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CHAPTER ONE
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Those Zikila who served alongside him could sometimes be induced to speak of their comrade if you caught them in the right mood; it’s how we come by all those marvelous homilies. But I have never heard that they were willing to report how they felt about sharing him with the rest of us.

Elsewhere as a Turning Point,

Helemakos, Chief Archivist of Sel Kirara

The sun seemed undecided as it rose behind the mountains to the east, giving forth less light than it should have and less warmth. When it emerged from behind those grey and snowless peaks, it wavered at its edges. Like a heat-haze, but without the blistering heat that would have made the phenomenon make sense. 

Calix glanced over his shoulder at it once but only once: he found the sight unsettling, and there was more than enough to be worried about closer to. Would not be the sun that was tenuous, although it looked as if it were disintegrating. It was the firmament it passed through to reach them that was only half-formed. Telume had fashioned the celestial bodies, and they existed in his realm—wherever that might be—not encompassed by his sister. 

By the time the sun hit its apex, he was wishing for that early-morning ambiguity when the celestial flame hadn’t felt as if it was serving its purpose. They marched across the Zeboutash, largest desert in the world, and no sane person would complain it wasn’t hot enough. They had left behind the primal basalt pan that was Asal’s farthest eastern margin yesterday. 

He thought it had been yesterday. It was getting hard to tell. The endless plodding formed a loop in his memory, as if he had been walking across this desert forever. 

Fear, fatigue, sweat, and swollen tongue. Sore feet. The thump of boots against bare earth, armor forever tinkling: they walked in the midst of a party of thousands. 

He didn’t know that massive force was right behind them; the monsters had been amassed for days by the time he and his companions arrived at Basiu Shabela. No one knew what they were waiting for. There was no reason that they must set aside their restraint and move simply because he became aware of them, but he couldn’t help but feel pursued. 

One hundred thousand monsters, remorseless and indifferent to their own lives, whose only purpose was to cause elves suffering. Give or take. The soldiers who told him this hadn’t been able to take a headcount. 

None of them knew how long it would take to create another generation of them, either, a thought he tried to push away each time it occurred to him. They were so incomplete as beings, as if they had been fashioned by the hands of an unskilled artisan. It didn’t strike him as likely that they must breed and gestate and then raise and ween and train new monsters when deaths in their ranks depleted their numbers. 

As his party passed from the solid sheets of rock that comprised the Broken Plain, they entered a more natural desert, where plants couldn’t grow for reasons that felt comfortingly logical: intense sun and insufficient rainfall. Here, the soil was dark brown and had a clay-like texture. It was packed solid but went up in a powder-cloud if touched so that they marched in a cloud of low-lying smog generated by their plodding feet. The area wasn’t totally without vegetation; there were cacti and clumps of tough grass, bushes that had more thorns than leaves. 

Wildlife, too, which made him unhappy. He caught sight of a herd of oryx, so many foxes he lost count, once even a pride of scrawny desert lions. Whenever he saw these individuals, he cut sideways out of the throng of marching elves while his companions stepped aside and waited for him. 

Neither Chloe nor Ankhumoses complained, and he was grateful for their patience: an Oratrix existed to negotiate the exchange between elves and the world in which they lived. His people were responsible for this, even if they hadn’t done anything he was aware of to provoke their enemies. The deer he found murdered outside Kash Edil had proved the bloodlust of Elsewhere’s minions wouldn’t stop at his people or even at humans. 

The animals he spoke to were skeptical; this area was rarely trafficked, so they had little knowledge of elves. He wasn’t certain they trusted him, not to the extent that they would abandon their territory on no more basis than his say-so. He could do no more than issue a warning and left them behind with regret, praying they would rethink when they saw that apocalyptic army on the horizon. 

After each of these errands, he rejoined his companions wordlessly and received a nod from either of them. He could feel eyes up and down the column tracking him and couldn’t tell whether people were wondering why he bothered with the world poised to end or felt grateful for a fleeting glimpse of normalcy. He didn’t ask and they didn’t say. The pace was slow; everyone was weighted down by their own armor. They had rejoined the party the three of them traveled out of Basrali with and had the bison to carry their food and water, but everyone was exhausted. They had a long way yet to go. 

“Tet Ravos?”

He took his eyes off his feet and found a woman several centuries his senior walking at his side. He felt like he might have met her previously but couldn’t say for certain. It was hard to care. 

“Can we help you?” Ankhumoses asked when Calix just looked at her. 

“I’ve been talking to some of my associates. We want to send word ahead to Ivere and we agreed that you might be the best messengers.” 

“A Forerunner unit,” Ankhumoses protested. 

“Your party was accompanied by horses, and they could make more haste than the hardiest runners afoot.”

“You’re trying to save us,” Calix pointed out. “In case they catch up. This army will be killed to an individual, you want to be certain we survive.”

“Telume did not make you for this.”

“This is the very definition of trasach!”

“Why do you say so?” she retorted, making a sweeping gesture with one arm. “Five thousand people are begging this of you.”

For the first time, his sister stirred. “You must have Forerunners watching our trail, has there been any sign of movement?” 

It hadn’t even occurred to him to wonder, so fixed was the image in his mind of the army poised to spill out behind them like a cataclysmic wave. 

“Not yet.”

He heaved a sigh, sharing a look with his companions. He hated the idea, but it felt like too much trouble to go on arguing. Delephon read his opinion and earned his gratitude by saying it for both of them. “If that’s what you want.”

They followed her to the center of the column, where the animals walked in the midst of watchful elves. A handful of people joined them, tying together clusters of canteens and sacks with foodstuffs in them to sling over the necks of the horses. Calix was glad for an excuse to remove these reckless young stallions from peril and didn’t try to argue that some should stay behind in case further urgent messages needed to be carried. 

Mounting was a chore, already tired, weighed down and made clumsy by their armor. He had very little practice riding on a horse, but neither of his companions had ever tried it and were treating him like an expert. The roan he had chosen—or which had chosen him—danced beneath him before he could settle, and he slapped one panicked hand to its shoulders, the other to its hips. It was alarming, just how far off the ground he was. 

Then they were all mounted and there was no more cause to linger. They started up the column, and he realized he was tensed for a voice calling out to them. Coiled within his own shoulders for the accusation that they were abandoning these people, because he wanted for someone to say it. 

This felt wrong—it was wrong, morally speaking—but he couldn’t truthfully claim that it felt like a betrayal of his destiny. Their god had not likely made them to be killed in the middle of the desert to no purpose with a group of other unfortunates as the war was just beginning. The selfishness inherent in the thought made his skin crawl. 

They kept to a sedate pace because none of the three of them had experience and the horses themselves were even younger and less tutored. The few times Calix had ever ventured this exercise before, he had done so in company with mature horses confident in their own abilities, who had helped to keep him on their backs. He couldn’t feel the same sense of trust for these feckless young people. 

Still they quickly pulled ahead of the marching elves. More than once, he looked back over his shoulder as the army began to fall behind. If those people didn’t turn up whole and healthy in Ivere a few days after them, it would haunt him for the remainder of his days, assuming he lived long enough to be plagued by memories. 

“I can’t believe you let us leave.”

His eyes went to the elf next to him. “Please tell me it was the right thing to do.”

“If nothing else,” his sister spoke up on his other side, “someone needs to do this. We don’t know which way those creatures will go when they move, but people to the north have warning, Zadgref’s survivors are on their way. By the time someone makes it back to Basrali and takes word through the Nicodemus Path, they could be on Ivere’s doorstep. They could be inside the gates.”

He nodded, facing forward. “We can only have faith that Telume made us for better purposes than running.” 

Now Ankhumoses had twisted in his saddle to cast his troubled gaze behind them, and Calix knew they were thinking the same thing: it was hard to fathom what their god thought they could possibly do in the face of this. 

***
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THE PLAN HAD BEEN TO reassemble in Narais, where Agatha had taken ship. Isador’s task had been the easiest; at the very least, he’d had to travel the shortest distance. It took a few days to return to Tal Vyuroth after their consultation with the semosh. They didn’t push, knowing they would be ahead of everyone. Isador felt better than he probably should have in the circumstances.

You could see a long way from the slopes above the city, and he walked beside his dathan, pointing out the landmarks to her. Even from this distance, you could hear the angry rumble of Nehanish Falls. To the north, you could just perceive a glint of blinding light that was the sun striking upon the inland sea where the Randel emerged from its canyon. Galen walked on his other side, seeming more interested in the piece of grass he was chewing on. 

When they reached the city, they went straight through the pillar. Galen had told him their people were contemplating taking the Nicodemus Path down; anyone needing to get somewhere in a hurry would want to do so soon. They felt the warmth of the air before their vision cleared, noses filling with the scents of salt and sand and decomposing vegetation. 

Galen let them go through first, and while they waited for him to join them, he led Danae off to the side where she could admire the saltwater marsh, tree-spotted grassland in the opposite direction. Narais had been built upon an isthmus of semi-solid land, the human community clinging to the causeway. From this vantage, the city mostly eclipsed the water, and the walls hid the city. 

The other elf had joined them, and they made for the gates standing open in welcome. Galen stopped as they went past the pillar, telling the guards, “Our fellows will be joining us. If you want to tell them we’re waiting in the Plaza Tiashmat?”

Together, they passed down the length of the causeway, hemmed in by the human town. Through the gates, and they’d gone a few blocks before they started encountering canals. Danae had her mouth open, steps wandering, but Isador made no effort to hurry her along. The further they went, the fewer were the streets, the more plentiful the waterways, until there were frequently no frontages. 

The buildings were gaily colored, bright stone or brick inset with broad and busy mosaics. The canals weren’t crowded by boats; rather, the buildings had been constructed in rows or interlocking patterns like the walls of a hedge maze, and many of the roads were on their roofs. Bridges leapt from one block to another, stairs descending the faces of houses to reach sea-level lanes or open squares where the city’s residents might gather. 

All very pretty, but the eye would be as eager to look down as up. Beyond the brackish marsh, the water was glass-clear, teaming with marine life as colorful as it was fanciful. There was a stunning array of urchins and anemones. Sea stars the size of cartwheels hastened about their business while smaller creatures scuttled from their path. Turtles so large the three of them would have struggled to pick one up treaded water lazily while frilly shrimp picked algae off their shells, and there were more fish than seemed possible, each different from the next. 

Their destination lay on the seaward face of the city, where you could look out at the water uninterrupted. Isador had always found the sight of the open ocean unsettling, even knowing this wasn’t, and put his back to it. “Now we wait.”

Narais had less greenery than any other city, assuming you were counting only spaces above the waves where people might take advantage of it. There were no greenswards here to sit on, no trees for shade, but they’d been there half a day when people started taking note of them. Then a woman showed up with a rolled-up rug over her shoulder, a man with a pitcher of tea on her heels. It took another four days for their fellows to trickle in, and by the time they were all assembled but for Agatha, the center of the square had been transformed into an outdoor living area, comfortable chairs shielded from the sun by parasols, rugs piled high with pillows to nap on. Narais was sometimes subject to storms but was never not warm, and they dozed beneath the sun’s heat, stuffing themselves on the food the city’s people brought them. 

Everyone needed rest. Unlike his, the others’ errands had proved harrowing. Everyone was nursing sprains or even cuts—Hilary had wound up with a broken arm—because everywhere they went, they found creatures of Elsewhere waiting for them. It was hard to imagine how they might have ambushed Agatha on the open ocean, but as time wore on, he grew increasingly worried. She was the oldest among them, and the thought of all that knowledge, all that experience, going to waste in a watery grave, was distressing. 

She finally showed up as the sun was setting on the fifth day. She looked salt-stained and disgruntled, but she was in considerably better shape than many of the others. The old elf snatched a glass of tea out of Galen’s hands before he could ask for her results and took a swig. “Never saw so much as a fin. A wave met me the instant we got past Telume’s Rebuttal.” She described a motion with her free hand. “Wave the size of a mountain. Soon as we got out far enough to be more on the ocean than in the Narrows, here it came to drive us right back in.”

“Nothing should have the power to manipulate Asal like that save Asal,” Xish pointed out, looking troubled. 

Agatha shrugged, eyes turning a circuit. Isador saw the way her countenance tightened as she began to note the pattern. “Looks like everything didn’t quite go according to plan.”

“Everywhere people went, they found our enemies arrayed against us.”

Isador shot a look at Galen, annoyed that he should try to draw this out like the conclusion was less important than the process of arriving at it. “Neiasu. The maker of these monsters is Neiasu.”

She had just dropped onto a settee between Lyris and Ceres, and sat back, looking stunned. 

“It seems safe to assume he sent his minions to waylay our people, or maybe just any people digging after information, because he doesn’t want to be discovered. What he thinks we can possibly do to stop him...”

“Assuming he has the power to injure his siblings,” Aristos interjected, “he must fear that damaging them would damage him or worse.”

Agatha was nodding as she came to the conclusion they had already reached. “This is why the creatures have been heard to claim their purpose is our pain. He can’t attack his siblings physically, so he attacks what they love.”

“Small surprise his minions should be incomplete as beings,” Thais added, “since death has no power over life.”

“Did anyone get an answer?”

“We did.” Isador nodded to the man beside him. “The only difficulty we encountered was chilly weather. Lalaksha Muis was in a mood to be gracious, but she had little to tell us.”

“We finally got a bit of information about the present, but the future is still a blank.”

“Just so.” He kept to himself what the semosh had said about the god’s motivation, because he hadn’t decided what it meant and wanted to think more about it. 

“Alyssa didn’t betray us—” Phylena chopped the air curtly with one hand when half the people present opened their mouths simultaneously. “Let me get to my point before you contradict me! She’s too selfish to care how this impacts her family, so she didn’t spare a thought for us. Betraying us was just a side effect of her effort to punish Telume.”

Isador agreed but couldn’t bear to nod like the others were doing. It would have been so much easier to face this if it hadn’t been personal. Had the elf in question not been his kin, damned by her own hand but also because of him.

Nestor must have been thinking along similar lines because he turned to him, unwontedly serious. “How do you come into this? Your sister doesn’t sneeze without thinking how it might reflect on you.”

“She already felt as if we conspired against her, myself and the god,” he made himself say. “Knowing now how important she is to Elsewhere’s cause...”

“What, we’ve had it back-to-front all along about which of you is actually important?” Galen’s voice was tinged with scornful laughter, but when he saw the way Isador was looking at him, he held up his hands. Now don’t be mad, Isador thought, and had he not been so upset, he would have laughed.

“Am I the only one who ever gets tired of saying, He could have put it more tactfully, but Galen has a point?” They were mostly too grim to smile, but a wave of snorts and rolled eyes passed through them. Ianthe quirked a brow at the man, daring him to take issue with her candor, but she didn’t cling to the subject of his manners. The fact that he didn’t have any was old news. “It seems obvious you were put in one another’s paths as children, if not by who.”

“Now we know the mastermind, it’s easier to understand why cause and effect seem so muddy,” Simeon agreed, giving her a nod. 

Although Isador wished more than anything that he need not be at the center of this, he couldn’t dispute the point. From the beginning, this situation had been puzzling, and not only because creatures of Elsewhere were impossibly foreign. At any given point in time, the hand of fate could be seen to intervene in ways that were contradictory, and Telume wasn’t known for being indecisive. 

If his opponent was another god, though, that changed the equation. They were fencing wits on multiple levels, not all of which a mortal could perceive. That the gods experienced time in a different way than they did was inescapable; they weren’t going to be able to comprehend Telume’s methods by means of a chronology. 

That fate should play out one step to the next from cause to effect was a pattern you could rely on in ordinary circumstances, but that was because Telume used fate to communicate with them. There was no point if both parties weren’t able to understand the message. If he was dueling with his sibling, even the least and youngest of them, mortals had become nothing more than pieces in their game. It wasn’t that he loved them less: he was trying to save them. He wasn’t going to handicap himself in order that his campaign should make sense to them. 

“Well, Iso? You stand closer to the god than any of us, what do you think?”

He looked at Galen and wished he could refuse to speak. It would have been so much easier to credit, had the person in question been anyone other than him. “My first instinct was to be afraid when I learned what we were up against, but that’s silly. This battle is taking place on dimensions we can’t perceive, it doesn’t mean Telume isn’t winning.”

Dorcas’s lips drew back from her teeth. “You think warning these seers so they would remove you from your childhood home, so that you could be taken in by the worst possible family, so that Alyssa could do what she did, and then kill the women two hundred years later mere hours before they could explain themselves to you, was all part of his plan?”

“His plans, his brother’s countermeasures that he anticipated.” He shrugged. “We don’t know enough to tell the difference. It doesn’t mean he’s failing. If we don’t have faith in him, who will?”

Galen put a hand on the back of the neck, and it made goosebumps rise across his flesh. 

“Now you’re finally willing to be frank about this, are you going to explain the bear?”

The hand on his neck tightened. “If Isador doesn’t want to talk about it—”

He held up a hand and was stunned when the man fell silent. Everyone knew the story because all of them knew all of their stories. They assembled anytime a new member matriculated to their ranks to welcome them, and when they did, they shared the tales of their damnation. It fostered the closeness of their bond, but also prevented anyone from changing the story as the years went on, editing it into a version more flattering. They were no fit custodians of the souls of their people, did they refuse to look upon their own flaws candidly.  

Still neither he nor Alyssa had ever been completely frank about what happened on that day. Touching as it did so intimately on the actions of their god, their fellows had never been willing to demand that they elaborate. Telume had never taken so immediate a hand in all their people’s history; it was easy to leap to the conclusion that he had strong feelings about the events in question. 

“It’s very hard for me to talk about—” He shook his head, impatient with himself. “I put that badly. It’s hard to explain because I don’t really understand what I experienced. I can look back and remember ‘I was very scared of the bear.’ At the time, I thought ‘There’s a bear, I’m very scared!’ But...”

“For Telume to come to the physical plane would tax physical reality mightily,” Kairos suggested. “That could easily distort our perceptions.”

The girl behind him huffed a quiet noise of irritation. Under her breath, she muttered, “That isn’t what he meant.”

Isador wasn’t certain anyone else had heard. He cast a glance over his shoulder, nodding to the elves sitting or sprawling around them. “Well, dathan? Tell them your thought.”

Nerves made her look sick, but that wouldn’t make her back away from this. “He doesn’t mean he can’t remember, he doesn’t trust what he remembers. It wasn’t that his senses weren’t working: he wonders if his senses were being tampered with. He was looking at one thing but seeing something else.”

The others goggled, trying to picture it, but Isador gave his apprentice a pat on the shoulder. “Just so. Imagine watching someone talk, but what you’re hearing is a different person speaking, so the pitch is wrong, the timing. None of it... lines up. I don’t even know how I know the bear was Telume.” He spread his hands. 

“You think maybe he told you,” Aristos said shrewdly. “You can’t recall specifics because he didn’t want either of you to possess too much information.”

Why that might be desirable was hard to fathom; Isador didn’t have a hypothesis. He had spent a period of centuries leaning away from these memories as much as possible. For a long time, he felt confident in the conclusions he had reached about damnation and his destiny, and people had allowed him to believe what he believed. No one had challenged his conviction that he was unremarkable, and his childhood tragedies had been crafted to make him aware of it. He hadn’t realized that no one gave any credence to his theories. 

He’d never known they were convinced to an individual that unremarkable was the last thing he was. They didn’t just think he was wrong, he had learned: they believed his thought process was warped by trauma. This was insulting but also unsettling. He had spent a career dealing with troubled elves and noted how difficult it seemed to be, to discern from inside one’s own head when one was being irrational. 

He drew a deep breath, feeling the nervous way it fluttered in his chest. “Whatever the case, I don’t see that I have a choice: I have to face this.” Most of them opened their mouths, but he spoke first. “Alone. I understand this is important to you, try to understand how important you are to me. If the god has willed that my chosen course is to be snatched away from me, still to be Zikila is the only life I ever wanted. This is crucial work we do, and how many have already been destroyed by my presence in our ranks? If I am going to do this, I need to know the order will go on, whatever becomes of me. I need to know you’re out there, doing our work. Right now, I need you to be my colleagues, not my family.”

“As people have already pointed out, at a time like this, our people could use a bit of leeway.” Hilary’s tone was confident, but he yanked on his cloak as he spoke, concealing the sling that held his broken arm against his chest as if this might cause Isador to forget about it. 

“I don’t disagree, but being lenient and being absent are different things. Our people need to see us, all the more in the middle of a crisis.”

It was true, and none of them had a good rebuttal. “I can’t be the only one who isn’t okay with this!” Zenas said explosively, striking his fist in his palm. “The plan is just to send you out by your lonesome to confront a traitor, hoping that somewhere along the way, the plot of a god bent on ending us unravels coincidentally?”

“Soldiers defend the outsides of civilization,” Isador reminded him. “That isn’t our job. What has been saved, if we allow this crisis to unmake us? Everywhere we turn, humans are rising up in numbers to demand that we rethink the status quo. If our people take the pillars down, we’ll be stuck sharing the world with them in a way we never have before. I don’t know what will come of it, but it may be that none of today’s certainties will follow us into tomorrow. Who will hold our people’s hands as they rethink everything if the Zikila are not there for them?”

“You think Telume would have given him to us to raise,” Phylena said quietly, “if he didn’t trust we would let him go when the time came?”

This noble sentiment was painful to Isador, the more so when he saw how seriously his fellows took it. Although the sun had gone down and the day was failing, he stood. He couldn’t stand to go on looking at these people, knowing he might lose them soon. He walked a circle, hugging each of them fiercely, hoping it conveyed, not only his love, but his gratitude. They had accepted him at a time when he desperately needed it; that this was the profession he had always wanted was incidental to what they truly gave him, which was a place where he belonged. 

He made his leave-taking in silence. Rather than nothing to say, there was too much, so that he was choked with it. He might have left without speaking at all, but when he was done, he noted his apprentice standing uncertainly off to one side while she waited for him. He couldn’t know what would come of his decision, but a sense of doom had settled on him. He felt as if he wasn’t coming back from the quest he was about to commence, and he couldn’t fail to make accommodation for her. “If anything happens. Lyris. Would you take on my apprentice?” 

She nodded solemnly. Danae was looking at the woman curiously, doubtless wondering what had caused Isador to choose her in particular, but he didn’t stick around to introduce them. He couldn’t bear to be in their company anymore, not when he felt like he was being torn away from them. Danae and Galen came with him, both of them walking a step to the rear so as not to intrude on his pain. He almost wished they would have, so that he could focus on his anger at their tactlessness, rather than his grief. 

They never did, and he reached the pillar pristine in the bubble of pained silence they permitted him. There, he was forced to say, “Basrali.” Galen accepted the decision without speaking, letting Isador take his apprentice through the pillar first. Upon the eastern plain, it was already night, and they went in search of food, a place to lay their heads. Tomorrow would be time enough to set off in search of whatever came next. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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You err if you think of the relationship as one without contention. That He loved his courage and generosity does not mean He was pleased to see him spend them. Never forget what you owe the Chosen: he did not simply die for you, he fought for the right to do so. He was the one who was the God’s favored son, not us.

the speaker known as Insight, Prophet of the Durist Church

With threats hanging over all three of them, they quit Sandela Ur at the earliest possible moment, lingering only long enough for Myer and Selene to collect their things from their apartment. Their stay here had been so brief, they hadn’t acquired any new possessions: the chore took minutes. They had made a few tentative friends at the arena, but neither of them suggested that they’d like to say farewell. It seemed unlikely anyone would wish to speak to them; assuming anyone disagreed with Yagran’s extreme position—and it might be no one did— they weren’t going to risk losing his love themselves by defying him.  

They paid for their place by the week and they paid in advance: once they shrugged into their bags, there was nothing holding them here. Hermia didn’t even have a tote and was wearing only a lightweight jacket over her tunic and trousers. They had known her for ten minutes and hadn’t heard the story yet how she came to undertake the revolutionary reshaping of her life with zero preparation. 

They made their departure in a silence that felt ambiguous. It was less fraught than their prior leave-taking, probably because no one here was trying to hang onto them. As they descended the creaking stair, Selene was trying to decide if she cared. It would be impossible not to be frustrated—they had tried to do something and failed—but it all happened too fast for her to grow attached. It felt more like they had bounced off this community than started a new life here. 

She’d formulated the plan in the space of one sleepless night. Between the attack on the town and the Zikila’s unanticipated helpfulness, she never had a chance to form an opinion of her actions. Yagran found them, not they him, and he did so within hours of their arrival. They had invested no effort in achieving this dream, maybe that was why it felt so cheap. So small a loss, as losses went. 

The guards on the pillar eyed them skeptically as they approached, and she saw them trading looks. They seemed to be as interested in Hermia as they were the humans accompanying her, and this made Selene suspect they’d heard about the scene outside the gates. They knew this woman was a rebel, but she wasn’t acting the way rebels typically did, whether furtive or aggressive. They didn’t seem to know how to cope with it. 

The young elf stopped a few feet back, holding out her hands. While Myer and Selene linked hands with her, she told the elves watching them, “I’m taking these humans to Basrali, they want to join the war effort. I’m telling you so you can tell the Zikila where to look when my father sends them after me.”

They didn’t know how to take that, either, but they did move back so as to grant them a clear line of approach. This was Selene’s second time using a pillar, and to say she hadn’t grown habituated was an understatement: she cringed in anticipation as it drew close. A flash of light, a sense of speed, and Sandela Ur’s mist had been replaced by bright morning sunlight. 

All three of them paused once clear of the pillar, letting go each other’s hands while they blinked and squinted. There was an incredible hurly-burly going on around them, and Selene didn’t understand at first that she wasn’t in the city. When her vision cleared, she frowned at the tent city where they found themselves. 

“Thought someone said you don’t have a Nicodemus Path like right on the Front,” Myer commented. 

“The Taresav Front is hundreds of miles away.” Hermia turned, nodding her chin to indicate something behind them. “This is Basrali, it’s as close as the pillars get.”

Selene turned and was too preoccupied to pay the conversation more than half her mind. The city clung to the flanks of several stone pillars, tall and nearly vertical, as often carved into the stone as built upon it. Swaying rope bridges gave passage to pedestrians a terrifying distance above a featureless emerald plain. 

“If there’s no Nicodemus Path anywhere near, don’t that mean there’s like no human version of that part of the world? Like, the monsters are only here?”

Her eyes tracked a dot that must be a person as they traversed a bridge, heart in her throat as if it might just drop out from under them. She thought to wonder if they got much wind here, and imagining it made her sick. She regretted the lost opportunity to explore the last city, but she was content to leave Basrali to the elves. This was as close as she wanted to get to those perilous bridges. 

“Well, that’s not really how it works, is it? It’s not like there are naturally two and the pillars tie them together, they’re naturally one—”

“And they hold them apart! So, if I was to walk all that way in the human world, after a while it would just run out and I’d find myself back in the original, monsters and all.”

“Exactly.”

“Selene? Still with us?”

With a gasp, she turned her back on the city gratefully. “Honestly, Myer. You’re so interested in all of this, you’re going to have to become an elf and become a scholar or something.”

He frowned, but this was Myer: the comment made him pensive rather than offended. “The one shouldn’t be a step to the other, you know?”

She shrugged. “So where do we go?”

“Look for some more humans heading for the Front?”

They looked around, but it was elves to every horizon, not one of their people in sight. She could see roofs and chimney stacks above the tents closer-to and knew it must be the human community, but none of its residents were visible. Hermia left them in order to approach the elves on the pillar, speaking to them in Elvish. When she returned, she was making a face. “They say there are none they know of. A party came through from Kash Edil a few days ago, but they’ve already moved on.”

Before Selene could respond, she realized that one of the pillar guards had followed Hermia. “Excuse me. If I might?”

He seemed nervous, as if he found them intimidating. Myer gave him one of his friendliest smiles. “What’s up?”

“If you wish to travel to the Front, another party is leaving later this morning. If you do not insist on the company of other humans, I’m sure they would accommodate you.”

“Where is it headed?” Hermia asked. 

“Basiu Shabela, I believe.”

“Thanks for telling us,” Myer said politely. 

Once the guard had excused himself, they looked at each other. Myer shrugged; Selene flicked her eyes to the side. Hermia was watching them with a brightly inquisitive expression. When a moment passed and nothing happened, she asked, “Well? What did you decide?”

“We’re wondering if maybe you should come with us. So you have someone to take your side when the time comes.”

“You mean to champion me?” She seemed quite flabbergasted, and maybe it was because they were human and hardly knew each other. But then again, maybe it was because she could barely imagine someone might be in her corner when it came to being different.

“You say you’re not doing anything wrong, just getting to know your neighbors,” Selene pointed out. “Isn’t it all about the words you choose to describe what you’re doing? I see your point, but someone else could just as easily call it Walking Away, and that’s the kind of thing people get killed because of.”

Hermia didn’t respond, but there was a second when Selene saw something surface from beneath the cheerfulness where she kept it hidden. Awareness, she might have called it. Recklessness. The elf knew perfectly well she was rebelling, and that many would consider her actions unforgivable. However amiable she might be, she had chosen to tread the route less taken, knowing it might be a death sentence, because the path she meant to forge mattered that much to her. 

Hermia never had a chance, whether to demure or confess herself an iconoclast; her eyes went over their shoulders and her face went slack. She was stunned, and there was no mistaking the fear. Selene spun, expecting monsters. 

When she saw what had come for them instead, she retreated by a step, taking their new friend by the arm as if this could protect her. Two Zikila were walking toward them, and in the midst of her fear, she felt a flicker of disgust. In a time of crisis such as this, the fact that they would devote two of these priests to tracking down a single rebel who wasn’t hurting anyone, just because she didn’t fit into the narrow mold they mandated, was ridiculous.

Then the Zikila made to walk right past, like they hadn’t even seen them. 

“Selene? Myer?”

Intent on the men to the fore, she hadn’t noticed the young human tailing them. They stared at each other, nonplussed, and only now did the Zikila actually look at them. They had stopped walking but chose to hang back when Danae came to greet them, talking quietly to one another. 

“What are you doing here?”

Danae waved behind her. “I’m just following my master, he has business on the Front.”

“Master?”

“Isador. I’m his apprentice.”

This was, at once, shocking and totally unsurprising. There had never been a human Zikila, but Danae did nothing by half-measures. Selene had long since seen that her old friend belonged more to the elven world than the human; it had been that way since she went to talk to that magistrate. Something she had seen or felt—or something she had done—had changed the way she looked at things, including herself. 

Myer didn’t argue it either: his only reaction was to grunt. “You never find Del?”

A guilty grimace flitted across her features. “We did. Or someone else did, anyway. He’s okay. He felt like he had to go to the Front straightaway, him and Calix together of all things, and we had another matter to attend to.”

“So we can find him there?” 

Danae frowned, eyes moving from him back to Selene. “You’re going to the Front as well. To fight?” 

They nodded. 

She seemed troubled but didn’t try to tell them they should go home where they were safe. Home hadn’t ever been safe in their memory. Putting their lives at risk toward some purpose, pursing a goal they got to choose themselves, these were ends worth fighting for in their own right. That they must fight monsters along the way was just a circumstance. “Have you talked to the elves about armor and weapons?”

“We just got here.” Myer shrugged his bag up on his shoulders. “Be nice if we could meet up with Del once we’re ready.”

“I wish I could tell you where they went, but we parted ways in Kash Edil. The Zikila wanted to find out who was causing all of this but Del felt like they couldn’t wait. Which I guess I said.”

“Are you talking about the Tet Ravos?” For the first time, Hermia spoke up. “Ankhumoses? You know him?”

Her perturbation had been obvious, and all of them glanced at her. Danae made it more than a glance, and Selene watched the way her brows drew down, lips pulling back from her teeth. “Fadros?”

The Zikila approached, and Selene realized that she knew them both: before, she had seen nothing but the cloaks, the knives and swords that were the emblems of their order. You couldn’t fail to recognize Isador, though, with his spooky white hair and startling blue eyes. The elf that hovered at his side, manner proprietary, was the rude one who had been in such a temper when the Nicodemus Path got broken. Both of them were watching Hermia, and Selene judged their gazes predatory. 

“Hello, young elf.” 

It was Isador who made this overture, and Hermia’s eyes went to him, hands rising and clasping. It was like they could tell just by looking at her that she was different; it was like Danae could as well. When Hermia faced off against her family, she had been proud, committed to her course, but her demeanor now was desperate. Even apologetic. “Zikila, I don’t want to be bad. I don’t want to commit nor edeir. I just, I feel like I don’t fit, I never have! I thought maybe, in the human world, I won’t always have to feel like an outsider!”

A crowd had begun to coalesce around them, elves stopped at their chores to watch in breathless interest. The elf with green eyes made to retort, and there was a shadow of anger in his posture that told you his opinion. But then he checked. His attention was on the smaller man beside him, distracted by his hesitation. “Isador?”

“I do not know that we can refuse to consent.”

“How is this not Walking Away?”

“Have we not agreed long since that elves who do so with no malice because they simply need more space aren’t worth bothering over?”

“I long since decided not to fight with you about it, because it didn’t seem to matter: no one was getting hurt. To say that I agree is an overstatement. Anyway, this situation isn’t comparable. If elves like this,” he made his hand a knife, thrusting it at Hermia, “are allowed to run amok, held to human standards—”

“She will be accountable to humans for transgressing human laws, and if she never violates them, what cause have we to complain that she violates ours?”

The other elf frowned, unconvinced. 

“Right now, in Ivere, a group of humans are becoming elves.”

“That’s different!”

“Because our way is the right way, which those humans have come to understand, and reaching the opposite conclusion is indefensible?”

The green-eyed Zikila tossed his head, and he might as well have simply said: Yes, of course that was what I meant. “How can you be easy with this?”

“I did not say I am. But is it not our job to convey the will of the gods, not ours?”

“An interesting time for you to remember it.”

Isador’s eyes narrowed, and Selene held her breath. These people killed people who disagreed with them, but she had no idea what might happen when they disagreed with one another. “This girl was poisoned by Telume at whatever remove: it was the hand of fate that brought her to that place.” He placed a hand on Danae’s shoulder. “The Lord of Light can’t control her body, though, only the choices placed before her. That she survived can only be the work of Asal. And that she came back to us with this ability, to look upon the god, to see him like we do...”

“You conceive of her fate as a conversation between them.”

“If you contemplate our experiment with the semosh... How else might I take that, but as permission, however grudging?” 

His fellow grunted. 

“On more than one occasion, creatures of Elsewhere have been heard to claim their purpose is our pain. But when they first attacked, it was humans who were massacred. If his grievance is with his brother, why hurt his sister too?”

“If not because she has taken sides,” the other Zikila finished. “And this is her price. That certain assumptions be reevaluated, that the world become slightly more complicated.” 

Isador spread his hands.

“What a horrible thought!”

To Selene, it sounded lovely, and she was reminded of the conversation they observed in Thesra. The conviction of the Zikila as a group that this particular elf stood even closer to their maker than the rest of them. It was shocking that he should make himself the champion of humans even reluctantly, and she wondered what it meant. He presented his position dispassionately, as if he were reading from an instruction manual, but she looked at that streak of blood on his left cheek and felt uncertain. 

“You think the gods are telling you to take down the walls between us,” Myer said slowly. “Decide for ourselves who we are and what that means.”

“If the pillars come down, we will be forced to share this world in a way we never really have before. We will no longer be able to ignore one another’s truths. Do we become one people, or more than two?”

A cloud drew across the sun, and Selene’s chin jerked up. The light’s quality felt strange, and her breath caught in her throat when she realized there wasn’t a cloud in the heavens. The sun looked broken, as if a piece had been taken out of it, and a fearful sound slipped out of her. 

From all sides, she heard similar cries, both close and in the distance. 

“Fadros? What is it?”

It wasn’t just Selene and Myer who were stunned: the elves were staring at the sun with equal disbelief as the encroaching dark mass ate more and more of it. “It’s an eclipse,” the white-haired elf answered, sounding dreamy. “But that’s impossible! There shouldn’t be an eclipse for another fifty years! It’s not as if this is an undiscovered science.”

The elf at his side turned his chin down, and his face was pensive. When he spoke, his voice was pitched to carry. “The celestial bodies are his servants. If they have changed their schedule, it can only be his will.”

Myer had been present for that conversation too, and he was the one who suggested, “You think your god is trying to make a point. This guy is his like chosen one, we need to listen to him.”

The elf in question couldn’t be more astounded, and his head had drawn back as if he were trying to distance himself from the idea. The elves observing them were leaning in to talk to one another behind their hands, and she found their demeanors interesting. They were troubled, thoughtful, and she felt as if she had finally caught sight of something. 

Elves didn’t think they were better than humans; they thought they knew valuable truths about how best to live, secrets humans missed, but not that they were inherently more precious as beings. She felt like she knew enough about them to be certain. Their god, though, was another matter. Humans were nothing to Telume; he’d had no hand in bringing them into being, save to create the cosmos they later infested. 

Then contemplate how they brought themselves to his attention: by waging war against his people. If that felt recent to the elves who lived through it, how must it appear to a being as old as existence? If ever he gave them a chance to earn his love, it would only be grudgingly, under the pressure of outside forces, at a time when something he actually cared about was on the line. 

“It isn’t as simple as you say. We have to participate.” She hadn’t meant to speak the words aloud and was mortified when everyone looked at her. She had never been entirely convinced the gods were real—she wasn’t certain that had changed—but it was just so obvious. “The only reason he ever had to even care that we exist, we won’t have endeared ourselves to him. You can say what you say about the goddess, but it’s still his game. If humans want paradise, each individual soul is going to have to work for it. He isn’t just going to wave us in unconditionally by virtue of existing. If the goddess likes choices as much as you claim, she isn’t going to have a problem with there being caveats.”

The elf who was Danae’s mentor was looking at her, eyes tight like he was seeking to see inside her. When she finished speaking, he sighed. “I fear you may be right that Telume is skeptical. How you may prove yourselves to him without following the path he laid out for my people...” He shook his head. “I don’t know, I can’t speak to being human. I negotiate his relationship with elves, but it will fall to you to find your own rapport with him.”

The sun was now completely hidden, and it wasn’t that it was dark, so much as that the light felt off-kilter. Like looking at the world with one eye closed, so there was a sense of skew difficult to define but dizzying in its pervasiveness. A silence settled on them, ringing like a bell, and Selene understood that everyone felt like this was happening for them. To make a point. Everyone in the world must be able to see it, and it was foolish to be so certain this precise conversation was the event the god had singled out so spectacularly. 

But when the moment passed and the obstruction began to drift off center, she realized that her breath was held. “So that’s it,” Myer said beside her. “The bargain’s struck, and we know now Telume is watching. Willing to weigh our souls if we ask, provided we prove ourselves.”

Selene glanced at him and couldn’t decide which was less rational: giving credence to this omen or disputing it. Even if what Myer said was true, they had yet to figure out what they might possibly do to cause the god to look favorably on them. It was a distressing thought. She hadn’t given much thought to her soul up to this moment because she had been pretty certain it didn’t exist. Her childhood hadn’t taught her to believe in wonder.

She had seen things lately, though. Monsters, yes, and also miracles. Astonishing magical marvels that called her perspectives into question. She planned to hang onto the cynicism she learned from Cleatus and her family because it struck her as a realistic measure of the human condition, but the truths she soaked in as a child were only part of a much larger picture previously hidden. 

This war and leaving home were just steps, she realized now, in finding her way. To a world of wonder and to Telume.

***
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THEY QUIT BASRALI WHILE the day was still young, and Danae didn’t want to. There was something wrong with Isador, something more than the immense pressure he was under. Something worse than the psychic pain that was his doubt. She had seen how hard it was to part ways with his fellows in Narais, but this was new; it hadn’t been there yesterday. It was as difficult to describe as it was to ignore, like the strange quality to the sunlight when that unscheduled eclipse rode the sky. 

Or maybe she only saw the correlation because she was afraid they were connected. 

Her friends had laid claim to that stunning event, seeing in it portents of a different tomorrow for humanity. That didn’t make sense to Danae. If Telume was being forced to acknowledge their people existed, still it wouldn’t be important to him. It was silly to suppose he would move heavenly bodies out of schedule to impress upon them the seriousness of an endeavor he didn’t care whether they bothered with and was consenting to only grudgingly at the insistence of his sister. 

As for the notion that he wanted to make a point about the special place Isador inhabited, in his heart and in his plans, why would he? Shouting was something you did when you felt like people weren’t paying attention to you, and when had that ever been the case for Telume? In what circumstances might he conceivably have learned about the frustration that came partnered with impotence? 

She wasn’t certain it made sense, the fear that she was feeling. She barely knew how to conceptualize her misgiving. They traveled in company with another fifty elves, though, from young adults whom she thought of as her age to people in their sixth centuries. And she was pretty sure they sensed it too. 

By then, she had spent enough time with Isador to have some sense how elves ordinarily interacted with members of his fellowship, and it wasn’t this. People were charged like skittish animals, twitching and fidgeting, looking over their shoulders frequently. She would have said they didn’t know what was bothering them, either, but they certainly felt it. 

She couldn’t tell that Isador had noticed and feared to make his situation worse by alluding to it. He was withdrawn, walking slightly off to one side of the main group with his eyes fixed on an internal landscape. She noticed that Galen had taken his hand, and he let the man hang onto it, but he never addressed a word to them. Unlike the rest of their party, there was a stillness to him, as if he alone were unaffected by the inchoate intimation of immense energy that made the rest of them so nervous. He was the eye of the storm, this power his aura. 

Galen looked up suddenly, meeting her eyes. She couldn’t read the expression on his face, but the directness of his gaze was challenging. Even threatening. She jerked her eyes away, not meaning to, and sucked in a shaking breath. She didn’t know what she had done to provoke him, but Galen didn’t strike her as the kind of person who needed a reason. 

The exchange woke Isador from his reverie, and he put his attention on her. “Do your people still tell stories about warfare? Once upon a time, it was something humans gloried in.”

“Oh?”

“If we call the Tenjuren Wars one incident for the sake of brevity, it was the only large-scale conflict our peoples ever waged against each other. Still you often fought with one another. Over borders, over resources. Even
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