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PROLOGUE  
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There was a dull “gloop” from the cauldron. 

Considering everything that was riding on the success, or failure, of the result that was quietly boiling away inside, it was decidedly anticlimactic, Karon thought. 

The Kech narrowed his moss green eyes. It would be most unfortunate if the contents were to splash all over the chamber, yet the thing pulled at him. Called to him. Wanted him to lean forwards, stare deep into it. Lose himself within it. 

He tore his attention away, violently. Forcing himself to concentrate, Karon kept up a slow inner monologue. Not quite a warding spell — it would have been most unfortunate if the magic was to interfere with the concoction​[*] — but it was enough for him to concentrate on. To keep focused. 

In his gloved hands he held what he believed was the final ingredient. In truth, it might not be. He knew that all too well, the rest of the chamber, the courtyard and the pits being full of older, failed, experiments, some still a whining, pitiful existence. There was no way of telling is this batch was going to be more successful than the last. Not until he tested it on something. On someone. 

Yet, he felt optimistic. Or was it desperate? He wasn’t sure he could tell the difference anymore. 

And, not wanting to meet the same fate as his subjects, Karon didn’t actually hold the last ingredient in his own hands. He didn’t consider himself either slow of wit or suicidal. Proving this worked or die trying wasn’t his style. He wanted to be there when they realized. See the look in their eyes.

No, slow and steady. That’s how Karon had gotten to where he was. It was, he grimaced, unfortunately also why he’d ended up where he was. Amazing results later were never as good as mediocre results now, not in the eyes of his fellow Kech. 

Unfortunately, this wasn’t a task he was willing to entrust to some bumbling underling, either. There was a limited supply of those ... now. 

At the moment that meant the only precautions he could take was staying at the far end of the chamber, where a sturdy wall had been built just high enough to duck behind if something went wrong. 

The pair of tongs holding the vial were charred from use, the but resting them on top of the wall itself for leverage, the handle reached all the way across the room. 

Spreading his feet far apart, Karon braced himself. The weight of the tongs alone took all his strength to counterbalance. This was sweaty work. And it would have all been so much easier if he’d been able to float the vials over by magic. 

Spread out over the tables that lined the walls of the chamber were bowls of crushed ingredients, random utensils left behind from some previous endeavours, not to mention bits of this and that, some still twitching. 

Karon steadied his hands. His shoulders were already aching.

Careful now. Careful. He mustn’t let it go too soon. Lowering it into the cauldron slowly ... slowly now. 

The change wasn’t immediate. He’d even started relaxing his grip, disappointment rising in his chest, when the changes began. Purple and green colours started spreading. Tiny, almost miniature, fireballs, exploded within. Not with power but with ... something else. Karon wasn’t sure what, but for every one that went off, the rest of the liquid collapsed in on itself. 

The Kech’s eyes widened. The inverted explosions increased in frenzy. There was less and less contained within the glass. Then, there it was. A clink from within. 

There, that was it. The Kech quickly upended the vial. 

What fell from it wasn’t a liquid but the tiniest sliver of a crystal. Everything else had boiled away, but the core remained. Once it had been part of a moonstone cluster. It didn’t look anything like it had done when he’d placed it in the vial. 

A slow smile spread across his face. 

So much had gone into procuring this. Perfecting it. This was going to work, he knew it. 

Not that anyone would have recognized it as a moonstone. Not now. Where moonstones were known to shine with the gentle, blue, light — like the moons kissing a calm lake — this one was an oily, almost tarlike, black. More reminiscent of sludge than anything ethereal. 

He peered closer at it, focusing his other senses. 

The energy inside hadn’t diminished. Just changed. He could feel it, even at this distance. 

Rottened. Corrupted. Glorious. 

Now, for the second part of this test. Karon held his breath, muscles tensing, and released his grip. 

The crystal slid into the cauldron, landing with a sickening “plop” on the surface. The Kech ducked down beneath the small wall’s overhang. 

Nothing happened. 

This was ... disappointing, Karon thought. But brews like these were rarely instantaneous. Maybe all he had to do was to wait? 

Several minutes passed.  

Still ... nothing. 

‘Come in Addman,’ Karon called out. 

The order attracted his best, well, only, real servant, from the hallway, where he had (very sensibly) been loitering and keeping his distance from the whole thing.  

‘Nothing exploded, Master,’ Addman said. 

Snapping back was the first urge that rose inside Karon, but Addman was right, which was almost even more vexing than the lack of results. There had been no explosion. No fireworks. No covering the wall with goo. 

At this point, there wasn’t even the excitement of bubbles anymore. The cauldron’s content steamed, but did little else. 

Karon frowned. Had he, against all odds, done something wrong? Miscalculated? 

“Gloop” seemed such a ... second-rate ... way to enter a new era. It should be more dramatic. More powerful. There should have been walls covered with blood and ooze.

Carefully he went over each step he’d taken in his mind. No, he’d done everything right. He was sure of it. 

Perhaps the contents weren’t supposed to erupt from the iron pot and splash indiscriminately against anything, and anyone, foolish enough to stand in the way? 

If that was the case it was certainly more convenient. He’d hated loosing so much of the concoctions until now — even if they had been defective in the end. But it felt like he was missing out on something. 

Perhaps the truly careful, or possibly verging on paranoid as far as Karon was concerned, would have expected such a violent result from the beginning that they’d have installed a complicated pulley and levy system snaking its way through the stone chamber all the way into the adjacent room — where the concoctors of said potion would be bravely hiding behind the sturdiest wall the cold stone fortress had to offer. 

It was certainly what the previous people who’d ever attempted this had done. 

Little good it had done them, Karon thought. All they’d ever found of them had been the bottom halves of their boots. The upper part (and all of their bodies) melted away by the same mixture he, himself, had attempted to recreate. 

No. That wasn’t for him. He’d faced the danger head on, bravely. Foolishly, some history books might even say. Or so Karon kept telling himself as he mulled over what time might make of his little endeavour. 

If nothing else, he was assuring himself a place in the annals of history for eons to come, of that he was certain. 

Still, there was something deeply unsatisfying that the whole thing was based around “gloop”. Hmm. There was no reason for history to know that. They’d only know what he’d tell them. He’d write it down ... differently. Yes, that’s what he’d do. 

Nodding, happy to have come to a conclusion on the matter, Karon looked down, and then down some more. 

If you had been foolish, you might have thought his shoulders drooped in disappointment as much of the day’s tension drained out of him. At least, it would have been foolish to mention it. You might have found yourself yet another smear on the walls of this very chamber. It wasn’t as if anyone would have noticed.

But, despite the annoyance bubbling to the surface, Karon smiled. On him it looked much like an ancient predator inviting their latest guest for dinner. 

‘Master?’ 

Addman glanced up at the Kech. 

The diabolical smile never receding, Karon’s eyes glittered maliciously. ‘Finally! Success!’

‘It worked, Master?’

The question passed over Karon’s head, who was too lost in his own musings to notice. It was a statement. Proof of his success. Nothing more. 

The Kech rubbed his hands together. Overall, a good sign. Yes, indeed. Of course, he’d never been anything other than completely confident. Never. Karon vigorously rubbed his clammy hands against his legs. 

It was the humidity. Nothing else. There was a bubbling — had been a bubbling — cauldron at the other end of the room and the fire that kept it so. It was perfectly natural that he’d be sweaty. Perfectly normal. 

Addman, on the other hand, was peering into the distant parts of the chamber nervously while Karon was already striding forwards. His footsteps echoed hollowly in the stone chamber. 

‘Are you certain, Master?’ Addman asked. 

Karon didn’t reply. Looking down into the cauldron, the colour seemed to be a bit ... off. Not what he’d expected. None of the other batches had been this saturated. Most had been almost see through — more like coloured water than anything else. This was ... different. 

It could just be the light. It wasn’t as if the room received any natural daylight after all. 

It probably wasn’t. 

The concoction had stopped boiling. He’d thought so before, but now he was certain. The content appeared content with merely sitting there. Almost as if it was ... waiting. 

‘Perhaps I should have used a bigger cauldron,’ Karon said. ‘Addman, put it on the list.’

‘Yes, Master. Should I fetch one?’

The Kech waved his assistant to silence. ‘No. Next time, we use the big one,’ he said. ‘First, we must test this.’

‘Yes, Master.’ Addman hesitated, throwing a glance around the chamber. There seemed to be a lack of suitable living test subjects. ‘On what, master?’

As if only now remembering the state of the room they were both standing in, a displeased sound ran through Karon’s nose. 

‘Did you not stock the ingredients earlier, like I told you? Useless wretch! Fetch something, will you,’ Karon snapped. 

‘We’re all out, Master.’

‘Out?’ Karon finally turned to stare at him in disbelief. ‘Of ingredients?’

‘Yes, Master,’ Addman replied, meekly. 

Looking around, almost as if he was seeing it for the first time, Karon noticed the rows of empty cages. Big and small alike, they all had one thing in common. None of them contained anything living. Not even the ones suspended from the ceiling, rocking slowly back and forth on heavy chains. They contained things. They just weren’t alive ... anymore. 

‘Ah,’ Karon said. ‘I thought there was something missing from in here.’

‘The screams, Master?’

‘Yes, those, too,’ Karon nodded. ‘There’s bound to be some more, somewhere. Go round some up for me, won't you?’

‘Yes, Master.’ Addman bowed and scraped deeply as he turned and dashed, quick as he could, from the chamber just in case the master decided to use him as a substitute ingredient. 

Karon meanwhile rubbed his hands together again. This time, in glee. What would he be able to try this on first? Should he start small? That’s what he’d always done before. 

And look where that had gotten him. Karon sneered. No. Not this time. 

He glanced down at the cauldron. It couldn’t be something too big, not if it needed to be dipped into the brew. But if this worked, he felt his confidence returning, next time ... next time they were using the big one. 

Or maybe he should just skip the tests completely and go straight to the more interesting subjects? They’d have to get scrunched up a bit if he stuffed one in there, but surely you could fit a human into even this cauldron if you really tried? 

Yes. That was it. 

There truly wasn’t a challenge in throwing in a bunnyrabbit. It’d disappear in the liquid. He wouldn’t be able to observe the change. 

No, a human should do nicely. Addman was bound to bring some back. If he brought back a rabbit, it’d be better to throw that into a stew. No need to waste a good meal. 

Who’d ever heard of a golshae battle-rabbit anyway? Karon had no desire to go down in the annals of history as the one whose one true accomplishment was the increased ferocity of bunnies. 
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‘Think this counts as one of your better ideas?’ Talenn asked. 

He leaned forward in the saddle, brushing bits of tousled brown hair out of his eyes only for the breeze to immediately blow them right back. He still couldn’t get used to how little support or protection elvish saddles offered. Sometimes it felt as if they were little more than ornaments to attach stirrups to. They largely relied on that the person in them knew what they, and their muscles, were doing.

Talenn considered himself as good a horseman as any, but he was used to more support than this. Much more support. It was a good thing he’d long since discarded the Guardian armour. The idea of staying on top of any animal in these saddles wearing that was laughable, to say the least. 

He chuckled, the imagery in his head both vivid and embarrassing. No, this was neither the time nor place for full plate armour. It had been weeks since they’d arrived, yet riding around without all that extra protection still made him feel ... vulnerable. 

The view from up here was spectacular though. 

The forest northwest of the elven city of Icim N’aima was, in large, light and airy. Late spring had covered much of it in shades of green. Birds he had no name for chirped in the branches or wheeled overhead, still celebrating the disappearance of winter. 

In the distance, he could see that the forest was home to some of the strange, white, towers that were occasionally seen around the elven lands. Unlike most others that rose into the air in solitude, these clustered together to form their own little world. Even from this distance he could make out gangly archways locking them together high up. So high, and thin, they were, that Talenn doubted anyone could use them as walkways. Not to mention, there seemed to be no openings, no doors, where they touched the towers themselves. 

The tops of the spindly towers held several columns surrounding a central crystal almost half his size, in a sort of silvery cradle. He’d seen one up close once, last week. Made out of italz, it could easily have been mistaken for silver at a passing glance. Except silver would have long since buckled under the weight, not to mention the magical energies flowing through the whole construction. Humming faintly, the cradle had looked as delicate as a flower made out of spun sugar. 

Not that they were here to admire the elven architecture. None of them. Not the others. Not the Sunhawk. Definitely not him. 

At the moment though, the smells around him were earthen, wooden, and horsey. 

His companion snorted with amusement. 

‘Such flattery will get you nowhere,’ Sun said, shooting him a mischievous smile, bringing him back to reality. 

Talenn watched as a black gloved hand reached forward and affectionately rubbed at the base of his horse’s mane just above the saddle. The shadow of Litania had always gotten along better with animal than people, Talenn remembered. The horse nickered and bent around, giving his rider’s left boot several nips. 

‘Hey! I’m not food!’ Sun protested, pulling his foot back. 

The stallion snorted and tossed his head, sending strands of his white mane flying everywhere — including into Sun’s face. 

The Sunhawk shook a fist in the air. ‘Hey!’ 

Talenn could have sworn the elf-horse snickered, except horses didn’t do that. On the other hand, if it had been Aquilon, the Sunhawk’s grouchy, testy, equine companion, he wouldn’t have put it past the animal. 

Talenn turned his head away, trying to cover his sudden outburst of laughter with a hand. Of everyone he knew, the only one who, apparently, was able to drive Sun as bananas as Sun frequently did everyone else, was Aquilon. 

‘Hey!’ Sun grabbed for the reins being thrown in the air as the stallion pranced around on the top of the ridge, sending bits of earth tumbling down over the side. 

There was no reply this time. Instead, the horse bent his neck until his muzzle almost buried itself in his chest. He chewed on the bit, rattling the piece of metal as if determined to snap it into two. 

Talenn, himself, didn’t pay much attention to what horse he rode. He’d had many over the years. A Guardian’s warcharger was an expensive piece of equipment, but that’s what they were. No different from a helmet or a shield. Except more expensive and far more difficult to patch up. 

They also tended to be an expendable resource when you’d spent what felt like half your life battling monsters. Against the teeth and fangs and rendering claws of a golshae, the natural-born horse, as a mount, left a lot to be desired. Getting attached was just setting yourself up for heartbreak.

It’d have been nice to have ridden something far fiercer into battle. Except that, Talenn felt, he was more comfortable astride a mount that wouldn’t, if you forgot to feed it, think of you — the rider — as a potential snack.

In comparison, despite not having known each other long, the two seemed completely comfortable around each other. Sun certainly got away with doing things both to him and with him that Talenn wouldn’t have even imagined anyone to be able to ask of a horse. 

Of course, unlike when the yellow stallion turned to look at you — truly look at you — with those pitch black eyes of his in which, sometimes, swirled starlight, the elf-horse exuded a kind of joyful friendliness.

Talenn was sure horses weren’t carnivores, but being given that look, it sent shivers down your spine. He imagined Aquilon would probably eat you out of sheer spite. 

‘It is rather nice, isn’t it,’ Sun said, nodding at the landscape around them, finally deciding that the only way to get his mount to stop making a fool of himself was to ignore him. 

‘Shame the entire world isn’t this peaceful,’ Talenn mused. 

‘Mhm... Thinking of settling down here, are you?’

‘Race you to the Towers?’ Talenn asked, changing the topic and raising a questioning eyebrow at his companion.

Without waiting, he gathered the reins tightly in his hands, in anticipation of the yes he was sure to come. 

Elfhorses — real ones, not just horses ridden by elves — were fast. Far faster than any horse Talenn had ever encountered (especially since the “average” horse was more accustomed to the sedate plodding before a cart or a plough, than galloping across a battlefield). 

At least, today, he’d have a chance to actually win. In theory, outpacing an ordinary horse would be easy. And while next to the last descendants of the unicorns of myth, Aquilon would, indeed, have looked positively earthly, Talenn was well aware that this only held true assuming Aquilon was content to play by the rules. Calling the equine his companion normally rode on something as simple as “a horse” was like calling Sun a “thief”. In the simplest terms it was true. In most parts that mattered it certainly was not. 

Completely letting go of the reins, Sun tied up his long raven hair. The wind had done a number on it by now, but it was nice not having to hide beneath a cowl for a change. In that sense, the elven lands had been far more welcoming than he’d expected. 

He scratched a grey nose, as if giving the matter some serious thought. Then, the Sunhawk’s glowing red eyes glittered as he smiled in response to Talenn’s challenge. 

‘You’re on!’ he said. 

Talenn didn’t need more. He barely needed to nudge his mount’s pale flanks before the horse practically flew forward. 

Seeing the two race off didn’t send the other horse careering after them on instinct, but rather waiting for a command.

Leaning forwards, patting the powerful, yet slim, neck in front of him, Sun whispered, ‘Now, we can’t possibly let him get away with that, can we?’ 

His mount half-reared, already eager to go. To play. Sun, laughing into the wind, adjusted himself, grabbed on to a clump of the mane in front of him, and drove his heels in.

Not that the stallion needed the encouragement. It was to a loud, competitive whinny that, in a shower of dirt and gravel, they burst through the brush covering the ridge. The chase was on. 

Soon, the forest was flying past. 

‘Not so fast,’ Sun pulled hard on the reins.

Not that that it made much difference. The horse had taken the bit and wasn’t paying attention.​[†] His eyes were focused on the other white horse far ahead of him. It wouldn’t be hard to catch up. It’d be nothing at all. Barely worth his time. His effort. 

Yet his competitive streak drove him onwards, lost in the moment. In the race. 

The stallion tossed his head, snorting as he ran. The sudden slack on the reins made the Sunhawk almost loose his balance. Having barely ridden any other horses than Aquilon in his entire life had spoiled him. There, he hadn’t needed to worry about such simple things. 

Up ahead, the other elfhorse had little trouble with the vegetation, whether wooden or foliage. Neither the underbrush, nor the constant uneven ground, slowed them down. In fact, neither of the four hooves barely even left an imprint where they touched the ground. The hoof beats, even at this speed, turning the trees into a blur in Talenn’s mind, were as silent as the breeze. 

Following the lightest commands, Talenn veered off towards the Towers. They’d been easy to spot from back on the ridge. Down here he had to raise his eyes higher, which meant taking them off where he was going. Where the horse was going. 

The last thing he needed was getting knocked over by a low hanging branch. The Sunhawk was sure to laugh at him. That was ... unthinkable. 

Yet, jumping over the remnants of a fallen tree, he risked glancing behind him. The other two had almost caught up. 

‘What took you so long, slowpoke?’ he yelled over the wind.

Leaning down further over his mount’s neck, he urged the horse to greater speed. 

Free of the copse they’d just rushed through, the elfhorse stretched out. The landscape, to Talenn, it felt as if it flashed by. The rhythm was steady, almost soothing. 

Catching sight of the trail leading up the hill, Talenn steered them towards it. They burst through some decorative bushes lining the road, breaking, and turning hard. Then they shot off again. Climbing the grassy hill, the inclined slowed them down. 

He could feel the heavy breaths below him. Talenn let the horse have the last of the reins, urging him on. 

Then the Towers were there. The two came to a stop in a shower of dirt clods, the horse having no desire to run full tilt into a collection of stone. Talenn, not having thought the Towers were that close yet, almost lost his balance. 

The pale horse danced around, energy still pumping through their veins. As it took a moment settling down, Talenn managed, via gripping the mane at the last moment, to stay on. 

‘Useless saddle,’ Talenn muttered darkly as he tried to extract himself from the embarrassing position of having ended up halfway up the horse’s neck as a result of the abrupt stop. ‘I hope no one saw that.’

He looked around. He’d expected his pursuers to have been right behind him. They had been the last time he checked. But now he didn’t see anything. How odd. 

Slipping off the horse’s back, who began to munch on a clump of verdant, juicy, grass growing by the steps into the first Tower, Talenn shaded his eyes. 

‘Where did he go? I could have sworn he was right behind me.’

A cursory inspection revealed that the second rider was nowhere in sight. 

‘He couldn’t have gotten here ahead of me, could he? No...’

Despite his objections, Talenn wouldn’t have put it past him. Goodness knew he’d pursued him enough times to know that Sun rarely did what you expected him too. He’d certainly never caught him back in Litania. And that wasn’t from the lack of trying. As the LawLord he’d been responsible for the city’s safety. Catching annoying thieves were literally right there in the job description. Former position, Talenn reminded himself. Former job, too.  

Sun could have gotten ahead of him, maybe. Question was, had he? 

Talenn cupped his hands in front of his mouth, calling out. ‘Sun? Sun? Are you having a laugh? This isn’t funny!’ 

But, no matter how many times he called, there was no reply. 

Talenn was just about to re-mount to go looking for his companion when loud, and very displeased, mutterings caught his ears. For one brief moment the unexpected sound made him tense up. Then familiarity took over. 

‘Hah! I’d recognize that grumbling anywhere,’ Talenn said. 

But where did it come from? He didn’t see anything ... at first. 

Down the uproad​[‡] to the Towers, looking not unlike a small, moving, thundercloud​[§] with his robe wound tight around him and his usually flowing hair slick to his head, walked the Sunhawk. 

The relief of knowing nothing had happened to him flooded Talenn but was replaced equally fast by wondering what had happened.

As he got closer, Talenn could see water had soaked the raven hair. That was why it was sticking to bits of his body like wet tissue paper. And rather than the billowing sight he was accustomed to, the robe was actually clinging to the recreant’s body much like a second skin. 

‘I thought that thing was waterproof!’ Talenn shouted down the road, already heading towards the other. 

‘So did I,’ came the grumpy reply. 

There weren’t that many steps between them now, and with both of them moving, the distance was covered quickly. 

‘What happened? You look soaked?’ Talenn asked, eyes running over the other, checking for injuries. But Sun seemed fine, if grouchy. 

Talenn looked around. There was something lacking in this picture. ‘Where’s your horse?’ he asked. 

‘Someone,’ Sun growled, ‘decided to take a shortcut!’ He spat out another piece of algae caught in his teeth.

‘That must have been some shortcut.’

‘We ran across a lake. His Equiness decided he didn’t want to get wet, so he stopped. Abruptly. I ... did not.’

‘You’re wet.’

‘Thanks, I hadn’t noticed.’ 

Sun flicked a wet sleeve, as if hoping it had magically dried on its own. It hadn’t. ‘Oh, just great!’

It did send a bunch of water droplets all over Talenn, though, who leapt back, shielding himself with an arm.  

‘Hey!’

‘Whoops. Sorry, Tal... That was ... an accident.’ Sun looked equal parts contrite and embarrassed over the incident, red creeping onto his otherwise rock grey cheeks. 

‘No, it’s okay,’ Talenn said, wiping it off as best he could. ‘It’s just water. At least I don’t look like I tried to stroll across the bottom of a lake. You okay?’

The Sunhawk, having decided that since his trusty robe (which most definitely should not have gotten wet in the first place — he blamed Aquilon for this — it felt like his sense of humour) wasn’t drying, he might as well get out of it, began extracting himself from it. Or attempting to. 

It was trickier than you’d have thought, but after some on the spot pirouettes he eventually managed to peel off the last of the fabric. Looking around for somewhere to dry it, he finally settled on some nearby boulders. Laying it out flat-ish, he scrounged around for some stones to put on top to keep it from flying off. 

The breeze was getting quite brisk up here, especially for the time of year, and while it might be heavy right now, once dry, it would be light enough to be picked up by a thought. If Aquilon was in the mood to play tricks on him, it was best not to take any chances. 

The robe was, unfortunately, not the only thing he was wearing that was wet. It wasn’t long before Sun had stripped down to the absolute basics, which he was resolutely refusing to undress from, soaked or not. He squelched when he moved. 

That wasn’t what surprised Talenn the most though. He stared at the flat piece of fabric as if it was some enigmatic puzzle he couldn’t solve. 

‘Where did all your weapons go?’ Talenn asked, frowning. ‘And everything else. I know your pockets aren’t empty. You’ve always got a bunch of things stashed about. Lots of things. How is that flat?’

‘I believe I told you months ago! It’s a magic robe! I don’t understand how it works. I just use it. What’d’you think I am? A wizard?’

Sun didn’t sound too happy, Talenn decided. Exasperated was more like it. Possibly this was because he was now standing around in the breeze looking equal parts furious and furiously embarrassed. Apparently he was having trouble with deciding which was worse. 

‘Good thing it’s spring and not winter,’ Talenn said, trying to lighten the mood. ‘At least it’ll all dry quickly.’

Sun shot him an unamused look, as if he was trying to decide if he was having a laugh at his expense. Only finding concern, his imaginary bristles settled down ... a little. 

It wasn’t just that he looked unhappy. He was looking downright uncomfortable, Talenn thought. 

That, most likely, had little to do with his lack of clothing, per se, and more to do with where he was while lacking said attire. 

He had to feel exposed like this, Talenn figured. No wonder, really. It wasn’t like he’d gone around announcing Sun’s identity to everyone they met. Eventually, he knew they’d have to. At least to the rest of the group. But telling even the most welcoming gathering of people there was a recreant in their midst was likely to have some very predictable results. 

If they were telling them, waiting until they left the city seemed the safer option. 

Personally, he didn’t even think about it anymore. Talenn berated himself. He really should try to remember that most people (i.e. everyone else) didn’t look kindly upon recreants at the best of times. 

And, up here, on the hill, against the emerald spring grass, blue sky, and the stark white towers, Sun was kind of hard to miss. 

‘Maybe if you lie down, you’d be less likely to have someone spot you,’ Talenn suggested, sweeping his arms over the expanse of grass around them. 

‘Amongst elves?’ Sun raised a querying and disbelieving eyebrow at him. But, rather than argue, he did exactly what Talenn had suggested. 

‘We picked a good season for this,’ Talenn said as he put his arms behind his neck. The grass felt warm against his back. 

‘How come?’ Sun asked.

‘Imagine how cold you’d be if it was winter.’

‘You had to say that, didn’t you?’ Sun shivered. ‘I’ll kill that bloody horse.’

‘Yeah, good luck with that one,’ Talenn snorted. He knew Sun didn’t mean it. He was just venting his frustration. Though he suspected someone wasn’t going to get any treats for a while. Yet, he couldn’t resist some light teasing. ‘Don’t worry, even if it had been winter, I’d still keep you warm,’ Talenn said. 

There were some spluttered noises beside him. Very embarrassed noises. 

Turning his head, Talenn noticed a distinctly rosy colouration to Sun’s cheeks, not to mention how the tips of his pointed ears turned red.

It was actually kind of adorable. Which was a big reason why he’d said what he did. Sun blushing furiously was something that, when they first set out on this journey, was something he’d never even imagine seeing, never mind causing. 

‘What?’ Talenn rolled over on his stomach so he could look into Sun’s eyes rather than staring at the sky. ‘You’re allowed to tease me mercilessly, but can’t handle it when the table’s turned?’

‘Tal!’

‘Your hair’s going to take ages to dry I you keep scrunching it up in front of your face like that you know.’

‘TAL!’

The outburst ended the conversation for about ten seconds, though not the talking. Sun kept muttering to himself. Not that Talenn could make any of it out. Grinning, he poked at the other’s midriff.

‘What was that? Sorry? I didn’t quite catch that,’ he said.

A bit muffled, for Sun still hadn’t pulled his hair aside, there came a, ‘I said, do you have anywhere else you need to be?’

Smiling, Talenn leaned down. ‘No. No, I don’t,’ he said. 
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IT SEEMED SO LONG SINCE the group had arrived in the elven City of the Dawn. Days had turned into weeks. Those that still remained of the original party that had set out from Litania had soon all fallen into a pattern. 

It wasn’t exactly the same pattern, mind, and to the casual onlooker it could just as easily have been called chaotic. If chaos had taken some leisurely time off. 

While the king still insisted they’d join him for breakfast, which remained a private affair, every day, the evening meals turned out to be held in a kind of great hall more reminiscent of what they’d expected the first time around. 

Except there didn’t seem to be a set seating arrangement. Nor a specific time by which everyone had to be assembled. 

Instead, over the course of several hours, elves and visiting dignitaries alike would drift in and out of the chamber — some choosing to stay for the entire dinner only for the chance to gain the ear of the king for a precious few minutes. 

As one of them had, quietly, pointed out on the very first day of their arrival, it appeared that the High King of the elves did, indeed, prefer to conduct his business over food. 

Today, it was, again, early morning and they’d, again, assembled in the small chamber that had proved to be one of the outer rooms of the king’s private wing. 

Most of the time these mornings were cheerful enough considering the situation they were in. The only one hardly ever joining in the actual talks was Sun, but Talenn figured that was because, after having known the fellow for nearly a year now, it was fairly well established that he was not a morning person. 

It was something of a comfort knowing that if they were ever attacked by a group of bandits early in the morning (especially if they foolishly did so before food had been offered) those people wouldn’t even know what hit them. 

If even the most gentle term of endearment from someone he actually cared for was likely to earn that someone a hostile glare and unfriendly mutterings, Talenn couldn’t help but speculate over what someone actually hostile would come up against. 

By now, he was quite confident that the Sunhawk spent a lot of the time “holding back” — an idea that their frequent sparring only served to cement further. Besides, seeing how you’d be lucky if you got a grunt of acknowledgement that early in the day (even after breakfast), threatening the guy with something sharp and pointed was not going to end well for the offending party. 

No, the Sunhawk was well accustomed to seeing sunrises, he just saw them as something you watched before you went to bed, not as a way to start your day. 

This worked well enough when he was on his own. Having to adapt to travelling with a group had been ... a challenge. This didn’t make him happier about it. 

Eventually, the voices of the others drifted past Talenn’s consciousness enough to draw him back to the here and now. Erendael, their half-elven friend, and admittedly main reason they were staying in the palace in the first place and not some guest house somewhere, had mentioned something about today being important. 

Talenn wished the fellow could just have mentioned why as well. Or maybe he had and he’d just forgotten?

‘That does sound quite ... unpleasant,’ Tazhiel said. 

The king was leaning back in his chair, quite casual now that this had become a bit of a morning routine. Though, seeing how he dressed this early, before his official day began, it was hard to imagine him as a king. 

Suppose he didn’t get many opportunities to relax around people, Talenn thought. There seemed to be a lot of that going around lately.

The tall, crimson-haired, elf had insisted that they’d all rest properly — claiming that they were exhausted after all that travelling​[**] — and had refused to hold any serious discussions for several days before progressing to small talk and, eventually, to the matters at hand. 

He hadn’t been wrong. There hadn’t been a single one among them that hadn’t been, well, wound up, was the best way he could describe it, by the time they’d finally reached Icim N’aima. 

Talenn couldn’t say it hadn’t been nice to relax a bit. Or try to, anyway. Everything kept nagging away at him inside his own mind even while he was supposed to be taking it easy. 

Today, Tazhiel had finally allowed them to begin explaining everything to him. As a result, the party was privileged to watch as a frown appeared on the elven king’s face, growing deeper and deeper the further into their tale they got. 

Eventually, Tazhiel sighed, put his elbows on the table, and rubbed at his temples. 

‘I never imagined Bestien would come to such a thing,’ he said. ‘He was quite adventurous when young, as I recall. But I... No. People can ... surprise you ... given enough time. For good and bad.’ 

‘We exchanged the Golden Arrow, father,’ Erendael said. ‘By right we should be oath-bound to the quest we pledged it to.’

‘It’s an exchange of favours, Erendael. Not a contract to bind your souls in an eternity of enslavement,’ Tazhiel told him. ‘And this thing you’ve been asked to return to him sounds much too dangerous to fall into the hands of ... well ... anyone. There are far worse out there than Bestien. Than this Council of Sorcery, even. No good would come of them discovering such a powerful artefact. No, we shall have to provide an alternative solution to this dilemma.’

‘Do ye mean to present this self-claimed King of Thieves with a fake stone, Yer Majesty?’ Kiras asked leaning forward. So absorbed was he in the conversation that he failed to notice how his long beard dipped into the soup plate before him. 

‘Yes,’ Tazhiel said. 

‘Can ye do that? That’s a mighty powerful gem that,’ Kiras said. His brow furrowed. He was no expert, but the difference between an ordinary jewel and one filled with some sort of arcane magic, like the one they’d retrieved from the shrine under the mountains to the north-east, seemed obvious.

‘Hmm... Maybe not enough to fool a scholar on the matter,’ Tazhiel agreed. He frowned even more but then nodded as he continued, ‘but those are few and far between. We should be able to craft something that will “look and behave” like the real thing, especially since we already have the object we’re attempting to duplicate in our possession.’

‘No doubt, also helped by that, according to the stories, no two Eyes are the same. Or, for that matter, the most obvious thing of all. That they aren’t eyes at all,’ someone said. 

It took everyone a few moments to realize who it was that was speaking.  

Seeing how it was the first words he’d spoken in these breakfast meetings since they’d arrived, the robed scoundrel interrupting them came as a bit of a surprise. 

Admittedly, he didn’t sound very enthusiastic about it, Talenn thought. Sarcastic on the other hand...

‘It is as you say,’ Tazhiel admitted. 

‘Quite sly for an old fox,’ the Sunhawk said. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Sun! You can’t say things like that to...’ Talenn shot out of his chair. ‘Apologies, Your Majesty.’ Talenn bowed. ‘My companion is not,’ he threw Sun a dark glare, ‘fit for conversation so early in the morning.’

‘I’m not old,’ Tazhiel protested. ‘Or a fox.’

They all noticed that he didn’t, however, deny or refute any claims as to what amount of slyness was being possessed.

‘It will take time,’ he said, instead. 

‘Which we’re running out of, father.’ Erendael sighed, spearing a toasted quail egg on a fork. 

After nearly a year’s worth of travelling, the proper breakfast had been smelling delicious. Now it made his stomach turn. 

‘The year has not yet run its full course. You still have one more full season beyond this one. There will be enough time,’ Tazhiel assured them. ‘Our first step will be to procure a suitable gem. I’ll send out my best people.’

‘Thank you, Your Majesty.’ Talenn bowed again. 

Tazhiel waved away the effort of formality as casually as one might brush off a speck of dust. 

‘This is in my best interest, too,’ he said. ‘I’m hardly an impartial observer to all this. Not anymore. That was my arrow!’
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WHILE THE MORNINGS continued to belong to Tazhiel, ever since they arrived to Icim N’aima, he demanded little outside them. And while their early days in the city had mostly been spent together, by now most, if not exactly all, were comfortable enough to walk around on their own. 

Though some still insisted on bringing a guard along, both to avoid getting lost and as an extra pair of hands. 

Not one for company, Sun had managed to scrounge a map of the city from somewhere and, usually, refused to discuss wherever he’d gone or what he’d been doing there.​[††] 

Even if the elves were far more welcoming than what he’d come to expect from the world, the recreant still preferred to keep out of sight in case this open mindedness was available for everyone other than him. 

Today, he wasn’t the only one walking the streets on his own. Erendael had a lot on his mind and it didn’t seem right to burden his family, adopted or otherwise, with any of it considering everything that was happening. So, now, here he was, wandering around, not paying that much attention to where he was going. His feet were taking him down familiar streets all on their own. 

The mid-afternoon of the city was happening all around him. Light was streaming through the small collection of trees that made up the centre piece of the tiny, round, square, where he sat down. The shadows of the branches and leaves weaved across the finely laid out stones and the other three marble benches that circled around the centre. 

Pulling one of his legs up, Erendael tried shifting to a more comfortable position. He stretched out across the bench, a book in his lap. 

It looked the perfect picture of being relaxed. The kind collector’s paid a small fortune for, hung — in big, carved and gilded, frames — over the mantelpiece and had to call all their friends (and especially their enemies) to come and admire their new acquisition. To boast of that it was painted by master so-and-so and had been obtained at great expense. The greater, the better. 

The image it painted was slightly ruined by the fact that Erendael had been trying to read the same page for the last twenty minutes. It tumbled down further by the second fact; that the entire book was being held upside down — which probably explained somewhat why he wasn’t able to read it. 

The half-elf was having trouble focusing. Every time his eyes adjusted and the text stopped shifting into bits of each other, other lines would start travelling across the page as if in a slowed down game of cat and mouse, where both cat and mouse would phase and shift through each other, sometimes to disappear entirely, only to reappear several lines later. 

There was nothing else for it. He had to admit it. He was feeling uneasy. 

Though, this was, perhaps, a far too simple a term to describe the jumble of emotions that was trying to turn those bits of his insides that hadn’t already tied themselves into knots into pretzels. 

Maybe coming back to Icim N’aima right now had been a bad idea after all? 

What he should be doing was focusing on what they needed to accomplish for their quest (a rather overly generous term for the cretinous thing). On everything weird that seemed to be insistent on dragging them all into the strangest situations and the oddest people. And, yet, all it insisted on doing right now was dredging up old memories. 

‘You’re not helping,’ Erendael pointedly told his brain after it, again, brought up yet another useless fact from the bottom of his consciousness. ‘Stop it!’ 

With a huff, the half-elf snapped the book shut. That wasn’t helping, either. He was clearly not going to get any work done or, which would have been a good second option, relax. 

Either would have been fine. Everyone deserved a small break? Right?

But, no, he’d had to run in to the last thing he wanted to be reminded of. Well, one of the last things, anyway. 

And as a result, he’d been having trouble concentrating for the past two days. It was getting ... cumbersome. Not to mention annoying. Admitting that it was even a problem wasn’t pleasant. He thought he’d left such foolishness behind him. Grown. 

Apparently he hadn’t been as successful at that as he’d thought. Adding more years to your life was apparently not enough. 

Erendael sighed again. He reached up to drag several fingers through his long, dark blond, hair. 

While on the journey, he’d mostly worn it down. It would fall over his shoulders and not see a brush in weeks. That way he’d been able to hide the pointy ears as well as their blue tips. 

Here, he felt safe, so had been diligently taking care of it. As a result it was practically shining. 

Hah. So much for safety. He scoffed. Just because some monstrosity of a golshae wasn’t going to grab your hair, jerk you back, and sink their teeth into your throat, apparently didn’t mean you didn’t get ambushed. Especially by your inner self. How inconvenient.  

‘This is clearly not working,’ Erendael berated himself for the umpteenth time that day. 

Facing off with some internal struggle, the half-elf swung both legs over the edge decisively. He stood up. 

Then, nothing more happened. He just stood there. 

It took several more minutes before his feet actually processed the idea that they should be doing something other than stand there, soaking up the strength of the city. 

Odd that, he’d never considered the city as a source of strength before. In hindsight, he’d always thought his love of the wilds, of adventure, was something he’d inherited from his mother. He’d imagined her feeling as cooped up, as trapped, in the city as he always had. 

To have learnt that not only had both his parents had crazy adventures — quite frequently together — both out in the world, but in here, within the city itself, had been a revelation. So had his mother’s love for the city. 

He wished he remembered her better. That she was more than this nebulous, protective, figure from the memories of his past. 

Now, it was as if he could feel that same feeling of protection coming from the very heart of the city itself. 

Perhaps it had always been there. Maybe he’d just never allowed himself to notice before? 

Or, possibly, he was just having a very overactive imagination right now. One didn’t necessarily exclude the other. 

And so it was that, as dusk draped itself as a cover over the shimmering city, Erendael found himself in front of a gate. It was almost as if coming out of a daze that he realized where his feet had brought him. 

Twice as tall as he was, the round gate was seamless, the joints so close that from a distance it resembled a single, ornate, piece of wood. 

Reddish in hue, it matched the shingles decorating the wall it sat in. 

How long had it been since the last time he’d stood here? Erendael couldn’t remember. A while, certainly. Too long, probably. 

Maybe it would have felt less intimidating in daylight? He doubted it. Being reminded of your failures was never pleasant and that’s what this represented. 

He wondered if he was the only one who saw it that way? There was so much from his past that was, with the fresh new eyes he’d gained over the last year alone, illuminating things he’d though had been shades of grey into a myriad of sparkling dancing lights.

Like on the main streets, there were two large, cut, crystals hidden within glass cages on each side of the gate. Ornate, with frostlike depictions of woodland creatures leaping and frolicking across the glass panes, they lent a warm light to the hours of dusk. 

Raising his hand, Erendael stopped himself before actually ringing the brass bell that hung in the small “bell house”, which would have summoned someone from the other side. He pulled back from the green, tasselled, bell pull. 

If he did this. If he rung that bell. There’d be questions. Many questions. Most of them not by the members of this household or, for that matter, asked now. 

Lowering his hand, he found that it was shaking. He consciously forced it into a clenched fist. 

No, he wasn’t going to let his feet decide for him. Erendael turned to walk away. 

He hadn’t gone far when the gate swung open behind him, emitting a group dressed in fine evening wear.

He tried backing into the passing foot traffic, only to find that the street was, aside from a few casual strollers, deserted. 

Not surprising, considering this was a side-street, not a main thoroughfare. More than that, the road itself led to a dead-end right back up against the wall of the Royal Palace. 

If anything, the movement only served to make him look more suspicious. How long had he been standing here? Had anyone seen him? 

Whatever part of his mind that was still working noticed the small things. Like, how, judging by their outfits, which hinted at being sophisticated but with the air of a light soiree rather than a formal, say, ambassadors’ gathering, the group was most likely on their way to some form of evening entertainment. 

A musical recital perhaps? Llina had liked those, he recalled. She’d always said music was the closest the mundane world came to magic.

As the name came unbidden into his mind, realization dawned on him that he was staring at the lady in question. 

Hair the colour of a pearlescent raven had been piled elegantly in curls atop her delicate looking face. Just enough for small wisps to fall down to frame large, oval, black eyes, like two pairs of onyxes set against the blue complexion of her skin. 

The recognition in them was instant. 

Erendael averted his gaze. He hadn’t meant to stare. Hadn’t meant to be here. But it was already too late. 

The lady, Llina, whispered something to her friends, who walked on ahead to stand, even closer together, talking, where the two streets met. They frequently cast glances back towards what had to be the most exciting thing to happen all day, Erendael thought. He repressed a shudder. 

‘Didn’t expect to see you again so soon,’ Llina said. Now that they were, effectively, out of earshot of her companions, the tall elf offered him a gentle smile. 

It was hard to tell if it was the question or the smile that caught Erendael the most off-guard. 

‘I—

‘If I’d known you were coming over, I would have had something prepared. I truly didn’t expect you’d have the time!’ Lady Llina said. She sounded concerned. 

Well, that was the truth, and no mistake about it, Erendael thought. But did she have to make it sound as if it was some sort of personal insult? 

He hadn’t meant to come here. He’d expected to progress further before facing her again. 

Perhaps it wasn’t the wisest choice right now to admit that. He cast about for something else to say. His brain kept on betraying him today. 

‘Why?’ he asked. 

‘Why what? Erendael?’

Erendael twitched. ‘Just why?’ he asked again. He was finding it easier to speak with each syllable. ‘Was it something I did?’

Curses of the ten tribulations, that wasn’t what he’d meant to ask. It just slipped out. Damn. 

‘I believe after everything, you at least owe me an explanation...’

‘You show up on my door step after how many years? To ask that?’ The surprise was evident on her delicate face. 

‘Is that all?’ His hands tensed again. Why was he feeling like he was being attacked? ‘All I got? I wasn’t good enough to keep ... keep ... teaching.’

‘Erendael, my beloved little pupil. You’re not making any sense.’ Llina sighed. Tucking away the swan feather fan under her arm, she reached down and patted him on both shoulders. ‘You’re a sweet child, Erendael, but you still haven’t even begun to truly master the arts, have you? Kiras still looking out for you?’

Erendael nodded glumly. So much for returning triumphantly. 

‘You might be a prince, Erendael, but that doesn’t automatically give you any great magical powers. I did my best. But some things are not meant to be. You are not an enchanter.’

‘You were...’

‘Magic is not something you can learn merely from reading a book, young one.’

‘That’s not...’

She shook her head. ‘No, child. Whatever it is that you need to learn, it can not be from me. If anything I failed you. As a teacher. As a friend.’

The Lady Llina patted his head affectionately. ‘One day you will find your teacher. Trust in the ways of the wind and it will guide you to what you seek.’
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PART OF ERENDAEL’S mind was still there, going over what his old teacher had said again and again, as he and the others agreed to go out and enjoy the warm spring day together the following morning. 

It made him a little absent from most of the conversation happening around him. He’d woken before dawn, unable to go back to sleep, and it wasn’t exactly morning by the time they managed to leave the palace, anyway. A certain someone had seen to that.

He sighed. At least that was one problem that wasn’t his to solve. That was nice. 

Walking down the carefully cobbled avenue, Ardian was directing most of his own attention to the small collection of wrappings in his hand from which he’d regularly would pick up something sticky and sweet and plop it in his mouth, chewing contently. 

For the most part the others managed to keep him from walking into anyone.​[‡‡]

This time, neither was quick enough and the young human impacted the other person with a loud ‘ouff’ from each of them. 

Ardian’s apology cut off halfway through as he looked up. His mouth opened, but no words were coming out of it. 

‘Eh, what?’ he said, blinking in bewilderment. He’d expected an elf. 

The nearly two meter tall bunny with scales running down his arms and legs, apologised, and kept on walking, only stepping aside a little to get around the group behind the human. 

To say Ardian was flummoxed was an understatement.

‘I thought elves lived here,’ Ardian stammered. ‘Not weird ... scaled bunnies on two legs.’

Talenn and Sun looked at each other. Both shrugged. They’d seen stranger things in Icim N’aima. But they didn’t know what was going on, either. 

The young adventurer’s confused expression slowly morphed into one of annoyance, as Kiras’s bass chortle washed over them all. 

‘I didn’t know that, either,’ Sun admitted. ‘But—

‘They told ye, didn’t they? Ilion and Dalan? The King? Elves are enchanters. Magic comes natural to them,’ Kiras said. 

‘What does that mean?’ Talenn asked. He was trying to tie the two pieces of information together and felt he was missing something. 

The dwarf grinned behind his beard, causing his eyes to twinkle. ‘It means most of ‘em can look any way they want to.’ 

Almost as one, the group’s eyes fell on their half-elven friend, who promptly took a step back without meaning to. 

‘So, that mean you don’t look like that?’ Ardian asked, eyes narrowed. 

‘What? I’m not using anything. I’m not an enchanter. This is how I look,’ Erendael said, defensively. He patted bits of himself, as if that somehow proved something. ‘Besides,’ he tried not sounding as affronted as he felt, ‘no one likes a show-off.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Talenn sounded confused. 

Erendael took a deep sigh and launched into a rather longwinded explanation about how, yes, most elves were well versed in enchantments and yes, a lot of them could use glamour spells to appear however they liked. But, since everyone could do it, it was mostly something you played around with as a child. 

‘So, anything we see could be, well, not what we see?’ Sun asked, looking around suspiciously, as if hoping to penetrate any spells with sheer stubbornness alone. 

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Erendael told him. ‘Anyone who truly wants to impress those around them will be far more likely to order new clothes made from exotic fabrics from distant lands or a new piece of jewellery.’

‘He’s right,’ Kiras nodded. ‘Permanent enchantments, ones that actually do change the object, or person, in question, are far more difficult.’

‘And not usually something enchanters dabble in, in the first place,’ Erendael added. ‘A wizard or, with the right tools, a sorcerer, would have a far higher rate of success with such a spell.’

‘Not the type of disguise you throw on for an evening stroll then,’ Sun said. He was still eyeing up the other people enjoying the day’s air, just like them. 

Kiras snorted. ‘Not bloody likely. That’s powerful magic. Ye’d need to be very sure what ye want, doing something like that.’

‘I’m going to guess that they’re not above using those little glamour spells to impress outside visitors, say, dignitaries from distant lands,’ Talenn said and rubbed his knuckles with his other hand. ‘That’d certainly explain why they’re always described as almost aetherial in all those old stories.’

As if elves weren’t impressive enough as it was. 

‘Is aetherial the same as ethereal or athereal?’ Sun asked.

Erendael shrugged. ‘Who knows,’ he said. ‘I think they’re just different ways people say them, but I could be wrong.’

‘They haven’t had any of those in a long time, I think,’ Kiras said. ‘Anyone allowed in these lands now, they already know what to expect. Know the elves. Know the customs.’ He took a moment to reflect over the people he was travelling with. ‘Well, most of them, I guess.’

‘Where did you vanish off while we were having lunch?’ Talenn asked, directing his attention back to Sun. ‘Did you want to buy something we weren’t supposed to see?’

Sun tried hard not to tense up and shove anything behind his back, despite not actually holding anything in his hands right now. That’d be an obvious sign of guilt. He tried to not think of the dagger he’d hidden away the moment he’d stepped out of the shop. This was not the time for that. 

‘What? Me?’ he asked instead, giving his best “I’m totally innocent” impression. 

‘Can we go back soon?’ Ardian asked. ‘My feet are killing me!’

The Sunhawk could relate. Not because his feet were hurting. But spending this much time, like this, around other people, in the middle of a city? No, the day had been long and tedious, as far as he was concerned and with only one redeeming, no, wait, make that two, redeeming features.

One of them was safely hidden away on his person. The other... He tugged at his hood, trying to avoid letting his attention wander. He was trying. He really was.  
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WALKING AROUND IN THE open and enjoying himself wasn’t exactly part of the Sunhawk’s repertoire, Talenn reminded himself later that night. He, for one, hadn’t been at all surprised when the fellow elected to return early and on his own. 

By now it had grown dark hours ago. If anything, it had to be close to midnight, Talenn guessed. If he’d been at all sensible he should have been heading to bed. To sleep. 

So why was he making his way stealthily towards the inner courtyard of the residential wing they’d been quartered in? This was a terrible idea. Probably. 

Part of him was busy scolding himself for being here. The other was practically rubbing its hands together in anticipation. In glee. 

Sun was right about one thing, Talenn thought. It wasn’t as if they didn’t have a lot of time to kill. Elven crafts masters were said to be unparalleled, but not even they could create something to imitate one of the Eyes in a day or two. It was about more than merely cutting a gem — though it had taken several days to even just locate one suitable enough. Rubies rarely, if ever, grew to such size naturally. 

The master in charge had explained that, with the right magic, a smaller one could be encouraged to grow to the required size, but it would take time. 

To be on the safe side, King Tazhiel had decided to opt for both strategies. However, a large enough gem had been found in an old storage vault before the small one had finished growing. 

What was really taking time was the careful layering of spells on the stone. They needed to be indistinguishable from the natural magic of the true Eye. 

Few could perform such magic. Even fewer of those could be found within the city. And even with them all working together, it was taking longer than expected. Certainly longer than he’d hoped. 

‘I’m not sure why they insist on going through so much trouble,’ the Sunhawk said in response to Talenn’s mumblings, startling him in the process. 

He was leaning casually against one of the support posts that held up the inner side of the atria on the second floor, facing the inner courtyard of where most of them were staying. Everyone else was currently all asleep, or he wouldn’t have been standing there so relaxed. 

‘It’s not like Bestien will be able to tell the difference.’ 

It wasn’t really a question. If it had been, he probably would have addressed it to something other than the air. 

Though, that wasn’t necessarily true. If anything, his companions had gotten used to him having conversations with nothing or a passing creature ... certainly far more than he did with most of them. 

‘Talking to yourself again, Sun?’

The voice came from around the corner, but the Sunhawk didn’t as much as flinch. 

‘Tal!’ Sun lit up, turning around. ‘I was beginning to wonder if you’d forgotten. Were you trying to sneak up on me?’

‘Unlikely,’ Talenn said. ‘Some people would never let me live that down, if I did.’

‘You weren’t followed?’

Talenn scoffed. ‘I did used to be a professional. Give me some credit at least. Or, better yet, stop being so paranoid. Who’d even want to follow me, in the middle of the night, in a palace full of elves?’

He stopped to consider what he’d just said, ‘Present company excluded.’

‘It’s hardly the middle of the night. It’s midnight. And you’d be surprised.’

‘I would be. You’re right here. And midnight is the very definition of middle-of-the-night. That’s literally what the word means, Sun.’

‘Why am I feeling insulted?’

‘I don’t know. Are you?’

‘Tal!’

‘Why did you pick this place, anyway?’

Talenn was, while keeping up his half of the not-really-an-argument, taking in the surroundings. It was familiar enough. They’d all been staying in this semi-secluded wing of the palace since they’d first arrived. All except Erendael, who had his own quarters elsewhere. 

It was three stories, the second which had an external walkway with a slanted roof that let you look down on the enclosed courtyard from above. At this hour, most of it was lit only by the minimum of lighting. 

Great for keeping out of sight, if you could see in the dark. 

Everyone was meant to be asleep — though Talenn knew for a fact that “everyone” in this case was a total of five people. Two of which were right here and he’d left Kiras still in deep discussion with Ilion, King Tazhiel’s right hand man. He wasn’t quite sure where Ardian was, but it wasn’t here and there were no servants wandering the halls. They’d only appear, at this hour, if summoned. 

Leaning over the wooden railing, he observed the courtyard below. It was really more of a garden and, despite the name, not nearly as roomy as you’d have expected. Also, the pillars holding up the walkway floor extended below, creating a border to the entire rectangular courtyard. 

He’d always seen courtyards as the empty bits of spaces in front of important buildings, like his house. If anything, this could hardly be referred to as empty. It was certainly not being “mostly devoid of obstacles”. Especially when considering the trees where some of tallest branches were waving about right up there at roof level. 

‘Not exactly what I’d describe as an ideal environment for this,’ Talenn said, one eye twitching. So many ways to get injured here. 

‘I didn’t think the open street was the best place for this, Tal. But if that’s what you want?’

Talenn rolled his eyes at the other. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

The Sunhawk shrugged out of his robe, throwing it casually on the smooth wooden balustrade
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