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    Good books, good friends and a sleepy conscience


    This is the ideal life


    — Mark Twain

  


  
    Part One


    The Abbey
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    Chapter One


    Solemn singing leaked from a passage across the cramped stone chamber. Par usually liked the singing. Now, every note filled him with dread. He couldn’t have felt more doomed if he’d been buried alive.


    A dozen other boys crowded close, all changing into the same white and orange robes, all whispering with excitement.


    “I’ll be the first to light,” one of his classmates boasted, cinching the laces at his neck.


    “Thank gods the classes are finally over,” said another. “One more history and I’d combust—without an invocation.”


    “I liked the wars and stuff,” a third objected. A hushed competition began over which battle with Arcana had been the best.


    Par didn’t join in. It was all he could do to keep breathing. Nearly every day for the past three years he’d walked up the squat hill of the abbey to receive his spiritual education—as the Rule demanded. Now, at last, their Lustering Day had arrived. The only ritual left was the invocation of a flame sigil, and they’d practiced that dozens of times. It would be no challenge at all. It wasn’t meant to be.


    Unless someone had cheated their way through the practices. Unless someone still couldn’t invoke the gods for even the most basic of sigils.


    Par swallowed. Like him.


    The low chatter became thunder in his ears. His stomach churned like the Greening River in a spring storm. He grimaced, and when no one was watching backed away from his classmates—and from the gloomy passage to the temple—out the robing-room door.


    A sinking sun lit a cavernous corridor through a long row of windows, creating harsh, blocky beams of drifting motes. Par crossed to a window, the stone floor cold beneath his bare feet. Outside and two stories below, a workman rolled a barrel across the abbey docks.


    Par gripped the sill and inhaled the musky air. He could steal a boat, disappear down the river. Or hide until the ceremony was over. By now, he knew the abbey grounds as if he lived here. From the towers to the cellars. The brewery to the crypts.


    But what then? He’d have to face things, eventually.


    Someone slapped him on the back. “Gonna jump?”


    Par spun. It was his best friend.


    “What do you think?” Enio extended his arms. He posed in a white robe with overlays of orange flame, the same that Par and the other boys wore. Enio was on the skinny side, and the costume swallowed him alive. For the occasion, he’d tamed his black mop of hair into something manageable, but his eyes were as dark and fierce as ever. To top things off, Enio was smiling, and his disaster of crooked teeth—the broken ones on the side peeking out during expressions of joy—never failed to disarm Par.


    “Fine,” Par sighed. He turned back to the window. The low sun touched a distant snow-topped peak and cast long grey shadows among the hills and fields.


    Enio joined him. He pointed to a canoe tied at the south corner of the docks. “I fixed the Sea Dog. Flamed pitch over that crack in the bow.”


    Par stayed quiet.


    “You’re even paler than usual. You all right?”


    Par brushed aside a strand of sweaty hair. “I’m trying to remember how you talked me into this.”


    “Stop worrying. We’ve practiced this cheat forever.”


    “But the gods still don’t listen. What if I’m not meant to pass?”


    Instead of answering, Enio elbowed him in the ribs.


    Par yelped. “Hey!”


    “Don’t be thick.” His friend glanced along the hall. “So what if you still can’t invoke? People start at different ages.”


    “A lot younger than fifteen.”


    “It doesn’t matter now. I’ve got that covered. And once we’re through the ceremony we get”—Enio held up a finger as if giving a speech—“all the laws—”


    Par forced a half smile. “Laws and freedoms of Eloria.”


    This was the crux of it. Once Lustered, he’d no longer be seen as a child, bound to his family or his hometown of St. Livius. His risk of being sent away for a Reckoning—to have his mind or spirit torn open, analyzed, fixed—disappeared. At least for now.


    Enio dropped his hand. “Anyway, then you’ll have more options. More time to figure out—”


    They turned at the echo of footsteps. A man lumbered toward them. Ragged work clothes wrapped his swollen frame, and hulking shoulders balanced a pole of wooden buckets that hung from iron hooks. He was perhaps middle-aged or older. It was difficult to tell. His disfigured head and face were burned—melted—and his left eye stared pale and lifeless.


    “Hi, Buckets!” Par said with Enio.


    Buckets shuffled closer. His face twisted into an expression Par knew meant kindness and well wishes. The man passed with a gentle grunt. The boys ducked under the pails to keep from getting whacked.


    They patted their mute friend on the back. The man continued to the robing-room, set his burden on the floor outside and carried in an empty bucket.


    “The sun’s almost right,” Enio said. “We better get back—unless, you know, you don’t have the buttons for it.”


    That was a challenge. Enio’s face was still turned toward Buckets, but he watched Par out of the corner of his eye. Par appreciated the extra motivation. He squared his jaw. “Who doesn’t have the buttons?”


    Enio smiled.


    As they left the window, Par’s stomach tightened. “I just hope I don’t get sick.”


    “On the altar?” Enio snickered. “I bet that’d get the gods’ attention.”


    ✵


    They rejoined the others in the robing room. Par paused at a full-length mirror. Everything needed to be perfect. He straightened his neck lacings and made sure his hair was neat.


    Enio came beside him. “You look absolutely lovely.”


    Par smirked. “Shut up, Enio.”


    His friend tugged his elbow. They sat on a bench near their everyday clothes, which hung on wall pegs.


    “Stay calm,” Enio said. “Don’t act suspicious.”


    “I know.”


    “And remember”—Enio leaned in—“the closer we’re together, the easier this will be. For me, I mean. You just stand still and look enlightened.”


    “Right.” Par tried to breathe slow and easy, but his heart drummed on. He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for his friend. Enio had gotten a sigil from a river merchant to flick a flame from one place to another. Whenever Par’s parents or teachers suspected something was wrong with him, Par and Enio used their trick to fool everyone into thinking Par could invoke the gods to light a candle. But everything led to today. Could he fool the Prior, and in front of the congregation?


    Par wiped his damp palms on his robe. “Enio, no matter how this goes, I owe you.”


    “Yeah, uh…” Enio peered past Par’s shoulder.


    “What?” Par turned.


    Buckets was trying to retrieve a pail from underneath a bench. Two boys sitting there slid their legs to block him.


    Before Par could say anything, Enio had moved there too. He addressed the larger boy, bulkier than any in the room. “Cut it out, Gorlo.”


    The two boys continued. Enio kicked Gorlo’s leg. “Cut it out.”


    Gorlo curled his puffy lips. “Or what?”


    “Or you’ll wear that piss pot.”


    The others gathered around. Buckets had backed against the wall. The mob blocked Par from getting closer.


    Gorlo rose from the bench. He frowned down at Enio. “Yeah? You worthless river rat. I’ll—”


    “You’ll what? You can’t touch me in the abbey.”


    “Maybe not. But my father can buy and sell your father. So back off, or one day you might just wake up an orphan.”


    Enio’s face split into his wide, broken smile. “Promise?”


    Gorlo didn’t seem to have expected that. As he hesitated, Enio punched him square in the face.


    Par pushed through the group. “Enio, no!”


    Gorlo fell back, holding his nose. The boy beside him jumped Enio. Adult hands pulled them apart.


    “He punched me!” Gorlo sniffled a bloody drizzle.


    Two men in brown robes were now among the boys—Brother Marcus, a thin man with an angular face, and Brother Gaius, the very image of a monk with a taste for the abbey’s beer. Brother Marcus took Enio by the collar. “Both of you, with me. The rest follow Brother Gaius. It’s time.”


    Brother Gaius led the group into the narrow, bent passage. Par’s last glimpse of the room was of Enio scowling while Brother Marcus performed a healing invocation on Gorlo’s nose.


    The singing grew louder. Incense like musty roses filled the air. The wall sconces here were not lit, and a glow ahead created broken angles of light and shadow.


    Brother Gaius lined them along the wall. “Ready?” he squeaked in a high voice. “Bring your sigils to mind. And no fooling around. Remember, you’ll be on the high altar.”


    Par looked again for Enio, then leaned against the cold hard stone. What had he done to deserve any of this?


    Nothing, that’s what.


    He’d studied more than anyone. He’d had to, ever since the abbey had told his parents that the trouble with his invocations might be spiritual unworthiness.


    And he’d served the gods harder than anyone. His father had seen to that, volunteering Par’s free time to work at the abbey. Anything to avoid a Reckoning, a ritual performed on the spiritually damaged, murderers or prisoners of war. It changed the way you thought and felt and remembered. Who you were inside. It made him sick just to think about.


    Next to him stood a boy named Li, the shortest in class, and skinny, even more than Enio. He was trying to tie the laces at his neck, but one of his hands had been born palsied and he couldn’t grip the strings.


    Par took a breath. “Those are a pain, I know.”


    Li looked up shyly.


    “There’s a kind of trick. Want to see?”


    The boy hesitated. “All right.” But there was no trick. Par simply tightened the laces.


    “Thanks,” said the boy.


    Par smiled. “At least we won’t need these after today.” Even as he said the words, a shiver ran up his spine. He’d get no second chance.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    The singing ended. Brother Gaius marched Par and the others into the spacious temple. They filed behind a long marble altar spread with white linen. Stained glass panels in a great vaulted ceiling arched rainbow-like overhead, luminous with the last of the daylight.


    Prior Dogam Secundus, second in charge at the abbey, stood before the altar, his back to the congregation. The tall, blond man wore a robe similar to the boys, but with extra flourishes. His eyes followed Par and the others as they arrived. The man was younger than Par’s father, but his tight face exuded discipline and authority.


    A small group of monks stood past the far end of the altar, there to help with the singing. Near them, in a high-backed chair, sat Father Abbot Cornelius Ianarius, a cadaverous figure people said was over one hundred years old. He wore vestments like the Prior, and a tall, three-pointed hat. Before this venerable figure rested a huge, unlit candle, thick as a man’s leg and five feet high. The Father Abbot gripped it with both hands like a staff.


    The boys took their positions, shoulder to shoulder, behind the altar. Fresh, unlit candles in golden holders waited on the table before them. Par stood just short of center stage, his heart pounding. He scanned the dim temple hall. The room could hold five hundred people, but now only a few dozen clumped near the front—friends and families of those being Lustered.


    He found his father, wearing an orange Friend of the Abbey robe. His mother held Par’s new infant brother in her arms. He thought again of what they would do if he failed the ceremony. His stomach tightened another notch.


    The congregation fell silent. Par looked back toward the dark passage.


    No Enio.


    Prior Dogam turned to the crowd and spoke with a loud voice. “The Sigil of the Living Flame was the first sigil bestowed upon man by Oä, Glory of the Gods. It represents the journey of our lives, from spark to flame to ember. Even as the smoke from its final exhalation ascends, so too shall we, on our last day, ascend to the eternal lights of the Higher Realms.”


    He lifted his arms. “In the name of his Eminence Pompeius Maxima Arcalus, Fondiscate of the Divine, and in the sight of our patron, Saint Livius, and with the blessing of the councils and of the High Sigil Master of Eloria, we invite our newest companions to join us on our journey.”


    Par glanced again at the passage. Enio, where in the purple hells are you?


    The Prior turned to the boys and gave a solemn nod.


    Along with the others, Par grasped his candle in both hands—except for Li, beside him, who could only hold it in one.


    I should just tell them now I can’t invoke. Why go through—


    A shuffling came from the passage. Brother Marcus led Gorlo out to the altar, followed by Enio, who tried to continue toward Par. But the monk placed him next to Gorlo. Enio was at the very end of the altar, at least ten feet away—farther than he’d ever secretly flicked a candle flame for Par.


    Brother Marcus joined the other monks near the Father Abbot. The last of the setting sun dimmed from the high windows, and a bell, far up in the abbey’s bell tower, echoed through the temple. Par caught a quick, worried look from Enio.


    “Begin,” said the Prior, and bowed his head. Par turned to his candle, frantically going over everything he’d learned from the temple classes about the gods and invocations. Everything the others seemed to understand almost without effort.


    Everything that continued to elude him.


    He focused his attention on the candle, on its whiteness, its purity. He felt its slender shape under his fingers, the cool, soft beeswax. With a shaky breath, he summoned the feeling of beseechment, of worship, into his whole being, and whispered the sounds that helped beginners with their invocations. Once he’d completed the preliminaries, he closed his eyes and brought to mind this invocation’s sigil—a simple spiral with an upward reach.


    Slow now, step by step. Par mentally traced the shape that filled his internal vision. He summoned the thoughts and feelings of the invocation, guiding them through the sigil, letting the sigil guide them in return. As he did, he imagined that it brightened like a rising sun, golden and glorious, until the shape blazed in splendor. And at its peak of brilliance he pushed the radiant sigil from his mind, through his chest and arms and into his fingers, then up through the beeswax. With the faith of closed eyelids he saw the wick smolder, then leap to life with a fire granted from the gods.


    A commotion sounded down the altar. He opened his eyes. The hem of Gorlo’s sleeve had caught fire. An amused murmur ran through the crowd as Gorlo slapped it out.


    The Prior cleared his throat. The room again fell silent. Several of the other candles had already lit, even Li’s, using only one hand. Par’s candle stood as cold and dead as ever.


    It was as he feared—Enio was too far to help. Par closed his eyes and started again, summoning the flame sigil, summoning the light.


    Please hear me. Just this once.


    He was sure there was nothing wrong with his simple sigil. His father had first bestowed it upon him. Then his mother. And his teachers. Even Enio had once tried, awkwardly, to perform a bestowal ceremony. What was wrong with him? Why did the gods not hear? Maybe he should go over the lessons again, or the thoughts and feelings that infuse this sigil, or—


    The light dimmed in his mind, and his hope went out with it. What was the point? Par couldn’t do this. He would not be Lustered, would not claim his Enlightened name. He’d be a stain on the town, unworthy, a burden, foul, not able to do this or any other invocation, to purify a little water, heal a simple wound, take care of himself. The Reckoning was all that waited.


    Again, the abbey bell tolled.


    The ceremony was complete. Par experienced a strange relief as he opened his eyes. Whatever happened next, at least there’d be no more lies.


    He looked along the altar. Every candle was lit.


    Including his own.


    While he stared in disbelief, the Prior turned to the crowd. “Welcome, now, the new Lustered of our community, favored of the gods, and subject to all the laws and freedoms of Eloria.”


    Par was afraid to breathe, that he might blow out the flame or wake from a happy dream. Even from the very end of the altar, Enio had managed to light Par’s candle! The congregation held up their own unlit candles. Halos of gold winked round the people’s heads—the glory, visible in the gloom or, sometimes, in the light if the invocation were strong enough. One by one each wick flashed to life, creating an expanding globe of warm brilliance in the otherwise darkened room.


    The Father Abbot remained in his chair, his head lowered. The tall candle before him had not lit. Everyone waited. The Prior coughed, and the old man jerked. A circle of light flickered around his head, and his candle lit.


    The Prior turned back to the congregation, and he and the choir led everyone in a joyful hymn about the goodness of the gods. Par peered down the altar at Enio, expecting to see his friend’s exuberant smile.


    Enio was pale. Sweat matted his hair. A stain on his robe showed that he had vomited.


    But though Enio’s smile was slight, it was still there.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Prior Dogam, with the old Father Abbot leaning on his arm, led Par and the new Lustriants down the center aisle. The congregation filled the air with happy song. In the eyes of the Hierarchy, Par was officially Lustered.


    Now for the last hurdle—his father.


    Everyone continued to the vestibule, where paintings of the saints and of the Hierarchy decorated the walls. From the most prominent portrait, His Eminence, the Fondiscate to the gods, watched over the little parade. His wooly eyebrows and short, perfect beard made him seem both friendly and distant. Beneath him hung the image of a man with a long, ashen face, the High Sigil Master, second only to the Fondiscate in things spiritual, and overseer of the Ministry of Reckonings. The intense, accusing eyes followed Par across the room, and the mocking mouth appeared to be on the verge of exposing his cheat. Par picked up his pace.


    The group proceeded out to the abbey’s courtyard. Bright lanterns lit the cloistered walkways and painted the buildings with the congregant’s moving shadows. They passed trimmed topiaries and the prominent statue of their patron, Saint Livius, a man with an angry, rugged countenance, said to have turned a flood and saved a village. Par glanced back, still numbed by his victory, and tried to locate his parents. A river of eyes sparkled in the cheery candlelight. Brother Gaius collected everyone’s candles, promising the parents that, yes, their son’s Lustering candle would be returned to them, along with a signed certificate.


    At last they arrived at the dining hall, where the jolly group continued upstairs to a private gathering space. A festive fire crackled in the hearth. The tables brimmed with bowls of casseroles, and plates of meat and cheese and cakes, all brought earlier by the families. A barrel of the abbey’s own beer sat on a table just inside the door.


    Par crowded in with the others. While he waited for his family, he crossed between the tables to a window that overlooked the eastern wall. Below, a weedy cobblestone lane wound down the hill to join the road heading south into town. As lanterns there lit one by one in the evening gloom, someone gave him a hearty pat on the back. He turned, expecting Enio.


    A barrel-chested man with bushy black hair and a beard framing a square face glared down. It was Par’s father. His anxiety spiked. Had he fooled his father along with the rest?


    The man broke into a grin. “Well done, Parynius Ignatious.”


    He had! This was the formal way for his father to address him after the ceremony, with Par’s new Enlightened name tacked on the end. It was over.


    His mother was there too, a plump, strong woman with chestnut hair tied back with a red ribbon. She held his baby brother snug in one arm, the small, inquisitive brown eyes—which his parents said were the image of Par’s—swiveling up at him.


    “Well done, Parynius Ignatious,” his mother echoed with a tight grin. She didn’t hide her worries as well as his father, and Par noticed how haggard her face had become.


    With her free hand, she held out a coin-sized golden pendant, provided by the abbey and earned by each Lustriant with their new maturity. Carved onto its surface was the flame sigil. His mother had strung it on a thin gold chain. She tried to drape the chain over his head, but couldn’t spread it with one hand. Par helped.


    “Thanks.” He smiled at them both. Then he remembered Enio. He looked past his parents. His friend was at the meat table. Enio’s robe had been wiped off, which made the spot where he’d vomited look worse. His pendant dangled from a rough leather strip. Enio only had his father now, who hadn’t attended the ceremony. No one had expected him to.


    Par’s father cleared his throat. “Well, then. Have you thought more about what you’ll be doing now?”


    Par focused back on his family. “A little.” He touched the baby’s tiny fingers.


    “Still not interested in the smithy? It’s the perfect place to improve your fire invocations.”


    “I might travel some.”


    “Travel? I have a friend in the Navigator’s Guild. They’re always looking for new recruits.”


    Par braced himself. “I meant, Enio and I were thinking—”


    “No,” his father said, the cheer gone from his voice. “Not with that one.”


    “But—”


    “I’ve tolerated him because you studied together. But you have to know, son, that boy is trouble.”


    Par felt his face flush. He couldn’t explain how much of their studying consisted of practicing their Lustering cheat. But Enio was his best friend, even if for some reason Enio never admitted it. “Dad, he’s not—”


    His mother interrupted. “It’s not entirely his fault, Edwin. That father of his…”


    Edwin sighed. “Still, I wouldn’t be surprised if being around that boy retarded your spiritual development.”


    Par winced. He hated that phrase.


    His father bent closer. “I’ve talked to the proctors here, and I think they’d let you in. You’ve got the head to be a teacher—if you’d apply yourself more.”


    Par’s spirits rose, but only for an instant. To travel—to leave his home—without the ability to invoke, was, of course, a crazy dream. And despite his compelled extra studying and “retarded spiritual development,” he liked the books and histories. Still, like most things, teaching at the abbey required the ability to invoke. Regardless of his newly gained freedoms, that was still beyond his grasp.


    “Not as an instructor,” Edwin continued. “Not at first. Maintenance, or helping in the brewery, that sort of thing, until you’ve proven yourself worthy of a position.”


    “I’ll think about it.” His father’s suggestion might work, for a while. Even when the proctors discovered Par couldn’t invoke, they might still keep him on. They’d kept Buckets on, a war hero who could no longer invoke.


    But kept him on emptying piss buckets.


    Par’s little brother gave a tiny squeal. Edwin grinned at the baby and squeezed his wife’s arm. “We were at our wits end with you,” he said, not looking up. “Your invocations were so few, so…”


    Par held still, trying not to give away any emotion.


    His father went on. “A rumor started that an evil cursed our family. Longtime customers avoided the smithy. Your mother cried so—”


    “I know.” Par grimaced.


    “We were afraid the gods had found you unworthy.” His father’s dark eyes bore into him. “I have to be honest. If the gods had not blessed you with a successful Lustering, we’d decided to send you for the Reckoning.”


    The old terror returned. Until this moment, he hadn’t been certain his father would have gone through with it. Now, all doubt disappeared. The man was absolutely serious.


    But his father’s face softened. “Thank the gods everything turned out the way it did. Still, you took much longer than the others. Why do you think—”


    There was a commotion near the door. Par turned, relieved to be spared from some fresh lying.


    “Hey, where’s my boy?” A short, gangly man with a scraggly beard pushed into the crowd. Long, greying hair drooped over withered skin well beyond his age.


    Tarley, Enio’s father, had arrived.


    “There he’s at!” The man approached Enio, frozen at the buffet like a cornered animal, and knocked him on the shoulder. “Look at you, growed up so fast.”


    Enio glanced around, maybe for help, or escape. Par guessed both and stepped in Enio’s direction. His own father’s hand took his shoulder and stopped him.


    Tarley reached for Enio’s pendant. His words came slightly slurred. “What we got here—the medal? Got one myself once. It’s gold, ya know. Pure—”


    Enio snatched it away. “I’m Enius Marius now.”


    Fire flashed across the man’s face. He glanced at the crowd, then smiled again. “Sure! Sure! A drink to my boy… where’s the drink?” He staggered to the keg. People gave him ample space.


    “Wait here,” Par’s father said, and walked toward the man.


    Conversations resumed. Par strained to hear his father’s words.


    “Congratulations, Tarley.”


    Tarley drew beer into a wooden cup. “Is that Edwin? Thanks, Ed. Your boy here too?”


    “Yep. We got two new men on our hands.”


    “And two bigger stomachs!” Tarley laughed.


    Edwin nodded, “Isn’t that the truth. We haven’t talked lately. How’re things at the warehouse?”


    Tarley downed his cup in one gulp and wiped a sleeve across his mouth. “Used to run that place, you know.”


    Par’s father put his thick arm around Tarley’s shoulders and ushered him toward the door. “It’s getting late.”


    “Now they got me working the docks! Can you believe—”


    Tarley stopped short as they were about to exit the room. “Hey, what’re you doing?” He pulled away. “Where’s my boy! Where’s—”


    Prior Dogam and the Father Abbot were also in the room, sharing the festivities. The Prior had moved behind Tarley, and brushed the man’s head. A brief glory flashed around the Prior’s own. Tarley stopped speaking, and his face relaxed. Par felt sorry for Enio, but he had to smile. The Prior was using an invocation Par had seen his mother use, bestowed upon new parents to calm a baby. It was too weak to affect most adults, but in Tarley’s intoxicated state, it worked even on him.


    “Let’s have a rest,” the Prior said. Edwin transferred the man to the Prior, who walked a shuffling Tarley out the door.


    Par’s father returned. They stood silently for several awkward seconds while the rest of the room chattered around them.


    “I should take your mother home before it gets too dark,” his father said at last. “Stay out as long as you want. You’re a man now. You’ve earned it, Parynius Ignatious.”


    His father held out a hand. Par shook it. Then he shared a brief kiss with his mother. It was the warmest moment Par could remember between them in a long time, and it brought a lump to his throat. The strain caused by hiding his secret had created a distance between himself and his parents. He swallowed hard as they left. Partly because of the closeness he felt to his family again. And partly because he now had the legal right to leave his home.


    But he was still a fraud.


    He had, in fact, earned nothing.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Par eased through the lively crowd, looking for Enio. Near the fire, the Father Abbot demonstrated an invocation to create whimsical shadow animals, eliciting bursts of laughter as the shapes landed on someone’s shirt or robe.


    Enio had left, but Par allowed his smile to return. He knew just where to look.


    Wrapping some meat and cake in napkins, he slipped back downstairs and through the dark kitchen to the cellars. Dim passages ran beneath the abbey. With his fingers brushing the cool stone walls, he made his way to where heavy oak doors opened onto the docks. Nearby, light spilled from a humble workroom. Voices escaped with it.


    Par peeked inside. The room was lit by a lantern on a stout wooden table and a makeshift fireplace that vented out a window. Two cots rested against opposite walls. Enio sat cross-legged on one, his face buried in a tankard the size of his head. Buckets was at the table along with his brother John, a smaller man, perhaps a little younger, but with the grizzled look of an old workman. Food pilfered from the potluck was spread before them.


    “Par!” John bellowed. “Come in!” Buckets smiled as best his melted face allowed.


    “Thanks, John. Hi, Buckets.” Par dumped his food onto the table, plopped next to Enio, and let out a long breath. It felt as though he’d been holding it for days.


    “What was your fire-fly,” Par asked. “Ten feet?”


    Enio lowered his tankard and beamed. “Fifteen, if it was an inch.”


    “Feeling all right?”


    “I won’t be invoking for a while, but yeah, I’m good.”


    “You in any trouble for punching Gorlo?”


    Enio snorted. “Nah. Now that the Lustering’s over, everyone’s happy never seeing me again. Besides, none of the monks like Gorlo, anyway.”


    John handed Par a small wooden cup of golden wheat ale and took away Enio’s tankard.


    “Hey!”


    “Hey, yourself. That’s for Buckets. And I don’t care if you are men now. We’ll have no drunken cavorts on my watch.”


    Enio pouted as John handed him a smaller cup like Par’s. The man lifted his own beer and stood straight and formal. “First things first. A toast to our new Lustriants.”


    Par slid off the cot with Enio. Buckets watched from the table.


    John cleared his throat. “Me and Buckets—me and Tommy—been here going on twenty years, so you’d think I’d know some fancy blessings. But maybe it’s best to just say this: There haven’t been any two better fellows walk into those abbey classes as kids and finish out as men.”


    Everyone had stopped smiling.


    “I’ll keep it short,” John continued. “Here’s to you both, Parynius—” John gestured to Par.


    “Ignatious,” Par said.


    “Ignatious. And to Enius—”


    Enio stuck out his chest. “Marius.”


    “Marius. And may the gods smile on you, and may all the laws and freedoms of Eloria be yours.”


    They cheered and bumped their cups and drank. Buckets took a mighty gulp from his tankard.


    John looked to Par. “Doesn’t Ignatious mean fire?”


    Par nodded. “Dad chose it to inspire me.”


    “It’s a fine name. What about Marius?”


    Enio sat again on the cot, Par beside him. “My ma. She was Maria.”


    “Lovely,” John said. “I expect you’ll be moving on from here now?”


    Enio took a drink. “I’ll tie up some ends and hop a barge. Lots of work on the river.”


    “You’re handy on the docks, there’s no denying. And you, Par?”


    Par lowered his gaze. He sensed everyone watching. “My father wants me to get on here at the abbey.” He waited for Enio to bring up their travel plans.


    Instead, Enio chuckled.


    Par looked up. “What?”


    “Remember when you used to be scared to crap of Buckets?”


    Par gave a fast frown. “I’m not—”


    “It’s all right, Par,” John said. Buckets kept eating.


    Par shrugged, feeling sheepish. “Well, I didn’t know him then. But he’s the best. Plus, he’s a war hero.”


    “The Grey Wars.” Enio made a wet burp. “How, uh, what exactly happened to him, anyway?”


    The conversation stopped. John’s expression lost its cheer. He’d always steered them away from this topic—sometimes gently, sometimes not.


    “Enio—” Par began.


    “You’ve always been good to Tommy and me.” John glanced at his brother. “It’s meant a lot, for both of us, even if he can’t say it. And you’re men now.”


    Buckets grunted and rose from the table to work the fire.


    John took Buckets’ place at the table. “Our father was a mason. I wasn’t much at the stone invocations, so he set me to work on the water and the mix. But Tommy was born to handle stone. When the border wars got hot again, we joined up. It was natural they’d put Tommy to work the walls.”


    “As a builder?” Par asked.


    John shook his head. “As a breachman.”


    Enio stifled another burp. “They break down gates, right?”


    “More.” John stood a thin slab of cheese before him on the table. “When you hear the stories of the castle battles, they tell of the great warriors charging in their shining armor on their thundering horses, swords flashing in the sun and missiles burning through the skies.”


    Par bent forward, captivated.


    “But,” John went on, “there’s more to it. While most of us hold back and keep the enemy on the walls busy, the breachmen sneak around, feel out weaknesses deep in the stone and rot it. Breach it.” He scratched a hole through the cheese. “After that, the rest of us can get in. I once told you we fought in the battle of Xol Tomot.”


    “You got rockshot,” Enio said.


    “I did. But Tommy was hit by a sorcerer’s spell.”


    Par stomach sank.


    “When the breachers split the walls, the sorcerer Tomot was waiting. But Tommy wasn’t hit merely by one of their unholy Profana conjurations. He suffered a curse.”


    “A curse?” Par whispered through a suddenly dry mouth. He lifted his cup to his lips.


    John’s expression turned troubled. “They say it put a madness into him. He attacked everything. Yet he’d breached the wall, he’d done his job. There was plenty of fire and blood after that, but we prevailed. Tommy was restrained and brought to the regiment healers. But the field healers didn’t know what to do with him. How could they? Arcana had agreed to the ban on curses in the second Treaty of Jod, and the Rule of Eloria has always prohibited curses by the dictates of the gods. So Tommy was sent to the nearest safe-hold and transferred back home, in hopes a Reckoning might help him.”


    Par choked on his drink.


    “You all right, son?”


    “Fine,” Par managed. His heart had nearly stopped. A Reckoning?


    Enio leaned in. “Why didn’t they at least heal his burns before sending him home?”


    Buckets poked the embers. The fire crackled.


    “For a long time,” John said, “that chapter of his life has been a blank. Lately, though—well, he still can’t talk, but we’ve pieced a few things together. I’m given to understand it was like a nightmare, a fever dream. He remembers sailing toward the shining spires of Argent.”


    Par nodded tensely. “The capital.”


    “Yes, the seat of the Ministry of Reckonings. But then he remembers being in a cage, traveling through a wasteland of strange mists and black sands. He was brought to a circle of towering stones, and within those to a flashing pit. In that pit, he saw the sun.”


    “The… sun?” Enio said.


    “He thinks someone took him to where the sun goes at night.”


    John dropped his voice. “He remembers being swung over the pit, lowered down. Then the burning came, deeper than any fire, even to his soul. Whatever they did to him, it took away his madness. But left him as he is—his mind, and his face.”


    Par exchanged a wide-eye glance with Enio. They each took a draw from their mugs.


    John stood, went to Buckets and put a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “Afterwards, the Hierarchy sent him here, to be cared for by the abbey. When I found him, I got on as a workman. It’s been a good place for us.”


    Par gathered the courage to ask, “What has the Father Abbot said about all this?” Reckonings were bad enough, but this sounded like none he’d ever heard of. Was this a Reckoning for a curse? And what if the reason Par couldn’t invoke was—


    “Tommy’s been against saying anything to the Abbot, and I don’t know if he’s wrong. Whatever happened, why stir it back up? What would it change? Where else could we go?”


    John huffed and brightened. “Listen, boys. Don’t you get dark about me and Tommy. We’re good enough, and this is your day. Which reminds me. I have a gift.”


    Par left his interrupted thought unexplored. He shook off the chill from John’s story. “You don’t have to—”


    Enio nudged him.


    “It’s not much,” John said. “But with your permission, I’d like to bestow on each of you the rockshoot sigil.”


    Par grinned politely. He could accept sigils even though he couldn’t use them.


    But Enio didn’t hide his enthusiasm. “Yes!” He jumped off the cot.


    John held up a finger. “It won’t do you any good unless you practice. And remember, rockshoot is a wartime sigil. Promise me you’ll both respect it like one.”


    “We promise,” Par said with Enio.


    “Strictly speaking”—John rubbed the back of his neck—“you’re only allowed bestowals from your parents and the priests, the people you work for, and like that. But I can’t let you go off into the big wide world without something to help you along. Besides, we can bend the rules a little, especially on occasions like this, don’t you think?”


    “Definitely,” Enio said.


    “Fine. You first. We can skip the kneeling part.”


    John lit two small candles and brought them to the table. Enio joined him. They each grasped a candle. Then they leaned together until their foreheads touched and closed their eyes.


    “Ready?” John said.


    Enio cleared his throat. “By the will of the gods I beseech thee your bestowal.”


    “By the will of the gods I bestow upon thee.” There was too much light to see a glory around John as he invoked, but Par caught a brief spark where their heads touched.


    They sat back. For a moment there was a mark on Enio’s forehead, glowing like an ember and shaped like a flame sigil with a small reach to the right. Enio rubbed it. When he removed his hand, the image was gone. “Got it.”


    “Now, Par.”


    Par went through the same ritual. As John bestowed, the golden sigil moved brightly into Par’s mind, alive beyond what any drawing or sketch could capture. It faded into his memory along with the other sigils everyone got, and that he couldn’t use.


    Par rubbed his head. “Thanks John.”


    “Yeah, thanks!” Enio said.


    “You’re welcome. Don’t go showing it off. Now, let’s lighten things up.”


    From beneath the cot, John retrieved a battered fiddle. He plucked a few frayed strings and played. Buckets came back to the table, smiling.


    As the evening went on, Par ate, and laughed, and sometimes even danced. It wasn’t the beer that fueled his spirits, but the friendship. Eventually he was back on the cot, propped against the wall, watching Enio try to twirl Buckets in a jig. Par sighed happily, his problems forgotten. He drifted into a wonderful sleep, too content even to say his nightly prayers.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Enio woke to the scuffling of boots. John and Buckets stood at the table grabbing leftovers. The window glowed with the light of early morning.


    “Hey.” Enio sat up, slumped back and groaned.


    John put a finger to his lips and pointed at Par, still asleep at the end of the cot.


    Enio nodded and eased off the bunk. He slipped out the door with the two men.


    John spoke softly. “What’s now for you, Enio?”


    Enio smiled. “Nothing. Everything. I’ll grab some stuff from home. Then we’ll see.”


    “Well, best of luck, son.” John gripped his shoulder. “Remember, there’s a place for you here if you need it.”


    Before Enio replied, Buckets bent and hugged the air from his lungs.


    “Careful, Tommy,” John chuckled. “Don’t breach the boy.”


    Buckets backed away, but not before Enio got in a quick hug of his own.


    They parted there, John and Buckets to chores, Enio up to the robing room. Chanting drifted from its passage to the temple—the monks at morning prayers.


    Enio changed from the ceremonial robe into his worn long shirt, trousers and boots, then kissed his Lustering medal. He’d once tried running away without this token of maturity. A boatman had turned him in, and things had gone badly, especially when they delivered him to his father. So he’d planned to steal a medal, but he met Par, who’d convinced him to go through the classes and make it official. Now, not only had Enio passed his Lustering, he’d just invoked his longest fire-fly ever! He was glad to have paid Par back, though for a moment during the ceremony, Enio thought he was about to pop an artery.


    With his pendant tucked safely under his shirt, he made his way to the docks. His canoe, the Sea Dog, waited at the far corner of the landing.


    Enio untied and pushed off. He paddled until he caught an easy current and let the murky green waters take him south. He cleared the abbey’s low hill, the sun peeking through willows that sagged above the banks. The smells of fish and mud and old wet weeds filled his nose, and the chirp of insects shared the cool morning air with the song of a sleepy water bird. He lay back and drank it all in. A last visit to his home, and he’d leave his father, once and for all. Enio was free. He was the owner of the river. He was the ruler of the world.


    Soon, he came to the pier where his father worked. Enio had been born in a riverside cottage. Now they lived in a two-room shanty. He had played on these docks, met the river merchants. There were good memories in these waters. But not enough to keep him around.


    He maneuvered the canoe to the dock, lashed it, climbed onto the landing. His shack was nearby, through a line of cottonwood trees. He hurried there, crept to the riverside door and into the back room where he slept on the floor. If his father was home, he’d be passed out from drinking the previous night.


    Enio gathered his few possessions into a rough woolen sack—his meager clothing, an extra ball of fishing twine. As he grabbed an old wooden comb, the last thing he had of his mother, the floorboards creaked. Before he could turn, bony hands grabbed his wrists.


    “There’s my boy!” Tarley was awake. And he was sober.


    “Let go!” Enio squirmed. The comb fell to the floor. “I’m done with you!”


    His father spun him around. “Yeah, I’ll let you go. Straight to the abbey.”


    Confused, Enio stopped struggling. “What?”


    “Them monks got me up this morning, said there’d been, what was it, an irregularity at your Lustering. Something about that boy’s sleeve afire. They want to talk to you.”


    Enio hid his growing worry with a sneer. “So what do you care?”


    Tarley released one of Enio’s wrists but held the other tightly. He lifted a pouch from his own pocket, prompting the tinkle of coins. “Five silvers, that’s what I care. Don’t make no trouble. I can carry you hog-tied just as easy.”


    He yanked Enio into the front room, past a stained bunk near a table cluttered with bottles. It all smelled of liquor. A candle still burned in a wall sconce near the front door.


    “Enius Marius, huh?” His father pulled him toward the door. “Where did you get that one?”


    “Are you kidding? It’s like Ma’s name!”


    “Maria? Boys don’t take girl names. I could have done you something better.”


    Enio couldn’t help but laugh. Parents often chose their children’s Enlightened names. But the only things he’d gotten lately from his father were a roof and the occasional meal. Nothing had been the same after the man overturned their wagon, killing his mother and rearranging Enio’s smile. That’s when it had all gone bad, all the drunks, the beatings, everything.


    And Enio was done.


    As they passed the wall sconce, Enio invoked. He reached with his free hand and flicked the flame, sending its small blue heart flying to the cot. The sheets, marinated in liquor, caught.


    “Damn you, boy!” His father threw him to the floor and ran to the fire.


    Enio scrambled away, grabbed his bag and ran out the back.


    Tarley bellowed after him, “You damn river rat! When I get ahold of you, there’ll be nothing left for the abbey!”


    Enio raced through the trees. He wasn’t afraid of the monks. He’d been in trouble with them more times than he could count. But Gorlo’s family had pull, and they’d cause him no end of trouble with his new life. Better to avoid the whole damn thing. He’d go downriver to Bishop’s Landing. Then to the Silver Sea. Hop a ship. Sail the world. Everyone would forget he ever existed.


    He reached his canoe. Besides, if the abbey caught him now—if they used a Confessor—they’d find out why he flicked his candle during the ceremony. They’d find out about Par.


    Throwing his bag into the little boat, he slipped off the rope and jumped in. He floated in the cloudy green water, looking downstream to freedom and the rest of the big wide world.


    Par would be fine as long as he didn’t let his conscience out. As long as he kept up his lying. As long…


    As long as he didn’t say something stupid.


    Enio shook his head. “Crap.”


    He spun the Sea Dog upstream, back to the abbey, and paddled as fast as his arms could pump.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Par woke to distant chanting. He lay on the cot in the workroom, soaking up the rhythms and the tones. The music was sweeter than he’d ever remembered. Everyone else had gone, including Enio. His friend was like that, and Par would see him when he’d see him.


    Now it was time to step into a new life.


    He swung his feet over the edge of the cot, had a good stretch and grabbed a fistful of leftover cheese. As he nibbled his breakfast, he took a stairway back to the western hall. Close by the robing room, he found the set of narrow steps that climbed to the bell tower. The monks were at morning prayer, so no one would stop him from sneaking up.


    He held his Lustering robe away from his ankles and jogged the two hundred and forty-seven steps—he’d counted them many times—and emerged panting at the top, sending a flock of pigeons fluttering into the morning sunlight.


    Par loved the bell tower, his own private balcony to the world. A large bell and several smaller ones hung from the rafters, their ropes dropping through openings in the floor. Panoramic views opened between the stone columns that rose from the parapets to support the roof. The abbey stretched out below his feet: the walls and corner towers; the south gardens; the dining hall near the residence of the Prior and Abbot; the monk’s dormitories. He’d been in them all. He’d cleaned them all. The stained-glass windows were collecting pigeon droppings again. The pigeons were the first thing he wouldn’t miss. How many hours had he spent scrubbing off their crap?


    Still, he hadn’t climbed this tower for the view. Here he was alone, with no one telling him what to do—or judging him. Par had been slipping up here whenever he needed to clear his head, get a break from his worries. Even to practice his sigils. The monks said the closer you were to the gods, the stronger your invocations. Well, this was as high as he could get.


    Par removed a chipped, loose brick from the bottom of the low stone wall. Inside the niche he had hidden a small candle. He set it on the eastern ledge in the bright morning sun. Like dozens of times before, he tried to invoke it to flame. Maybe with his Lustering, something had changed. Maybe he could invoke. In fact, maybe he had invoked. Maybe Enio hadn’t lit his candle after all.


    He tried three times, the same way he’d done it in the temple, except without Enio.


    No flame.


    So much for that theory.


    Just down the road lay Par’s hometown of St. Livius, spreading out to the south and east. People and carts and horses had begun their early routines. His town was growing into a city, with a thriving river commerce and the prosperity granted to the
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