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VYOMSI TERANASIN, KING OF THOSE WHO FOLLOW TOTH, His Highness Who Bows to the Path’s Majesty, knelt on the stone floor of the practice room at the King’s country estate, panting from effort.

His teacher, the former Dog, Ishia, stayed hidden behind her screen. “Do you wish to try again, your Highness?”

Not majestic enough, he thought. Not nearly strong enough. Weak. His father, himself, so many of the nobles. Weak.

He got up. “Always,” he replied, and raised his hand.

Choke the life out of him, he thought, imagining that the stuffed, human-sized doll in front of him was Lord Felldesh. He saw those cold eyes, imagined the feel, and the spell began to fall apart.

The doll remained as it was, its neck just as fat as before.

But Vyomsi was once again gasping for breath.

Weak nobles. No one had told him just how weak. It took seeing true strength, feeling it control the very air you breathed to show just how weak they all were. And Felldesh knew.

He raised his hand once more, trying to keep the emotion out of it while still focusing on the image.

“My lord?” He heard the concern in Ishia’s tone and ignored it.

Sweat dripped from his brow, threatening his eyes. His hand trembled. And yet he held it up, even as his knees buckled once more. He hit the stone floor with a resounding smack, his hand falling last of all, his eyes still fixed on the doll.

Not even a crease.

He took a deep breath and let loose a string of expletives no born and bred noble should know.

The only alternative was to cry and that he would not do. In spite of his effort, he ran out of breath, and a small whimper managed to escape him.

Behind the screen he heard the couch scrape the floor.

“Stay there!” His command must have sounded strong enough. There was no further sound, and when he turned his head to look, there was no one approaching to help him.

Feeling weak as a newborn, he struggled to his feet. How had Zhiv managed it? Ishia had warned him of the dangers of spell-fever. He could feel the beginnings of it creeping up on him. He didn’t tell her this wasn’t the first time he’d had to deal with a spell far beyond his ability, nor the first time he’d gotten a fever from it. She knew he hadn’t been raised a noble, what more should he add? Nothing.

He got to his feet and promptly fell back to his knees. This time he swallowed the curses, focusing on his breath, as he’d been taught to do. Slowly, he lowered his head to the floor, focusing on the coolness of it against his forehead.

“Your Highness,” Ishia said, “we should pause for a moment.”

“No.” The word came out rough. He raised his head, forcing himself to keep at least that much upright.

“It is a difficult spell, not easy for even Dogs to master.”

“Felldesh managed it.”

“He’s older. I do not doubt your ability.”

“No, you fear for my safety.” A bitter chuckle escaped him. “If you have not noticed, former-Dog Ishia, I am not in the least bit safe.”

He got to one knee and paused, waiting to see if there was enough strength. Not yet, but soon.

The position reminded him too much of when he had been declared King by the throne itself only days before.

“Have you ever felt Ornic magic?” he asked Ishia, trying to sound better than he was.

“I felt what the Ornic did when he escaped the castle in Hurush.”

“No, no. I mean felt it coursing through you, as if you were the riverbed and the magic was the water.” He closed his eyes, trying to hold onto his thoughts. “The so-called ‘Fire of Choosing’ is like that, you know. No one warns you because no one knows. They know it’s Ornic, they know there’s an Ornic spell in it that chooses the next ruler, and they know that whomever it chooses will become bound to the law of the land. A fail-safe, I suppose, though why Ornic, I don’t know. You’d think those ‘good Tothsins’ would have come up with something else.” He put his hands on his knee, preparing himself. “And because they don’t know, they tell you to sit on the king’s throne and they stand there like vultures waiting to see if you’ll die or live, eyes bright and smiles tense because they don’t know. All they see is a change. So you sit, and the chair locks you in ‘til you can’t move. The spell begins at your head, rushing over you with a strength that makes you feel as if you are, piece by piece, being stripped. Broken apart. Magic filling you and breaking you and you find in that moment that you want to be broken, no matter how terrifying. And in your head is an image of a great, burning wheel, but the fire is like nothing you’ve ever seen and it doesn’t act like fire. It acts like some living creature that dwells along the edge of that rolling wheel, dancing and swaying and living. And in that moment, when you see the wheel, in a way that defies all logic, you know that that is power, that that is what you want and a part of you wants nothing more than to ride the path of that wheel into eternity.”

Vyomsi got to his feet. “And then it’s gone. The vision disappears. The magic leaves. The power leaves. And you’re weak in front of the vultures, the rats, the grinning nobles who have no idea what true power is and how helpless we are before it. And yet you’re expected to get up, to smile at the ignorant who will say how glad they are that the throne chose you. And you realize in that moment just how stupid they are. They think the throne chooses. No. The throne is a warning. Though of what, I’m not sure.”

He closed his eyes, fighting against the lightheadedness that swept over him. “Not even Felldesh knows that. And that’s my advantage. That’s where I can strike before he destroys us all and sends us back to the harness of perfect Toth worship. No portals to ease transport. No magic to ease the burden. He’s in charge of the King’s Lights’ mines, of course he wouldn’t care about laying burdens on others.”

Ignoring what he had once been taught, he raised his hand once more. Pain shot through it, traveling up his arm and to his head. He stifled a cry, clutching his arm to his side, bowing his head.

Damn him forever, King Jivon. Damn him and his madness.

“My lord—”

“Felldesh is already at Openwater with the Dogs,” Vyomsi said, shaking. It would fade. If he gave it time, it would fade. He still had time. “Zhiv is there and I can’t help but wonder if Felldesh thinks to kill him first. Maybe use some portal he sneaked in years ago.” He tried to keep his tone light, but he could hear the tremor in it now and then. And the terror.

If he didn’t kill Zhiv, he’d be bound forever.

“Highness, it might be easier to teach you if I could be on the other side of the screen.”

“No.” But the word came out as a whisper.

There was a long pause. When she spoke, her voice was quieter than he’d ever heard it. “I know I inspire horror, your Highness. I know you cannot stand to look at me. I am a reminder of your failure to fulfill the binding and free yourself.”

He heard her shift her weight before talking again. “The binding is tied to your hatred, and your hatred is tied to your fear. If you hold onto that hatred, you will have time enough to end Zhiv’s life.” Another pause. “I will veil my face if you wish, but your progress will continue to be slow so long as I can’t see what you’re doing.”

It was a more than reasonable request. Obvious to the point of imbecility, and any other servant would think he was mad for demanding that she stay out of sight.

But he hadn’t yet seen her without her bandages. He didn’t want to see her as anything but the beautiful woman she had once been.

I know I inspire horror, your Highness. He closed his eyes. “Very well.” He could barely hear his own voice.

“Sire?”

He forced his words to come out with more strength. “Very well. Come out and see my failure with your own eyes. The feel of the magic should be enough, but if you want to torture yourself—” he turned and froze.

Before him stood a woman with hair in patches on her scarred head. The patches were neatly trimmed, kept close to the head to keep the contrast between scarred and unscarred low. She stood tall and straight but with effort, and her hands looked withered. Old. But it was her face that held his attention most. No eyebrows, something close to a nose. It amazed him that her blue eyes still looked as clear and piercing as the ones that belonged to the Ishia he remembered.

The Ishia with long blonde hair and sun-kissed skin, who gave a long, slow blink instead of a shrug. The one who moved with feline grace.

He stepped forward one, then two steps. 

The woman who must be Ishia looked away. “The spell—”

He closed the distance between them, taking her into his arms. She began to push him away.

“I am not horrified,” he said, and meant it.

She relaxed. “You are the King,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

“Then I shall embrace whomever I choose,” he murmured against her hair.

“I cannot be anything but a teacher to you.”

The image of Zhiv’s face became clear in his mind, replacing the old image of Ishia as his focus returned. “For now. And later, unless you wish to be more.” He slowly let her go and walked once more to his position facing the doll.

If the binding was tied to hatred…

He raised his hand and let all his hatred pour through the spell.

The doll’s neck creased. Then buckled. Its chest collapsed, the cloth sucking inward until it had become a tight ball of fabric and stuffing. He lowered his hand and the doll slowly expanded.

“Well,” he said with a grin, “you were right, Ishia. Your presence did help.”

He turned to look at her and, for the first time since she’d met him, saw fear in her eyes when she looked at him.

It was the hatred. And the fact that he’d willingly allowed it in a spell.

But he silently swore he would never again cast without emotion. Not if he could help it. “Next spell, please. We have very little time before Felldesh sacks the city and I’d like to get a little bit of Zhiv’s hide before he’s gone and I have to take out Felldesh.”

Ishia watched him closely, and he was relieved to discover that he still loved the intelligence in her blue eyes.

He sighed. “I cannot be weak, Ishia. Too much is at stake. Please.”

The Tothsins used the Ornic to destroy the Ornic, he thought. That was how the Dogs came to be. How was this any different?

Slowly, she nodded. They prepared for the next spell, a paralyzer.

Only much later did he realize the pain in his hand was gone.
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The Dogs are here.

The words rang in Krysilla’s ears. Her problems with Lejer faded away, even though she could hear him behind her, asking what in the Circle, Zhiv meant.

Zhiv looked at her, only her, his hand warm on hers, his eyes glittering with controlled fury, and she wondered if, within those glittering eyes, he felt the same mixture of dread and hope she felt now. 

“Ah, there you are, Zhiv.” Lady Marilisin’s voice called out, dressed as if she were going to a ball. “Come. Put on your invisibility and we’ll decide the terms on the way.” 

“Since when does a minstrel negotiate with kings?” Zhiv said, his tone neutral, though his eyes had narrowed as he turned to face her. 

“Since you became minstrel to one.” Her tone was light, but Krysilla noted the brief glance she gave both her and Lejer. And the even more brief glance she gave Zhiv’s and Krysilla’s hands. “Leave these two to their business. Unless,” she now stood just a few steps above them, “there is a matter I must judge?” 

Lejer jumped in. “No, lady. We only came here to get her things. She works for me.” 

Lady Marilisin brightened considerably. “Truly? Well then, let us not stop you. Shall we, Zhiv?” 

He did not move. His hand slowly let go of Krysilla’s. “No.” 

Lady Marilisin stared at him, two bright spots of red growing on her cheeks. 

Now was not the time to counter her. Not when the Dogs had come to take what little she had left. “Perhaps I should go as well. To get my things.” 

“Both of you?” Zhiv asked Krysilla, glancing briefly at Lejer.

“No,” she said quickly. “Just me.”

“I would be more than happy to stay and wait for her,” Lejer said. “If it pleases you, lady.” 

“Oh, why put them through the suspense, Lia?” Zhiv asked, his most charming smile in place. “Do you think anything will be said on the wall that a commoner in the street doesn’t already know, or suspect? Let them come with and be witness to the great event.” 

Lady Marilisin glared at Zhiv, then looked at Lejer with a hard stare that made her feelings on the matter very clear. 

He would get in the way. Why would Zhiv make this demand? 

“Do you trust me, lady?” Zhiv asked. 

“Implicitly,” Lady Marilisin replied. 

“And I trust the goodwife here,” he gestured toward Krysilla. “Do you trust her as well?” 

Lia did not answer quite as quickly as before. “Yes.” 

“And Goodwife Jyomsa,” Zhiv turned to Krysilla, “do you trust Hon Gillasin?” 

There was the trap. He knew her answer, didn’t he? 

But if she said no, would she ruin his plans, whatever those plans were? “It depends on if women are involved or not.” 

Lady Marilisin squelched a smile. Krysilla made a point of not looking at Zhiv. No need to see his reaction. 

He’d been there when she’d been disillusioned, shown the life she’d thought she was living was a lie. In fact, in a very real sense, he’d orchestrated it so that she would be sure to know. And her memory of his…irritation afterward was still very sharp, even all these months later.. 

But she did turn and look at Lejer, who at least had the decency to look away. 

“Given we are dealing with men,” Lady Marilisin said, “and you and I are the only women involved, do you feel him trustworthy to stand and listen to the empty words of our enemy?” 

There was no harm in it, was there? What could he possibly do after listening to what everyone else would likely know, if not now, then very soon. “Yes, I do.” And she found herself glad that she could honestly say that. 

Still fighting against a grin, Lia waved them to follow her and began walking. “Very well, Zhiv. Your friends shall join me in the folly we’re about to begin.” They all followed her toward the entrance to the manor. “You shall tell me what the enemy shall do as we walk and—” 

“I shall do no such thing.” 

“—we shall decide how best to stall. If—” 

“I shall not be advising you, lady.” 

“—they decide to attack, we must also have a plan for that.”

Zhiv did not respond. And Krysilla swore she saw a frown forming between his brows.

Concerned, she kept glancing at the two of them all the way to the wall. She watched Lia stride toward her position at the battlement with a confidence that seemed foolhardy, given her father had just been executed for treason. The Dogs were here to oust her and take the city for “King” Vyomsi, who had murdered and lied to get the throne. In Krysilla’s mind, he was no more king than she was, and never would be. 

But he had the Dogs. As she walked to the battlement and took her place, she looked down to see what must have been a few hundred Dogs, looking up at their small group, red vests making her think of blood spattered on the ground.

She shuddered. And noticed Lejer trying very hard not to look at any of them, his face pale. She turned to see Zhiv’s reaction, but he wasn’t there. 

Forcing herself to act as if she had just glanced around for the sake of looking, she reminded herself that he kept his promises. 

Zhiv had said he would be here to support Lady Marilisin. He would not abandon her.

A messenger moved away from the spattered red. Dressed in black, he moved closer to the wall.

No green vest. No noble. Only a common servant.

“How dare they,” Lia muttered.

The messenger kept walking until he was just a wagon length or two short of knocking on the front gate. He looked up. “The words of the King to the daughter of the traitor, Lord Henry Marilisin.” 

The words hung in the air. 

Lia’s eyes darted to the side. Krysilla knew from Lia’s stance that she wanted to turn and look for Zhiv, wanted to hear his voice. And it wasn’t there. 

Furious that he would leave her at a moment like this, when the city was at stake, Krysilla whispered, hoping he was close enough to hear, “Now is not the time for games.” 

And in her ear she heard Zhiv whisper back, so quietly she almost couldn’t make out the words, “I agree.” 

The messenger began to recite Marilisin’s crimes. Krysilla tried not to cringe as she watched Lia stiffen, facing the enemy all alone. “She needs help.” 

Misuse of justice, illegal spells, tolerance of smuggling, the messenger recited. And giving comfort to the murderer of the late King Jivon and his family: the Ornic, Zhiv Mikailsin. 

Zhiv gave a soft snort. “Do you hear the list? What can I do now that I haven’t already done?” 

Lia finally did glance to the side, concern filling her eyes. Barely breathing the words, Krysilla said, “She’s losing confidence. Please do something.” 

Lejer asked if she’d said something. Krysilla gave a quick shake of her head, praying that no one would notice her. And she found she didn’t want the wall tested. She wanted Lia to say something that would keep war from occurring, that would turn the Dogs back to Hurush, the capital. 

She wanted Lia to be strong. 

The charges ended. The request came for a response. Silence ensued. Painful, awful silence for a breath. Then two. And then Lia smiled and straightened. “I am afraid there has been a misunderstanding,” she called back. “My father left with questions for the King. I am unaware of all the charges you have listed. Perhaps, if I were to meet with you on the field or in Hurush, we could come to an understanding?” 

“I have delivered my message,” the messenger said. “You are to open the gates and allow us to search for the Ornic.” 

“Too many Dogs would frighten my subjects. If you believe someone of my house would do such a terrible thing as that, inviting magic that nearly destroyed the world into my home, I shall allow a small contingent to search my manor if the rest wait outside the city. If you find the Ornic, you may kill him and whomever harbored him.” 

Krysilla’s heart began to pound at the thought of any Dogs within the city, searching for Zhiv. 

“The Ornic is cunning,” the messenger replied. “He is adept at hiding among others. We must search every house, business, and street.”

Lia’s smile faded. She shifted her weight away from the wall. “As ruler of my city, I cannot give you that.” 

“The Marilisins are no longer rulers of this city. We speak with you because the law requires it. Open the gate, Liliana Marilisin.” 

No title. No respect. In other words, this was not a negotiation. It And didn’t matter what Lia said. Unless it was to open the gate. 

For several moments, Lia stood, all the color drained from her face. Her jaw tightened and she turned away, eyes blazing. 

“Are you going to let them search?” Lejer asked.

“No,” Lia snapped. “Have them terrorize my subjects? Have them say what magic can and cannot be done and burn people for the smallest slights?” Turning away, she went back to the wall. “If I were to pledge allegiance to the new King, with a binding spell, would you send in a contingent?” 

“You have been given a command from the King. As a loyal subject, if that is what you are, you are to open the gate. If you do not, you will be considered a traitor, as your late father was, and will suffer the same fate. The list of your crimes comes from your own Disciples, sent before your father’s supposed questions. Open the gate. This is our last request.”

Lia bent her head, her next words a whisper. “Burning Light.”

There was a long pause, and when she spoke again, it was as if under protest, as if she hated the words. “If I were to produce the Ornic and give him to you, would that turn you away?” 

“I have a signed document from the Disciples within the city. They believe the Ornic may have encouraged illegal magic use among the inhabitants. They must be searched as well.”

“So much for a Disciple’s word,” Zhiv whispered. 

Krysilla shook her head at the betrayal. There had to be something that could stop this. 

“They wouldn’t even accept a binding spell,” he continued. “They want the city, and will take nothing less. And the Disciples will look good in the end, with all their righteous judgment and convenient respect.” 

Krysilla shook her head again, tears forming in her eyes. 

She felt Lejer watching her but kept looking at the Dogs gathered below. What she could see of them through the blur of tears. 

“Do we have time to give you an answer?” Lady Marilisin said, her voice weak. 

“You’ve had time enough,” the messenger replied. “And I now declare this whole city in opposition to Tothsin order.”

Lia turned away from the wall. With a wave of her hand to indicate they must follow, Krysilla and the rest hurried down the stairs and back to the street, Lia leading them all back toward the manor. Along the street, most of the citizens hastily finished securing boards, rushing inside as soon as they could.. Magic hummed from each home, a sea of protections that would do no good if the wall didn’t hold. 

Outside the city, Krysilla heard distant shouts. Orders. There was a surge of magic growing outside the wall, writhing as it grew, swirling with a power that made Krysilla doubt anything would stop it. 

The manor came into view. 

The swelling magic released. A pulse came from the manor, brilliant rays stretched out from its roof on all sides toward the wall. There was a sound of multiple thumps and the world turned white.

Fire, Krysilla thought. It had to be fire surrounding them. And her heart stopped at the thought. 

We failed. 

The light lifted, rising to the sky which was now a blazing dome above them. Breathless from the magic calling to her, Krysilla watched small, dark spots rising through the light, rising almost to the apex before disappearing. And the tall, grass-like magic waving in that section, bent toward the Dogs as if it had been caught by a breeze. 

Outside the wall there was a cry, a shout and several orders given. 

Krysilla turned and ran back to the stairs that led to the battlement. 

“What are you thinking, Krysilla!” Lejer shouted behind her. But she didn’t slow, didn’t stop to 

think. 

The energy of the wall sang to her, a heartbeat within it that felt like a dance that pulsed through the stone itself and into the soles of her boots, up through her frame, her flesh, and into her own heartbeat. Up the stairs she raced, closer and closer to the magic. And stopped when she reached the top of the wall. 

Through the opaque wall of magic she saw the Dogs, still on the field outside the wall, casting spells that deflected a hailstorm of weapons she had never seen. Thin sticks that blazed like stars fell on the Dogs. Some stayed in place, some ran and were pierced by the weapons she now realized they’d cast, disappearing in a puff of smoke, leaving a black smudge on the ground. A variant of the execution spell, she realized. 

None of the Dogs were focused on the city. None tried to breach the stone. None even tried to get close. 

The storm slowed, then stopped. Slowly, carefully, they began to regroup. 

“It flings their own spells back at them,” Zhiv said behind her. 

And then Zhiv’s words brought a different image to mind: of Kirag stunned while the spell he’d sent toward Zhiv curled back toward the Dog. 

Did the remnant of the execution spell within him have any similarity to this wall? 

She moved closer to the magic rushing up from the wall toward the sky. “Is it blowback, this throwing back of a spell?” She didn’t want to mention Kirag and Zhiv, not here in public. 

“No. Blowback is when a spell has to be released but can’t and turns back onto its caster. This is something I’ve never seen before. But I have to admit, it’s immensely useful.” And yet there was a tone in his voice that she realized was regret. As if he wished he hadn’t made this device. 

“We’ve kept them safe,” she said, reluctantly turning from the wonder that had done it. 

“Yes.” Silence, then, “There is nothing more to do, Jyomsa. The structure has altered. The old king is dead and a new one installed, with the power of the nobles and the Dogs behind him. We built the defense and it held. There is nothing more we can do but prepare to leave before the city falls.” 

Dread filled her, and the world felt turned over. Ignoring it, she tried to keep her voice calm. “Why do you say that?” She turned back to the magic, moved closer to it. 

“Not too close, remember?” Zhiv grabbed her wrist. Her breath caught as he pulled her back, losing her balance and nearly falling into his embrace. As it was, she could feel the gentle grip of his hands on her arms as she steadied herself. 

But the answer to the remnant of the spell within you could be here, she wanted to say, wishing he could reveal himself so she could look into those aquamarine eyes once more.

“As I was saying, Jyomsa, we have done as we were asked, and there is no reward for our efforts beyond survival, both those who live here and our own selves. And one more thing: no matter where we go from here, our oath we swore to each other, you, Daegan, and I, is done.” She opened her mouth to protest but he spoke before she could. “The oath was made when I could offer you a home and stability, not to mention an alibi. I can offer you nothing now, and the risk will be too great to continue learning in secret.”

“Nonsense. If anything, learning the old spells is needed now more than ever.”

“And how many will you cast when you’re dead? It’s a different world than the one we swore our oath in. Better to let it lie for now.”

Frustrated, she clenched her jaw briefly. “Then, it’s all in vain?”

“No, not in vain. Just not as we expected. The oath is done, Jyomsa,.” Zhiv’s voice was soft and his breath tickled her ear. “And you have a bakery that needs you.” There was no recrimination in his tone, no sarcasm. Only truth, and perhaps regret. And the reminder of a dance under the moonlight.

She thought of Razev running from the Dogs, and a merchant she had never met being executed on a dais. How many more would die? How many more would be accused like Zhiv’s own sister Ziria, who had done nothing wrong? Her and her husband, both burned and the mark of the Dogs hanging over the ruins of their house like a bloody ring floating in the air.

The oath was not finished yet. Not even close. But how to convince him now, when his reminder of the bakery carried with it a warning about her own binding? “If you need help,” she began, yet stopped when his grip on her arms tightened. 

“Perhaps. Take care, goodwife.” And then he let her go entirely.

Memories of their kiss filled her head, along with the pain her binding had caused.

Krysilla took a deep breath and turned back to look at the wall’s defense. To feel the magic just a little longer before she kept her promise to Lejer to work for him.

She wanted the oath to live, but how could it so long as she was bound to her former husband?

She closed her eyes and let the feel of the different casters wash over her. Daegan’s steadiness. Nitty’s fire. Hyaji’s impatience and fury. And Zhiv. Zhiv’s magic that was like spring, when everything becomes new. 

Warm and cold by turns, she thought, opening her eyes and heading back down the stairs to the street below. Lejer waited for her with more patience than she expected. Which was good, given the curse that bound her to him. 

“I’ll get my things later,” she told him. “Might as well start my first day of employment.”

Her oath to learn magic that would help others wasn’t nearly complete yet. Not until there was no reason to fear the Dogs, or, as she’d learned, the Disciples. Not until magic could be used by all those who would wield it for good. 

Not until Zhiv was free of the shard that caged him so often at night. 

No, she still had an oath to keep. All that was left was to figure out how to keep it while she was still bound to a life she had thought she’d left behind.

***

Zhiv watched Krysilla leave with Lejer, heading toward her new life in the bakery…until that spell in her wrist was broken. 

His jaw clenched, his mind already spinning with possibilities that he knew were impossible, mental roads he didn’t need to go down yet again, not with more pressing problems to deal with. And the lingering feel of her kiss, the memory so close he need only close his eyes and she would be in his arms once again, feeling her rise up to meet him, feeling her pull him against her.

Feeling her wince as the binding in her wrist woke.

He kept his eyes open and watched until they turned a corner and were no longer within his sight. 

Lia came back up the steps. He listened to her footfalls, heard her pause next to him. 

Wonderful device, this necklace he’d been given. Lia looked for him and yet could not see him, though he was right next to her, close enough to touch. 

And it didn’t escape his notice that he had almost revealed himself to Krysilla after he’d caught her. After she’d looked in his eyes, as if she knew exactly where he was and no spell could keep her from him. The thought terrified him, and yet he had almost given in to an emotion he had made a point of never feeling again. 

Better to focus. “Are you disappointed?” he asked her. 

Lia pretended he hadn’t startled her, turning her face into a mask of indifference. “You certainly took long enough to help. I could have used your advice when the messenger began speaking.” 

He could still hear Krysilla’s request to help. And Lia, unless he told her, would never know it was Krysilla that had convinced him. Best thing for everyone if he kept his mouth shut. “There was nothing to do but let them in. You saw what happened when you offered a binding as well as a reasonable compromise.” 

“I hesitated. And looked like a fool.” 

“That was your doing, not mine.” He knew the moment he said it that he’d hit the wrong note. 

Lia’s cheeks blazed with color, her eyes flashing. 

He knew better. It was obviously the wrong thing to say in spite of her assumption he was going to be going with her in the first place. Commands instead of requests. Perhaps he was irritated by her. Perhaps it was because he was bored. 

And sad she couldn’t see her own strengths. 

“You left me to burn,” she hissed. 

“I left you to say words that were true. There is no part of you that would willingly allow the Dogs to pour through this city, picking up whatever strikes their fancy along the way, especially those who, due supposedly to my influence, are working magic they shouldn’t.” 

“Have you been influencing others?” Lia demanded. 

If only there were more courage in her, he found himself thinking. And pushed that thought away. “I’m flattered you think I can add hours to my time.” 

Lia shook her head, understanding in her eyes.

She was like this sometimes, and it always made him glad he’d refused to marry her, in spite of the fact that he did admire many things about her. “However,” she said, “that leaves the presentation to the Voice regarding evacuation plans. Have you given any thought to that?” 

“Have you looked at the device your father claimed he’d repaired?” 

“You haven’t already looked at it?” 

She sounded amused but he knew the wrong word would set her off once more. “I haven’t been told what it is. Not to mention I’ve been just a little preoccupied lately.” 

That was two reminders, and done in a way that shouldn’t be too much of a dig.. If she needed a third, he would simply disappear. No need to encourage a lack of thinking. 

“As have we all,” she said, with enough exhaustion in her tone to keep him still. 

She’d lost her father, and to an unfair judgment. He was being unfair, too. They’d both lost, and recently, but this was the first time for her. He had to remember that. Krysilla would certainly want him to remember. “I beg pardon. But lady—Lia—” 

“Yes, Zhiv?” she said, her tone slightly breathless, her eyes lighting up. 

It had been a mistake, using her name in this moment. He altered his tone and words accordingly. “This device you have yet to describe to me. Did he fix it?” 

“I don’t know. He said he had, but had yet to try it. He said it was of a complex design and not to be trifled with.” 

Zhiv’s stomach knotted at the thought. He tapped his thigh. “It appears I shall have to take a closer look.” 

As expected, Lia brightened. “Very well. I shall forgive your impertinence earlier if you shall accompany me to the caverns below the city.” 

Yet another assumption. It galled him. As often happened around Lia, he found himself speaking with a cold tone he hated. She brought out the worst in him. Always. “I shall meet you this afternoon. I have business I must attend to.” 

“Oh? What sort?” 

He forced his tone to brighten. “Influencing your subjects to become Ornic, of course.” 

She laughed, and he felt the smallest bit of relief. The safety of all with him depended on her good will. He couldn’t destroy it without consequence. Wouldn’t destroy it unless there were no other way. 

And with Krysilla tied to Lejer once more, there had to be another way. 

“Very well,” she said, turning toward the stairs that would take her back to the street below. “Keep your secrets. But I will expect you to be ready by the time the sun reaches midday. And I will also expect you to be more prompt in your help than you were earlier. I expect you to tell me if my father’s plan will work.” 

“Of course,” he replied, and watched her descend until she and her guards, waiting for her below, had also left his sight. 

He sighed and looked up at the wonder he and those with him had created. Moving closer, just as Krysilla had earlier, he reached up a hand. 

And smiled. 

Not close enough for the spell to grab him but more than close enough to feel Krysilla’s magic overlaying Hyaji’s fury and terror. She’d strengthened what could have been the weakest part of the wall’s defense into the strongest.

He loved the feel of her magic. 

The first time he’d felt it had been when they’d first met, when he was lying sick with fever in a guest room in her house. She had made him a common medicine, had warmed the room through magic, and it was as if he were back home again. Drums at night with the fiddle, flute, and voices blending in the nightly song. Life pulsed through it with a rhythm that could not be denied, not without destroying the one who held whatever talent that was. 

Locks, clocks, life, and…something else. He shook his head, hand still close enough to feel it without being destroyed by it. 

Like a living thing, she had said. She had to treat the magic as if it were alive and she was coaxing it. And when she had used the portal that had brought them to just outside Openwater, she had nearly lost herself to it, as if two heartbeats had become one. Thank the Path she’d managed to pull away enough to find a solution or they wouldn’t be here now. (As if that were a good thing.)

No more of that. He could already feel terror creeping up at the memory of pressing Krysilla’s head against his chest, begging her to remember what a heartbeat sounded like. Focus on now, he reminded himself, and brought his thoughts back to locks, clocks, life and whatever that something else was.

She had a gift for containing spells, something he’d never seen before. The best example was the spell within him. Ever since she had touched it, it had acted differently. 

Subtle, though. Very subtle. An alteration that was shifting the spell each night, as if a whole new struggle had begun within him, as if it were trying to regulate…he paused and looked up at the magic above him, the branches and layers of the Ornic sun in his mind. 

And knew her talent. 

Heart racing, he reluctantly lowered his hand, eyes still on the magic above him. 

It wasn’t possible. There were, it was said, twelve talents and yet none of them entirely fit her. 

Except for one. One that was never written, one he’d only heard about as a child, in stories meant to frighten and encourage him. One that was not among the twelve he’d been formally taught.

He reached out once more, the Ornic sun in his mind’s eye, and traced out the twelve branches, then slowly drew the circle that connected them. That regulated them. 

The Judging Path. 

Slowly, he lowered his hand and, heart pounding, descended to the street below, his steps quickening as he did so. 

Hyaji would have been killed in the days of the Ornic as a threat. No one who had been “blessed” with that much power would have been allowed to live, for the Ornic nobles would have been terrified that they would lose control of the caster. But the talent of the Judging Path? He didn’t want to think of what he remembered of the stories his mother had told him, stories that were meant both to make him feel better about his own talent and warn him of the consequences that came to those with talents that cannot be easily controlled by others. He knew exactly what would have happened to Krysilla if her talent had been found. Spells would have been recited over her and the rest of her years spent in the darkest dungeon pit they could build, far away from anyone. She would have been kept alive so no others with her talent would be born. 

Probably the same pit in the Cells of Zhondivar, used to hold the High Lord of the Ornic Lords. The same cell Razev, his brother, had said the Dogs were preparing for him. But it would hold Krysilla the moment the Dogs pieced together what she could do.

Soundless, he entered the street and hurried to the shop of the clockmaker for the Marilisin manor, the one who could answer the new question burning through his mind. 

Krysilla had tried to access the magic within one of those clocks and failed. If she had the power of the Judging Path, then she should have been able to access it and tie herself into its heartbeat. If the clocks were still made the same way, then she had no such talent and he was wrong.

Burning Light, he hoped he was wrong.
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Krysilla eyed the sun rising high in the sky, clearly seen now between the great tendrils that waved like white, fiery grass above the city. The two seemed to vie for attention, and Krysilla wasn’t certain who was winning. 

If only she had never sworn that oath to the former king. 

“Hurry up, Krysilla, or you’ll lose your way.” 

“I never lose my way,” she said. Though she stayed focused on making certain she didn’t bump into anyone, the defense above her head sang to her, and she found herself looking up as often as she could. Crowds had gathered outside shops, mothers and fathers pointing out the miracle to their children, and saying the name of Lady Marilisin with awe. 

Lejer’s tone was more straightforward. “What do you mean? This isn’t the village.” 

“Neither was Hurush,” Krysilla said. “Neither was the forest near my home. I don’t get lost, Lejer. Not when I’ve been someplace once.” 

No dark spots. No sign of an attack. What were the Dogs going to do next? 

In spite of her caution, she almost ran into a stunned Lejer. “Truly?” he said. “For how long?” 

“As long as I can remember.” And to prove it, she went past him, toward the docks where Lejer’s bakery was located. 

And was glad to hear both a pause and the quick scuffle of footsteps as he tried to catch up, dodging people on the street as he went. 

In fact, the crowds were thick enough that it took them twice as long to reach the docks. A number of ships remained tethered to the harbor, men and women standing agape on the decks, short, colorful flags flying along thin ropes from the center pole to whatever the pole was on the end. 

It would probably be wise to learn all these terms, if only for the sake of conversation with customers.

As if she were staying here forever. As if she would never leave.

But that wasn’t true.

Just for now, she told herself, though she knew there would be no actual business so long as the Dogs were here. Not if the looks of the people in the street were any indication.

Lejer hurried to get past her, even opening the door for her, as if she were someone of noble birth. 

She paused at the entrance, then took the door from him. “Thank you, Lejer, but I’m an employee now.” 

“You’re still a woman,” he answered with a tone that nearly made her giggle from its seriousness, made all the worse because he meant it. 

She thought, briefly, of the tone Zhiv would have likely used, if he ever said such a thing in the first place. The need to laugh died. “I need an apron, even if I’ll be manning the counter.” 

“So you’ve always been able to do that?” 

“Man a counter?” she asked with a tone that asked if he were losing his memory. 

“Find your way.” 

“Yes. Oh, here they are.” 

“I didn’t know.” 

“No, you didn’t.” Didn’t have anything to do with the bakery, she almost said, so it didn’t matter to you, did it? Holding her tongue, she tied the apron on then poked her head into the room where the ovens sat, cold and unused for who knew how long. “Who did you buy this from?” 

“An old man. It was his father’s. Couldn’t manage to find a baker for it. What else don’t I know about you?” 

She paused. “How did you pay for it?” And then she smiled as she felt the lie. “Ah, look at me, assuming. Did you buy or rent?” 

Lejer looked even more uncomfortable. “Rent,” he finally admitted. 

Krysilla nodded, an uncomfortable silence growing between them. 

“Any other secrets I need to know about?” he asked. 

Any other lies you want to tell? she almost said. Which would do not a shred of good for her. 

Instead, she searched his face for the usual chill or the contempt that had sometimes been right on the edge of his words. But his face looked honest, and his question, in spite of how it was phrased, almost sounded lost. As if he were trying to find a path that had disappeared. 

“None that should concern you as my employer. Are there any I should know about you?” 

“I think you know them all,” he said. “I’m sorry,” he blurted out. Then, as if embarrassed by his outburst, he hurried up the stairs to the apartments above. “If you light the ovens,” he called out, “I’ll get the rest. Just need a moment.” 

She stared up at the apartments above the shop, surprised at the sound of a door closing firmly. 

For a moment, she lingered, ears straining for any sign that something was wrong. Because Lejer didn’t simply run off like that. Or apologize. 

The thought crossed her mind that she could use the spell Zhiv had carved into the soles of her boots to listen in at his door. And she put it out of her mind with a shake of her head. If he wanted secrets, let him have them. 

He was no longer her husband and, therefore, no longer her concern. 

And yet the image of Lejer’s outburst wouldn’t leave her mind, even when she finally turned toward the ovens to light them. 

Each step toward them echoed in the freshly cleaned room. Standing in front of its gaping mouth, she did nothing, memories swarming too thick, exhaustion already creeping up on her, though she had been telling Kevya the truth when she had said this was her favorite part. 

It had been. Once. And perhaps, if she let go of the emotions surrounding it, could be again. It was just an oven, and the spell was simple enough. 

Already clean, she had only to add the wood, which she did. She raised her hands, remembering what she had recently learned. 

The fire was alive. And she was merely asking it to come to life for her. Was it really that different from all the other times she’d cast this spell? She just saw the spell a little differently now, that’s all. 

There was no need to hate it, no need to dread it. She waved her hand, drawing not only on Lejer’s teachings, but what she’d learned during her time with Zhiv. 

The fire blazed with a roaring whoosh. Flames leapt from the oven’s mouth. She jumped back from the heat of it. 

The color wasn’t right. That was the first thing she noticed. It should be a combination of orange and yellow. But flickers of white danced along the edge. Pure white. As brilliant as the spell that waved above the city. 

Afraid the bakery would burn down, she reached out her hand and calmed the flames, damping them down until she had a steady fire. The flickers of white disappeared. 

She lowered her hands and watched the steadiness of the flame with a growing terror. 

The Ornic did not disappear, she could hear the traveling Disciple announce at a New Moon sermon she barely remembered from her childhood. The Ornic did not disappear. They did not allow it. They fought tooth and nail, flinging all their power into grasping the victory they were certain would be theirs. But would the Judging Path let evil win? 

“No,” she whispered, staring at the flames. Then looked away. 

The voice of the Disciple continued in her head. The Judging Path crushed them, as it will all who refuse to walk it rightly. And how do you know you walk the Judging Path? Your magic’s outcome will never vary, for the spells are set by the Path. 

Krysilla’s hands began to shake. 

This was for Nitty and Tira, she told herself. It was for all those who had been burned for trying to feed their families. It was for Lord Marilisin, who had allowed common folk to plant in his gardens, who tried to name the real killer of the royal family and was executed for it. Zhiv spoke of power and his rights. But she had sworn the oath to learn Ornic ways so others could feed themselves without fearing a Dog would execute them for growing beans in a pot. 

She took a deep breath to steady herself and got the front portion of the shop ready for visitors, pausing now and then to calm her shaking hands.
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The clockmaker’s shop was a tidy little store at the edge of the merchant’s quarter. Clocks of various sizes crowded the space within, all of them with sloping sides and glass faces, though each one looked slightly different from the other. There was only so much one could do when lavish decorations, outside of glass, were forbidden. 

Zhiv cast a very small silence spell on the bell he knew was likely above the door, then stepped through the front door, his invisibility still active. 

The shopkeeper didn’t even look up from the accounts. 

Zhiv slowly passed by the clocks, leaning in close enough to feel their similarity to the one he’d asked Krysilla to use. There had been nothing that called to her and yet he could feel within the clocks that magic was still used to keep time here. 

Not the same magic as the portal. Not even close. But still magic. There should have been something calling to her. 

His plan settled, he found a corner darker than the others. He took his small packet of emergency hair dye out of his satchel and a pair of spectacles. Waving the trigger spell over the dye, he rubbed it through his hair, cleaning off the excess with a spelled cloth. That done, he waved his hand over his vest, changing it to servant-black. Placing his spectacles firmly in place, he slipped off the necklace that hid him, stuffed it in his satchel, and approached the shopkeeper. 

“Greetings, Hon Stimsi.” 

The man jumped and looked up from the accounts. “Ah! So sorry Hon…” 

Mikailsin, he almost replied. A sign that he needed some distance from Goodwife Jyomsa, part of him said. He ignored it. “Nysin. I have been tasked with a clock repair by Lady Marilisin.” 

“Oh?” He straightened and put away the accounts. 

“Yes, she has a clock in one of the guest rooms that does not appear to be keeping the time very well. Would you have a moment to look at it?” 

“Ah, well…” He looked toward the back. Perhaps a wife he needed to confer with before he left? “Just a moment, please.” 

And he hurried into a back room. 

Zhiv had never really thought about it until recently, what it might be like to have to confer with someone before leaving. The only time he had done anything close had been with Ziria, his sister, when he was very young, and King Jivon. Both of them had been above him and both would have enforced consequences if they couldn’t find him. He assumed it was the same with a wife. Awful thing, constantly telling someone where you were going and why. 

The shopkeeper returned with a woman about the same age. She didn’t spare Zhiv any more than a polite glance and a polite smile before settling in behind the counter. And he found it was easy to return the same. 

“I am able to go with you, Hon Nysin,” the shopkeeper said. 

“Very well,” Zhiv replied, and left, the shopkeeper following close behind. 

Ignoring the defense waving above them, Zhiv spoke of the weather, asked regarding the clockmaking business, and took the measure of the man’s thoughts and feelings regarding what little he knew of recent events. Hon Stimsi revealed that he had only lived in Openwater a year, taking over his father’s business when he’d passed. 

He’d come here with his wife of three years, whom he’d hoped to start a family with. “But,” Stimsi said, trying to put on a brave face, “given recent events, we may have to wait a little longer.” And Stimsi glanced briefly above his head.

Zhiv thought of Krysilla and his nephews and imagined them in the countryside of Krysilla’s village. 

“Not much longer,” he said, voicing his own hopes. 

Stimsi brightened, but his words held a barely checked terror. “You work in the lady’s house. Have you heard how long this will last, this attack we saw this morning?” 

Zhiv measured his words carefully, making sure his tone would calm the clockmaker. “I am only a messenger, but I have heard whisperings of a plan for all in the city to escape.”

“But the wall held!” Stimsi’s voice held a measure of awe. “Did you see it, the way the Dogs’ weapons just flew up along it? It was magnificent!” 

It was a start, Zhiv almost replied, but instead, he allowed a little of the exhilaration, the joy he’d felt when he’d seen the weapons fly up, enter his words. “It was indeed. I have never seen anything like it in the whole of my life.” 

“I don’t know what happened to the weapons. They must have fallen back on them. I heard some of the citizens say they heard the Dogs howling.” 

“I heard that as well.” And this time he thought of those Dogs who, like Razev, had families, and hoped most had been smart enough to run. 

“Why leave when we’ve got a defense like that? The Dogs will give up, won’t they? Why would the lady need to escape after what we just saw?” 

“I’m afraid I have no answer for that, Hon Stimsi. The ways of nobles have always been a bit of a puzzlement to me.” 

“True. Ah, but they see farther than us, don’t they? Knowing all that powerful magic and all. Couldn’t have built the wall if they didn’t.” 

Zhiv tried not to smirk, knowing full well who had actually built the defense, and who had saved it. “The lady cares very much for her people. I am sure, one way or another, you’ll be able to start that family, Hon Stimsi.” 

They had reached the manor. Zhiv led him to the servant’s entrance and through back stairs and corridors until they reached his own, temporary room, the one where Krysilla had stayed with him through the worst of the shard’s attacks, the one where she’d stood in the gown he’d bought her. The one where she’d touched the clock and nothing had happened, though Zhiv knew these were magically run. 

Hon Stimsi looked at the clock and frowned. “Spell seems to be all right.” His frown deepened. He carefully took the clock off the shelf and opened the back. “Has anyone else touched this?” he asked. 

Zhiv felt excitement pound through his heart. Yet he kept his tone neutral with a hint of confusion. “Why do you ask?” 

Stimsi shook his head, put his hand over the gears and closed his eyes. Several minutes passed that way. Zhiv stayed quiet, forcing himself to wait for the answer. 

Eventually, Stimsi opened his eyes, a frown growing on his face. He closed the clock and put it back on the fireplace mantle. He paused, his hand near the clock, as if he were about to touch it again. “Is the lady displeased with my service?” Stimsi finally asked. 

“Not to my knowledge, Hon Stimsi.” 

Stimsi frowned. “What, exactly, did she say was wrong with this clock?” 

“Nothing specific.” 

Stimsi’s frown deepened. 

“Is there something very wrong, Hon Stimsi?” 

The clockmaker hesitated. “My wife…for the past few days, there have been rumors.” 

Zhiv forced himself to be quiet. 

“A long time ago, before the excellent Toth showed us a better way, clocks were not ruled by gears with a bit of magic to keep the timing sound.” Stimsi’s hand withdrew from the mantle entirely. “Time was kept, my father said, by tapping directly into the Judging Path, which marks the beginning and end of this world, and tied to stones so clear you could almost see through them.” He shook his head, his movements nervous as he rubbed his forehead. “Blasphemy, and the Ornic were rightly punished for it.” He didn’t speak for a while, simply stared at the clock. “I asked if the lady was still pleased with my services because someone else has touched this clock, and it does not feel like the touch of a Tothsin.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“I—can’t—” and then he turned and looked at Zhiv, eyes wide. He swallowed but it had the click of a dry throat. 

“Hon Stimsi,” Zhiv said in his most reassuring voice, “you are safe to say whatever you must.” 

Stimsi trembled. “The Ornic touched this,” he whispered. 

Not likely, Zhiv thought, and allowed his cynicism to come through his reply, mimicking disbelief. “The Ornic?” 

“Yes. If she did not have another clockmaker—but of course she wouldn’t. My wife must have heard—forgive me. I do not mean to imply she would harbor anyone of that—the lies that surround those of power, just—” 

“I said you are safe to speak and meant it.” Anything to calm him down. Fear of the wrong kind destroyed information. “You do remember that no spells are denied a noble in the defense of their people?” 

“Yes. Yes, of course. Silly. The defense itself—no, I hadn’t thought of that.” His shaking subsided. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That would explain it.” With an intensity Zhiv had not expected, Stimsi put a hand on his shoulder. “You must warn her, though. Even if she loves her people, she cannot tie items to the Judging Path, not even a small clock.” 

Zhiv hoped he didn’t look as pale as he felt. “Why? She will ask why.” 

“Because those who dare use that power are cursed.” 

“Lady Marilisin will not settle for such vague—” 

“Tell her she must not!” The force of Stimsi’s response surprised both of them. Stimsi squeezed his eyes shut, took a steadying breath. “That is all that is known. The Judging Path raises those who walk it and crushes those who will not. It does not exist to be used.” 

Everything exists to be used. Zhiv ignored the thought. It would only distract. “She won’t listen. She’ll say I talk like the Disciples of Toth and go on her merry way.” 

Stimsi shook his head, a wild light in his panicked eyes. “The story of the Fallen Blessed, do you know it? The Blessed One—” Stimsi began, but Zhiv held up a hand and smiled. 

“Forgive me, Hon Stimsi, but the lady already knows this story, though few do, and if I tell her, she will listen to nothing else I say. The Blessed One turned traitor to the others, the Path took back its gifts, and he tried to cast one last defiant spell, but was burned to ashes by the Path itself.” He opened his mouth to speak the words he knew Lia would have said if she’d heard the tale and found it brought up his own old terrors, swirling deep inside his gut. “She will say that power does not always corrupt.” 

“Tell her it can twist even the best of intentions. Not even the Blessed Ones are immune. The Judging Path is not for our use. We must mold ourselves to it and accept our limits. Tell the lady this, please. I can do no more than that.” He scoffed, but Zhiv knew it was not at Lia or Zhiv, but at himself. “I cannot even fix the clock. It is not broken.” 

“Merely tainted?” Zhiv guessed. 

“If it were alive I would say it was…confused, Hon Nysin. From this point on, the spell within it will have an echo that will confuse its source for its calibration. Each turn of the gears will compound that confusion until the clock eventually becomes unusable. I could strip the spell—” 

”But there would be an echo in the metal and wood.” Zhiv nodded. “I appreciate your time, Hon Stimsi. I will do what I can. May your family be safe during stormy weather.” 

“And you, Hon Nysin.” 

Zhiv called a servant to show Stimsi out. Once the clockmaker was gone, he stared at the clock, sitting there as if nothing had changed. As if it hadn’t been touched by Krysilla Jyomsa who held the talent of the Judging Path. 

And she’d only touched it because he’d asked her to. 

He closed his eyes and remembered watching her bake bread not long after they’d first met, and the warmth and comfort of the magic that flowed from her. He remembered her focus as she worked on the locks he’d brought, her smile as she’d questioned him regarding his secrets. He’d told her so many. All except the most important one. And it’s not as if he’d actively hidden it. It just had yet to come up. 

If he had his way, it never would. 

He turned his thoughts away from that and remembered the look on her face as she’d boldly told Felldesh that there was nothing Lejer had done that she wouldn’t forgive. And he remembered his own fury when she’d quoted the Disciples’ statement regarding love. 

Love does not turn away when it finds the object of its affection marred. It is faithful, even when that faithfulness is not returned. 

Until she saw Lejer coming out of Felldesh manor half-dressed and still flush from his time between the legs of Lady Felldesh. 

But how long would that anger last? He’d seen many women return to those who “needed” them. He could easily see Krysilla doing the same. 

He growled and tore off his spectacles. Running his fingers through his darkened hair, he considered his options. 

If her talent had to do with binding, it would take very little to test it, see how well she could control it. Once they were sure, they could try a greater test, perhaps see if she could break the bond between her sister and the Blood Dagger, which he was convinced now Krysilla could most certainly do. And that would solve that problem as well, one he knew hampered Nitty and was also, in a small way, his fault, since he had not been able to break the binding. Only bend it. No more binding to the Blood Dagger, and two happy women as a result. 

If they could find a place where none of the spells would be seen by the Dogs. Ever. 

He opened his eyes and went to the washbasin to wash out the dye. As he washed, he remembered the subtle change in the Shard and tried to remember what Krysilla had done that night. 

If she could confuse the spell in a clock just by touching it, what had she inadvertently done to him? 

Far from terrifying him, he felt excitement pouring through him. Not for himself. No, the shard was a long companion, and he couldn’t imagine a time without it, though his memories told him that time had once existed. It kept him humble, something Krysilla had once implied he needed.

The thought made him smile. 

Not for himself, but if she could alter, confuse, something that had existed for so long, what could she do for herself with a spell not nearly as old? She might be free by sundown.

If they could do it in a way that no one else could detect.

A cold shiver ran through him. And what about the ovens at Lejer’s new bakery? Would anyone be able to sense her talent through such small spells? He needed more information before he brought this up to her, especially if he had to tell her to avoid casting at all. 

He paused, head hanging over the basin. Remembering their conversation. How he’d made it clear their oath was no longer her concern. Remembering that his presence in her life only seemed to bring her trouble. 

Well, perhaps there was a way to help her without his immediate presence. He would tell Daegan what he’d found and Daegan would tell Nitty. The two of them were more than capable of helping. 

He smiled, a joy filling him that he hadn’t expected to feel. Hadn’t, in fact, for a very long time, and only when he sang. 

If only Krysilla were here to listen to his thoughts and refine them. That would make this moment perfect. 

His smile faded. He focused on drying his hair and what he would need to learn next. 

He barely heard the rap on his door. “Favored guest,” Lia said from the other side. “May I speak with you?” 

More games? And he found he missed Krysilla’s honesty and openness as well. 

But Lia had the Marilisin library at her disposal, which contained some of the oldest tomes in the kingdom, rivaled only in age by the library of the king, a library he could not currently access. Now, more than ever, he could not afford to test her patience. No matter how much she tested his. And so he readied himself for the game he was about to play. And hoped Krysilla would be all right until it was done.
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