it out of the world. He could do it right now if he wanted—reach out and collapse the entire tent into the void, the entire plain. The power to do so thrummed under his skin, coursed through the very markings that covered his arms. Knowledge of the void whispered to him through the centuries, and he knew with terrible certainty that it would be so simple, so easy. He could Sunder the world right here, tonight.

Stop. Stop thinking like that.

But he couldn’t stop. His thoughts spiraled faster, panic feeding on itself like fire consuming dry timber. Tomorrow Raginor would die unless he saved him. And even if he did, the fractal might reset anyway. There was a good chance none of this would matter.

His hands were shaking. When had they started shaking?

The commanders were still talking, their voices rising and falling like waves, but their words were noise, sound washing over him⁠—

“Shiyan Raythe?”

Aram blinked.

The last of the commanders passed through the tent flap, and suddenly the tent was all but empty. He stared around at the large space that contained only himself, Erok, and Raginor.

He had not noticed the tent emptying around him.

“Are you all right?” Raginor studied him with concern.

Aram ran a hand through his hair, finding it damp with sweat. “Yes. I just got distracted.”

“If you do that tomorrow, we’re all dead,” Raginor said, though not harshly. “I need you focused. You will stand at my side tomorrow. When Draxel comes for me, it will be Erok’s job to intercept him.” His eyes fixed on Aram like a hawk’s. “And your job is to kill him. He will not be expecting a Void Dancer.”

Raginor’s gaze remained locked on Aram. “Do you know what to do?”

“Yes,” Aram said. Truth settled in that single word. He knew exactly what to do, even though he had never once thought about it before. His abilities didn’t need to be tested. A person either perceived the complement or couldn’t.

He could.

The understanding was seared into his flesh, written in black knotwork that covered his arms like a forbidden scripture.

Raginor turned to his Warden. “And do you know what to do?”

Erok’s nod was sharp, his jaw set with the kind of determination that could break mountains.

“Good,” Raginor said. “Now, if for some reason our plan fails⁠—”

“It won’t!” Erok’s voice cut across the tent, sharp with desperate conviction. “The plan is sound. We have advantages they don’t expect. We will protect you. We will not let you fall!”

Raginor raised a hand, and Erok fell silent. Quietly, he continued, holding Erok’s gaze with terrible tenderness. “If our plan fails, if it’s not enough, you know what you have to do. You must Sunder the world, just as you did before.”

Color drained from Erok’s face as though someone had opened a vein. “I cannot watch you fall.” His voice broke like ice cracking over deep water. “I will not. It will not happen.”

Raginor reached out and took Erok’s hand with a tenderness that spoke of years of companionship. Lifting it, he pressed it against his lips. The gesture was intimate, familiar, carrying the weight of something deeper than brotherhood, more enduring than war.

“It might happen,” Raginor said, speaking only to Erok, as though the whole world had narrowed to just the two of them. “And if it does, we will still be together. Nothing will separate us in life nor in death.”

Erok stood silent, his jaw working against emotions too vast to contain. When words finally came, they emerged rough and desperate. “I do not know how to Sunder the world.”

“I do,” Aram said.

Both turned to look at him. Raginor’s expression was grim but unsurprised, as though he’d always known it would come to this. Erok’s face remained gray and stricken.

A grim silence lingered over them, heavy with understanding that could not be spoken aloud.

Aram turned to leave, but Raginor’s voice stopped him. “I almost forgot. I have something for you.”

He reached behind him and lifted a large leather pack, holding it out in both hands. Aram accepted it, surprised by how heavy it was.

“We found that in Keth Amato’s study,” Raginor said, his voice uncharacteristically quiet. “I understand you were studying it.”

Aram set the pack down on the table and opened the flap, pulling it back to reveal the leather binding of Keth’s mosuta tome. Aram gasped. He had not expected that. His breath caught in his throat, which was suddenly tight. He caressed the texture of the cover, which was fastened tightly with buckled straps. The feel of it made it seem more real.

“I…I don’t know what to say.” His vision blurred. He brought a hand up and rubbed his eyes.

“Go get some rest,” Raginor said, turning away.

Aram nodded and left the tent, stepping out into the evening air, leaving the gloom behind him.

He walked with his head bowed, clutching the pack against him, feet hurrying to put as much distance between himself and the command tent as he could. The camp was settling around him. Soldiers sought their bedrolls, fires burned down to coals that glowed like scattered rubies in the darkness, conversations faded to whispers and then to silence. Across the plain, miles distant in the dark, enemy fires mirrored their own like a constellation of hostile stars.

Aram found a pair of cooks serving warm bowls of thin stew. He ate hungrily then returned to his tent, his stomach still wanting.

When he entered, Nibs crawled out from beneath the bedroll. The na-weasel’s nose twitched as he went about exploring the confines of the tent, investigating every corner. Eventually, he settled onto the folded blanket and began grooming himself with the focused intensity only small creatures possess.

Aram lay on the bedroll and pulled the blanket over him, but sleep refused to come. His mind churned like storm-tossed water. Even the soft weight of Nibs’s body on his chest did little to soothe him.

Even here, lying in his tent, he could perceive the complement of the aether. The Web of Ages shimmered around him, delicate as spidersilk, easily torn if one knew where to pull.

Power to unmake. Power to destroy.

That was his inheritance, the legacy of the Void Dancers.

Sleep came eventually, fitful and filled with dreams he hoped he wouldn’t remember.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE




Time passed slowly.

Calise had no idea how many days it had been since the woman’s bone needle had tapped the corruption into her skin, since they’d draped the green headscarf over her head and bound her to the dark well of sickness that was now her reason for being. Since she had begun the slow, impossible work of healing a wound that had festered for generations.

Some mornings, she woke and forgot where she was. For one blessed moment between sleep and waking, she was in her little alcove in Skyhome with Zandril snoring softly, curled in the center of the space, the dragon’s long neck draped across the foot of the bed. Then awareness would return like a bucket of cold water, and she’d open her eyes to gray stone and endless gloom.

She was thinner now. The meager daily ration of gruel and hard bread wasn’t enough to sustain someone who spent hours each day cycling essence through a pool of murk, pouring her strength into purifying so much corruption. Her ribs were starting to show through her skin when she washed herself in the small basin.

But the tattoos were healing.

The swelling had gone down, the redness faded, and now the marks sat permanently etched into her forehead, a delicate dance of dots that would look beautiful if she didn’t know what they were made of. She touched them sometimes, tracing the patterns with tentative fingers, still unable to believe they were real. The corruption that had been driven into her flesh would remain there for the rest of her life was now a part of her. She would never be free of it.

The routine of her duty had settled into her bones with grim familiarity. Wake before dawn, walk to the Wellspring, kneel beside the black water. She was supposed to be extracting the essence from the water, what little was left. Fuel for the Crow Priest’s ascension to godhood, to replace the void Kathrax had left behind.

At first, she’d been too weak to extract much at all. Too unskilled, too ill and exhausted. She would kneel beside the black water for hours, reaching with senses she was only beginning to understand, trying to feel the essence buried beneath layers of corruption, and manage to fill only a single cup.

The Crow Priest had been patient then. But as the days passed, his impatience grew.

Each day, she told him she was trying her hardest, pushing herself to the limit. Each day, she delivered the same meager amount.

And each day, he grew angrier.

At first, Calise hadn’t known what to sing when she tended to the water, so she had chosen a melody her mother used to sing to her when she was small, a simple tune about spring rain and flowers growing, about the earth waking after winter’s sleep. Words didn’t matter, only the intention. So she sang a song that had true meaning to her, hoping it would be good enough.

And as she sang, she tried to do what Kevatis had taught her: feel the essence in the air around her, in the Wellspring, in her own body, thin and marked and exhausted but still breathing. She drew it in with each breath and let it pass through her, through the intention she held in her heart. Singing, she cycled the poison through herself, drawing it into her awareness, and using her golden aura to strip away the poison, leaving only pure essence behind.

It had taken days before she could sense the essence that lingered beneath the corruption in the Wellspring. More days before she could do anything with it. And every day she brought the same meager cup of extracted essence to the Crow Priest, while returning the rest to the pool.

And as she got better at it, something else grew.

The other magic within her.

It lived deep in her chest, beneath her heart, in that place where her father’s Aulden blood blended with her human mother’s. That magic recognized what she was doing, recognized the corrupted water, the infected wound in the Mother’s breast, the wrongness that cried out for healing.

But unlike before, when it had surged against her control with violent desperation, now it was quieter. Still present. Still powerful. Still dangerous. But it was as though it recognized that she served its purpose and remained quiescent.

It was agonizing work. The corruption fought her every step of the way. Each time she drew it into herself, it tried to take root, but she fought it with all she had.

And through the bond, she felt Zandril’s pain.

Her dragon was still in the pit, held down by chains and fed spoiled meat once a day by guards who showed no gentleness. It wasn’t only Zandril’s physical suffering that came through the bond, but the exhaustion, the grief, the fear for Calise. The young dragon was frantic with the need to protect her. But Zandril could do nothing, and that weighed on her heavier than all of the chains combined.

Calise would close her eyes and try to reassure her through the bond. And from the pit, Zandril would send back love. Pure, unconditional love and loyalty, the kind that could never waver. It was the only comfort Calise had.

Progress felt nonexistent. The black surface of the Wellspring looked just as dark as it had the day before. Dismayed, Calise decided to try something new. When she finished for the day and returned to her quarters, she took something with her, a small clay cup filled with black water from the Wellspring.

Her hands shook as she carried it back to her room and knelt on the floor, gazing down at the sludge within the cup. Even this small amount radiated wrongness. The smell made her stomach turn, and the sight made her skin crawl.

But she had to know if healing was even possible, if anything she was doing made any difference. She closed her eyes and began to sing. Softly, barely above a whisper, so the guards wouldn’t hear. The same melody her mother had taught her, with the same intention: to heal, not to corrupt.

She felt for the essence in the air around her and drew it in, letting it pass through her like water through sand. Then she directed it toward the cup, cycling the corrupted water through her body, trying to strip away the poison and leave only purity behind.

Hours passed. Time lost meaning as she fell into the rhythm of breath and song and intention. Her legs went numb, and her back ached. Her voice grew hoarse and strained.

But slowly, so slowly she almost missed it at first, the water began to change.

The viscosity lessened, the thickness giving way to something closer to actual water. The color lightened from black to dark gray, then from dark gray to lighter gray.

And then it was clear.

Not perfectly pure; it still had a faint trace of discoloration, a slight smell of wrongness. But it was clear, recognizable water that glowed with a soft yellow iridescence.

She had healed the water.

For one glorious moment, joy surged through her. Then reality crashed down like an avalanche. It had taken her all night to cleanse a small cup of water. Hours upon hours of focused, exhausting work to purify such a tiny amount. At that rate, it would take her thousands of years to cleanse the entire Wellspring.

She didn’t have thousands of years.

The realization almost broke her. But after the initial wave of grief passed, a grim resignation settled into her bones.

This was just the beginning. It didn’t have to be the end. The cleansing of the Wellspring would have to take generations. Many Dedicants, each one doing their part. Yet someone had to start.

And that would be her.

Calise stared down into the cup of cleared water. This is my purpose.

Not to finish the work, but to begin it, to prove it was possible. The thought settled into her chest like an anchor, heavy but steadying. She poured the cleansed water into one of the clay vessels on her shelf, evidence that her life had meaning, even there.

Then she lay on her mat and slept better than she had in days, despite everything.

[image: ]



The guards came for her while she slept. They didn’t bother knocking; they never did. One simply remained in the doorway of her quarters while the other came forward and poked her with the butt of his spear.

“The Holy One requires you.”

Dread tightened Calise’s stomach, but she followed them upstairs and through passages she had never seen before, deep into the bowels of the caverns. The air was colder, and her thin shawl did nothing to hold back the chill.

They arrived at a metal door at the far end of a narrow passage that had been carved into the solid rock of the mountain’s roots. The guards did not pause to knock but opened it immediately, having to use force. Air poured out of the opening like breath from a mouth. It smelled foul, tinted with the scent of blood.

“Enter,” one of the guards commanded.

Calise’s legs moved on their own, carrying her through the doorway despite her anxiety. The chamber beyond was large and circular. Torches burned in brackets on the walls, casting guttering light that made harsh shadows dance across the stone. She stepped forward but then stopped, immobilized by shock.

In the center of the chamber, chained to iron rings set into the floor, was an Elesium stallion.

The great horse stood with all four legs chained, unable to move. Its coat, which should have been the color of truest gold, was dull and matted, crusted with dried blood. Its mane and tail hung in tangled clumps. Its once-proud head was bowed. And its eyes…

Even broken, even chained and bled and tortured, there was still something in those ancient eyes that spoke of wild places and open sky, of freedom and beauty and all that was good in the world. Looking into those eyes was like looking into the heart of the Mother Herself, all of nature’s mystery and grace concentrated into one perfect creature.

And it was dying.

She could see it in the way the Elesium stood, legs spread and trembling, its sides heaving with each labored breath. The wounds that covered its body were not accidental, but precise cuts, methodically placed, designed to bleed without killing.

Horror gripped Calise’s heart and twisted it. They were draining essence from this creature, just like they were from the Wellspring. Keeping it alive so it could be bled day after day.

The Crow Priest stood beside it, his hand resting on the Elesium, stroking the graceful curve of its neck.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” The Crow Priest looked at Calise with soulless eyes. “Even drained and near death, they remain magnificent.”

Calise couldn’t speak. Couldn’t look away from those horrible eyes.

“Elesium blood is far more potent than Wellspring water,” he said in a grating voice. “This is why I grow stronger than the priests of the other clans. This is my advantage. My secret. But this creature is failing. Each day it weakens, and it will soon die. But you can heal it. You can keep it alive.”

“Keep it alive?” The cold horror inside Calise solidified like a lump of ice, and her words came out as barely a whisper.

“Yes.” The Crow Priest’s voice hardened. “You will come here and heal it every day. Make it live. Make it last.”

Calise opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. What he was asking was horrifying. Bile rose in her throat, and hot tears filled her eyes.

“I can’t do that,” she said at last, staring into the stallion’s sunken eyes. “Please. Don’t ask this of me.”

The awful man cracked a smile, still stroking the Elesium’s blood-encrusted neck. “You will, or I’ll make your dragon bleed in his stead.”

“No…!” Calise fell to her knees, scraping her skin. Zandril’s image rose in her mind, still trapped in the pit, at the mercy of these terrible people. Already suffering. Already tormented.

“Don’t make me do this,” she begged, tears running down her cheeks. “Please!”

“You will.” The Crow Priest moved toward the door. “You will come here each day after you complete your work at the Wellspring. You will heal the stallion so its blood will replenish. Understand?”

“Yes, Holy One.” Calise fell forward, hugging herself, sobs making her entire body heave.

He left, the door slamming shut behind him with a sound that echoed like a death knell.

Calise stood frozen for a long moment, unable to move, unable to process what she’d just been commanded to do. She stared at the defeated stallion as slow degrees of horror and self-loathing crept over her, turning her heart to ash.

Another compromise. Another perversion of everything she was meant to be.

She thought she might vomit.

A faint nicker made her look up. The Elesium was looking at her, quiet understanding and empathy in its eyes. She couldn’t bear it. She surged to her feet, backing away.

“Don’t! Don’t you forgive me!”

But the stallion just watched her with those ancient, majestic eyes. No blame. No anger. Just compassion, even in suffering. As though it understood that she was trapped too, that she had no choice. That they were both victims of the same cruelty.

Calise collapsed into sobs, drawing her knees up to her chest. This was what she’d become. Not a healer. Not a servant of the Mother. Just another tool in the Crow Priest’s ascension, helping him torture and drain and corrupt everything pure in the world.

She thought of Aram, of how he always looked at her with such warmth and trust. If he could see her now, what would he think? He would be horrified. He would turn away from the monster she had become.

But her dragon was still in the pit, still suffering. And Corley. And Rhys.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered, though she knew the words were meaningless. “I’m so sorry.”

She sat there for a long time, dreading what she had to do. But she had no choice. She would have to touch that perfect being and use her Talent to extend its agony.

Calise forced herself to rise to her feet. She approached the Elesium slowly, every step feeling like a betrayal. When she was close enough, she reached out with trembling hands and cupped the stallion’s face. The contact sent a shock through her, an overwhelming sense of presence and purity all concentrated into one suffering body.

“I wish I could help you,” Calise whispered. “I wish I could set you free. I’m sorry.”

She closed her eyes, unable to watch as she did what she’d been commanded.

Her healing aura flowed out, golden and gentle, everything her gift was meant to be. She felt it moving through her and into the Elesium, felt the torn flesh knit together, its pain easing, replacing weakness and exhaustion with newfound strength.

The creature’s breathing evened. The worst of the trembling stopped. The wounds closed over, though scars remained, evidence of all the times it had been bled to fuel a monster’s transformation.

It would live for now.

So tomorrow, they could bleed it again.

Calise removed her hands and backed slowly away.

“I’m sorry,” she said one more time, knowing it meant nothing. Then she turned and walked to the door, knocked for the guards, and didn’t look back as they led her away.

Because if she looked back, she knew she would break completely.

She cried all the way to her quarters, and when she was at last alone, she sank to the floor and clutched the heart knot necklace Aram had given her, squeezing it so tightly the cord cut into her neck.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX




Aram woke to chaos.

Horns screamed through the darkness, voices rose in panic, and dragons roared their challenge into the night. He jolted upright, heart galloping, and felt Nibs tumble from his chest. The small creature chirped frantically, burrowing under the bedroll.

A battle.

In camp.

The enemy had set upon them in the night.

Aram scrambled from his tent, barely aware of pulling on his trousers and boots. All around, the camp had erupted into bedlam. Soldiers stumbled from tents, grabbing weapons in the darkness. Dragons took to the air without riders, their wings blocking the moonlight.

Fire split the night sky as enemy dragons engaged.

“Stay here!” Aram shouted back at Nibs, though he couldn’t see if the na-weasel had heard him. He scooped up his sword and paused. The leather pack Raginor had given him was where he’d put it on the ground. He started for the entrance, stopped, grabbed the pack, and ran.

One way or another, he wouldn’t be coming back. He dashed forward and snatched up the pack. Bursting out of the tent, he ran toward the dragons, weaving around soldiers scrambling into gear.

The camp was in a nightmare state of confusion. Enemy forces had already engaged their perimeter in a coordinated strike timed with their aerial assault. Lightning crackled overhead as mages in their own camp struck back, using the aether as a weapon. Somewhere in the darkness a dragon screamed in mortal agony.

Aram ran past rows of tents, determined to reach Agaroth.

“Aram!”

He skidded to a stop, turning at the sound of his name, trying to figure out who had called after him in the turmoil of the camp.

“Aram!”

His eyes fell upon Illith.

She hung against a tent post, bound and wide-eyed, her gaze pleading in the darkness. Her guards were gone. Only ropes constrained her: plain hemp, dead fiber, immune to the power of her aura that would have scorched anything living.

Aram stared at her, paralyzed by impossible choice. She had guided him, traveled with him, protected him. But she was also the sworn servant of an Archon. Logarin, in one form or another, was no doubt somewhere on this battlefield. One word from her to him or any of his fellow Archons and all their plans would collapse.

She claimed to have stood at Raginor’s side during the battle. If she wasn’t there this time, would things turn out differently?

Trust or doubt.

Both could destroy them.

There was no good logical choice, so Aram let impulse be his guide.

He ran to her.

“Hold still,” he gasped, drawing his knife and sawing at the ropes with shaking hands.

Illith fell forward as the last ropes were cut. Aram caught her and helped her to her feet.

Looking up at him, she gasped. “I’ll keep you alive. I promise!”

“Let’s go!” He was already moving away.

They ran together toward the dragons, Illith struggling to keep pace on legs weak from being bound. Her breath came hard but steady.

“You ride Siroth,” Aram directed her. “Stay close.”

“Thank you, Aram.” Her words were emphatic.

They reached the dragons. Seeing them emerge from the line of tents, Agaroth surged forward, meeting him halfway. All around, other dragons were launching into the night sky. Illith ran past, making her way to Siroth, who lowered himself to help her mount.

Across the field, Raginor sat astride Aurex, shouting commands, trying to bring order to the chaos that surrounded him. Erok was at his side, mounted on Varanth, his sword drawn.

Aram pulled himself onto Agaroth’s back and buckled the riding straps, hanging his pack from the harness. Through their bond came a surge of determination mixed with alarm. His dragon was ready to fly, ready to fight, despite the injury that should have kept him grounded. Aram ran a hand over the crimson scales, grateful to have such a courageous companion.

Faranth rumbled beside them, spreading her wings. She had found her mate, and there would be no separating them again.

Raginor’s gaze fell on Illith. A snarl formed on his lips, and he turned to Aram with a look of outrage. But then the anger foundered. With a curse, he turned away and rallied his windriders to him.

“FORM ON ME!” His voice cut through the chaos. “WINGS, TO ME!”

Aurex vaulted into the sky, Varanth at his side.

Agaroth followed, joining the dragons of Raginor’s fighting Wing, leaping upward into the night. Beside them, Faranth looked like darkness itself. Siroth joined them with Illith on his back, taking up position opposite Faranth.

The sky seethed with dragons.

Aram had never witnessed such carnage aloft. Dozens of dragons swarmed in the air, locked in combat. Everywhere he looked, the darkness was parted by dragon-fire and crackling bindings. Enemy dragons everywhere, scales reflecting flame as they plunged and turned. At first, he couldn’t tell who was friend and who was foe. Then he realized: all of the enemy dragons had wings painted with white stripes, like war paint.

There were many more of them.

Aram directed Agaroth to stay close to Raginor, but everything was chaos. Agaroth rolled, avoiding another dragon’s flame breath. Pain flared through the bond as his injured wing was put under stress.

The dragon that attacked them circled around.

Instantly, Siroth was there, Illith on his back. Together they dove between the enemy dragon and Agaroth, deflecting his attention. The dragon dove for Siroth, who rolled away in a falling spiral, letting the aggressor chase him down toward the ground.

Aram realized that Illith was doing as she’d promised. She was keeping him alive.

A new enemy shot down from the stars, seeking them out. Agaroth let out a snarling roar, spewing forth a cone of flame at this new adversary. The enemy dragon rolled and flapped away, but it did not get far.

Aram reached out toward it across the distance between them, working the complement in ways that felt strange and foreign and yet made so much sense. The dragon ahead of him faltered. Its wings went limp, as though every bone within them had shattered all at once. With a horrible scream, it tumbled from the air.

Aram watched it fall, his stomach twisting.

A fork of lightning lashed toward him, spawned by an enemy mage on the ground. He saw it coming, perceived the energized strands of aether lashing toward them.

His vision reversed.

Instead of seeing the bindings, he perceived them in the negative space, understanding their architecture through absence rather than presence. He disrupted them by compressing the complement around them, folding the space they needed to maintain coherence.

The bindings that formed the spear of lightning dissolved.

It was so easy, instinctive in ways he didn’t fully understand.

Another dragon veered toward them. Aram crumpled the space around it, and the dragon let out a mortal scream before falling broken from the air.

A terrible horror filled Aram’s chest as he watched it fall. The abilities he wielded were too effective. Too easy. It was a power so potent that it was terrifying. He’d just killed a dragon and its rider with a thought, folding reality around them like paper.

The marks on his arms burned hotter, as though in response to his recognition. This was what the Void Dancers had been: not warriors, not architects, but forces of obliteration. No wonder they’d been forbidden and Sharidar sealed away.

But there was no time to dwell on it. No time to process the horror of what he’d become.

A bronze dragon dove at them from above, and the rider lashed out at Aram with whips of aether. Agaroth rolled, and Aram felt the strain through their bond, felt the damaged wing tear slightly more. But they came out of the roll beneath the attacker. Aram reached out with his perception, found the complement space around the bronze dragon’s wings and compressed it.

Bone snapped. Flesh pulverized.

The dragon shrieked in anguish, a living thing reduced to a broken, falling mass in the space of a heartbeat.

Because of him.

Aram swallowed the bile rising in his throat.

Another enemy was already diving in to spew flame at Siroth, who rolled away from the onslaught. The enemy dragon banked away, speeding into a dive to avoid a counterattack.

Aram tried to fold the air around it too, but his perception blurred. Too far. At this distance, he couldn’t perceive the complement. The marks on his arms burned hotter, like a warning.

There were limits to this power. While one part of him whispered that those limits might kill him, another part was grateful.

Before he could recover, a green-scaled opponent came at them from the side, flame building in its throat. Faranth intercepted, her larger bulk slamming into it with devastating force. The two dragons grappled mid-air, claws tearing at scales, wings thrashing. Faranth’s jaws found the green dragon’s throat and clamped down. She shook once, violently, and the enemy went limp. She released it, letting the green dragon fall, smoking, toward the earth.

Siroth and Illith dove past him, pursuing a scarlet dragon that had broken through toward Raginor’s position. The scarlet’s rider was a mage who threw forks of aethereal lightning at them, but Illith’s burning aura deflected the barrage like a shield. The crackling lances ricocheted back on the caster. The enemy mage fell from his mount, tumbling through darkness toward the ground far below.

The riderless dragon tried to flee, but Siroth was faster and more vicious. Black jaws closed on the red dragon’s wing, tearing it completely off at the joint. The dragon plummeted.

A small gray dragon swooped in from above. Aram didn’t see it until Agaroth’s alarm surged through the bond. The gray’s claws raked across Agaroth’s flank. He twisted, snapped at their attacker, caught the gray dragon’s tail in his mighty jaws and held on. The dragon thrashed, trying to break free.

Aram tried to fold the air around just the enemy dragon, afraid of harming Agaroth. But there was too much motion, and not enough space between one dragon and the other. He switched tactics, displacing the space around the rider instead—not crushing but shifting, shoving the rider sideways. The man simply appeared ten feet away from his mount, momentum unchanged, and fell screaming.

That scream. Aram heard it even over the horrified shriek of the enemy dragon. A man falling to his death, terror in its purest form.

I did that.

The riderless dragon tore free from Agaroth’s grip, trailing blood from its stump of tail, and followed its rider downward toward death.

Two more opponents came at them at once, coordinating their attack. One diving from above, one ascending from below, trying to catch Agaroth in a pincer.

He reached for the blue dragon above him and twisted. Not crushing this time. Bending. The dragon folded in on itself, wings crumpling, bones snapping, flesh compressing. It made no sound; just stopped being a dragon. A twisted mass of raw flesh tumbled from the sky.

Horror crashed through Aram, cold and piercing.

What have I become?

The dragon coming up from below snapped the thought in half.

It crashed into Agaroth, its claws raking across Aram’s leg. Aram cried out, clutching his leg as the purple dragon wheeled overhead and came around again. Aram felt his dragon’s fury through the bond, pain and rage mixing into something primal. Agaroth’s claws found his enemy’s face, tearing through scales and flesh, piercing its eyes. The purple dragon shrieked and veered away, blind and bleeding.

Faranth finished it, coming from the side with jaws wide. She clamped down on the purple’s neck and gave one sharp twist. The dragon spiraled downward, already dead.

Aram swallowed, watching it plummet. It was better this way. Better that Faranth finished it than him. At least her kills were natural, how dragons were supposed to fight and die. Not like what he did—a perversion of reality itself.

A cluster of enemy dragons wheeled toward them, four together in tight formation. Aram reached out and tried to warp the space around all of them at once.

It was too big an area. His attempt failed.

The marks on his arms flared with pain, a sharp rebuke.

Relief washed through him, sick and immediate. He couldn’t just obliterate entire formations, couldn’t end the battle by crushing dragons by the dozen. There were limits. Boundaries to the horror.

One of the dragons flew slightly out of formation. Aram focused on just that one and compressed the space around it, targeting its wings.

Both wings collapsed. The dragon fell.

Aram felt sick. Physically sick.

This is what Void Dancers were. Dangerous. Forbidden.

For good reason.

The other three dragons came at Faranth. Seeing them, she tucked a wing and rolled, passing beneath Agaroth, seeking the protection of her mate.

Aram waited one agonizing second until Faranth emerged from beneath them. Then he compressed the space around the leader. The dragon fell like a stone, rider and mount both screaming.

The other two approached together. Silver and copper. Coordinated, experienced, keeping tight formation. They split as they attacked, each taking a different angle.

Illith and Siroth engaged the silver dragon. Illith’s aura sliced through the air like a scarlet spear, striking the rider in the chest. Siroth tore into his riderless opponent without hesitation, finishing him off.

That left the copper for Aram and Agaroth.

The little dragon was fast and agile, its rider an enemy mage who spun defensive bindings around them. They came in close, too close for Aram to attack without risking Agaroth in the effect. At this range, this proximity, he couldn’t isolate them from his own dragon—the complement spaces overlapped too much.

The copper dragon’s claws raked Agaroth’s already damaged wing. Pain blazed through the bond. Agaroth roared and twisted, snapping at the copper’s neck but missing.

The enemy rider lashed out with magic, and suddenly every thread of aether that surrounded them hardened at once. Agaroth roared in fury as his wings froze. They did not fall because the still air held them. The copper dragon banked, opening its mouth, sweeping in for the kill.

He was still too close.

Aram wove a traditional binding, a simple second-order knot with the effect of an axe blade. Crude but effective. The copper dragon’s head parted from its body and tumbled away.

That kill felt clean. He didn’t hate himself for it.

Aram sat back and closed his eyes, catching his breath, and tilted his face upward. He opened his eyes in time to see a shadow pass in front of the sun.

A dragon that had marked them from above, stooping toward them with predatory speed.

Aram reached out and twisted.

Dragon and rider came apart in the air.

The markings on Aram’s arms burned like searing brands. Exhaustion bore him down. Each manipulation of the void had cost him, not just in essence, but in something far deeper. Something mortal. Something human.

He’d killed so many. Killed them in ways that were fundamentally wrong.

The void consumes everything it touches. Even you.

Keth’s last words stabbed him in the heart.

Aram gasped as understanding rocked him. What Keth had meant. The void wasn’t just destroying his enemies—it was consuming him. By wielding the void, he was becoming part of it, a terrifying weapon that negated existence.

More dragons swooped toward him, distracting his thoughts.

They fell too.

So did the next group.

And the next.

Daylight awakened around them, all but unnoticed. Aram battled to stay as close to Aurex as he could, which proved nearly impossible. Illith and Siroth fought beside him with unwavering precision, and even Faranth, spouting forked tongues of flame at every enemy that came too close to her mate.

And Aram killed and killed and felt himself dying inside. Felt the void claiming him one piece at a time. Felt himself becoming exactly what the depths of the Kazhat Oran had been designed to create.

A weapon too terrible to exist.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN




Through breaks in the combat, Aram caught glimpses of the larger battle. Raginor on golden Aurex, blazing with power, cutting through enemy formations. Erok on Varanth, the sleek black dragon moving with deadly grace, always positioned to intercept threats to his brother. Enemy dragons swarmed around them, for Aurex was the focus of their attack.

But someone was directing that swarm with terrible precision.

Aram’s breath caught when he first saw them through the chaos. A massive blue dragon commanded the enemy center, far larger than the others, scales darker than ocean depths. And mounted on its back, a hooded figure holding a fell sword that shimmered with a darkness thicker than night.

An Archon.

Aram recognized the blade even from a distance. It was a Baelsword. A weapon that didn’t just kill but also claimed the souls of the fallen. One of the three signs of an Archon. Ice filled Aram’s bones. An Archon was nearby, directing the forces of the enemy against Raginor, just as the ballad had chronicled.

And Raginor’s forces were flagging.

Dragons that should have had hours of fight left in them were beginning to founder, their movements growing sluggish. Fiery breath cooled, sputtering when it should have roared, as though some outside force sapped their potency.

Through his bond with Agaroth, Aram felt it. Not just physical exhaustion from the damaged wing and hours of combat. Something else. Something draining his dragon’s strength in ways that shouldn’t be possible. Agaroth’s fire cooled in his throat before he could expel it. His body felt dulled, as though the edge that made him a predator was being filed away by some unseen force.

All around them, men and dragons seemed to be experiencing the same thing. They were flagging, exhausted, struggling to keep their riders aloft. All while the enemy dragons seemed empowered, fighting with a vigor that shouldn’t be possible, as though the strength of Raginor’s dragons were being transferred to the enemy.

It must be the Archon, or something even greater. Such a force could not come from a mortal mage. Aram could feel it growing within him like a shadow, a preternatural dread sapping courage and strength like poison spreading through his veins. Agaroth felt it too. His dragon fought against it, snarling defiance even as his strength ebbed.

Agaroth was failing, struggling to stay airborne. His injured wing had been deteriorating throughout the battle, but now blood seeped from tears in the membrane, and every wingbeat sent a lance of pain through the bond.

“We have to land,” Aram muttered, knowing they were defeated.

Agaroth growled his defiance, summoning his courage to regain the altitude he’d lost. Faranth hovered beside them, her wounds bleeding, her magnificent scales marred by claw marks and bites and burns. But her determination remained unshaken, her loyalty to her mate absolute. Siroth was also affected, his eyes dull and glassy. Illith clung to his back, gasping for breath as the dragon heaved in the air with every stroke of his wings.

Below on the ground, the battlefield was littered with carnage. Bodies of soldiers and dragons covered the grassland in staggering numbers. Smoke rose from burning corpses, from dragons whose fire had consumed them as they fell. The scale of death was overwhelming, incomprehensible, a testament to hours of slaughter without pause.

But the battle didn’t stop.

Agaroth’s pain was almost unbearable.

“Land,” Aram ordered, a command met with stubborn defiance.

“I mean it!”

Instead of obeying, Agaroth angled upward toward Aurex, beating his wings to gain height. Raginor’s dragon was struggling as well, foundering under whatever force had drained them. But on his back Raginor was weaving a powerful array of bindings that glowed like sunlight.

Power built around him in a way that made the air seem to thicken, golden and glorious. His voice rang out across the battlefield, ancient words in a tongue Aram didn’t recognize but understood in his bones. It was not the High Speech of the Auld but something more exalted and far older. The language of gods and their children, words spoken when the world was young.

Victory or Death.

The sound sent chills down Aram’s spine despite the horror and exhaustion weighing his soul like chains. It stirred something in him both ancient and potent. Power built around Raginor like a gathering storm. Aram could see it in complement space. Raginor summoned the divine blood that made him more than human, greater than mortal, the celestial inheritance of Ahn himself. Light gathered around him and Aurex, intensifying, growing brighter with each heartbeat until it was almost painful to look upon.

And then it exploded outward.

Light radiated from Raginor as though his armor were made from sunlight itself. Aurex blazed with golden flames, both dragon and rider blending into a single image of pure luminescence. The light pushed back against the weariness that had overcome them all with the force of Ahn’s bloodline made manifest. Aram squinted against the brilliance and raised a hand to shield his eyes. It was like staring at the sun.

A demigod revealing his true nature.

Even the Archon paused.

The light went out from Raginor, spreading to the nearest dragons until they glowed like molten gold. Wherever the light touched, the consuming weariness was lifted. One by one, the dragons revived, their fires rekindled. Strength and courage that had bled away returned along with hope.

Aram felt the moment Raginor’s fire burned through him and Agaroth. It was as though their souls were seared clean, freed of weariness and pain. But Aram could see the cost. The incredible brilliance was consuming Raginor, burning through him. The light blazed so bright because he had thrown everything he had into fueling it. It wouldn’t last long. This was desperation, a final attempt to break the stalemate before his forces were ground into nothing.

The Archon recognized it too. From the back of his blue dragon, he summoned his forces, signaling them with gestures to reengage.

The enemy lines parted to admit something new.

At first, Aram thought they were enemy dragons, more reinforcements joining the fray. But the shapes were wrong. They were too small. Too numerous. Moving in ways dragons didn’t move, undulating through the air like eels swimming through water, pouring into the sky like a swarm of locusts.

Therlings.

They moved toward them in swarms like schools of predatory fish, fast and vicious.

There was no time to prepare, to react, no time to form defenses.

The therlings slammed into the dragons like barracuda.

They attacked with swarm tactics, overwhelming through sheer numbers, through the impossibility of defending against so many at once. They latched onto wings with their teeth, tearing membrane, shredding scales. Dragons screamed, trying to shake them off, thrashing and rolling and diving, but there were too many. For every therling killed, ten more took its place, pressing in from all sides.

Agaroth was attacked by several at once. Tearing pain ripped through their bond. The creatures’ teeth sank into Agaroth’s already damaged wing, ripping it further. Aram tried to pull them off by compressing the space they occupied, but they were too fast, too numerous, too small to target precisely while they moved.

Illith was there immediately, casting her blazing aura around Aram and Agaroth. The light chased some of the therlings off, killing some with bursts of force, deflecting others. But the swarm overwhelmed even her magic. She couldn’t stop them all. Her aura flashed and crackled. Six therlings fell smoking, replaced by a dozen more.

Some got through. They tore at Agaroth’s wings with savage efficiency. The dragon’s pain spiked through the bond—agony, but also fury. Agaroth snapped at them with his jaws, caught one, tore it apart in a spray of ichor and ribboned flesh. But more came. Always more.

Aram reached out desperately and compressed the complement around one therling. It popped, dead instantly. He twisted the aether around another group. They crushed into a writhing mass and fell. But there were dozens on Agaroth alone, and hundreds more swarming through the formation.

The horror of killing them barely registered. They weren’t dragons, weren’t people. Just things. Weapons. He could kill them without the soul-crushing weight that came with ending a thinking being’s life.

Small mercy in that.

All around, dragons were being shredded by the swarm. Aram saw one of Raginor’s wing leaders pulled from his mount by a cluster of therlings that had latched onto his armor. They tore him apart mid-air, blood spraying. His dragon’s wings were reduced to tatters in seconds. Grief-stricken and unable to fly, it plummeted from the sky, wailing until it hit the ground.

Raginor, blazing with divine light, cut through a school of therlings like a star burning through darkness. His aura incinerated therlings mid-flight. They didn’t just die—they ceased to exist, consumed by light that left nothing behind but ash and the smell of burned flesh. Aurex’s flames burned therlings by the dozens. One gout of breath and twenty eel-like bodies became cinders. Another blast and more vanished.

Raginor and Aurex carved a path through the swarm with terrifying efficiency. The therlings couldn’t touch them, couldn’t get close enough. The light surrounding them was a barrier nothing could cross. Therlings that tried simply ended. Disappeared into brilliance and were gone. They fell by the hundreds, their ribbon-like bodies trailing smoke as they plummeted toward the ground far below, littering the sky with ash and death.

Taking advantage of the confusion, the Archon leaned forward on his blue mount and urged it forward, carving a path toward Raginor and Aurex.

Seeing the threat, Erok broke from formation.

Aram recognized what was happening: the plan was unfolding before him, the same plan they had conceived in Xara’s throne room. The Shield holds the Archon. Aram protects Raginor with the power of the void.

Leaning forward, he urged Agaroth to greater speed, closing the distance between them and Raginor.

Varanth stooped like a falcon toward the Archon, racing to intercept. The two dragons clashed mid-air with a sound like thunder rolling across the plains. For a moment they grappled, twisting bodies and flailing wings, teeth gnashing and fires searing. Erok’s sword flashed, striking out at the hooded figure. The Archon’s Baelsword answered, darkness writhing along its length. The blue dragon was larger and heavier. It twisted in the air, massive jaws clamping down on Varanth’s neck and forcing the black dragon into a downward spiral.

The Archon’s magic was useless against a Shield. But there was nothing Erok could do to protect his mount against the physical dominance of a larger dragon.

Varanth fought, clawing and thrashing, twisting to break free, but the blue dragon’s grip was iron. They spun downward together, locked in combat, descending rapidly toward the ground.

Erok fought all the way down, striking at the Archon with his sword as the earth rushed up to meet them.

They hit.

The impact shook the earth. Dust exploded outward. Both dragons crashed and rolled, finally separating. Varanth rotated to a stop on his side in a tangle of twisted wings, his massive weight pressing Erok into the earth beneath him. The Warden lay trapped, helpless under his own dragon.

Seeing Erok in danger, Raginor let out a cry and angled Aurex toward the ground.

“No!” Aram shouted, but Raginor was already committed. The gold dragon folded his wings and plummeted, following his Shield-brother down, refusing to leave Erok to face an Archon alone.

Aurex hit the ground hard but controlled, claws digging furrows in the earth to slow their momentum. Raginor vaulted from his back before the dragon had fully stopped, inserting himself between Erok and the Archon.

“Down! Now!” Aram shouted to Agaroth, and his dragon obeyed with all the speed his torn wings would allow.

They dove. Siroth followed, matching their descent, as did Faranth, loyal to her mate even in this.

Wind screamed as the ground rushed up toward them. Agaroth spread his wings at the last moment, a maneuver that sent agony lancing through the bond. They landed beside Aurex, hard but alive.

Aram slid from Agaroth’s back before the dragon had fully settled, hitting the ground running. Illith followed only steps behind, positioning herself between Aram and the enemy soldiers who had seen them land and were already headed their way.

Aram ran toward Raginor, weaving bindings as he moved. Illith raced beside him, her aura flaring red around them both.

This was not the plan.

Everything was going wrong.

The Archon’s blue dragon rose to its feet, relatively unscathed. Rearing onto its haunches, it let out a ferocious roar. The Archon dismounted, his Baelsword wreathed in shadow as he stalked toward where Erok lay trapped beneath Varanth’s weight. Calm. Unhurried. Moving in for the kill.

Raginor was already there, positioning himself between the Archon and his fallen Warden, still blazing with divine light. He lifted his sword in defiance.

The Archon paused, then advanced, swinging the Baelsword in a mighty arc that trailed shadows in its wake.

Raginor’s blade connected, sparks flying where divine light met the darkness of nightmare. Behind him, Erok strained beneath Varanth’s bulk, trying desperately to free himself, to join the fight. But he couldn’t.

Raginor fought with Aurex at his back. The golden dragon spewed fire at their enemy, but it did little good. The flames surrounded the Archon but did not penetrate. With the Baelsword in his hands, even his clothing was resistant to the dragon’s breath. Furious, Aurex charged forward, but the dreadful sword held him back. One wound by that terrible blade was enough to slay even a dragon as mighty as Aurex.

Raginor’s golden light pushed back the Archon’s shadows as their swords danced between them. Aram realized with cold, terrible certainty which Archon this was.

This was the moment from the ballad.

Draxel.

The Archon was tall and pale, swathed in dark robes, with a face blank as carved stone. He did not rage or exult; he simply advanced, each movement measured and inevitable, as though the outcome had been decided long before the first blow was struck. The Baelsword in his hands moved like an extension of his will, drinking light and life. Raginor met each swing with divine fire. Draxel did not falter. He was not in a rush. He was simply waiting for that fire to go out.

Aram ran, legs pumping, closing the distance between them. Illith kept pace beside him, her protective aura flaring red around them both.

Draxel’s magic erupted.

Not a single binding but a cascade of them, overlapping, each designed to overwhelm Raginor’s defenses. The air itself seemed to crack and splinter between them.

The divine aura surrounding Raginor flared, trying to hold, a shell of scarlet radiance between him and annihilation.

Raginor held for a heartbeat.

Then two.

The globe of light around him cracked with a sound like splintering ice and exploded outward in a shower of sparks.

The backlash threw him to the ground. The divine light around him dimmed. Without Erok standing between him and the Archon, he was vulnerable in a way that was never meant to happen.

Draxel pressed forward, the Baelsword raised.

Aurex sprang to his defense, but the Archon’s dragon intercepted him, leaping onto Aurex and grappling him to the ground, teeth ripping at his throat, talons piercing his armored hide. The gold dragon rolled and thrashed, his tail whipping at his attacker, but he couldn’t break free.

Raginor recovered, stepped forward to meet him, still blazing with what remained of his faltering aura. But his movements were slower than they’d been moments ago, his strikes clumsy and uncertain.

Raginor was faltering.

Aram couldn’t let him. He reached out across the distance between them and found the complement around the Archon. He began to compress it⁠—

Lightning erupted across his vision.

Suddenly he was on the ground, staring up at the dragon-filled sky.

What had hit him?

He blinked, and Illith stood over him, gazing down at his face, her red aura burning. She didn’t offer to help him up.

“What are you doing?” he mumbled.

Her eyes met his and in them, he saw something terrible. Understanding. Purpose. Grief.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Panic and horror lanced through Aram as he struggled to rise. She kicked his sword out of his grip then pinned him down with bonds of light that wrapped around him like ropes.

Aram struck out at her with all the fatal power of the void.

Nothing happened.

Somehow, she was resistant to nodomancy.

An auramancer and a Shield, all at the same time. He’d known she was resistant to earth-power, but this was much more. She was thoroughly blocking him, and there was nothing he could do about it.

“No!” Aram shouted, struggling against his bonds, his fear now a palpable thing. “Let me go! I can save him!”

“You can’t,” she said. “The world must be Sundered.”

She held him there, Shielding him from doing anything to prevent the inevitable.

All he could do was watch.

Watch as Draxel’s dark blade drank in Raginor’s divine light. The demigod’s power waned, growing dimmer with every blow. His strikes slowed, his defense weakening.

“Please,” Aram begged. “Illith! He’s going to die!”

“I know,” she whispered, staring down at him. “I’m so sorry, Aram.”

Draxel struck again, all his power behind the blow. The last of Raginor’s aura flickered, then extinguished entirely.

He stumbled backward, feet losing purchase, and fell to one knee.

His sword clattered from his hand, blood flowing from wounds across his body. He tried to rise, but his legs wouldn’t obey. The divine power that had blazed around him was gone. He was just a man now. Exhausted. Mortal. Dying.

But still defiant.

Raginor reached back with blood-slicked fingers and found the silver bow still strapped across his shoulders. He pulled an arrow and nocked it with trembling hands. When he tried to aim, his arms shook too violently to draw. The arrow clattered to the dirt only paces away.

Draxel did not pause. He lifted the Baelsword over his head with both hands, the darkness around the blade writhing like living shadow, hungry and terrible. The sword came down with all his might.

The blade drove into Raginor’s chest. Through armor, through flesh, through bone, the point erupting from his back to pierce the earth beneath him.

Erok screamed, a sound that was not human, the sound of a heart tearing apart, of love and duty and purpose dying all at once. Raw. Broken. Endless.

Aurex lifted his head and let out a mortal keen that made the air itself seem to weep. The dragon’s cry of grief was a physical thing, announcing to all the world that something beautiful and irreplaceable had been destroyed.

Aram's hands went to his ears before he could stop them.

Illith released him. She stepped back with tears streaming down her face, and he understood without needing to be told: there was nothing left for her to protect.

Aram rose and thrust out with his perception in the same motion, found the complement space around Draxel, and pushed. The Archon flew sideways and tumbled away across the bloodied ground.

Aram sprinted forward, stumbling over corpses and debris, legs pumping, closing the distance. He fell to his knees beside Raginor and took him in his arms.

The Lord of Eyries was already dead. The Baelsword had done more than kill him. It had consumed everything that he was. Raginor’s eyes were open but empty. Not vacant like sleep or death, but hollow. His soul had been claimed, devoured by the blade, leaving nothing behind but a shell.

“No,” Aram whispered. “No, no, no…”

He heard Draxel rising. Boots scraping on blood-soaked earth. The Archon was approaching. Aram reached out with his perception and began to compress the complement around Draxel, to crush him where he stood.

Something slid between himself and his adversary like the moon slipping in front of the sun.

Illith.

His perception of the complement went dark.

The sorceress stood between him and Draxel like an eclipse, her eyes hard, Shielding the Archon.

“Move!” Aram shouted at her.

“I can’t,” she said. Her voice was steady, but her face was anguished. “This has to happen, Aram. Now go. Flee!”

Aram tried again to reach through her, to reach for the void. To twist it around Draxel and crush him into nonexistence. But Illith’s presence was like a solid wall he couldn’t penetrate.

He looked down at Raginor’s body. Lying beside him on the ground was his bow, fallen from his grip.

Erindiel, the argent bow that only Raginor could bend.

But he was Raginor reborn.

The bow would answer to him.

Aram bent and grasped the silver shaft of the bow. Draxel paused, turning to look at him, eyes sinister beneath the hood of his cowl.

Aram nocked an arrow from Raginor’s quiver and rose to his feet. Aiming at Draxel, he started to draw.

Nothing.

The bow refused to bend, as though it were made of solid steel, unresponsive as stone. No force in the world could have bent the shaft of that divine weapon.

No force but the Lord of Eyries.

Erindiel didn’t bend because it didn’t recognize him.

Because he wasn’t Raginor.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT




Calise’s hands shook as she lifted the clay cup from the black water. It was only half full, maybe less. After an entire day of work, this was all she had to show. She had spent too much time purifying the water instead of extracting from it.

The Crow Priest would be furious.

She pushed herself to her feet, legs cramping, and made her way through the cavern city toward his chambers. Through the bond, she felt Zandril’s awareness. Her dragon was still trapped in that terrible pit, twenty feet down with stone walls pressing close on all sides. Rhys suffered the same fate in a pit nearby. Calise could hear him sometimes through the stone when she visited Zandril: his labored breathing, his occasional cries of pain or confusion.

They’d moved Corley to a cell, at least. Not the pits, but to a locked chamber somewhere in the cavern’s depths. The guards wouldn’t tell her where, and they hadn’t let her see him in days. She was only allowed one brief visit with Zandril each day, fifteen minutes, no more. Just long enough to reassure herself that her dragon was still alive.

The Crow Priest’s chambers were lit by dozens of lanterns. When Calise entered, she found the foul man sitting cross-legged on the floor, performing some ritual, dabbing the smoldering end of a wick over an elongated animal skull that rested in his lap, the bone brown with age.

She moved forward silently, not wanting to disturb him, and set the small cup of glowing essence down before him. He glanced up at her with a stare that could have melted glass.

“Is that all?”

“Yes, Holy One.” Calise kept her voice steady despite her exhaustion. “I couldn’t concentrate⁠—”

“Don’t.” His eyes bored into hers. “Don’t insult me with more excuses. Your progress is pathetic. You should be extracting ten times this amount by now.”

He picked up the cup, downed its meager contents, then threw it against the wall beside her. The cup shattered, shards flying everywhere, cutting Calise’s skin.

She backed toward the door. “I’m trying, Holy One. I swear⁠—”

“Enough.” He crossed the chamber in three strides and grabbed her wrist. His fingers dug to the bone.

“Please, there’s no need⁠—”

But he was already dragging her from the chamber, his grip iron-hard on her wrist. Calise stumbled after him, trying to keep up with his longer strides. Guards fell into step behind them as he hauled her through the cavern passages.

Not toward the Wellspring. Deeper, into the sections she rarely saw.

Her heart began to pound. They descended through narrower corridors, past cells carved into the stone. The Crow Priest pulled her along with brutal force until they reached a cell carved into the wall like the chamber of a honeycomb, sealed with iron bars.

“Open it,” he commanded.

The guards moved past them, unlocking the barred door and swinging it open.

Inside, Corley sat on the stone floor, his back against the wall. He looked thinner than when she’d last seen him. His hair was matted, his clothes filthy from weeks without proper washing. But his eyes were alert, and they widened when he saw her being dragged in.

“Calise—” He struggled to stand.

The Crow Priest yanked her forward and shoved her onto the stone floor. She caught herself on her hands, the impact jarring through her arms.

The Crow Priest drew a curved blade from his belt and crossed to Corley in two strides. Before Corley could react, the blade was at his throat. He looked down at Calise.

“You will go back to the Wellspring. Extract as much essence as you can—not the pathetic dribble you’ve been bringing me. If I’m not impressed, your friend dies. You have one hour. Bring it to my quarters.”

Tears filled Calise’s eyes as she stared at Corley, her eyes begging his forgiveness. “Yes, Holy One.”

“If you fail me again, I will cut his throat and leave his body for the rats.” The blade pressed harder. A thin line of blood appeared on Corley’s neck. “Move.”

Calise scrambled to her feet and ran.

Through the cavern passages, past the city stirring to evening life, her pulse frantic. She only had one hour. One hour to extract enough essence to satisfy the Crow Priest, or Corley would die. She could do it. She knew she could. She’d been hiding her capabilities for weeks.

When she reached the Wellspring, she dropped to her knees at the water’s edge. Her hands were shaking, her breath coming in gasps.

Calise took a deep breath and reached out with her senses to feel the essence buried beneath vast layers of corruption in the water. Instead of cycling it through herself to purify it, she pulled it directly. She drew it out of the water with desperate speed, separating essence from corruption with quick efficiency, concentrating it into the largest vessel she could find.

The work went quickly. It took far less effort to withdraw the essence from the Wellspring than to purify it.

She filled an entire clay jug.

Her hands shook as she gathered the vessel in her arms. She knew she was giving the Crow Priest what he wanted, but Corley’s life hung in the balance. She had no choice.

Calise half-jogged to the Crow Priest’s quarters, her arms aching from the weight of the container. The essence within sloshed against the walls as though seeking escape.

When she entered, she found the feathered priest waiting, Corley kneeling on the floor before him, wrists bound with rope. The Crow Priest’s eyes went to the vessel in Calise’s arms, and something like satisfaction crossed his scarred features.

“Set it down.”

She obeyed, placing the tall jug on a stone table. It contained more essence than the sum of all she had ever offered him until now.

The Crow Priest released Corley and moved to the table. He picked up the jug, opened the lid, and examined the contents. Then he looked at her.

“You did this in an hour.”

Calise kept her head bowed, not daring to look at him. “Yes, Holy One.”

“An hour. When you’ve been telling me for weeks that you were trying your best.” He set the lid back on carefully. “You’ve been deceiving me from the beginning. Playing me for a fool. Pretending weakness while hoarding your true abilities. Did you not think I would discover the truth?”

Calise said nothing. Beside her, Corley had pushed himself to his feet, watching.

The Crow Priest raised the jug to his lips and drank deeply. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, tilting the container slowly, until every drop was gone. By the time he was done, he appeared taller. Stronger.

Far more dangerous.

“Thank you, Dedicant,” he said, his voice carrying a weight it hadn’t before. “You have proven what you are capable of. And you have also proven how little I can trust you.”

“Holy One, please⁠—”

“You lied to me. There are consequences for that.” His eyes narrowed, glowing with enhanced power. “Let me show you what happens to those who waste my time.”

He took up his staff and rapped the butt of it against the ground. Immediately, guards appeared in the doorway and grabbed both Calise and Corley. Calise didn’t resist. She was dragged from the chamber and forced to walk through the cavern passages. Corley came behind her, shouting and struggling. Down. Always down. Into the depths that contained the pits where their dragons were imprisoned.

As they passed the pit that contained Rhys, Calise heard the orange dragon’s weak cries, responding to the emotions and proximity of his rider. The sound made her chest ache.

The Crow Priest stopped at the pit that contained Zandril. The golden dragon looked up, eyes finding Calise through the bars. Calise could feel her dragon’s confusion and fear augmenting her own. She took in the Crow Priest’s vengeful visage and knew they had reason to fear.

“Please—!”

He gestured to one of the guards. “Open the valve.”

The guard moved to the wall beside the pit, where a metal wheel protruded from the stone. He gripped it and turned. The wheel groaned and shrieked in protest, but the noise was quickly consumed by the rushing roar of water flowing through channels carved into the mountain.

Dark liquid began pouring into Zandril’s pit.

Wellspring water.

Understanding crashed over Calise like an avalanche. They’d built this, designed the pits with channels that could flood them.

“No—!”

Zandril surged against her chains, bleating in terror. Dark water rushed into the pit through openings in the walls, quickly filling the floor. The corrupted water pooled at the bottom, thick and wrong. Through the bond, Calise felt every spike of Zandril’s panic as the water rose higher.

“Stop!” Calise begged, dropping to her knees at the pit’s edge. “Please, Holy One! I’ll never deceive you again. Just stop!”

But the water kept flowing, pouring in. The corrupted water was at Zandril’s knees now, rising fast in the confined shaft. The dragon bucked against the chains, yanking so hard the bands of her collar sliced through the scales of her neck. Through the bond, Calise felt Zandril’s claws scrabbling at the stone walls only to be pulled back down, the corruption searing where it touched her.

“Please!” Calise screamed, pulling at the iron grate with all her might.

Dark sludge reached Zandril’s chest. She struggled to keep her nostrils above the rising water, but the chains wouldn’t let her extend her head. Pain and terror echoed through the bond along with desperate pleas for help.

“Stop it!” Calise shrieked.

But the Crow Priest just watched, a smile curling his lips. “Let this be a lesson, Dedicant. When I command something, you obey. Fully. You will⁠—”

Calise stopped hearing him.

All she could feel was Zandril’s terror. Her dragon’s head was being slowly consumed by the caustic water rising past her mouth, covering her nose. She felt the first horrible moment when water went down her throat instead of air, scalding her insides.

Panic burned through the bond. Fractured images flooded her mind along with emotions too raw for thought: terror, choking, thrashing against chains. Water searing her from the inside out. Burning. Drowning.

The other magic awoke in Calise’s chest, stirring to life.

Ancient power, terrible and vast beyond comprehension, the Mother’s own strength flowing through Calise’s veins. It flowed out of her before she could think about it, flooding through her like fire, like molten lightning.

The power blazed from her like an eruption, pulverizing the iron grate, shattering Zandril’s chains with a sound like breaking thunder. The corrupted water evaporated, turning to a dark, caustic fog that steamed from the pit like volcanic ash.

Before Calise could call it back, the terrible magic turned on the Crow Priest.

He had time for one moment of shocked recognition. Time to see the power gathering around him like a storm, emerald-green and ancient and utterly merciless. Time to understand that the Dedicant he’d underestimated, the woman he’d thought broken and bound, had just become something far more dangerous than he’d imagined.

Then he burned.

The corruption he’d just consumed—an entire jug of concentrated essence—turned against him. His skin cracked and split. Light poured from his eyes, his mouth, his very pores.

He tried to scream but couldn’t. His throat was already corroded.

It took seconds. A ball of light blazed brighter than the sun, and when it faded, there was nothing left but a human-shaped column of charcoal on the stone floor and the lingering smell of burned flesh.

The guards stood frozen, staring open-mouthed at the charred lump of smoldering ruin that had been their leader. Then they turned and ran.

Something smacked against the stone floor behind her.

Calise turned.

She froze.

Then she screamed.

Corley lay on his side several paces away, his eyes open, staring at nothing.

For a moment, she didn’t understand. But then she did. She understood everything, and the scream tore out of her.

Calise staggered to her feet and ran to him, dropping down beside him. “Corley! Corley!”

She pulled him onto her lap, her hands moving to his face. His eyes were fixed on some point in the near distance, unblinking.

“Corley!”

She shook him, then shook him harder. Tried to reach him with her healing magic.

But it wouldn’t flow into him.

There was nothing there. Just stillness.

Calise cradled his head against her chest. He was heavy, limp, his body already losing the tension that came with life. Sobs wracked her thin frame, and tears trickled down her cheeks.

“No, no, no…”

The other magic had saved Zandril.

And this was the price.

From Rhys’s pit came a sound that pierced her heart. A high-pitched, strangled keen that echoed off the stone walls, rising and rising until it broke into guttural moans. The sound of a dragon feeling his rider die through the bond that connected them. The sound of a soul being torn in half.

Chains clanked as Rhys thrashed in his pit, calling for Corley in wordless agony. Calling for a rider who would never answer.

Calise pressed her face against Corley’s chest and sobbed.

Behind her came scraping sounds. Zandril climbed out of the pit, dragging her broken chains. She was covered in black ooze, and she was so weak it was all she could do to stagger forward. She pressed her warm head against Calise’s back with a low moan. Through the bond came waves of grief and understanding.

“I killed him,” Calise whispered into Corley’s still chest.

From the pit, Rhys’s soul-wrenching shrieks were growing weaker as the dragon died slowly from grief too vast for any creature to bear. Calise almost rose, almost went to help him, but stopped herself. There was nothing she could do. Releasing Rhys from the pit would only prolong his agony.

Calise knelt in the wreckage of her choices, Corley’s body in her arms, sobbing as Rhys’s struggles grew weaker.

She had ended two lives to save one.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE




Aram stared at the bow in his hands, silver-white and beautiful and utterly useless. Erindiel. Ahn’s gift to his beloved son, bound to Raginor’s soul. It did not glow in Aram’s hands. Didn’t respond. It was just as lifeless as the man it had been made for.

Raginor’s soul had been consumed by the Baelsword, devoured entirely. The bow was dead because there was nothing left of Raginor to fill it. Nothing left to be passed down to him.

Shaking, Aram looked up.

Illith stood between him and the monster that was approaching, Shielding both from the other, standing like a wall between them.

“Move!” Aram shouted at her. “Illith, MOVE!”

She didn’t. Just stood there, tears streaming down her face.

Draxel came forward and shoved her aside.

The Baelsword rose.

Draxel’s gaze fell on the black markings that webbed Aram’s arms. The sight of them stopped the Archon mid-stride. Recognition flashed across his face, and the Baelsword hesitated. The Archon took a wary step backward, distancing himself from the new threat he perceived.

He gave a nod to Aram. An acknowledgment that felt like a stalemate.

Then he turned and walked away.

Illith made no move to stop him. Draxel mounted his blue dragon and took to the sky, spiraling upward toward the clouds. Aram watched them until they were gone, indistinguishable from all the other dragons that flooded the skies above the battlefield.

The moment the Archon was airborne, Illith moved.

She didn’t say anything, just turned and ran.

Not away from Aram. Toward where Varanth lay collapsed on Erok.

The dragon had regained consciousness. He was scrambling to roll over, but his wings were twisted beneath him in a way that made it impossible. Illith dropped beside him and tugged at a wing, trying to free it.

Aram scrambled after Illith, confusion and rage burning in his chest, and fell down beside Erok, who had stopped struggling and lay with his body compressed beneath his dragon, face covered by his hands.

“Why?” Aram shouted at Illith, taking hold of Erok under his arms and pulling with all his might. But Varanth’s bulk refused to yield.

“I had to let him die,” Illith answered, at last managing to free a wing. “I’m sorry.”

Freed to roll, Varanth twisted off Erok with a terrible groan, staggering to stand.

“I had to,” Illith said again, tears streaming down her face. She backed away. Not toward Siroth, but toward the battle. There was fear on her face. Fear of him. She took a few more steps backward then turned and ran, disappearing into the chaos of Raginor’s forces scattering across the battlefield.

Beside him, Erok attempted to rise. His legs buckled, and he went down hard. He tried again, teeth gritted, forcing his damaged body to obey. He surged to his feet, swaying, one hand pressed against his ribs. Limping heavily and clutching his side, he staggered across the bloodied ground toward where Raginor lay, until he finally collapsed beside him.

With a soul-wrenching cry, he pulled Raginor into his arms, cradling his head tenderly upon his shoulder.

Sobs tore from Erok’s chest as though ripped from inside, each one dragging pieces of his soul with it. He hugged Raginor’s empty body, rocking, his great shoulders heaving.

“I failed you,” he whispered. “I wasn’t enough.”

His voice broke on the last word, dissolved into grief.

Aram stood frozen, watching, unable to move, unable to break away despite the intimacy of the moment. His own grief rose, bringing tears to his eyes.

From behind them came an agonized moan.

Aurex.

Aram turned, horror growing cold in his gut as the great golden dragon struggled. Wounded, bleeding, he used the last of his strength to drag himself toward the man he loved, dying from wounds that should have killed him already.

He reached where Erok knelt holding Raginor. Erok looked up and their gazes met, man and dragon, two souls bonded to the same beloved. Something passed between them that was profound and intimate. Erok gently eased Raginor’s body to the ground and, leaning over him, pressed a kiss against his lips. Then he rose. He stood for a long moment, looking up into Aurex’s heartbroken face, then cupped the dragon’s cheek. Still sobbing, he turned and limped away, his face buried in his hands.

The gold dragon let out a last mournful moan and then dragged himself forward. He lay beside the body of his rider and began to coil around him. His massive body curled into a ball, head coming to rest near his tail, protecting his rider even in death. Always protecting. Always loving. Forever.

Aram couldn’t help the tears that fell from his eyes, for he knew what he was witnessing.

A dragon cairn.

Erok stopped and turned, his face contorting in grief.

The dragon’s golden eyes met Erok’s with understanding, a love that transcended species.

Aram approached and pressed a hand against Aurex’s side in a gesture of compassion. The scales were already growing cold, the dragon’s internal fire banking. The transformation beginning that would turn living flesh into stone.

“Thank you,” Erok whispered, laying his hand on the dragon’s cooling scales. “For everything. For him.”

Aurex gave a soft rumble, gentle, almost a purr. Then his golden eyes closed forever.

As Aram looked on, the dragon transformed. Aurex’s lustrous scales dulled and grayed, flesh hardening to stone before his eyes. The change was beautiful and terrible and utterly permanent. Within moments, the dragon who had guarded Raginor throughout his life became both tomb and monument.

Dragon and rider preserved together, forever.

As it should be.

Erok collapsed to his knees, his whole body quaking in grief.

Behind him, Varanth released a keening cry that resonated across the battlefield like sorrow given voice.

Erok rose and drew his sword.

Fear spiked through Aram’s chest. At first, he thought the Warden meant to fall upon it. Instead, Erok let out an ear-splitting bellow and hurled the sword away as hard as he could.

Then he stalked forward and took up Raginor’s sword. This he raised to the sky, letting the sun’s rays shine upon the blade, turning it molten gold.

“FOR RAGINOR!” he shouted, his voice ringing out across the battlefield.

Before Aram’s eyes, Erok’s grief transformed into fury, into something that would help him stand after he should have been broken.

Varanth lowered himself and Erok mounted, brandishing Raginor’s blade as they launched skyward. Aram stood watching them ascend, watching Erok carry his grief and fury toward where Draxel’s forces swarmed in the distance.

Then, with a heavy sigh, he turned to find his sword.

He couldn’t remember where he’d dropped it. It wasn’t anywhere visible on the blood-soaked ground around him. He turned in a slow circle, scanning the battlefield, the corpses, the debris. It was nowhere.

He moved to the nearest fallen soldier and rolled the body over. The sword wasn’t there. He moved on to the next corpse, then the next, his steps growing more urgent, his breath coming faster.

Then he stopped and stood frozen.

A terrible thought crystallized in his mind.

He turned slowly toward the dragon cairn.

Dread settled over him as understanding dawned. His star-steel blade, forged with his own hands over months of labor, was buried somewhere beneath Aurex’s coils. Sealed forever under cooling stone.

A scream tore from Aram’s throat, raw and helpless. His sword, the weapon he’d poured himself into creating, was entombed with Raginor.

The loss was devastating. Aram turned, not knowing what to do. He glanced behind him to where Agaroth and Faranth stood warding his back some distance away, keeping the stragglers from the battle at bay.

He didn’t know what to do.

His gaze fell on Eliel lying in the dirt a short distance away — Erok's ancient blade, abandoned where the Warden had dropped it. Aram walked toward it, feeling numb and hollow. He needed a weapon, and it would have to do. He knelt and picked it up, turning it over in both hands.

In his grasp, the blade came to life and began to glow.

Aram gaped, almost dropping the sword.

No.

He wanted to scream. To cry out in denial.

It couldn’t be.

But the sword glowed undeniably in his hands. Warm. Shimmering with an inner light that seemed to come from within.

Tears filled his eyes, for that glow was damning.

This sword was like the bow. A gift from Ahn. Bound to a soul.

And that soul was his own.

Understanding crashed through him like a second blow. Worse than the first and far more devastating.

He wasn’t Raginor reborn, wasn’t the hero of the ballad.

He was the opposite.

He was Erok the Worldsunderer.

Everything recontextualized in his mind, pieces locking together until it suddenly made sense. Erok couldn’t Sunder the world on his own. He was a Warden. A Shield. He had no innate magic.

But Aram did, and he knew exactly how to do it.

Same soul, the same legacy of destruction.

Now he knew why he was brought here. To Sunder the world again.

Aram sat down hard, legs giving out beneath him. The glowing sword was still in his hands.

“I can’t,” he whispered, and bowed his head, tears of shame trailing down his cheeks.

He was not a hero and never had been.

The weight of the knowledge was crushing. He’d come to save Raginor. To prevent the Sundering. To change history. Instead, he was history.

He always had been.

“I’m sorry.”

Aram looked up and, through his tears, saw Illith standing over him, compassion and sadness in her eyes. She crouched beside him, resting a hand on his arm.

“You knew,” he said. An accusation.

“Yes.”

“You knew who I was. All along.”

“Yes.” She stared at him, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

“Why?” he moaned. “How could you let this happen?”

“Because if this didn’t happen, then the world you know would not exist.”

Aram grimaced, clenching his jaw. His fists tightened on the sword hilt until the blade trembled.

“I can’t do it!” he cried. The shout wasn’t directed at Illith. It was directed at the gods, at fate, at creation itself.

Her hand moved to his shoulder, and she leaned closer. “You have to, Aram. You have to help Erok Sunder the world again. And I…I have a ballad to write.”

The cry of a dragon made him look up, his eyes focusing on the battle that had reformed in the sky. Varanth and Draxel’s blue dragon were locked in combat, writhing and shrieking, tearing at each other with claws and teeth.

Fear stabbed through Aram like a blade. He burst to his feet.

“Go!” Illith cried.

He was already running, sprinting across the carnage of the battlefield to his dragon. Reaching Agaroth, he climbed onto his back. The crimson dragon was in the air even before Aram was firmly seated.

He buckled the riding straps as they rose, spiraling, the other dragons following them into the sky. Illith was not with them. Looking down, he saw her where he’d left her, standing next to the dragon cairn, arms at her sides, staring up at him.

He tore his eyes away, never wanting to see her again.

Dozens of dragons had gathered overhead, circling like hawks, staying back from Varanth, though ready to swoop in given a chance.

Reinforcements.

Down on the plain, the tide of battle had turned. Raginor’s forces were being routed. The enemy’s reserve forces, held back until now, entered the battle at the critical moment with numbers that were overwhelming. Nothing could stand against that.

They’d lost their hero.

Lost hope.

Lost the world they knew.

Not knowing what else to do, Aram charted a course toward Erok, urging Agaroth upward. The wind screamed past them as the dragon accelerated, ignoring the pain radiating from his injured wing. Faranth raced beside them, her powerful wings beating in rhythm with Agaroth’s labored strokes. Siroth raced after them, streaking through the skies now that he was free of Illith’s weight.

The battle had reformed around Erok. Draxel’s blue dragon and Varanth were locked together in a deadly grapple, clawing and biting while Erok swung Raginor’s sword, striking against the Baelsword in bursts of light and shadow. Other dragons swarmed around them, both sides pressing in, the aerial combat brutal and chaotic.

Aram reached out with his mind as they flew, found an enemy dragon in his path, and compressed the space around it. The dragon’s wings crumpled with an audible crack, and it fell screaming toward the earth below.

He twisted the void around another. The dragon bent in half at an impossible angle and spiraled downward, its rider’s screams lost in the wind. A third, he simply warped out of existence, the complement folding around it until it ceased to be a coherent shape and tumbled from the sky.

The horror of what he was doing barely registered anymore. He’d gone beyond horror, beyond grief, into something cold and necessary.

Agaroth dove through the swarm of dragons, Aram’s void powers clearing a path through the enemy formation. They reached Erok and Varanth just as the claws of Draxel’s mount raked across the black dragon’s shoulder. Blood sprayed the air, but Varanth did not falter. Despite the wound, he grappled with the blue dragon, his teeth slicing open a gash on its neck.

Then the enemy reinforcements surrounded them.

The tide turned in an instant. Raginor’s dragons, already exhausted from hours of brutal fighting, began to go down under the fresh assault. Dragons were falling now, spiraling toward the ground in trails of flame. Riders were dying, their screams cutting through the chaos. The circle of defenders around Erok and Aram collapsed inward as the enemy pressed their advantage.

Through it all, Draxel focused on Erok and Varanth. The black dragon was wounded and bleeding, struggling to stay airborne after hours of combat and the terrible mauling he’d taken earlier. Erok was holding him together through sheer force of will and the bond between them, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

They clashed in close quarters, one dragon tearing savagely at the other, Draxel’s Baelsword weaving shadows like trails of living smoke.

The dark blade drove deep into Varanth’s chest. Not a glancing blow. Not a wound that could be survived.

A killing strike.

The blade punched through scale and muscle and bone, plunging deep into the dragon’s great heart.

Varanth’s death cry split the heavens, a noise unlike anything Aram had ever heard. This was the sound of a soul being consumed, vanquished by the Baelsword’s terrible hunger. The sound was so primal, so viscerally wrong, that every dragon in the air faltered, understanding on some fundamental level that they were hearing true annihilation.

Varanth’s wings stopped beating.

Claws still locked on Draxel’s great beast, Varanth tumbled from the sky, already dead, falling in a graceless spiral, still clinging to his enemy.

Erok was thrown free, his body tumbling through the air. Aram sent Agaroth into a steep dive despite his wounded wing. The dragon obeyed, dropping like a stone after the falling Warden. Agaroth extended his claws and snatched Erok out of the sky with surprising gentleness despite the size of his talons and the speed of their descent.

Varanth and the Archon’s dragon hit the ground with earth-shaking force, plowing through ranks of soldiers and rolling across the battlefield in a twisted, conjoined mass, sending up a thick plume of dust and debris.

Agaroth descended more slowly, controlled and careful, and set Erok on a rock outcrop far from the thick of the fighting. Where Varanth had fallen, nothing moved. There would be no cairn for him. The battlefield itself would be his tomb. Beside him sprawled the corpse of Draxel’s dragon and the body of the dead Archon himself, hand still clutching his terrible blade.

Erok sagged to the ground, doubling over, a broken fraction of the man he had been.

“I lost them both,” Erok whispered, his voice empty and dead, shaking in great, silent sobs.

He knelt and didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t seem to even breathe.

Aram looked up at the battle overhead and saw that it was over. Their forces were scattering now, breaking formation, fleeing in every direction. Without Raginor, without Erok, without hope, they had nothing left to fight for. The enemy reinforcements were overwhelming them, turning what had been a battle into a rout.

Aram looked down at Erok, laid a hand upon the Warden’s shoulder, knowing they couldn’t stay there.

“Erok,” he said quietly.

The Warden didn’t respond, didn’t look up.

“Erok,” Aram said again, louder.

The Warden lifted his head, his stare flat and hollow. “They’re gone.”

“I know,” Aram said.

Erok was staring at him now, understanding beginning to dawn through his grief. His eyes fixed on the glowing sword in Aram’s hand.

“Eliel…”

“Yes.” Aram grimaced, shame making his cheeks burn. He couldn’t admit it. Couldn’t give the truth weight by voicing it.

“You’re not Raginor reborn,” Erok whispered in a trembling voice that sounded as horrified as Aram felt.

“No.” Aram bowed his head in guilt, in shame, in defeat.

Erok’s stare intensified, moving from the sword to the markings covering Aram’s arms to his face. His gaze took on a feverish quality.

“You can do it,” Erok said, and it wasn’t a question but a statement of fact. “You have the knowledge. The power.”

“Yes,” Aram admitted. “I have the knowledge and the power to start it. But I’ll need you to finish it.”

Erok stood slowly and looked up at the battle still raging in the sky, at the enemy reinforcements overwhelming what remained of Raginor’s forces, at the death and destruction and hopelessness surrounding them on all sides. Then he looked back at Aram.

“We will save what we can,” Aram assured him. “The world they fought for. The world they died for. It will live.”

Reaching out, Erok grasped Aram’s wrist in a firm grip. “Let’s do it.”

Aram looked at Erok’s hand, feeling the connection between them sizzling as though electrified. They were the same soul, just different iterations, meeting across time.

It would take them both to Sunder the world.


CHAPTER EIGHTY




Aram glanced around, trying to get his bearings. The plain stretched around them in all directions, littered with carnage. Bodies, both human and dragon, were scattered across the blood-soaked earth in numbers that made his heart ache. Smoke rose from burning corpses, and blood ran from beneath piles of the dead. It was wholesale slaughter on a scale that Aram had never imagined possible.

The last of Raginor’s soldiers were fleeing, scattering across the grassland in small groups. Some flew low, mounted on wounded dragons that could barely stay airborne. Others ran on foot for the distant treeline, for anywhere they could find protection. There was no order to their retreat. No leadership was left alive.

The enemy wasn’t even pursuing them. The soldiers had turned to looting instead, moving among the corpses, stripping the dead of anything valuable. Their dragons circled overhead in lazy patterns, no longer hunting, just monitoring.

It was over.

Aram glanced back at Erok, then turned to look at his own dragons waiting nearby.

It was time.

He closed his eyes and reached out with his perception deeper than he’d ever gone before, seeking the complement beneath the aether, the foundation of reality itself. He could see it easily. It was impossible not to now. The Web of Ages and the void that surrounded it were delicate and fragile, easily unraveled if one knew where to cut.

And Aram knew.

The knowledge was there in the marks covering his arms, burned into his flesh in the Kazhat Oran. How to save the world by tearing it apart.

But there was far more to it than just destruction. Once the two halves of the world were separated, there would have to be something to hold them apart, so they didn’t drift back together. What that something was, he already knew: the Anchors of Heaven.

Seven points of power scattered across the world, fed by the seven Wellsprings. He already knew what the Anchors looked like, for he had seen three of the seven. The great tree in the Eldenwood was an Anchor, as were the caverns of Eld Elan beneath the Altier Highlands. And the red lake that fed the statue of the Mother that rose above the Hills of Eranor was the keystone Anchor, the one that supported them all.

He would need to create them first, before Erok Sundered the world. Aram struggled to imagine it. He couldn’t grow a tree or carve a statue from the rocks. But then again, he didn’t think he had to. Those were just physical manifestations that probably came later, built or grown to mark these places of power. The Anchors themselves would have to be something more aethereal, like massive knots woven into the fabric of the Web itself—knots big enough to withstand the test of time, the strain of two worlds.

The Anchors were always near Wellsprings, and there was a reason for that. Such constructs would take essence to maintain, to endure without fraying or unraveling. The Wellsprings would be a continuous source of that essence. He understood their purpose now.

Aram gazed out across the smoke and gore of the battlefield. “I need to create the Anchors first. Seven of them, at the Wellsprings. They’ll hold the worlds apart. Without them, everything collapses back together.”

Erok frowned, his eyes full of misery. “How long will it take?”

“Not long.” Aram stared into the distance, his focus turned inward. “I don’t need to fly to them. I can fold the complement. I’ll be back.” He glanced at Agaroth. “Stay with him. Protect him.”

Agaroth rumbled acknowledgment, though he didn’t like it. He was never comfortable when they were separated, but he understood.

Aram stepped back, putting distance between himself and Erok. Then he reached out with his mind. He could visualize the Web of Ages that made up the world, connecting everything. Within that vast tapestry, there were seven points where the threads converged, seven whirlpools in the fabric of existence where essence flowed up from somewhere impossibly deep, creating eddies in reality itself. The Wellsprings were focal points, places where the Web gathered and concentrated.

He could see them from here, seven convergences scattered across the land, each one glowing in his perception with its own distinct character.

The furthest Wellspring was the Arms of the Mother, far to the northwest, where Araghar stood in the World Below, the Wellspring Kathrax had poisoned. He’d never been there, and he hoped he never would, but he could see it now—a whirlpool in the Web, threads spiraling inward toward a center point that pulsed with power. He focused his mind on that center and reached out to the complement space between here and there, and folded that distance, bringing those two points together until they touched.

The air in front of him distorted, rippling like heat waves. Aram reached into that distortion and tore.

The air split open.

It wasn’t a rupture that opened into the void. There was no light, no wind—this was a doorway that opened into somewhere else entirely. Through a bending of the aether, Aram could see mountains and snow and distant peaks shrouded in clouds, and water pooling in a basin carved from ancient stone, fed by glacial melt.

He stepped through.

The world shifted around him. One moment he stood on the bloodied plain, the next he stood in the far northwest where winter never fully released its grip. The transition was instant, seamless, reality folding and unfolding in the space of a heartbeat.

Behind him, the opening closed, the complement returning to normal.

Before him, a Wellspring lay nestled at the foot of a mountain, a jewel of crystalline water cradled between two stone ridges that rose like protective arms on either side, curving overhead: the Arms of the Mother. Its water was pristine, so pure he could see every pebble on the bottom, every subtle current as glacial melt fed into the pool. The stone surrounding the Wellspring was smooth, worn by millennia into curves that seemed almost intentional, as though the mountain itself had shaped this place with reverence.

Aram placed his hands on that ancient stone and felt the power beneath—purest essence welling up from the bones of the earth, untainted. He reached out with his mind and began to weave.

Gently, he pulled threads of aether from the air around him, forming structural knots like the ones in Keth’s tome—prime knots tied into the fabric of reality.

Then he began manipulating the complement around them.

Reaching into the space between things, into the void that surrounded the aether, Aram wove the space around his creation, braiding the physical and the immaterial, each supporting the other, creating something that existed in both states simultaneously.

The Wellspring’s essence flowed into the weaving, a renewable source of power that made the structure permanent and immutable. Aram could feel it taking shape, massive and complex, a structure that would exist in both worlds simultaneously once they split—a creation far grander than anything he had ever attempted or imagined.

He knew what it would become. In the World Above, a henge of stones would mark this location, channeling the power beneath. In the World Below, this place would become sacred. A great tree might someday be planted here, or a statue might be carved—symbols of reverence created by those who would come later and sense the sanctity of this place.

When he was finished, his creation lay spread across the ground beside the Wellspring, inert and waiting, ready to spring into tension when needed. When the world split, this Anchor would be there to hold both halves forever apart.

Aram stood, breathing hard. The weaving had taken more out of him than he’d expected, but there were six more Anchors to create.

He reached out with his mind again and found the second Wellspring: the Strength of the Mother, where Skyhome was located, deep inside the cliffs, an artesian spring that fed the eyries. He had seen it here as well, in the form of a fern-draped grotto beside Astia’s village, where the dragons had taken refuge when they first arrived.

He folded the complement with scarcely a thought, tore open a doorway, and stepped through.

The grotto was peaceful, untouched by the war that was surely coming. Ferns draped the walls, moisture dripping from stone. The pool shone violet in the dim light, ethereal and tranquil.

Aram knelt beside the glowing water and began weaving.

The pattern was the same: aether and void braided together, powered by the Wellspring’s essence. But each location felt different, and each knot he wove took on characteristics from its surroundings, as though the land itself was contributing to his creation.

The Anchor formed and lay dormant beside the glowing water like an enormous snake woven of glistening lace, waiting for the Sundering to awaken it.

Aram moved on. He folded the complement and stepped through into darkness lit only by a Wellspring’s azure glow.

The Tears of the Mother lay deep in the caverns of Eld Elan. He’d been there before with Markus in the World Below, where Sergan had ambushed them. He had held Markus for hours, bathing his wounds in the Wellspring’s potent water. The pool glowed a quiet blue, cold and clear, deep within caverns that had never seen sunlight.

Aram knelt on damp stone beside the Wellspring and wove the third Anchor, using the same care and patience he had for the previous two. When he was done and had his masterwork laid out before him across the cavern’s floor, he moved on to the next.

The fourth Wellspring was the Love of the Mother, located deep within the Greenwood. In his time, this pool was also corrupted, fallen victim to Kathrax’s assault on everything pure and beautiful. In this time, the Wellspring was an entrancing forest pool glowing with verdant green light, surrounded by ancient trees whose roots drank deeply from its nourishing waters. Sunlight filtered through leaves in shafts of gold, a place of peace and tranquility.

Aram knelt beside the quiet pool and wove the fourth Anchor. When he was done, he folded the complement and moved on.

He recognized the fifth Wellspring when he arrived: the Loins of the Mother. In his world, it nourished the valley of the Elesium. Here, it resided deep beneath the Sanctum of Daro, its waters feeding the Oracle. Pipes ran down from the walls, harvesting its power to feed the city above. Its quiet glow illuminated the cavern while the space around it radiated silence like mist.

Here, beneath Daro, Aram knelt and wove the fifth Anchor.

Then he moved on.

The next Wellspring was the Spirit of the Mother, residing deep within the Eldenwood. Its placid waters bathed the ground around it, and even the leaves of the surrounding forest reflected its ethereal light. Someday, a great tree would sprout in this place: the Heart of the Grove, destined to be destroyed by Sergan’s invading forces. But that tree didn’t exist yet, and wouldn’t exist for years, perhaps centuries. The Eldenwood was pristine, untouched by future tragedy.

Aram knelt beside the silver water and wove the sixth Anchor.

By the time he was done, he was exhausted. His arms burned where the marks covered his skin, and his mind throbbed from the constant manipulation of complement space. Each weaving was taking more effort, each knot harder to form than the last.

But there was only one more Anchor to go, and then his work would be complete. He folded the complement and tore a rift, stepping through.

The Heart of the Mother greeted him with its blood-red waters. Here lay his biggest challenge. In this place, he would weave the keystone Anchor that would command all the others. The Hills of Eranor did not resemble the memory he had of them. Here, they were golden with tall grass and ribboned with oaks.

The water glowed crimson in the sunlight. Aram knelt beside the familiar pool and placed his hands on the stone he’d touched before in his own time. Closing his eyes, he collected himself.

In the silence of the hills, Aram wove the final Anchor, aether and void combined to create an enormous structure he laid out over the hills, quiescent and ready, waiting to fulfill its destined purpose.

Seven Wellsprings. Seven Anchors. Seven constructs that would stand for ages, holding the worlds apart.

Aram stood slowly, swaying with exhaustion. His head pounded, and the marks on his arms felt like they were burning through his skin. But it was done. The Anchors of Heaven were ready.

Now came the easy part.

He folded the complement one more time, opening a doorway back to where he had left Erok waiting on the battlefield. With one last glance at the peaceful lake, he stepped through the opening and emerged into the carnage-filled wasteland.

Erok knelt with his back to him, hands resting on the hilt of Raginor’s sword, which he’d driven into the ground. Agaroth and Faranth stood beside him, protective, while Siroth watched over them from a distance. The battle had moved on, and only the dead remained, along with the ravens. Entire flocks carpeted hummocks of bodies. The sun was setting, painting the sky with the colors of the battlefield.

“It’s done,” Aram said, exhaustion heavy in his voice.

Erok did not turn to look at him. “Now we end this.”

“Yes. We end this.” Aram drew himself up, rubbing his eyes. His vision swam with fatigue. “I’ll open a doorway. Are you ready?”

Instead of answering, Erok rose. He left the sword planted deep in the ground and stood with his hands still on the hilt as though resting them on the shoulders of a loved one. His body was shadowed, a silhouette against the setting sun, a tragic figure mourning the dead he had failed to save.

Aram reached out with his mind, locating the Kazhat Oran, using its very nature to find it within the Web. It was like a cancer in the world, impossible to miss, threatening to spread across the entire pattern and rip the tapestry in half.

There was only one thing keeping it closed: the barrier around Sharidar, like a bandage over a wound. One more time, Aram folded the complement. The air distorted in front of him, rippling and bending. Then he reached into that distortion and tore.

The air split open and kept spreading. What was a door grew wider, and wider still. Darkness appeared on the other side, resolving into a canyon wrapped in the long shadows of evening. The doorway kept spreading until it was wide enough for even the dragons to pass through.

Through the tear, he could see the barrier that surrounded Sharidar, rising like a mirrored dome into the darkening sky.

“Through,” Aram said. “Quickly.”

Agaroth went first, stalking forward with Faranth right behind him. Siroth came next, moving fast to catch up. For once, the light of hope glimmered in Siroth’s eyes, for he knew they were leaving, and he knew that Markus was somewhere waiting to be reunited with him.

Erok bent and kissed the pommel of Raginor’s sword. Then he turned, leaving the sword behind in the dirt as a somber monument marking the end of a legend. He did not look at Aram as he passed, stepping through the doorway.

Aram went through last, and the opening closed behind them, mending itself until there was no trace it had ever been there, not even a scar in the air.

The canyon they emerged into was draped in twilight. The moon had risen over a nearby mountain peak, its light reflected off the snow. The barrier gave off a low hum that Aram did not remember from before. Perhaps he could hear it now because of the exceptional silence that filled the canyon.

He went to Agaroth first, reaching out to touch his dragon’s face.

“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be back. This won’t take long.”

A chittering sound came from one of the leather bags he had strapped to Agaroth’s harness, the one holding Keth’s mosuta tome that Raginor had given him. Aram froze, staring at the leather satchel. The chittering came again, louder this time, followed by a small furry head poking out.

Nibs.

The na-weasel climbed out of the bag, his whiskers twitching, his dark eyes bright. He’d been there the whole time, tucked away in secret next to the book.

“You little sneak,” Aram said, but there was no anger in his voice, just relief. “You better keep your head down.”

The na-weasel ducked back into the pouch and disappeared.

Aram turned to Erok. “Ready?”

“Yes.”

Aram focused his perception on the dark heart of the Kazhat Oran, where the sinister tear in the Web had already opened and was trying to fray wider. Grimacing against the pain in his temples, he folded the complement and opened a doorway.

Through it, he could see only darkness—not the comfortable darkness of night, but something far more sinister, the kind of darkness that existed in the spaces between things, in the complement itself. At the very center of that darkness, light glowed from a tear in the world.

The light of the void.

When Aram waved him forward, Erok balked. “The tests⁠—”

“Won’t matter,” Aram said. “You’re a Shield. Besides, we’re going directly to the center.”

Erok hesitated, eyeing the passage ahead as though he didn’t trust it, before stepping through.

Aram followed.

The world shifted. One moment, he was outside Sharidar in a canyon bathed in moonlight. The next, he was buried deep in the shadowed heart of the Kazhat Oran, in the nether reaches of the labyrinth, where no one was meant to enter who had not passed the tests.

The darkness pressed in on all sides, thick and suffocating. The only light came from the rupture itself, the tear in the world Aram had seen when he was here before, jagged and unstable. This was the true wound in the world, the cancer that should never have been created, and it wanted to spread.

The barrier around Sharidar was all that held it in check. It compressed the complement around it, preventing the rupture from expanding outside this room, using the same technique Aram had employed dozens of times in the battle above, but on a massive scale. Holding back annihilation itself.

“There.” Aram pointed to one end of the glowing scar. “That’s where you need to stand.”

Erok looked at the tear, at the void visible through it, and didn’t flinch. “What do I do?”

“Just stand there. You’re a Shield. Your body will act as an anchor point.” Aram moved through the darkness toward Erok, whose face was rendered in harsh shadows by the light of the rupture.

“How long do I stand there?” Erok did not seem daunted by the task.

Aram hesitated. “As long as you can. It depends on how Impervious you are. Eventually, it’ll eat through even you. But you’ll slow it down, and that will give me time to destroy the barrier.”

Erok looked at Aram. “How much time do you need?”

“Seconds. Maybe a minute.”

Erok nodded, no fear of death in his eyes. “And you? You’ll escape before it finishes?”

“Yes.” Saying the word felt cowardly, like he was running away. Aram hated admitting that he would be the only man leaving this room alive. But it was the only way. It was Erok’s fate to die here this day…so that he could be reborn at a later time.

Erok held Aram’s gaze. “In your time, is there someone you love?”

“Yes.” Aram nodded, his throat tight. Calise’s image came to his mind, pale and beautiful. And Markus. Two people he loved more than the world. And Agaroth, his beloved protector, the other half of his soul.

“Never fail them.” Erok turned and walked toward the glowing rupture, his boots echoing on stone that shouldn’t exist in this place between places. When he reached the opposite end, he turned back and planted his feet, staring straight ahead into the abyss.

Aram wanted to say something—a final goodbye—but he didn’t have the words.

He knew exactly who was dying.

Grim acceptance settled over him as he walked toward the other end of the rupture. When he reached it, he focused his mind on the complement that surrounded it, multiple layers of compressed space woven together with desperation. Someone had created the bindings that held it closed in a panic, trying to contain something that couldn’t be contained, just delayed.

Bending, he began to unravel them.

It was delicate work. If he released everything at once, the rupture would explode outward in all directions with a force that even the Anchors couldn’t contain. He needed to destabilize it carefully, create tension that would release incrementally, gaining momentum the further it went.

Layer by layer, Aram loosened the compressed space. The rupture shuddered and widened slightly. Void pressed against reality, hungry and eager. But Erok stood at one end, holding it shut.

The rupture wanted to spread around him, and Aram could feel it straining, pushing. But for now, Erok held, his face tight with strain.

“Is this…what magic feels like?” Erok asked through gritted teeth.

“It is,” Aram said, still working. He loosened the last of the woven bindings, then paused. “Are you ready?”

“Yes.” Erok’s voice was taut, the strain audible. Sweat gleamed on his brow, and his jaw worked as he gritted his teeth against the growing pressure.

Aram paused with the final binding exposed, his hand trembling. Once he pulled this thread, there was no going back. The rupture would expand, the Sundering would begin, and Erok would stand at the center of annihilation, holding it back with nothing but his body until the void ate through him.

He wanted to say something, wanted to tell Erok that this mattered, that his sacrifice meant something, that someone would remember. But the words wouldn’t form. His throat was too tight, his eyes burning. So he just looked at the Warden one last time, studying his face, this version of himself who had loved Raginor enough to die twice.

Then, before he could lose his nerve, Aram bit his lip and pulled. The last of the bindings holding the rupture fell away. He folded the complement between him and the barrier around Sharidar and stepped through without looking back.

The world shifted, the oppressive weight of the Kazhat Oran’s depths replaced by open air and the scent of pines.

The dragons were where he’d left them. He sprinted to Agaroth and scrambled onto his back. As the dragons vaulted into the sky, Aram turned his attention to the barrier behind them. He could see it now for what it fundamentally was: a massive compression of space that warped reality in a sphere around the city, containing the rupture within the Kazhat Oran and preventing it from consuming everything.

It was time to bring it down.

Reaching out with his mind, he began to unravel the bindings that held the barrier together. It didn’t take much; the barrier was already under strain. With just a few pulled threads, the enormous dome cracked like an egg.

A terrifying sound like ice breaking on a frozen lake rumbled over the canyon. The sphere of compressed space around Sharidar split down the middle, and Aram sensed the void below the Kazhat Oran surge in response.

Erok was still holding, but he couldn’t hold for long.

Aram pulled harder at the barrier. The compressed space unraveled and began collapsing. And then, with a thunderous explosion, the barrier came down.

In the depths beneath Sharidar, the Sundering had begun.

“Fly!” Aram shouted to the dragons. “Now!”

Agaroth lurched forward, wings beating hard despite the pain. Siroth followed on his tail while Faranth leapt after him.

Behind them, an explosion of light engulfed the canyon, overtaking them quickly as reality split apart in their wake. The air behind Faranth distorted, rippled, bent.

With the last of his strength, Aram tore open the largest doorway he’d ever created, wide enough for three dragons flying abreast. A portal not to the World Below—for it didn’t exist yet—but to somewhere else entirely.

Somewhere when.

Through it, the light of the void spilled, looking identical to the light engulfing the world behind them.

Agaroth didn’t hesitate. He lurched toward the gateway at full speed.
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The world shifted around them. The fractal disappeared. The Sundering vanished behind Agaroth’s wings. One moment they were flying through a reality being torn in half—the next, emerging into rolling grasslands under a moon-filled sky.

Behind them, the doorway collapsed.

The fractal was gone. The Sundering would complete without them there to witness it. Erok would hold until he couldn’t hold anymore, and then he would be consumed by the void. The Anchors would finish their work, separating the worlds permanently, creating the division that Aram had lived with his entire life without knowing how it had come to be.

Aram looked around at this whole half of his broken world, a light breeze ruffling his auburn hair. He had done this. He and Erok together. They had Sundered the old world and created a new one.

Before him, the grassland stretched to the horizon, a sea of silver under a star-filled sky. He thought about Erok, holding on with everything he had in those final moments. Thought about Raginor, lying dead in Aurex’s stone embrace. Thought about Illith and Astia, thought about everyone he’d left behind.

And he wept.

He slid from Agaroth’s back and knelt on the ground beside his dragon, tears running freely.

His mind skipped from thought to thought as emotions wracked him. Erok kissing Raginor’s sword. The weight of Eliel in his hand, the way the hilt had fit against his palm as the terrible knowledge of his true identity crushed him. Raginor’s golden hair, Illith’s smiling face, the dark heart of the Kazhat Oran.

Suddenly he was here in the grasslands under the stars, surrounded by dark, rolling hills. None of it made sense. He had made this world. This sky. It only existed because of him.

He was going to be sick.

He pressed his forehead against Agaroth’s leg and breathed, the way Keth had taught him, the way that actually worked when nothing else did. His nostrils filled with the smell of his dragon, of smoke and iron and warm brimstone. The sound of Faranth rumbling somewhere behind him. The distant shriek of a night owl.

He struggled to calm himself, remembering exercises Esmir had taught him long ago. Name five things. The grass. The breeze. The stars. The cool ground beneath his fingers. The burning of the markings on his arms.

His breathing slowed.

He didn’t know how long he stayed like that. Long enough for the shaking to stop. Long enough for the grief to settle from something that threatened to crush him into something he could live with and carry the rest of his life.

Agaroth pressed his head against Aram’s shoulder, warm and solid and full of concern.

“We did it,” Aram said quietly. His voice came out smaller than he expected. “We actually did it.”


CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO




Mirak felt it the moment the Champion returned to the world.

Not a sound. Not a tremor. Just a shift in the Web of Ages, a change in the pattern. Something that had been absent for weeks was suddenly present again. Like a candle being lit in a dark room, an ancient soul emerging into the World Above.

The God-Emperor stood from his throne and moved to the glass windows behind it. The shadow of night covered Ababad, and the city glimmered like a jewel above the harbor. Peaceful. Quiet. Unaware that the final pieces were falling into place.

He waved his hand and, behind him, a void gate opened in the center of the room, accompanied by the familiar hiss of rushing air. Zagar stepped through the shadowy doorway into the hall, summoned by the bond that connected them. He knelt on one knee, head inclined, awaiting command.

“Logarin’s Champion has returned to the world,” Mirak said. “It is time to draw them in. Have the Agha of the Guard announce formal negotiations over pay. Tonight, in the public square. Tell the garrison commanders that every guard who can be spared from essential posts is to attend as witness.”

The demon’s head inclined.

The guards would go. It was custom, had been custom for centuries. Formal negotiations held in public with the garrison assembled to hear terms, to voice concerns, to demonstrate their strength and unity to the Grand Vizier who represented Imperial authority. There was nothing unusual about it.

Except tonight, the rebels would be watching.

They would see it as the opportunity they had been waiting for—a night when the palace would be lightly guarded. Tonight, they would come.

And the trap would close.

“Clear the inner palace,” Mirak continued. “Everyone in the Household. Tell them it’s precautionary.”

Which was true.

“When you are done, return here. We have a war to wage.”

He returned to the window as the void gate opened and closed again behind him. He stood and watched the city preparing for darkness. Watched the lamps being lit in ordered patterns. Watched the harbor settling into evening routines. Watched his empire continuing as it had for centuries.

Mirak’s hand moved to touch the pommel of his Baelsword where it rested against the throne. A weapon older than the Sundering itself, forged when the world was whole and gods still walked among mortals. He’d carried it for millennia. Had used it to end threats that normal blades couldn’t touch, souls that needed consuming rather than simple killing.

Tonight he would feed its hunger.

One more Champion’s soul to add to the collection. One more rebellion to crush before it could spread.
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Markus stood on the manor’s balcony, gazing at the sky as it brightened to gold, blushed to rose, then melted into the deep purple that came before true dark, the clouds over the Bosphian Sea intensifying to brushstrokes of molten light. He sighed in frustration.

He’d been watching the sky for three days now. Three days of scanning the horizon for dragons that never appeared, of telling himself maybe tomorrow, maybe tonight, maybe any moment now he would feel Siroth in his mind. He could hop on his dragon’s back and then they could fly away. Three days of hope slowly curdling into dread and fear.

The sun touched the horizon, bleeding red across the sky like a wound. Beautiful, actually, if Markus had been in any state to appreciate it. The kind of sunset that made the whole city look like it was on fire, the palace on its distant hill glowing like molten gold.

Markus heard Sergan’s footsteps behind him but didn’t turn.

“He should be here by now,” he grumbled.

“Yes.” Sergan came to stand beside him, his pale eyes scanning the same empty sky. “He should.”

“What if something went wrong? What if he’s trapped or hurt or⁠—”

“Then there’s nothing we can do.” Sergan’s voice was matter-of-fact, emotionless.

Markus’s hands tightened on the balustrade. The stone was still warm from the sun. “I know.”

They stood in silence for a moment, watching the sun set and the first stars begin to appear in the darkening sky. No dragons. No Aram.

“We need to go,” Sergan said.

Markus nodded. He took one last look at the empty sky then followed Sergan inside.

Word had come yesterday at sunset: this would be the night. An opportunity had arisen, something to do with the palace guards. They had a tradition of handling pay disputes in the public square, and every guard who could be spared was expected to attend.

It was perfect.

It could also be the perfect trap.

Markus went to his room and gathered his things. He dressed in dark clothing, a simple tunic and trousers, nothing that would catch light or make noise. Over that, he draped a cloak that could cover his weapons and help him blend into the shadows. His sword belt went on last, the weight of it familiar and comforting.

He checked his daggers. Two in his belt, one in his boot, one strapped to his forearm under his sleeve. Always have more weapons than your enemy expects.

Sergan was waiting in the courtyard, dressed similarly in dark, practical clothing. No burgundy and gold tonight, no House Parsigal colors. Just black and gray, the kind of thing that would disappear into darkness. He had his sword strapped at his hip, scabbarded and able to be concealed beneath his cloak. He also wore two leather baldrics ribbed with essence vials that crossed his chest in a wide X. His own personal armory.

“Ready?” Sergan asked.

“No. But let’s go anyway.”

They left through the garden gate, walking instead of riding, avoiding the main entrance where Mistress Liora might see them and ask questions. Best she knew nothing. If they failed, the manor would likely burn, the servants be put to death, but Sergan wanted to give Liora at least a chance.

The streets were quieter now, evening settling over Ababad like a warm blanket. Lamps glowed in windows as families gathered for dinner. The city transformed itself into a glistening shimmer of light, unaware that in a few hours, everything would change.

They walked in silence down the hill and through streets that grew progressively narrower and darker as they descended toward the harbor. Markus kept his hand near his sword hilt, old habits making him scan every shadow, every doorway, every rooftop. But the streets were peaceful. Just the occasional worker heading home or shopkeeper closing up, the normal rhythms of a city at day’s end.

The fountain in the lower market looked the same as it had the other times Markus had been here. The plaza it sat in was quiet. A few people still lingered, filling water jugs and finishing up with the day’s gossip, but most had gone home. Markus and Sergan stopped at the fountain’s edge and waited.

The sky was deep black, stars scattered across its fabric. The city was beautiful at this hour. Beautiful in a way that made him wonder what it looked like before, when Kavanosa still stood with its sculpted grace, its stones carved by Elrysian hands far more skilled than the hands that had pulled them down to repurpose.

A figure detached itself from the shadows near a building across the plaza. Small, hooded, moving with the careful wariness of someone who’d learned young that the world was dangerous.

Markus recognized Serawyn by her size and gait. She approached slowly, amber eyes visible beneath her hood, scanning the plaza for watchers. When she reached them, she didn’t waste time on greetings.

“Follow me,” she whispered, pretending to scoop water out of the fountain into a jug.

She turned and walked away. Markus and Sergan followed at a distance. The route was familiar, the same winding path Serawyn had led him on before, through narrow alleys and down tight streets that smelled of humanity packed too tight.

They reached the abandoned building with its walls crumbling and windows dark like empty eye sockets. Serawyn glanced around then slipped through the gap where the wall had collapsed inward. Markus followed, ducking into darkness so thick he couldn’t see.

“Follow me exactly,” Serawyn said, the same warning as last time. “Step where I step.”

“How can I watch your steps if I can’t see?” Markus grumbled.

Instead of answering, the girl’s footsteps retreated, echoing from underground. Markus followed her into the dark stairwell, one hand on the wall to steady himself, his eyes adjusting slowly to the shadows of the tunnels. Somewhere ahead, a lantern glowed, lighting their path just enough to see.

They descended for what felt like longer this time. The smell of dampness and mold mixed with sewage, and from far below echoed the sound of water flowing. Occasional lanterns lit their path, weak pools of light holding back the darkness like fragile sentinels.

And then the tunnel opened into something larger.

Markus stopped.

This was not the cistern where he had met Berindal before. This was a dry reservoir, larger than Sergan’s manor house, an enormous chamber with a ceiling that rose high overhead, supported by massive pillars carved with delicate designs that were barely visible in the torchlight. And filling that space, spreading across the ancient floor, gathered around fires, were people.

Hundreds of people.

Filling the entire chamber, young and old, men and women, all marked by distinctive varieties of red hair and amber eyes. Every last one of them prepared for war.

Markus’s breath caught, seeing them all. These were real people, not abstract numbers. Not pieces on a chessboard. People with families and histories and reasons to live, many of whom would be dead by morning.

“I’m unexpectedly impressed.” Sergan’s voice was lowered, meant only for him. “I predicted desperate refugees with kitchen knives. This is more like an actual army.”

“They’re going to die,” Markus growled.

“Many of them, yes,” Sergan agreed. “But they know that. They’re dying for a cause, at least.”

“Does that make a difference?”

“I don’t know. Ask them.”

Markus glowered, turning away from the sorcerer. Movement ahead drew his attention, and he looked up in time to see Berindal stepping out of the crowd. The leader of the rebels was armored for battle in leather brigandine reinforced with steel plates. A sword at his hip looked well-used and well-maintained, and he carried a dome-shaped helmet in his hand.

“Are you ready?” Berindal asked, stopping in front of them.

“We are,” Sergan confirmed.

“Good. We need to talk.” Berindal gestured toward a side passage, his voice tight with something that sounded like urgency or worry. “This way.”

They followed him away from the press of bodies into a side passage that narrowed quickly, forcing them to walk single file. The air here was thick with moisture, heavy in Markus’s lungs, carrying the concentrated stink of sewage mixed with mildew and rust.

Water dripped from somewhere overhead, each drop echoing in the confined space with perfect clarity. Plink, plink, plink. A rhythm that felt almost meditative if you could ignore what it meant—that they were deep underground, in tunnels that likely flooded when it rained, in spaces that could become tombs if something went wrong.

The passage opened into a wider area where a massive pipe emerged from the wall. It was thicker around than Markus was tall, its surface encrusted with centuries of lime deposits that had built up in pale, lumpy layers like melted wax. Water seeped from cracks in the ancient metal, running down in thin rivulets that caught the torchlight and gleamed like tears. The pipe disappeared into darkness in both directions, part of old Kavanosa’s water system, still functioning after all this time despite everything the Empire had done to bury this city.

Berindal stopped beside the pipe and turned to face them. “We have a problem.”

Markus’s stomach dropped, that horrible hollow sensation of the ground disappearing beneath him. “What kind of problem?”

“We lost contact with Dayanara.”

The name hung in the air between them. Markus felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold dampness of the tunnels. He thought of the beautiful servant girl he’d met at the palace, the woman who’d spent three years positioning herself as a spy in the most dangerous place in the Empire.

“What does that mean exactly?” Markus asked, though part of him already knew the answer wouldn’t be good.

“We don’t know.” Berindal’s hands clenched into fists at his sides, the leather of his gloves creaking. “It could be anything. Perhaps her duties were rotated, and she couldn’t get a message out. Or maybe the messenger was intercepted. Or⁠—”

“Or maybe she’s dead.” Sergan’s sharp tone cut like a razor. “Doesn’t matter. We abort.”

“No.” Berindal shook his head. “We can’t abort. If they did find out, they’ll come for us. They’ll kill us all. We have no choice but to go forward with the plan.” His voice echoed off the damp stone around them. “We proceed to the rendezvous point. If Dayanara’s there, we continue with her knowledge. If she’s not…” He paused, jaw working. “We go in anyway.”

“And if it’s a trap?” Markus asked, hearing how hollow his own voice sounded. “What then?”

Berindal’s stare was hard as diamonds, lit from within by something fierce and desperate. “We’ll never get this chance again. If we fail tonight, they’ll root us out and murder us all. They won’t make the mistake they did last time and leave any of us behind. This time they’ll be thorough. There’ll be nothing left.”

“All the more reason to abort,” Sergan remarked, already turning away, his decision made. The torchlight caught the edge of his pale hair, turned it gold before shadow claimed it again.

Berindal reached out and caught his arm. “If you leave, we’re going in without you.”

Sergan went very still. When he spoke, his voice was cold and precise. “Then you’ll die. You will all die.”

“And you’ll never get another chance to kill the Emperor.”

Sergan glanced down, his eyes fixed on something indistinct. Behind him, water dripped from the pipe, steady and relentless. He glanced at Markus.

“It’s a risk.”

“One we have to take,” Markus reminded him. Sweat beaded on his brow despite the coldness of the air. He didn’t like it either. But he liked the alternative less.

“Midnight,” Berindal said. “That’s when the guard rotations change. That’s our window. You have until then to decide.”

With that, he walked away, making his way back down the narrow passage, boots splashing through puddles that had collected in the uneven stone. His footsteps echoed for a moment, then faded, absorbed by the sound of dripping water and distant voices from the main chamber.

“This is insane,” Sergan said finally, his voice quiet and severe.

“I know.”

“We have no intelligence. No way to know if we’re walking into an ambush.” Sergan’s pale eyes shone in the torchlight.

“I know that too.”

“And you still want to go.”

It wasn’t a question, but Markus answered anyway. “I don’t want to go. But Berindal’s right. If they know we’re coming, his people are compromised anyway.” He paused, listening to the water drip, trying to organize thoughts that felt scattered and desperate.

“And that’s our problem how…?” Sergan growled.

Markus refused to respond.

Another silence. Longer this time. The torchlight wavered as air moved through the tunnels, drawn by temperature differences in the undercity that felt almost like the stones breathing. The shadows danced across Sergan’s face, making him look older.

“Logarin will be furious if I die for this,” Sergan said, and it didn’t sound like a joke.

“Then don’t die.”

“Excellent plan. Very tactical.” The sorcerer gave a sigh. “Fine. But if this fails, if we’re killed because of bad intelligence and worse planning, I’m going to be very annoyed.”

“Me too,” Markus agreed.

Sergan turned and started back toward the main chamber. Markus followed. When they emerged back into the dry reservoir, it was more crowded than before. Fighters were grouped in clumps that probably had something to do with their assigned tunnel entrances, equipment checked and rechecked, faces set with grim determination. Torchlight flickered across red hair and weapons that ranged from professional to improvised, across armor that was more hope than protection.

Berindal stood off to the side of the main chamber, near one of the massive pillars that held up the ancient ceiling, talking to his sister. Or rather, from the look of it, arguing with her. Serawyn’s face was flushed, her hands clenched into fists at her sides, her whole body radiating fury and frustration. Berindal’s arms were crossed, his face hard, immovable as the stone around them.

As they drew closer, Markus couldn’t help but overhear some of their conversation. Voices carried strangely in the sewers, echoing off damp stone, bouncing between pillars.

“It’s not up for discussion,” Berindal told Serawyn, his tone flat and final, the voice of someone who wouldn’t be moved.

“Like hell it’s not!” Serawyn’s eyes flashed in the torchlight. Her hair had come partially loose from its tie, strands falling across her face. “You can’t just⁠—”

“That’s enough!” Berindal’s glare could have frozen fire. “Go back home, Sera. Help with the children. If something happens to the rest of us, it’s up to you to get them out.”

Tears of frustration gathered in the girl’s eyes, making them shine in the flickering light. She looked young suddenly, like a child, stripped of the fierce competence she usually wore like armor. “That’s not fair⁠—”

“I don’t care about fair.” Berindal’s voice cracked, the only sign that he wasn’t as unmoved as he pretended to be. “We all have a duty tonight. This is yours. Do you see these people?” He gestured around the chamber, at the fighters checking weapons, saying goodbyes. “The fate of their children is in your hands. Can you handle that?”

Serawyn’s face twisted with emotion, grief and anger and helplessness all warring for dominance. Her jaw clenched so hard that Markus could see the muscles working.

“I hate you,” she spat.

Berindal didn’t react. Just held her eyes with his own. “If you can’t handle it, tell me now.”

There was a long pause. Water dripped somewhere in the darkness beyond the torchlight. From another direction came the sound of someone praying in a language Markus had never heard, the words musical and mournful.

“Yes,” Serawyn whispered finally. The word sounded like it cost her everything.

Berindal’s expression softened for just a moment. Just long enough to let her see that this hurt him too.

Serawyn didn’t say anything else. She turned sharply on her heel and stormed away, pushing past fighters without seeing them, her shoulders rigid with fury and unshed tears. People moved out of her path instinctively as she disappeared into the crowd.

Markus watched her go. She didn’t look back, didn’t give Berindal the satisfaction or the comfort of a final glance. He understood what she was feeling. He understood both of them.

Berindal stood still for a moment, staring at the passage where Serawyn had vanished. His jaw worked like he was chewing on words he couldn’t say. He drew a long breath, squared his shoulders, and turned to face Markus and Sergan. The mask was perfect again.

“What’s your answer, then?” he asked in a steady voice that held no trace of the emotion of only moments before.

“We’re ready when you are,” Sergan said.

Berindal nodded once. “Good. We move in ten minutes.”


CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR




Markus watched as Berindal made his way into the crowd that filled the abandoned reservoir. People stepped aside to let him pass, and he made his way to the center, where he climbed onto a thick overturned column that had broken in three large pieces, the base jutting upward at an angle. Berindal climbed onto it and, from there, commanded the crowd’s attention. The chamber fell silent around him. Conversation stopped as hundreds of faces turned toward him. Weapons stilled. The hush that filled the chamber was absolute.

And into that silence, Berindal spoke.

“Five hundred years.”

His voice didn’t just carry. It rolled across the crowd like thunder, bounced off the ancient stone walls, came back doubled and tripled until it filled every corner of the vast space. Markus felt it in his chest, his bones.

“Five hundred years.” Berindal’s voice came louder, urgency behind it. “That’s how long it’s been since Kavanosa fell. Since our forefathers bled onto this stone. Since they sacrificed everything—everything—so that some small fragment of our civilization could persist.

“For five hundred years, we have lived in darkness and squalor, our homes robbed from us. Our children taken and enslaved, our women raped, our religion ripped from us, our culture scrubbed from us.”

He paused. The silence thickened like a heavy weight.

“For five hundred years, we have lived like vermin in the ruins of our own city. In darkness and sewage. In the bones of what our ancestors built.” His voice cracked. “Our daughters taken. Our sons broken. Our language forbidden. Our gods erased. Our very names scrubbed from the stones our grandfathers carved with their own hands.”

Markus saw the impact of his words on the faces in the crowd. An old man stood gripping an ancient broadsword, tears streaming down his weathered cheeks. Beside him, a woman gripped her daughter’s hand so tight the girl’s knuckles were white. Young men stood with faces upturned, jaws clenched, their weapons shaking in their hands.

“Five hundred years.”

Berindal’s voice dropped to almost a whisper, but it carried just as far. Further. Into hearts and memories and all the accumulated grief of generations. The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was full, swollen with everything that had been taken from these people.

Berindal raised his sword. The blade caught the torchlight, flashed like lightning in the darkness, and his voice came out as a roar that shook dust from the ancient ceiling:

“But not one more day! Tonight, we end it! Tonight, we end the tyranny! TONIGHT, WE SLAY THE TYRANT!”

The sound that erupted from the crowd wasn’t just cheering, but something that had been building inside these people for five hundred agonizing years and was finally breaking free. Weapons hammered against shields, horns blew, voices shouted words Markus couldn’t understand in a language that had been forbidden long ago but had survived in whispers and shadow. The chamber shook with it. The very stones of Kavanosa vibrated at their foundations.

And Markus stood surrounded by that noise, by that fury and grief and hope all mixed together, and understood that this wasn’t just about killing an emperor. This was about a people who had been forbidden to exist, who had been buried and forgotten, now standing up and demanding their birthright returned.

It was terrifying and beautiful, and Markus knew that no matter what happened tonight, this moment would change everything.

The roar went on and on, echoing off stone that remembered when this had been a city instead of a tomb, when Elrysians had walked in sunlight instead of sewers.

And then, gradually, the cacophony faded. The din settled. The fury solidified, became purpose.

Into the silence that followed, Berindal raised his sword. “Tonight we take it back.”

Then everyone was moving. Not just moving but surging forward as if a dam had broken and all the accumulated fury and grief and desperate hope it had held back was now flooding into the tunnels beneath Ababad. Hundreds of people dispersing into the veins and arteries of old Kavanosa that still remembered when this had been a city of light instead of darkness.

Berindal gathered his team. Four men, experienced, grim-faced, the kind who’d survived this long because they knew when to fight and how to fight.

Stunned, Markus crossed to where Berindal crouched, collecting his scattered things. "Who are you?"

Berindal looked up at him. Then he straightened, shouldering a leather pack and lifting a lantern that separated his face from shadow in severe, wavering light. “I’m the man who would be king if none of this had ever happened.”

He slid a dagger into its sheath and turned brusquely away, leaving Markus to stare after him open-mouthed. Sergan came up beside him, having heard those words, and stood watching Berindal set off toward one of the tunnels with his hand-picked fighters.

“He’s a prince,” Markus whispered, still shocked.

Sergan wrinkled his nose, casting a glance around. “Prince of Shit. Let’s go.”

He strode past Markus, his long strides propelling him after Berindal across the empty reservoir. Markus moved after him, walking fast to catch up. Together, they joined the flow of fighters dispersing like water through the ancient tunnels and pipes. Markus looked back once, surprised at how quickly the reservoir had emptied.

Then the pipes swallowed them.

Darkness pressed close, walls narrowing until Markus’s head brushed against the ceiling, and he found himself having to walk stooped forward. The sounds behind him faded into echoes that didn’t seem quite real anymore. The tunnel forced them to walk single-file. The air was damp enough that moisture beaded on Markus’s skin despite the cold radiating from the ground. The smell was horrifying, years of sewage so concentrated he could taste it. It drained in a stream down the center of the pipe, and he had to tread carefully to avoid slogging through it.

From somewhere overhead came the sound of water dripping with that patient, eternal rhythm. Plink, plink, plink. The sound of time passing. The sound of stone slowly dissolving, of a civilization being washed away one drop at a time.

The tunnel climbed, sloping upward toward the surface and whatever fate awaited them. It felt as though they’d left the world behind and entered some liminal space between the living city above and the dead one below. Six people climbing through darkness with nothing but the sound of their own breathing and the drip of water.

Eventually, the tunnel opened into a wider passage, its ceiling high enough to stand upright. The relief was immediate. Markus straightened, his spine crackling, and realized how much he’d been hunched over.

They kept moving. Kept climbing. The passage angled upward more steeply now as they approached the surface. An iron ladder appeared ahead, encrusted with rust. Berindal climbed first, testing each rung before putting his weight on it. He paused at the top and examined the grating with practiced hands until he found the release mechanism, then motioned to them with a quick gesture.

One by one they climbed. Markus followed after Sergan, pulling himself up through the square hole by his elbows. Lifting his legs out, he looked up.

And froze.

They were in a room of complex beauty. A domed ceiling rose high overhead, covered in tiles that glowed in the moonlight with emerald greens and cerulean blues. The floor was polished marble that reflected the light like still water, and steam rose from pools set into the floor, carrying floral scents that made Markus’s head swim after hours of breathing nothing but sewage.

It was an Abadian bath, the most beautiful he had seen.

Berindal closed the grate behind them, covering their entry point with the same care he’d used to open it, then gestured toward an archway that led deeper into the bath. They moved through what appeared to be a changing room with wooden benches lining the walls, along with hooks that held towels and white robes. Wooden platform slippers sat in pairs, inlaid with mother of pearl, waiting to be worn. On the other side of an arched doorway was another chamber, this one filled with steam so thick it was hard to see. Droplets of water clung to Markus’s skin, and the air was so warm it was hard to breathe.

A figure emerged from the steam on the other side of the room.

Dayanara moved toward them, wearing a simple white tunic, her red hair bound up and covered with a sheer veil that fell the length of her back. Markus recognized her immediately—those amber eyes, the careful way she held herself. Their gazes met, and she froze.

Then her gaze slipped to Berindal, and her face broke. Just broke. She moved toward him, and he caught her, pulling her into an embrace that looked painfully tight. Her body shook with tears, and she cried against his shoulder.

“You came,” she sobbed. “I was afraid. I didn’t think you would.”

“What happened?” Berindal pulled back enough to see her face, his hands gripping her shoulders like he was afraid she’d disappear if he let go. “Why didn’t you send the message?”

Dayanara wiped her tears. “They transferred me,” she said, her voice tight with controlled panic. “Yesterday. No warning. They just pulled me from my usual duties and reassigned me to the Second Veil. I don’t know anyone there. I couldn’t get a message out.”

“Are you safe?” Berindal’s voice was rough, urgent. “Do they suspect⁠—?”

“I don’t know.” Dayanara’s beautiful face was pale in the lamplight, all the color drained from it except for her eyes, which seemed to shimmer like quicksilver. “But something’s wrong. Things have been happening over the past few days that are completely out of routine.”

“What things?” Sergan asked, his voice suddenly sharp.

Dayanara turned to look at him with wariness in her eyes. “People are being transferred to other duties, like me. The palace is almost empty. I’m not sure where everyone’s gone.”

“They’re expecting us,” Markus said, the ice in his stomach spreading outward, numbing everything it touched.

“Maybe.” Dayanara’s eyes were wide, frightened.

“We need to abort,” Sergan snapped, turning back toward the grate.

Then they heard it.

Distant at first, muffled by thick walls and layers of stone and all the careful architecture designed to keep the palace isolated from the outside world. But unmistakable once you knew what you were listening for.

Crashes. The sound of wood splintering. Shouting. The clash of metal on metal that could only be weapons meeting weapons. Screams.

It was too late to abort.

Berindal caught his sister’s arm. “We need to move fast. Take us as deep as you can.”

Dayanara pressed her eyes closed, and when she opened them, they were hard. “I can guide you through the Veiled Court, but that’s as far as I can go.” She paused as more sounds filtered through the walls, closer now, spreading through the palace. “Hopefully the fighting will draw the guards.”

They left the warmth of the bath behind and stepped into the palace proper, and Markus understood immediately why this place had stood for five hundred years, why no one had ever successfully infiltrated it, why Mirak felt safe here despite being the most hated man in the Empire.

Because it was designed to know everything. To see everything. To control everything.

The corridor they entered was beautiful in the same way the bath had been beautiful, but that beauty was different here. Here, beauty was a weapon. Every tile on the floor, every tapestry, every piece of furniture was placed exactly where it was for a reason—to draw the eye and distract, to make movement easy to track, to hinder progress. Even the architecture itself was designed as a weapon, limiting lines of sight and creating chokepoints to ensure that anyone moving through the space could be observed, tracked, and controlled.

This wasn’t just a palace.

This was a trap lined with silk.

Dayanara moved ahead of them with the confidence of familiarity. Markus followed the others, hyperalert, scanning for threats while trying to notice as much as he could so he could remember the route back if they were forced to retreat.

The corridors were empty, which seemed reasonable at this time of night. They passed through rooms that seemed to serve no purpose except beauty, like an empty chamber with only a fountain in its center, water trickling from carved stone spouts. Another room with only tapestries and a bronze statue as a focal point.

They moved through room after unoccupied room, all existing in the perpetual half-light that comes before dawn. It was surreal.

The sounds of fighting growing louder behind them broke the spell. It no longer sounded like distant echoes but imminent chaos bleeding through walls that weren’t thick enough to contain it. Markus could hear individual voices now—guards shouting orders, fighters screaming battle cries. The clang of weapons against steel and stone.

Dayanara stopped at an intersection where three corridors met and held up a hand for silence.

“Hide!” she hissed, ducking back into the room they had just left. Markus threw himself behind a low couch, the others taking cover behind whatever furniture they could find.

A crash shook the walls, followed by screams that sounded close. Markus pressed himself flat, not daring to breathe. Boots thundered past the doorway.

Then silence.

When the guards were gone, Dayanara emerged from behind a large vase and started forward. Markus followed on Sergan’s heels. The sorcerer had drawn his sword and wielded it in one hand, the other clasping an essence vial. The blade swarmed with shadows, drinking in the candlelight.

A Baelsword.

Markus froze. He had known about Sergan’s sword, but seeing it unsheathed in front of him was something else entirely. Berindal’s fighters stopped in their tracks, eyes widening, backing away to give that terrible blade space. Markus doubted they knew what they were looking at, but they didn’t have to know what it was to sense its wrongness.

Berindal’s eyes narrowed. He looked at Sergan with newfound respect…or newfound caution.

Ahead, Markus saw the checkpoint. The hallway narrowed to a chokepoint where a keyhole arch hung over the narrowest part of the corridor.

There were no guards. They had abandoned their post and run toward the sound of the fighting.

There was nothing to stop them.

Markus drew a long breath and crossed beneath the painted arch.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE




The corridor they entered was like transitioning to a different world. The walls narrowed slightly, making the space easier to defend. One person could hold a chokepoint here, could stop an entire force if they were skilled enough or desperate enough. The ceilings rose higher, creating spaces that amplified sound and would make it difficult to move through quietly. The decorations became more elaborate: carved wood panels lining the walls, each one different, each depicting scenes that felt important though unfamiliar.

The floors were dark marble, polished to a mirror shine that made it feel like they were walking through a night sky. Markus could see his own reflection moving beneath his feet, distorted and strange.

This corridor, like the outer ward, stood deserted. All resistance seemed to have been drawn toward the sounds of fighting behind them, leaving an eerily empty space filled with consummate wealth and opulence. They passed rooms filled with desks and documents and the apparatus of government, all abandoned now.

The sounds of fighting trailed them as they moved, sometimes close enough that Markus tensed and put his hand on his sword hilt, ready for guards to burst through a doorway, and sometimes distant enough to seem almost unreal. But they were real. Somewhere behind them, people were dying.

Dayanara led them through a maze of empty corridors and adjoining rooms with practiced confidence, knowing which corridors to take and which rooms to avoid. Every step they took made Markus more wary. Since they’d entered the Veiled Court, they had not encountered one living soul. He doubted their luck was that good, because it never had been. The absence of guards or even servants was starting to feel less like circumstance and more like a trap.

Ahead, Dayanara drew up and jerked back from a corner. Markus pressed his back against the wall as Berindal crept forward, moving past her to peer around the corner. He pulled back quickly and held up six fingers.

Six people ahead, most likely guards.

Berindal’s hand closed into a fist. He silently drew his sword, adjusting his grip on the hilt, then held up his other hand and raised one finger.

Two fingers.

Three.

They burst around the corner in a coordinated rush. The guards stood beneath a high domed ceiling, six of them positioned in front of a closed gate. Two in front, four spread along the walls. They wore Imperial colors, proper armor, weapons at their sides.

Taken by surprise.

Markus engaged the first man before the guard could even shout a warning. His blade drove under the man’s chin, through his jaw and into his brain. He twisted and pulled it free, already moving to the next target.

The other guards reached for their weapons, but Berindal’s fighters were already on them. One of the Elrysians, a man with a white scar across his eye, took the second front guard with a knife to the throat. The guard clutched at his neck, blood spraying between his fingers, and went down choking.

The remaining four managed to draw their swords. One gave a shout that was cut off as another of Berindal’s fighters slammed into him, driving him against the wall. They grappled, the guard trying to bring his weapon up while the Elrysian fighter slammed his head against the stone repeatedly until the guard went limp.

Markus engaged the next man, who came at him with weapon raised. He parried the first strike, the impact jarring up his arms and sending a shooting ache through his ribs where Zagar had broken them weeks ago.

Ignoring the pain, he stepped inside the guard’s reach and drove his blade into the gap between the man’s breastplate and pauldron. The guard’s eyes bulged. He tried to pull back, but Markus twisted the blade and felt it grind against bone, felt the man’s strength fade as blood poured hot over his hand.

The guard dropped, sword clattering to the marble.

Markus yanked his blade free and turned to see who else needed killing. Sergan stood over the body of a dead guard, an empty vial of essence in his hand. The body looked undamaged save for wisps of smoke rising from it—Markus had no idea what had killed him. The last guard tried to run, made it three steps before one of Berindal’s fighters caught him from behind. A blade punched through his back and erupted from his chest in a spray of red. The guard stumbled forward one final step, then fell.

Silence.

Six bodies on the floor. Six guards who’d been alive moments before, who probably had wives and children and lives that mattered to someone. Not that it mattered now.

Markus looked down at his sword, blood still running down the blade and dripping from the tip onto the polished marble. His hands were shaking, though not from fear—from the sudden violence and the stillness after.

“Move the bodies,” Berindal whispered, already dragging one of the corpses toward an alcove. “Hide them. Quick.”

They worked fast, pulling the bodies out of sight behind pillars and into shadowed alcoves, wiping the blood from the floor as best they could with cloaks torn from the dead guards. It wasn’t perfect. Up close, the smears were still visible. But from a distance, in the lamplight, it was passable.

Markus cleaned his blade on a dead guard’s tabard and sheathed it. His heart was still pounding, his ribs aching, his hands trembling.

“It’s warded,” Sergan said, already moving toward the gate.

The doors stood massive and palatial, carved from ironwood, with two symbols carved into the wall on either side, inscribed in a language Markus recognized.

Elaric.

The same language of knots Aram had been studying in the World Below. The symbols were wards.

“Markus.” Sergan jerked his head toward the gate.

Markus understood. This was why he was here. He moved toward the gate and pressed his hands against the letters. He could not feel the wards, had no idea of their power. And yet when he stepped between them, the heavy ironwood gate trembled then swung open, silent and smooth.

“How…?” One of Berindal’s fighters asked as they followed after him.

“He’s Impervious,” Sergan said quietly. “He interrupts the wards.”

Beyond stretched another corridor that was even narrower than the last, its lamps leaving pools of shadow between islands of light that shimmered on the black marble floor.

The Second Veil.

Dayanara glanced through the doors at the corridor beyond, then turned to her brother. “I’ve never been beyond this point.”

“Can you still guide us?” Berindal asked.

She shook her head, eyes troubled. “I have no idea. I could guess, but I might be wrong.”

“You can’t trust it,” broke in Sergan. “If they don’t let the servants in this far, there’s a reason. They’ll have changed things, so her knowledge will just lead us into trouble.”

No one said what they were all thinking: that beyond this point, the odds of coming back were poor, and Dayanara had already risked enough.

Berindal turned to his sister. For a moment he just looked at her, as though struggling for words. Then he pulled her into his arms and held her.

“Go,” he said, his voice rough against her red hair. “Find the others. Get out.”

Dayanara clung to him for a moment longer than she should have. Then she pulled away. Before she turned to go, she glanced at Markus, a look that was brief and unreadable. She turned and walked back the way they’d come, quiet and quick, until the corridor swallowed her entirely.

Berindal stood motionless until she was gone. His shoulders rose with a slow breath, then fell. When he turned to face them, something in his eyes had hardened into resolve.

“Let’s finish this,” he said.

They moved cautiously through the gate into another empty corridor with no one waiting to assault them. The palace was silent except for the distant sounds of fighting, which seemed to be growing further away now, diminishing steadily into the background.

Markus walked forward, not trusting the quiet. With every step, he felt more certain that they were being led exactly where someone wanted them to go.

The walls were covered in tiles that took his breath away, glazed with intricate designs that must have taken years to create: flowers and vines, and geometric shapes in blues and greens. Each tile was a work of art, thousands of them covering every surface, creating gardens that existed only here in these hidden rooms. Carved screens covered windows and doorways, and through them, Markus could see courtyards, small intimate spaces with fountains and plants, designed for privacy and quiet contemplation.

The floor was covered in thick carpets that muffled every step. They moved through a silence that felt like they were violating something sacred just by being here. This was where the Emperor’s personal advisors lived and worked, a private space not meant for outsiders, existing behind walls and screens and wards to keep the world away.

They turned a corner and moved through chambers that felt lived-in despite being empty. A sleeping room with cushions and pallets arranged on the floor, silk covers embroidered with gold thread, blankets tangled where they’d been left. A pair of slippers sat beside one pallet, positioned as though someone had just stepped out of them.

But there were no people.

The corridors rang with emptiness, dark and hollow. The next room was similar—more sleeping pallets, more abandoned cushions, a low table with the remains of an evening meal. They moved through the dim space and out into a small courtyard open to the night sky, where a fountain burbled in the center. Water trickled from a carved stone spout into a clamshell basin. The air was fragrant with night-blooming jasmine.

Beyond the courtyard, more empty rooms. Another bath with a pool set into the floor, steam rising from its surface, towels folded on marble benches, a robe of deepest crimson silk hanging from a hook.

They crossed into another sleeping chamber, much larger than the others, its pallets arranged in groups with personal items scattered about: a hairbrush with long dark strands still caught in its bristles, a small mirror framed in silver, slippers made of wood inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

There should be people here. But there weren’t.

“Berindal,” Markus said, quiet enough not to be heard beyond the room.

Berindal turned and looked at him.

“Something’s wrong,” Markus said.

“He’s right,” Sergan said. “It’s too quiet.”

Berindal’s jaw tightened. “We keep moving. We have to be close to the next gate.”

He pressed forward, his men moving after him. Markus exchanged glances with Sergan and started after him.

They passed through another courtyard, this one with a small herb garden growing in neat rows, the soil freshly watered and still damp, the plants healthy and green. Every step carried them farther into the palace, deeper into a maze of corridors and hallways.

Still, they saw no one. Not one person, save for the guards at the checkpoint.

Markus had broken out in a sweat that had nothing to do with the temperature. This was wrong.

More rooms. A chamber with musical instruments leaning against the wall. Another with scrolls and books stacked on shelves and cushions arranged around a low table. Every room told a story, and every abandoned object spoke of lives being lived.

Yet the silence was absolute: no voices, no footsteps, just the sound of fountains and their own muffled passage. Even the distant fighting had disappeared entirely behind them, as though they had descended into another world.

Berindal led them now, choosing corridors by instinct, and it was becoming obvious that no one had any real idea where they were going or what traps might lie ahead.

They moved through a corridor lined with carved screens, moonlight filtering through the delicate patterns to cast shifting shadows on the floor.

At last they emerged into a large hall with a high domed ceiling painted with stars and constellations. At the far end, visible even from a distance, stood a gate with massive doors inlaid with semiprecious stones.

Another checkpoint.

This one with no guards.

Markus’s mouth went dry. This was the entrance to the Third Veil, the innermost layer before the Imperial Residence itself, where only the Emperor’s most intimate servants and advisors were allowed. And yet it stood unguarded.

“Warded,” Sergan said, studying the symbols on one side of the gate. “More complex than the last ones.” He turned to Markus without further explanation.

Markus stepped forward and pressed his palms flat against the carved markings. Like last time, he felt nothing. No tingle, no resistance, no flicker of power. Just cold stone beneath his hands. And yet the doors swung open before him, slow and inevitable, as though he were expected.

Something about that made his skin crawl.

They walked through. On the other side of the gate, a large columned hall greeted them, empty and echoing.

Sergan walked forward a few paces then stopped, turning slowly, looking around. “This is wrong,” he said at last. “They know we’re here.”

He turned back toward the gate, but as he did, the doors swung closed, shutting with a muffled thud. Markus moved to open it, but there were no wards on this side of the door for him to interrupt. He pushed on the doors with all his might, accomplishing nothing.

They all looked at each other.

“The gates,” said one of Berindal’s fighters. “Behind us. Are they all⁠—”

“Locked,” Sergan said. “They probably sealed the moment we passed through each checkpoint. We just didn’t notice until now.”

“What do we do?” Markus asked, his voice tight.

“Mirak knows,” Sergan said, his gaze scanning the walls. “He’s known we were coming the whole time.”

“Then why let us get this far?”

“Because he wants something.” The sorcerer’s pale eyes grew distant.

“Aram,” Markus said. He wasn’t sure where the thought came from, but he felt certain he was right.

Sergan nodded, sucking in a cheek. “That’s exactly what this is about. That’s what it’s always been about. Damn it.”

“We have to go back!” Markus turned and started back down the hall. “It’s a trap. We have to warn him⁠—”

“Warn him how?” Sergan’s voice was cold and rational, cutting through Markus’s panic. “Besides, if Mirak knows we’re here, do you suppose he’s just going to let us walk back out?”

Markus spread his hands. “Then what? We just keep going? Walk right into a trap?”

“Yes,” Sergan said.

“That’s insane⁠—”

“It’s the only option we have.” The sorcerer walked away, angling toward a door at the far end of the hall.

“What about Aram?” Markus called after him.

Sergan glanced back. “Hurry up. Maybe we can kill Mirak before we become bait.”
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The columned hall was as empty as everything else had been in the palace. Their footsteps echoed despite the carpets, the sound swallowed by the vast domed ceiling above them. No one spoke. There was nothing to say.

Sergan moved forward past Berindal, angling toward the door at the far end, as though the palace’s logic was obvious to him even here. Markus followed, one hand resting on his sword hilt, not because he expected an attack but because it was the only comfort available to him. Every instinct screamed at him to turn around, to find another way. But Sergan was right. There was no other way, not anymore. The only path left was toward whatever trap Mirak had prepared.

The next chamber they entered took Markus’s breath away. The ceiling soared upward three stories high, supported by slender marble columns. The walls were covered in tiles filled with beautiful calligraphy surrounded by flowers and vines. Crystal lamps hung from silver chains, casting scattered showers of warm light.

This was the Third Veil, where the Emperor’s wives and concubines lived and their children were housed. The most intimate layer before the Hidden Court itself.

The lack of people felt even more obvious here. The opulent space was designed for life and beauty, for the women and children of the Emperor who lived here, surrounded by luxury.

All gone.

They passed through sleeping chambers far more elaborate than those in the Second Veil. Beds with silk canopies. Dressing tables with mirrors framed in gold. Jewelry boxes left on tables, their contents glittering in the lamplight.

Everything abandoned in haste.

A curved staircase led to an upper level. A long balcony overlooked the main corridor with many doors opening onto it. They kept moving past more empty chambers and courtyards.

Ahead, at the end of a long corridor, another gate appeared. This one was different from all the others. Black stone, so solid it looked like it had always been there, and the palace had been built around it. No tiles with Elaric calligraphy warded the gate this time. Instead, the door was covered in symbols.

“The Hidden Court,” Sergan whispered. “Mirak’s personal chambers.”

The gate stood unguarded. Waiting.

Markus approached and pressed his hands to the black stone. It was cold—so cold it almost burned.

The gate swung open.

Silent. Smooth.

The corridor ahead was stripped of everything but function. The bare stone walls held no pictures, no tapestries, no tiles or gilding. The floor was cold black marble, and there were no carpets to cover it. Simple oil lamps hung from the ceiling on iron chains, their light cold and steady.

This was Mirak’s residence. Where he had lived for five hundred years in this stripped, sterile space where every unnecessary thing had been removed.

They walked forward, and with every step, Markus felt more certain they were being watched. The corridor stretched ahead, bare and cold and waiting. No guards. No servants. No one at all.

The emptiness here felt different from the evacuated luxury of the Third Veil. This place hadn’t been recently emptied. It had always existed like this, with everything unnecessary stripped away. They passed through rooms that made no sense. A dark chamber with nothing in it except a single pillar in the center. On the pillar sat a ring set with dark stone, bathed in warm light that seemed to come from deep within the pillar itself.

Another room had walls covered in maps showing territories and borders and the shape of an empire that had shifted over centuries. Some maps looked ancient, others recent. All showed Mirak’s world expanding, reshaping itself over five hundred years.

A third room held shelves filled with scrolls and bound texts, hundreds of them. A personal library of knowledge collected over centuries and lifetimes.

They kept moving through corridors bare of decoration.

Berindal led them forward, his sword drawn, flanked by his men, while Markus stayed back with Sergan, playing his part, a role he despised but seemed especially necessary here.

They passed through a doorway carved in the shape of a keyhole. The room they entered was small and dark. On the left wall, mounted on a simple wooden stand, sat a crown that sparkled with precious stones and polished gold. It was conical, as tall as Markus’s forearm, ringed with many layers as though constructed like a palace of many levels, each level architecturally different.

And in the center of the room, curled as if sleeping, was a stone statue of a fledgling dragon.

It was no bigger than a large dog. Every detail was perfect, every ridge and every scale. Immediately Markus felt his stomach clench and his heart stall, for he realized it was real—not alive, but dead. A dead baby dragon cooled to stone and displayed like a trophy, robbed of the chance of ever riding the wind, bonding a rider, or making a difference.

Cold, hard anger made Markus want to put his sword through Mirak’s throat.

“Come on,” Sergan said from behind him. “We’re close.”

Markus tore his gaze from the stone dragon and kept moving. They passed out of the room into another empty corridor lined with plain mahogany walls, just as barren as everything that had come before.

The corridor opened into a dim and vast space. The dome overhead rose so high the lamplight couldn’t reach it, disappearing into darkness. The hall stretched forward for what seemed an impossible distance, longer than the palace walls, longer than the hillside it sat upon.

They walked forward, their footsteps on the floor strangely dampened when they should have been echoing. The sound was distorted and delayed, as though the walls were swallowing it.

Shadow loomed on both sides of the room. It was impossible to tell where the darkness ended and the walls began. There were no corners or edges visible from the periphery, leaving only a narrow corridor of light stretching before them like a glistening river, urging them forward.

At the far end of the hall, something moved.

A figure crossed the floor and came to stand beside a chair planted in the center of the room, the sole piece of furniture in the hall.

Mirak.

God-Emperor of the Abadian Empire. The Archon who had brought most of Issia to its knees and held it in an iron grip. The man whose soldiers had destroyed Markus’s village, had toppled Kavanosa, had erased the Auld from the World Above.

Mirak stood beside a throne carved from black stone that absorbed the light around it. Two servants flanked him, men dressed in simple robes, hands clasped before them, heads bowed, eyes fixed on the floor. They did not appear to be armed.

Behind Mirak, a wall of glass rose two stories to the ceiling. Massive panes showed the city beyond, the harbor at night, ships at anchor, the lights of Ababad spreading below. Beyond that, the dark expanse of the Bosphian Sea met the darker sky.

Mirak watched them approach. His face seemed carved from marble—too symmetrical, too beautiful. Long black hair fell in a single thin braid pulled forward, reaching nearly to his waist, and on his cheeks, he wore a perfectly trimmed beard. His features showed no expression—no fear or anger, no surprise or concern.

Berindal stopped well back from the throne. The rest of their party drew up as well, his fighters forming a defensive ring around them.

Mirak said nothing. Just watched, as though waiting for them to decide what they were going to do.

Berindal’s breathing was ragged and harsh in the vast, empty space.

“Kavanosa!” he bellowed.

Then he charged.

Sword raised, face twisted with hatred and grief, he threw himself at the throne, his war cry ringing off the walls.

Mirak raised his hand.

Berindal froze mid-stride, one foot off the ground, mouth open mid-scream—frozen as though time had stopped for him alone while the rest of the world kept moving.

Sergan raised an essence vial to his lips and downed it in one swallow. He slid the blade of his sword an inch from its scabbard, testing that it was loose. Without thought, Markus moved in front of him, a position instilled by long hours of training with Aram. The position of a Shield defending the sorcerer behind him, giving him space and time to work.

Beside the throne, the air tore open.

A brilliant line carved itself open without a sound. The line expanded both vertically and horizontally, stopping just shy of the Imperial throne.

Out of the opening stepped a massive figure in black plate armor that absorbed the lamplight. Each footstep perfectly placed and perfectly balanced. Silent except for the faint scrape of metal on stone.

Is’ul Zagar.

Berindal’s eyes were still moving, still aware. Though frozen, he was conscious, watching the black-armored monstrosity emerge directly before him, watching death approach while unable to move, unable to do anything but wait.

Mirak lowered his hand.

Berindal unfroze. His momentum carried him forward, completing the charge he’d started—he couldn’t stop. He slammed into Zagar’s armored chest with a sound like meat hitting stone.

He let out a mortal scream and slumped, the tension leaving his body, the sword slipping from his grasp. Only then did Markus see that Zagar’s dark sword had impaled him, protruding from Berindal’s back the full length of the blade, goring him to the hilt. The monster twisted his arm.

A wet sound. A crunch of bone and cartilage.

Blood poured from Berindal’s lips and spattered on the floor.

Zagar pulled his blade free, withdrawing it from Berindal’s chest with a sucking sound.

Berindal crumpled to the ground like a puppet with cut strings. Blood pooled beneath him, spreading across the dark floor.

The demon turned his helmed head toward them, face indiscernible through the visor. His attention appeared to shift from person to person in their group, as though choosing his next target.

His gaze settled on Sergan.

In one smooth motion, Sergan drew his sword. The blade slid free without a sound. Held up in the dim light, its surface did not gleam. Instead, it drank the light in, consuming it like a void given form and edge and purpose.

Sergan’s blade looked like darkness incarnate, almost identical to the Baelsword wielded by Zagar, though the monster’s seemed darker, hungrier.

In two great strides, Zagar was in front of Sergan.

Their dark blades met with a sound that tore at the air, landing like a gut punch. Sergan was knocked backward off his feet and slid across the ground. He lay there stunned for half an instant too long. The demon was already on top of him, Baelsword poised in the air, plunging down.

Sergan rolled clear at the last moment, ending up on his feet. Backing away, he drew a vial of essence from one of the straps crossing his chest and knocked it back, tossing the empty vial aside.

Markus drew his sword and motioned to Berindal’s fighters to fan out. His movement drew Zagar’s attention, turning the demon’s focus toward him.

Markus raised his sword and waited for the monster to come. Zagar’s magic couldn’t touch him, though he wasn’t sure about the demon’s blade. He edged sideways, distancing himself from the wall.

One of Berindal’s fighters rushed forward. He threw himself at Zagar with his sword raised high, aiming for the gap between the breastplate and the gorget. Zagar’s attention shifted to this new threat, and in that distraction, Sergan struck. The Baelsword carved toward Zagar’s neck in an arc that should have taken his head off, should have ended everything.

The monster’s blade came up and blocked it. The impact sent Sergan stumbling backward, his boots skidding on the marble, a scream of pain torn from his lips.

The demon turned in time to deflect the Elrysian fighter, taking him in the throat with a dagger held in his other hand, a weapon Markus hadn’t even seen him draw.

Then Is’ul Zagar’s red gaze locked on him.

The monster moved.

Markus barely got his sword up in time to defend against an assault that pressed him backward, blows so forceful they rang through his entire body. It was all he could do to keep his grip on the hilt. He was forced to yield ground, driven backward until he hit the wall.

At last Sergan appeared between him and the demon. The sorcerer wove some kind of light-net, but the monster simply raised his hand and shredded it. Wisps of light flickered and fluttered to the ground.

Zagar didn’t pause. His sword was already coming for Sergan’s throat.

Sergan brought his shadow-weapon up to block, but it was knocked aside with such force that the Baelsword was torn from his grip. It tumbled away, colliding with the floor and spinning off into shadow.

“No!” he shouted.

Zagar’s armored fist slammed into Sergan’s chest with a sound like a hammer striking an anvil. The sorcerer flew backward and slammed into the wall hard enough that Markus thought he heard stone crack.

Sergan slumped to the ground and lay sprawled on the marble, unmoving.

Markus scrambled away, swinging desperately, anticipating the strike he knew was coming for him next.

One of the Elrysians intercepted Zagar’s swing but was too slow to avoid the counterattack. His body fell to the ground, head rolling away in a spray of blood.

The other two men who had come with them attacked the monster together.

Together, they died.

Markus backed away slowly, buying space, and raised his weapon to mid-guard. He doubted any sword-master had ever trained for this.

He was outmatched, and he knew it.

Zagar brought his sword around in a wide arc and lunged, the blade sweeping toward Markus and leaving a trail of shadow in its wake.

Markus moved to block, but the blow hit him like a warhammer. His sword was torn from his grip and flew through the air, landing far across the hall.

A hand closed around his throat and lifted him off his feet. Markus clawed at the demon’s mailed fingers, kicked, struggled, but the grip was iron and unyielding. His vision began to gray at the edges, black spots dancing across his sight as air became impossible.

Zagar’s helmed face was inches from his own, and through the slit in the visor, Markus made out a pair of red eyes boring through the shadows of the helm.

Zagar dropped him.

Markus hit the floor and tried to scramble away, but the monster struck. His clawed hand raked Markus’s leg. The pain was immediate and absolute. Markus heard himself scream, but he couldn’t fight back, couldn’t do anything except feel his leg being destroyed.

The claws sank deeper, punching through cloth and skin and muscle, finding bone and tearing through everything that held his leg together in one savage motion. The world exploded into white agony that blanked out everything—thought, sight, sound, everything except the sensation of his leg being torn open from thigh to knee.

He hit the floor and his leg collapsed under him. Through vision already going dark, he looked down and saw red. So much red, soaking his trousers.

Markus looked up and saw Zagar standing over him, sword raised. The black blade pointed at his chest, steady and patient and inevitable.

His vision went black before the blade fell, consciousness fleeing from shock and pain and the knowledge that this was the end. He felt himself falling even though he was already on the ground, felt the world receding as all sounds grew distant and muffled until there was nothing left.
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Time passed.

How much, Aram couldn’t say. The moon moved across the sky in its ancient path, indifferent to grief. A comforting breeze, warm for this time of year, bent the grass in slow waves that rolled across the plains.

Eventually, the tears stopped. Not because the pain had lessened, but because there were no more left to shed.

Aram sat in the damp grass with his back against his dragon’s side, feeling Agaroth’s warmth through his shirt, the steady rise and fall of breath. Faranth had settled nearby, her wounds still bleeding, but her eyes were alert and watchful. Siroth stood apart from them, head raised, nostrils flaring as though testing the wind for something only dragons could sense.

Nibs had emerged from his leather bag and sat on Aram’s knee, unusually quiet, his dark eyes fixed on Aram’s face with what might have been concern.

Siroth gave a sharp cry.

His head whipped around, his whole body gone rigid. Agaroth surged to his feet in alarm, muscles tensing, mantling his wings.

Through the bond, Aram felt Agaroth’s sudden attention, felt him reaching out to Siroth with whatever communication dragons shared among themselves. Images flickered through the connection—not words but impressions, feelings, fragmented sensations that Agaroth was receiving from Siroth and trying to translate into something Aram could understand.

Markus.

The name came through the bond with crystal clarity. He was somewhere not terribly far away. In danger. In pain.

More impressions flooded through his mind, cut off abruptly. One moment, Siroth was relaying desperate urgency, the next—nothing. Just emptiness where Markus’s consciousness should have been.

Siroth launched into the air, his powerful wings beating hard, orienting himself toward wherever he sensed his rider. The black dragon knew where Markus was, could feel him through their bond, the way Aram could always sense Agaroth’s location.

“Follow him!” Aram shouted. Nibs dove back into his pouch as Aram scooped it up. Agaroth was already in motion. Aram climbed onto his back, using the dragon’s long spines to pull himself up.

They launched after Siroth with Faranth close behind. Aram buckled himself into the riding strap as the ground dropped away beneath them, his exhaustion forgotten, his grief shoved aside by sudden desperate urgency.

Markus was in danger.

He couldn’t lose anyone else.

Aram thought about Erok, about one of the last things the Warden had said to him: Is there someone you love? Never fail them.

He would not fail Markus the way he had failed Raginor.

Aram leaned forward, urging Agaroth faster even though the dragon was already flying as hard as his damaged wing would allow. Pain lanced through the bond with every beat, but Agaroth didn’t slow, didn’t hesitate.

Siroth flew ahead of them like an arrow loosed upon a target, following the invisible thread that connected him to his rider.

The city rose from the darkness ahead like a constellation fallen to earth, its lights spreading across the coastline in patterns that spoke of streets and districts, harbors and walls. From this height, Ababad looked beautiful, even peaceful.

Then Aram saw the fires.

Separate large blazes burned in at least three different quarters of the city, their orange glow painting the surrounding buildings in garish shades of flickering, hellish light. Black smoke illuminated by the flames rose in expanding columns, spreading out to strangle the light of the moon. Even from miles away, Aram could make out smaller fires scattered throughout the lower districts, could see the way the light moved and shifted as though the flames themselves had become enraged.

Markus was down there somewhere in that hellscape.

Ahead, Siroth cried out, a sound of anguish that cut through the rushing wind. The black dragon folded his wings tight against his body and dove, plummeting toward the upper districts with desperate speed. Agaroth and Faranth followed without hesitation, dropping into a gut-plunging dive that was almost vertical.

The three dragons fell from the sky like meteors, the wind shrieking past them, wings and legs tucked. Below, through eyes slitted against the wind, Aram made out their destination: a dark hill above the city where more fires raged.

The palace.

Through their bond, Agaroth conveyed Siroth’s alarm, feeding him fragments of images and emotion. A vision of Is’ul Zagar accompanied by desperation and pain. Agony, flesh ripping, bleeding. Somewhere below in the massive structure, Markus was fighting a losing battle for his life.

Slipping away, vision darkening.

They would never make it in time.

Aram couldn’t fold the complement from his dragon’s back. Either they would both end up stuck inside a wall, or it would tear Agaroth clean in half.

But he had to do something.

Aram’s hands groped at the riding straps and found the buckles that held them. He couldn’t work them against the strain of their fall.

He reached for his knife and cut the straps that held him to his dragon’s back.

Then he was falling.

Agaroth’s panic lanced through his mind, but Aram didn’t have time to reassure him. He tumbled away through the air, the ground and sky spinning around him. The air screamed past his ears and his stomach was in his throat.

He flung his arms out to steady himself, and the ground eventually stabilized, rushing up to meet him with frantic speed. Buildings and fire rose toward him, no longer far away.

The details resolved—tile roofs, chimneys, courtyards. Individual stones in the walls, flames casting dancing shadows.

The texture of the roof tiles. A clothesline strung between buildings. Panes of glass in the windows.

The ground, right in front of him⁠—

Aram reached for the complement and pulled, folding it around himself. Keeping Siroth’s vision of Markus in his mind, he compressed the distance between here and there.

Reality twisted.

He smacked against stone and rolled, tumbling into a wall. He looked up and saw a blade darker than night cleaving down toward Markus.

“NO!”

The cry tore from his lips at the same moment he reacted, hardening the air around the Baelsword with strands of aether. The blade stopped mid-fall.

Zagar’s helmed head turned toward him. The shadowy gaze behind the visor found Aram, examining him with the same dispassionate assessment he remembered from Skyhome, and Aram felt the demon’s will fighting against his own.

Zagar was stronger.

The hardened air shattered.

The Baelsword broke free of the bonds that held it. Aram threw himself forward, scrambling across the floor and surging to his feet. His hands found the hilt of Erok’s sword and drew it, inserting himself between Markus and the demon.

Erok’s ancient blade met void-forged metal with a sound that resonated in Aram’s bones and teeth, rattling his skull. The impact nearly tore the sword from his grip and drove him back a step, his boots sliding on marble slick with Markus’s blood. He held his ground because there was nowhere to retreat, nothing behind him except his dying friend.

Behind Zagar, a figure sat upon a throne carved from black stone. Robes woven of golden thread gleamed like captured sunlight, and when the figure straightened, Aram saw a face that looked too perfect to be human. The man’s visage reminded him of Raginor, only he seemed far less human, like a statue straining to act like a man.

It had to be an Archon, and there was only one Archon it could be.

Mirak.

The ancient Emperor looked at Aram with eyes that held centuries, then turned to the monster he commanded. “Bring him.”

Zagar bowed. Then he moved toward Aram, closing the distance between them in two impossible strides. Before Aram could react, the demon’s hand closed around his throat.

The grip was iron, unyielding, lifting Aram off his feet. Aram’s sword clanged futilely against black armor as Zagar turned and carried him toward the throne where Mirak waited, that perfect face showing nothing.

Aram kicked and thrashed, choking, fighting for breath. He reached for the complement, but it was no good. He couldn’t isolate himself from Zagar. If he folded the complement around Zagar, he would crush himself along with him.

Through the bond, Aram felt Agaroth’s fury and panic. The entire palace jolted as his dragon tried to force his body through the window. The palace wall didn’t give, didn’t crumble. Agaroth slammed against it again, making plaster rain from the ceiling.

Zagar carried him across the vast hall as Aram fought and struggled, his consciousness slowly ebbing. His head felt like it was going to burst, blood pounding against his skull. The demon’s grip didn’t waver, didn’t tighten or loosen, just held him with mechanical precision.

Zagar stopped in front of the throne and held Aram suspended in the air before Mirak like an offering. Aram’s eyes went desperately to where Markus lay unconscious in a spreading pool of blood.

The God-Emperor rose. Up close, his face was even more unsettling—too perfect to be human, too smooth, carved rather than born. His eyes showed no emotion as he examined his prey dangling before him.

Mirak stepped closer, close enough that Aram could see the fine embroidery on his golden robes, close enough to see that his skin really did look like polished marble, flawless and perfect.

“I was wrong,” the Emperor said, his voice patient and musing. “He’s just a boy. Not much of a threat at all.” He nodded toward the long corridor that led into darkness. “Take him to the extraction chamber.”
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Aram hung in Zagar’s grip, his vision growing dark, his lungs burning, but he couldn’t move air past the iron fingers crushing his throat. Desperate, he reached for the strands of the world, trying to gather them. He wove them quickly and struck out at Zagar’s arm, trying to force his muscles to release.

The knot unraveled before it even reached the demon, falling apart as though it had never been woven at all.

His hand opened involuntarily, and Erok’s sword fell from his grasp. He could feel his awareness slipping, and he fought to stay conscious. He wove again, desperate now. Second-order knots. More complex and harder to disrupt.

The demon’s aura blazed. The corrupted black halo around him flared like a dark fire. Aram’s binding hit it and shattered, the carefully woven knots breaking apart into fragments that achieved nothing except proving that conventional magic wasn’t going to work, wasn’t going to save him.

Black spots consumed Aram’s vision. His hands scrabbled weakly at Zagar’s. Sound became distant. His hands stopped struggling and hung at his sides, too weak to fight anymore.

In desperation, Aram reached for the complement.

He groped for the infinitesimal space between Zagar’s gauntleted fingers and his throat, peeling back the strands between them.

The complement expanded. Just enough. Space itself widened in those tiny gaps, creating distance where there should be contact, forcing Zagar’s fingers apart with pressure on a scale too small to see but large enough to matter.

The monster’s grip failed.

Aram dropped and hit the marble, gasping in air that burned his throat, his vision exploding into motes. He rolled away as Zagar’s clawed hand swept down toward where he’d been.

Aram dove for his sword and managed to get his fingers around it, coming up with it in his hand. His arms shook and his throat felt crushed and he could barely stand—but he raised Erok’s blade.

Zagar’s helmed head tilted, those red eyes examining Aram through the visor as he assessed this new threat.

Aram sucked in another burning breath and reached again for the complement. Conventional knots might not work against his adversary, but Is’ul Zagar had no protection from void magic.

Seeing Aram preparing to strike, Zagar attacked. He shot forward across the room and was in front of him in an instant, blade swinging toward Aram’s head.

Aram folded the complement between them, turning the blade from its intended trajectory, sending it through empty air where his head should have been.

But it was only a heartbeat before that blade curved back around and came at him again, and Aram found himself hard-pressed to block that and the sequence of blows that followed.

Desperate, he turned his focus to the space around his opponent. Finding the void between strands, he tried to compress it, tried to crush the demon the way he’d torn Draxel’s dragons from the sky. But it took concentration, and he couldn’t maintain it while dodging strikes that came faster than he could see. Every time he tried, the demon moved.

Aram pressed forward using every skill he’d learned, compressing space to move faster than he should be able to, expanding it to make Zagar’s strikes miss by inches, condensing it to make his own blade arrive before the demon could react.

The demon was strong, but his movements were slowing, his defenses coming a heartbeat late. The weaves of aether he spun were easily unmade, lower-order knots that Aram dismissed with barely a thought while folding the complement around his own strikes to make them arrive where Zagar couldn’t block them.

Aram’s sword found gaps in the demon’s defense. His blade bit into the space at his elbow. Carved a line across his breastplate deep enough to gouge the metal. Struck the side of his helm hard enough to snap his head sideways. Zagar tried to counter, but his blade traveled slower than it should, mired by folding complement.

Aram stepped close and drove the pommel of his sword into Zagar’s chest with force multiplied by folded aether. The impact sent the demon stumbling backward.

Aram pressed harder. Faster. Using everything he’d learned in Sharidar, every technique the Void Dancers had died trying to preserve. He compressed aether to close distance that shouldn’t close, expanded it to dodge strikes that should have hit. Compressed and released it in patterns that made his blade impossible for the eye to follow.

Zagar stumbled over one of the bodies littering the floor, his guard dropping for an instant. Aram compressed the space between them and his blade drove forward, punching through the gap between plates and finding whatever passed for flesh beneath the armor.

The monster went down hard, crashing to the marble with a sound like falling stone. His Baelsword fell from his hands and slid away across the blood-slicked floor. Aram followed him down, driving his blade deeper, twisting it, feeling resistance, and then the terrible moment when resistance failed and something vital inside Zagar gave way.

The red eyes behind the visor dimmed, the light in them fading to black.

Certain his adversary was dead, Aram yanked his blade free.

Something collided with his back, lifting Aram and sending him flying forward. He hit the marble and rolled, came up gasping and shuddering in pain, feeling like something had broken inside him.

He lifted his head.

Through watery eyes, Aram saw Mirak standing over Zagar’s fallen form, one boot still extended from the kick that had sent him flying. The God-Emperor held the Baelsword in his hands.

Mirak gazed down at his servant, at the wound in Zagar’s throat still leaking dark fluid, then raised his eyes to Aram. His perfect face showed nothing. No anger. No fear. Just patient observation.

The Emperor stepped over his servant’s body and advanced toward Aram.

Aram tried to stand, but the movement was too painful. Something in him was broken, and his muscles either wouldn’t work or couldn’t. He made it to one knee and got his blade up, wavering like a reed.

Mirak approached, raising his Baelsword. The dark aura around it intensified, swirling faster, hungry for a victim. Aram reached for the complement surrounding the Emperor, and his fell blade and tried to compress it. The space began to warp, to collapse inward.

But then it stopped.

Mirak’s hand twitched in a casual gesture, and the complement unfolded itself. The space between strands snapped back into place.

Aram tried again, pulling harder, but the complement refused to deform. Mirak kept walking, kept advancing.

Understanding made Aram’s blood turn to ice.

Mirak had control over the complement too.

He was a Void Dancer.

He had to be.

Only, Mirak must have learned his craft long before the Sundering, before Sharidar was ever sealed. Compared to someone with that kind of knowledge and experience, Aram had no chance.

He was just a novice facing a master.

Desperate, Aram tried one last time, reaching for the void between strands, the space within space. Wrenched at it with every scrap of strength he could muster.

Mirak didn’t even appear to notice. His command of the complement was perfect and absolute, and there was nothing Aram could do to stop him.

The God-Emperor stopped above him and gazed down at Aram kneeling on the bloody marble, at the Champion who’d bested his demon and shattered his trap and come so close to ending his reign. Mirak’s hand moved in a casual gesture, and Aram’s sword slid across the marble as though an invisible hand had plucked it from his fingers.

The Archon’s perfect face betrayed no emotion, no triumph or satisfaction, no anger or concern. Just indifference.

Mirak’s hand moved again, and the complement folded around Aram. At last he was moving as the world turned inside-out around him. The marble floor rushed up to meet his shoulders, the impact driving what little air remained in his lungs out in a painful gasp. When his vision cleared, Aram was lying flat on his back, staring up at the Archon looming over him.

Slowly, Mirak brought the Baelsword around. He reversed his grip on the pommel, angling the blade downward toward Aram’s chest. The dark aura around it intensified, swirling faster, thirsting for the soul it was about to consume.

Aram couldn’t move. Couldn’t dodge. Couldn’t do anything except watch death approach in the form of that black blade.

The Baelsword hovered above him but didn’t fall.

Mirak’s eyes widened as though in surprise, and he drew in a hissing breath.

Aram didn’t understand why he was still alive, why the Emperor was just standing there as though frozen.

Then he saw it: the stain of black blood spreading across the fabric of the Emperor’s robes. Mirak’s hands opened, and the Baelsword fell from his fingers, clattering on the marble beside Aram.

Mirak’s mouth opened in shock, the first real emotion Aram had seen on that perfect face. And then he screamed, the sound of a soul being pulled from a body by force.

The scream became a howl, evolved into a terrible, life-ending moan that took a long time to die, at last strangling off into choking sobs.

The blade twisted, a full rotation that ground against bone and tore through flesh. Mirak collapsed. For a moment, he knelt as though held upright by the blade alone. Then it was forcefully withdrawn. A boot kicked him over.

The body hit the floor. Before Aram’s eyes, the flesh dried as though petrified, the eyes sinking, the jaw falling open. Black ichor drained from the Archon’s eyes, mouth, and nose, and his flesh cracked like dry mud. Then it turned to dust. Then to ash. And then it was gone.

Nothing remained of the God-Emperor but the terrible sword that had fallen from his hand.

Aram gazed at that terrible blade, its hilt only inches from his hand. He lay gasping for breath, trembling, his mind reeling, still struggling to process what had just happened.

A hand reached down and clasped his own, pulling him upright.

Aram gazed in shock into the bruised and bloodied face of Sergan Parsigal.

“You,” Aram whispered, too stunned to say anything else.

“That’s right. Me.” Sergan lobbed an empty essence vial across the room. “I can’t believe it either.”


CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE




Calise knelt on the cold stone with Corley’s body in her lap, one hand cupped behind his head, the other pressed against his still chest. His skin was already cooling, the warmth of life leaching into the stone beneath them. He looked peaceful. That was something, at least.

From Rhys’s pit nearby, the keening was growing softer, weaker, each pitiful cry more broken than the last. The chains no longer clanked with desperate thrashing. Just occasional whimpers that spoke of a dragon too broken to cry out anymore. Calise listened to those sounds grow quieter and quieter until they finally lapsed into silence.

Rhys was gone.

More tears fell from Calise’s eyes, just when she didn’t think she had any more to give. Her throat was raw. Her thin frame felt hollow, scraped clean of everything but the weight of what she’d done.

She looked at Corley one last time, then bent and pressed her lips against his brow. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for everything.”

Gently, she laid his body on the stone and composed him. She closed his eyes with trembling fingers, her hands shaking so badly she had to try twice.

It was only then, as she pushed herself upright, that she noticed the silence. Not just the absence of Rhys’s whimpers, but the absence of everything. No footsteps, no voices, no rustle of armor or weapons. The chamber was empty. The warriors who had flanked the Crow Priest, who had held Corley, who had opened the valve to flood Zandril’s pit, were gone.

Through the bond, Zandril sent a pulse of confusion and worry. Her dragon was still near the pit’s edge, covered in black ooze, too weak to do more than lie there.

Calise pushed herself to her feet, her legs shaking. She was so thin now, so weak from weeks of minimal food and constant work at the Wellspring. But she was standing, and the guards were gone. She looked at the pile of ash that had been the Crow Priest, at the iron grate over Zandril’s pit still slick with corrupted water, at Corley’s body lying still on the stone.

There was no escape from here.

The realization settled over her with a strange, numbing calm. Zandril was too weak to fly. She could barely climb out of the pit. And Calise was exhausted, starved, sickened by the Wellspring’s corruption. The guards would return soon, bringing more warriors, and when they found the Crow Priest’s remains and understood what had happened, they would come for her with numbers and weapons and rage.

She and Zandril would die here.

For a moment, she let herself think of Aram, of the life she had wanted with him, of his smile and the way his eyes lit up whenever he saw her. The way he’d tied the heart knot around her neck before he left, his fingers gentle on her skin. Calise thought of mornings waking beside him, of quiet conversations and shared meals, of growing old together. She would have loved that life, would have cherished every moment of it, every ordinary day, every small joy. But it had been denied her. The life she’d imagined with Aram had never truly been possible—the other magic inside her would have destroyed it, one way or another. She brought her hand up and clutched the heart knot necklace, holding it like a lifeline.

Her eyes burned with fresh grief, but Calise blinked it back. Regret was pointless now. She had made her choices. Some forced, some willing, all of them leading here, to this cavern, this darkness, this end.

They would be coming soon.

The Elesium.

Calise gasped, remembering the stallion. She couldn’t die and leave it suffering in chains. She had to free it.

She was already moving before she had the faintest kernel of a plan. She couldn’t bear another death when it might be possible to prevent one. She turned toward where Zandril lay on her side, slicked in black sludge. Through the bond, Calise sent an image of determination mixed with purpose.

Zandril’s response came swift and sharp: alarm, refusal, an image of them staying together no matter what came.

“I’ll be back if I can,” Calise said, her voice rough and cracking. “I have to do this.” She crossed the chamber and knelt beside her dragon, pressing her brow against Zandril’s. Her scales were still warm despite the chill of the cavern, and she felt the subtle movement of breath, the life still burning fiercely inside her beloved dragon.

“Wait here,” she whispered. “If anyone comes, flame them.” Through the bond came reluctant agreement, fear for Calise’s safety, but also trust. Calise pulled away, already knowing she probably wouldn’t come back, and turned and walked away before her resolve could break, before the bond could pull her back, before she could let herself think too hard about what she was doing.

The cavern passages were quiet, the usual sounds of the underground city muted and distant. Calise moved through the corridors with the terrible clarity that any step could be her last, creeping from shadow to shadow between globes of flickering torchlight.

Ahead, she heard voices and pressed herself flat against the cold stone wall, heart pounding. Warriors were moving through the passages, their footsteps heavy and purposeful, their voices tight with confusion and anger. She ducked into an open doorway and pressed her body to the wall as the group passed within arm’s reach, looking ahead rather than to the sides. She held perfectly still until their footsteps faded, then waited a few heartbeats longer before moving on.

The chamber where the Elesium was kept lay in a deeper section of the cavern, far from the main passages and the city above. The Crow Priest had wanted his source of power kept hidden, wanted no one to know where his strength came from.

They hadn’t found Zandril yet, but she only had a few minutes, maybe less. Calise moved through empty corridors until she reached the iron door. She pushed it open and slipped inside, then pulled it closed behind her with a soft click that seemed to echo in the confined space.

The golden stallion stood in the center of the chamber, head bowed, coat crusted with blood. It raised its head when she entered, and those ancient, intelligent eyes found hers immediately. Even suffering, even broken by weeks of captivity and bleeding, there was something in that gaze that spoke of wild places and open sky, of freedom and beauty.

“I’m going to get you out,” Calise said, her voice coming out steadier than she felt.

She knelt beside the nearest chain, fixed to an iron ring driven into the ground. The bonds were nothing magical—just metal and cruelty and the weight of captivity. Tools lay scattered on a table nearby, the same implements used daily to keep the stallion bleeding. She grabbed a small pry bar, sat beside the lock, and went to work, her hands shaking badly and the bar slipping twice before she got it properly seated. She gritted her teeth and forced it upward, straining to bend a single link⁠—

Clink.

The chain popped free, coiling to the ground like a dead snake. The Elesium shifted, testing its newly freed leg, tossing its head and pawing eagerly at the stone.

“Three more,” Calise whispered, already moving to the next chain.

She worked faster now, fear driving her hands despite their trembling. The second link bent just enough, and the Elesium could move both front legs. The third chain was rusted and gave easily. The last was new and shiny, and she had to wedge the pry bar between the link and stone, pushing with everything she had. Something finally gave with a crash of metal on stone that echoed through the chamber like thunder.

The golden stallion stood free for the first time in months. Its legs trembled, weakened by captivity and blood loss and the slow starvation of being kept alive but never truly fed. Yet, even in this diminished state, there was grace in the way it moved, power in the arch of its neck and the set of its shoulders, the embodiment of everything wild and beautiful. No amount of torture could fully erase that essential truth.

Slowly, the great horse turned to face her and lowered its head in an unmistakable gesture of gratitude. Calise’s breath caught. She had never heard of an Elesium bowing to anyone. Ever. She didn’t feel worthy. She was stained and compromised and broken beyond repair.

“Go!” she shouted, her voice breaking. “Run! Find the river and follow it out! Don’t stop for anything!”

The stallion held her gaze for one long moment. Then it knelt.

At first she didn’t know what it wanted, and when it came to her what the great horse was trying to do, she shook her head. “No. You’re too weak. And I can’t leave without my dragon.” An image of Zandril’s sweet face filled her mind through the bond. “Run,” she said again. “Go! Now!”

And it did.

The stallion reared and burst toward the exit, silver mane and tail streaming behind it like banners of light, hoofbeats echoing off the stone of the corridor, each stride growing more even, more confident. Calise stood in the doorway and listened until the hoofbeats faded into the distance, swallowed by the maze of passages and the mountain’s depths, heading toward open sky and fields of grass.

One life saved.

She had to get back to Zandril. She could feel her dragon’s terror gnawing at the back of her mind. She turned to go, but the sound of running feet made her jump back.

The clank of armor and weapons echoed through the cavern’s passages. She glanced around the doorway and saw warriors rushing toward her down the corridor. Pulling back, she turned and sprinted to the far side of the chamber and the doorway that led to the dragon pits, running as fast as her fragile legs would carry her while the warriors raced behind her.

If she was to die, she wanted to die with her dragon.

The passages at last opened into the chamber that contained the pits. Calise rushed toward Zandril, barely making it the last few feet before her strength gave out and she stumbled and fell. Warriors armed with spears and swords poured in after her, saw her, saw Zandril, saw Corley’s body, and hesitated. Then they saw the remains of the Crow Priest and halted entirely, forming a wide ring around the outside of the chamber with weapons raised.

Calise didn’t try to run. She turned to face Zandril, her beloved companion, her soul-bonded friend, and threw herself across her dragon’s back, using her own body as a shield against the bite of weapons.

The warriors hesitated, looking uncertain.

“Hold!”

His voice cut through the chaos, sharp and commanding. The warriors stilled, looking around in confusion for its source as a man pushed through the crowd toward her. He was older than the others, with elaborate scar patterns covering his shaved head that marked him as a warrior of rank. His bearing spoke of someone accustomed to being obeyed. He looked at the warriors, then at Calise, his eyes sharp and calculating, weighing everything he saw.

“Weapons down,” he ordered. The warriors hesitated, looking between him and Calise. Some were young, barely more than boys, others were scarred veterans. They were confused and uncertain now that their Crow Priest was dead and everything had turned to chaos.

“Weapons down!” the scarred man repeated, the words cracking like a whip.

Slowly, reluctantly, the weapons lowered, and the warriors stepped back.

The man approached and looked down at her, glancing between her and the charred remains of the Crow Priest. He drew up in front of her with a long dagger in his hand.

“What are your intentions, Dedicant?” he asked, his words carefully chosen.

Calise stared up at him, not understanding at first why he wasn’t attacking. Then she did. The power structure of the tribe had been toppled, and here was a man who intended to take advantage of it. She looked past him and saw fear in some of the watching faces. Fear of her, of the power she’d displayed.

Emboldened, she rose, trembling, and took a tentative step forward. When the man didn’t react, she took another, holding his gaze as she walked toward him and stopped a sword’s length away. She glanced past him at the others watching and waiting, and at last she understood what they needed.

“You need not fear me,” she said, her voice carrying through the chamber despite her weakness. “I am your Dedicant Mother.” She swept her gaze around the room, letting them see the marks on her face, the green headscarf, the office they’d been taught from childhood to revere. Marked by the corruption that proclaimed her as chosen, a servant of the Wellspring that nurtured them.

“You killed the Crow Priest,” the scarred warrior growled. “Tell me—why should I let you live?”

Calise glanced at Zandril, then looked back at him. “Because I am your Dedicant Mother,” she said, addressing every warrior in the room. “I serve this clan. And I serve this Wellspring. If I can…I want to heal it. I want to heal all of this…and all of you.”

The lead warrior’s eyes widened slightly before his face smoothed back to careful neutrality. He glanced behind him at his men, taking in the looks on their faces, then turned slowly back to Calise and nodded. It was a subtle gesture, almost imperceptible.

“We can help each other,” he said, too low for anyone but her to hear.

One by one, the warriors lowered their weapons. Calise stood before them marked with corruption and hollowed by grief, the ashes of their leader scattered on the stone behind her.

And for some reason she didn’t understand, they didn’t kill her.


CHAPTER NINETY




Aram stared at Sergan, his mind refusing to accept what his eyes told him. The sorcerer who had ripped him from his village, had sent him down a well shaft, had drunk the essence that had been wrung from him by torture, had tried more than once to kill him.

Had just saved his life.

He set that aside. It was too much to grapple with now.

“Markus,” Aram managed. He tried to rise, but his legs wouldn’t hold him. “Where’s⁠—”

“Alive.” Sergan’s grip tightened on Aram’s arm, keeping him from falling. “But he won’t be for long if we don’t stop the bleeding.”

Aram let Sergan pull him to his feet and guide him across the dark hall toward where Markus lay motionless in a pool of blood. The sight made Aram’s spine go cold with fear. Markus’s face was still and deathly pale. He couldn’t tell if he was still breathing.

Sergan eased Aram down at Markus’s side, then knelt beside him. “Help me turn him. I need to see the wound.”

Together they shifted him carefully, and Aram saw the gash that Zagar had opened. Deep and ragged, blood still running onto the floor.

“Belt,” Sergan said sharply. “Now.”

Aram’s hands went to his waist, but he wasn’t wearing a belt. He looked around and saw one on a nearby corpse. He crawled over, pulling it free with shaking hands, and brought it back to Sergan.

“Hold his leg still,” Sergan ordered, wrapping the belt around Markus’s thigh above the wound. “Keep pressure on it. Don’t let him move.”

Aram pressed his hands down on Markus’s leg, holding it as steady as he could while Sergan worked. The sorcerer’s movements were quick and efficient, his hands sure despite the blood covering them. He pulled the belt tight, using all his strength, and tied it off in a knot that wouldn’t slip.

The bleeding slowed. Not stopped, but slowed.

“Another!” Sergan ordered, emptying a vial of essence over the wound.

Aram crawled to another body and pulled the belt free, tossing it back to Sergan. This one the sorcerer drew even tighter—tighter than Aram would have thought safe or possible.

At last the bleeding stopped.

Aram looked at his friend’s pale face, at the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Markus had come here for him. Had walked into a trap for him. Might die for him.

He held his best friend’s hand.

His other hand inched toward his fallen sword, lying on the marble a few feet away.

Sergan was there with his back to him, focused on the tourniquet.

Aram’s fingers found the hilt of the sword and wrapped around it. He could end this. Drive Markus’s blade through Sergan’s back.

He started to draw the sword toward him but stopped.

Aram sighed. He couldn’t kill a man with his back to him.

“Help me lift him,” Aram said, standing.

Sergan shot him a confused look, then rose.

Aram struggled to his feet and looked around. The dark hall was in shambles, bricks and plaster fallen from the ceiling, scattered glass everywhere, and blood slicking the marble. He closed his eyes, muttered a promise to Agaroth that he would return, and visualized his destination. Then he reached deep into the aether and parted it.

Before them, a perfect rectangle opened in the air—not a rupture, but something more like a doorway. No light spilled from it. When he tried to look past the opening, he saw only darkness and stone on the other side.

“What is that?” Sergan asked.

“I don’t know exactly,” Aram admitted. “But we’re using it to get Markus out of here. Help me carry him.”

He moved to Markus’s head and lifted him while Sergan took his feet. Markus’s face didn’t stir, didn’t wince from pain—just remained expressionless and pale. Holding his friend as gently as he could, Aram backed toward the doorway he had created.

He felt nothing change as he stepped across the threshold. His feet touched stone instead of marble, but that was all. When Sergan was through, Aram released it and let it close. The dark rectangle slid shut, growing thinner until it was gone.

Aram straightened, looking around, recognizing the familiar dimness of his own eyrie, the scents of home, the dark outlines of furniture he had missed.

Gently, he lay Markus on a carpet before the firepit.

“Stay with him,” he ordered. He opened another rectangular slit in the air, this one opening into the flickering lamplight of the infirmary.

Sergan looked up from where he knelt beside Markus, gazing at Aram with a look that was three parts shock and one part cold fear. “What exactly did they teach you in the void?”

Aram paused in the doorway, looking back at him. “I am the void.”

To Be Continued…
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