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            Chapter One

          

          Eriis

        

      

    

    
      Rhuun covered a yawn with his hand, sat back, and tried to track the events of the previous day; after a year and more of living without her, Lelet showed up unexpectedly as part of the delegation from Mistra. With one look at her face, the idea that he’d ever stopped loving her revealed itself for the bad joke it was. What did she want? Was she his enemy? No, instead she was desperate for his help. She had something to tell him. But she looked at him like it was something he wouldn’t want to hear.

      The party to welcome the humans to Eriis had started with insults aimed at his absent mother and finished with Lelet—again and always. She needed to speak to him privately. No, how could he be alone with her? But how could he refuse? Yes. Yes.

      He must remember to thank Zaii for stepping in and asking awkward questions—although it was a glaring breach of protocol—because it was Zaii who sifted the sand to find the truth. Thanks to him, they learned their separation had been based on a lie. She loved him after all and spent the whole night proving it. And as if that wasn’t enough to shatter his heart with joy, Ilaan appeared out of nowhere and seemed ready to set aside his anger. The fact that his friend’s news was dire and Rhuun’s life was, once again, in mortal danger barely registered. And now the three of them were together in his living room, having coffee.

      Rhuun was feeling pretty good about things, on the whole.

      Ilaan, as always, could see right into his heart. “You seem awfully happy, considering your position.”

      “My position? Probably no worse than this time yesterday. In fact, I’d call it a good deal better.” Beyond having Lelet back by his side, other than Ilaan coming home to him, Rhuun supposed there were a few things he’d have to attend to. “We know about this Auri, for instance.”

      Auri. Who in the space of this one conversation had gone from his rival, his replacement, Lelet’s ‘good, honest man,’ to the puppet of Yuenne: Ilaan’s father and Rhuun’s oldest, first enemy. No, Auri wasn’t a good man in the least, but a liar and a dangerous adversary.

      “Thanks to you,” added Lelet. “We really are grateful.” Despite her words, she looked like she wanted to set something or someone ablaze. Her hands twitched and sparked. She turned to Rhuun. “What are you going to do?”

      “I think it’s more a question of what the two of us intend to do.” He paused. “Auri wants to kill me. I think I’d prefer he didn’t. He wants you, and that’s out of the question. He wants the High Seat of Eriis. Apparently he’s under the impression they’ve removed the ‘being from Eriis’ clause. As much as I’d love for him to have a whack at it, I feel like we’d better stop him there as well. What else was there?”

      “Well, your mother.” Lelet poured herself another cup of coffee.

      “And your uncle,” said Ilaan. “What is it with your family?”

      Ilaan wasn’t wrong. His mother had lied to force them apart and handed the crown to his uncle, his strange and distant Uncle Araan, whose desires remained obscure. “Um, I believe we can also throw your father into the mix, speaking of families.” Ilaan looked away, and Rhuun wished he hadn’t spoken. Things were better between them, but they weren’t good. “You mentioned a plan?”

      Ilaan smiled. “It’ll be terribly unpleasant for both of you and mainly works to achieve my goals. Just so we’re clear.” Rhuun placed his hand over Lelet’s, and they shared a worried look. “I’m thinking we’ll need to start by having the ambassador travel back to Mistra with the negotiating team. That was Auri’s idea, wasn’t it? That Beast, here, helps your brother?”

      That was Auri’s idea exactly—that Rane, accused of the murder of a young demon woman, might be helped by the very person Auri wanted to kill. Rane might be the bait, but if Auri was working with Yuenne, he must know how difficult killing a demon would be. Rhuun couldn’t fathom how Auri thought he might manage it. He did want to help Rane, though, if only to make Lelet happy. And he wanted to see the dead demon woman. How did she even get to Mistra? Who was she?

      “You want to play along, is that it?” Lelet asked.

      “To start.” Ilaan nodded. “So he should think he’s pulling the wagon, as you humans say.”

      “We don’t actually... Never mind. Go on.”

      “All eyes must see that you two are as far apart as you were when you walked through The Door. Barely on speaking terms. It’s only for the great regard Rhuun holds for your sister Scilla and your family that he’s agreed at all. And of course, there’s the matter of the dead woman.” Ilaan scratched his head. “I’m honestly pretty curious about that, myself.”

      “I have to pretend I still want to be with him. With Auri.” Lelet looked ill. “That I begged you to help and you finally agreed but that you don’t want to have anything to do with me. That I groveled. He’ll like that part.”

      “How, exactly, does this help you with your father?” Rhuun asked. He wasn’t ready to examine the details of Lelet going home to Auri, because that led to Auri’s house, and in that house was a room with a bed in it. He’d think about it later.

      “The more you two suffer, the more at ease Auri and my father become. The easier to snare him.” He looked at the two of them, wide-eyed. “Certainly you don’t think I’m taking any pleasure in all of this?”

      He wondered if Ilaan took pleasure in anything, these days. Grief and anger swept his friend’s heart since Niico died, and despite his coming here to help them, Ilaan still blamed him. If he hadn’t been convinced he needed to look after me, Rhuun thought, he might have saved Niico’s life. Might have. Rhuun cleared his throat. “Moving on. We go back to Mistra. She goes back to his house. I’ll need accommodations if I am to do...um...whatever it is an ambassador does.“  He looked at Lelet. “Any ideas?”

      She was still watching Ilaan through narrowed eyes. “Quite a few.” She set her cup down. “I’ll maintain this fiction and give Auri no reason to think I’m not still dangling on his string. I think we ought to let you set yourself up in town through the Guardhouse. We can even start this performance at the negotiation session with the Guardhouse. You can ask them outright to help you, and we’ll sit at opposite ends of the table and glare at each other or something.”

      “Can you keep this from Scilla?” asked Ilaan.

      Lelet frowned. “She’ll be absolutely furious when she finds out, but yes. What about you?” she asked Ilaan. “What’s your role?”

      “I’m working on something.”

      She crossed her arms. “And it is?”

      “In its early stages.” Ilaan fiddled with the cuff of his robe.

      Lelet snorted. “You don’t have a plan at all, do you? You’re just hoping something happens you can use, and you want Moth to suffer.”

      He looked up at her. “A Door without blood.”

      “A what?”

      “I intend to open a Door without using his blood.” He jerked his head at Rhuun. “To spare him La Naa because he’s suffered enough. Does that sound like a plan to you? You’re welcome.”

      Rhuun leaned forward. “That would be everything. You could go anywhere—everywhere. Without a mage or a knife or me. You could go from anywhere on Eriis to anywhere on Mistra. I’m obviously coming out in favor—and so are my arms. How... Who came up with this? How does it work?”

      “Mother Jaa gave me the idea. She taught me to think about shimmering and Doors in a new way. I’m still learning the mechanics. I actually don’t know if I can do it. I think so, but I have a lot of work to do.”

      To Rhuun, Ilaan looked confident, despite his words.

      “And when you can, you’ll retrieve your father.” Lelet nodded slowly. “I assume he’s in hiding? He can’t very well walk the streets—” She turned pale. “If Yuenne is alive...”

      “I’m sorry,” said Ilaan. “I knew you would ask. I haven’t seen Thayree. I’d tell you if I had. Remember, there’s only a sliver, that I have seen. It doesn’t mean she isn’t alive.”

      Lelet took a deep breath. It was no secret that the disappearance of the gifted little girl still weighed on her mind, morning and night. “Thank you for that. I trust you’ll keep looking? And once you know where your father is—”

      “I have a pretty good idea of where to find him. But it’s up to you to keep Auri placated, because if he has suspicions, he’ll go straight to Yuenne.” He glanced at Rhuun. “They might try to go after the ambassador then and there, if they think you’re working against them.”

      “They can try,” said Lelet. Her eyes turned hard and dark, and then the moment passed.

      “I may not be the most gifted demon ever born, but this Auri is just a human.” Rhuun looked at Lelet. “He isn’t bigger than me, is he?” She smiled and shook her head. “There you go. So yes. Let him try.” He’d already decided that one way or another, he and Auri would have a conversation.

      “How will we stay in touch?” asked Lelet.

      “Um, that’s a thing.” Ilaan screwed the lid back on the coffee container. Their reunion was apparently over. He rose, preparing himself to leave them. “I’m working on it. I’m afraid you must trust me.”

      “Do we have a choice?” asked Lelet.

      “Of course we trust you,” said Rhuun. “Of course we do.”

      But Ilaan was already gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Eriis

        

      

    

    
      Since he’d performed the rite of Silk and Bone and set Niico’s spirit free, Ilaan often found himself in private conversation with his dead lover. It was a weakness of his wits to pretend there was still some sort of link between them, between the path of life and the other, darker path. But it brought him comfort, and he was wise enough to know he needed at least a little of that. Most of the time Niico gave him encouragement and advice and reminded him that he was strong enough to achieve his dream of Doors without blood. Most of the time, Niico had smiles and kind words. Not this time.

      “I noticed a couple of missing pieces in your conversation with Beast and Maaya.”

      Ilaan paused at the entrance to his room at the tents, slipped off his sandals and set them on the mat, and pulled aside the door—the silken flap—and went inside. He hung his traveling robe on its hook. “You shouldn’t eavesdrop. And since there’s no more need for a masquerade and she doesn’t need to pretend to be a demon, she isn’t Maaya anymore, as you know.”

      “And Yuenne isn’t Yuenne anymore, as you know. But they don’t.”

      “If you’re going to try to make me feel guilty, you might as well leave.” Ilaan flopped onto the pile of cushions that made up his bed and waited for the reply. Certainly Niico would have something clever to say. It was as if he’d made a record of everything Niico had ever said since they were children and now his mind found the right one to read back to him. But this time there was no reply, no clever remark. He felt a sliding panic in his chest, even though Niico wasn’t really there. “I didn’t mean it,” he said. “Please don’t leave.”

      “Leave you? When I’ve barely started to tell you that you’re being foolish?”

      Difficult Niico was vastly superior to no Niico. “I have my reasons.”

      Niico laughed.

      That laugh, imagine never hearing that laugh again. “I’ll bet you do. You think you aren’t done punishing him. Am I close?”

      “If anyone deserves punishment, it’s my father. If Lelet discovers the man she’s been sharing a house with all these months is Yuenne, not funny old Uncle Jan, she’ll waste no time in administering justice herself. She cannot have that privilege.”

      “That may be true, but that’s not the real reason. When your thoughts are white with anger, you speak your father’s name. But it’s Rhuun you see in your heart.”

      “It’s because of him you aren’t here. Because of him I have to pretend to hear your voice. What do you think I should do? Act like none of it ever happened?”

      There was a long silence. The wind soughed through the tents, the silk made a shuf-shuf-shuf sound as it rippled in the wind, he could hear the low, indistinct voices of people all around him. “I know what you’re thinking. It wasn’t Beast who sent you away. Who killed you. I could have let him go have his adventures without me. I could have come back and made sure you were safe.” He sighed and raked back his hair. “I thought you’d be fine. And I knew he wouldn’t be.”

      “It’s not too late. You could still tell them about Yuenne.”

      “No, shani. Let’s not argue. They know enough. They know Beast’s in danger. Again. And this is his chance. This time he can do it without me. And then...”

      “You’ll be even?”

      “Of course not, not while Lelet lives. Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t wish that on him. Or her, for that matter. But I’m giving him a chance to save his own life. Then, perhaps, I can be his friend again.”

      “When he finds out what you haven’t told him, he may not want that.”

      “I...” That was impossible to consider. Nothing would be as it was, of course, but they would be as they were, Ilaan and his Beast. It hadn’t occurred to him that Rhuun might feel otherwise.

      “You.” Niico’s voice was warm but far away. “Go practice, you. You can work it into your forthcoming apology.”

      “I hate practicing,” Ilaan grumbled.

      There was no reply. Niico was gone for the time being. One day he’d be simply gone but not this day, at least.

      And Niico, or the part of his mind performing as Niico, was correct—he had work to do. Ilaan rolled off his bed to retrieve the stones that helped him focus. He kept them out of sight and free of dust under a large red-and-blue silk scarf. Lelet—Maaya—had left it behind, and he’d adopted the bright thing after she’d cast it aside. He tossed it on the bed and lifted the battered brass-and-wood tray, with its collection of bits and chunks of stone, onto the low table in the corner. It was heavier than it looked.

      The practice Mother Jaa had worked out with him was wordless but not passive. He carefully moved his orchid plant in its little blue pot away from the tray, reminding himself he needed to water it soon, then adopted a low crouch—heels down, knees up—and set his fingertips on the tray. This helped form a conduit between Eriis, the stones, and his mind. Now the difficult part: turning off the constant river of thought, memory, feeling, touch, sound—the million ways he might be distracted. He closed his eyes tightly and then opened them, looking only at the stones.

      Slowly, they began to glow. It was difficult not to jump ahead and worry over how he still hadn’t quite gotten the trick of it, opening that Door to Mistra and stepping through it. He could open The Door and peer through it fairly consistently, which was how he’d found his father conniving with Auri to begin with. He could go anywhere on Eriis that he could conceive of—his visit with Beast and Lelet bearing coffee that morning proved that out. But the last piece of the puzzle was having a physical presence on the other side of The Door. The more he chewed on it in his head, the less chance he had of success. He took a breath and blew it out, and in his mind, he used Mother Jaa’s broom to sweep the distractions away.

      He watched the rocks and let his eyes unfocus, set down the broom and followed the unfolding map of mental pathways and alleys. He leapt from roof to roof, climbing down a trellis, opening a window, and putting one foot then the other carefully through, until he was standing on a thick rug. It looked soft and inviting, but he couldn’t feel it, and his bare feet left no indentation. The room blazed with everyday color. Out the window, the sky was blue. His little silk walled room in the tents drifted away. He was in Mistra, in Auri’s house.

      As usual, the pressure built in his head. When it turned into pain, it would be time to leave. He’d never experienced anything like a headache before this project—like the rest of his people, he rarely felt anything like pain at all. Like the rest of his people with the exception of Beast, of course.

      And while a headache was still enough of a novelty to be interesting, he was starting to dread it. Having a pain in his head made him think of Beast having pain all over, all the time, often thanks to he himself, and he pushed that notion away.

      He got his bearings. The room—some sort of library? —was empty. As usual, the first thing he did was look for his father. The second was to look for a little girl, any little girl. He strongly suspected Thayree was here, but as yet, he hadn’t seen her. At least he’d been that honest. Next, he looked for himself in the large mirror over the fireplace. Nothing. He tried to lift a pen off the hulking, dark wooden desk. His hand passed through it. When a door opened and a servant went through on her way to a corridor on the far side of the open, airy space, she never glanced his way. He was there but not there. For now, it would have to do.

      He’d been mapping the house, and this was actually a lucky break since he wasn’t sure if he could walk through a closed door. He quickly followed the girl through the door she opened, and took careful note of the layout: how many windows on either side, the length of the hallway, and the unusual door at the end of the hall. While the others appeared to be slabs of wood, usually fitted with brass doorknobs and keyholes kept polished by the staff, this one was a sort of dull gray metal inlaid with palm-sized bricks of glass, through which came a soft, greenish light. The doorknob shone in the same tarnished silver and was in the elaborately worked shape of a flower, with the leaves and stem extending up and down, flowing around the glass blocks. It was extraordinarily pretty. He wondered if he could try his hand at transforming something like it back home and waited impatiently for the girl to find the right key on her large ring.

      The wait was worth it. The room was made entirely of glass and was full of plants. Real plants, not transformed plants. Even though he couldn’t touch or interact with them, he could smell their intense, green fragrance—he’d never smelled anything on this side before and was gratified at the development. He was getting better at this.

      At the same time, a bolt of pain shot through his right eye, and he clapped a hand over it with a gasp. As the sensation receded, he took a long, shuddering breath and looked down at his hand, blinking through tears; no blood. He still had some time. The room, bigger than his own little house during his exile in the Quarter, had to be two stories tall, and trees with fronds like feathers brushed the glass roof. Like the long black feathers of his wings, that’s what they look like. He was pleased to recognize some cousins to his own orchid and marveled at what, if he took good care of it, he might expect. The flowers were of every color and an infinite variety of shapes.

      Ilaan was so entranced by the masses of blooms he failed to notice that the servant, having selected a small pot of yellow flowers, closed the door behind her, locking him in. It must have been the bright colors, the closeness of the space, the damp air that worked to make the pressure in his head worse. He hated to leave this peaceful retreat, but he supposed now he could find it again. Imagine actually occupying such a space, touching the flowers, even drinking from the tiny fountain set into one wall. He placed his palm flat, but the trickle of water ran through, not over, his hand.

      He blinked against the pain flaring again in his head, and when he felt moisture on his face, he knew it was his own blood and that it was time to go. He retreated back into the maze of alleys and broad avenues in his mind, until the pain let up enough for him to open his eyes.

      Ilaan was back in his room in the tents. The back of his hand was damp and tacky from wiping away the nosebleed, but the flow itself had stopped. He drank some water and sat with his head twisted all the way to the right. It seemed to ease the pounding behind his eyes, and finally, he felt like himself again. He reached down and flipped a corner of his rug back, scooped up a little sand, and transformed it into water for his own orchid, which had sprouted a strange, leafless stick, like a slender green finger. He hoped it wasn’t sick. Could plants get sick? Next he reached for his notebook and added to his map of Auri’s house in Mistra. Beast would need to know the layout, soon enough.

      He thought Niico would approve.
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      It was time to go.

      They’d said goodbye to Ilaan, one rather devoid of warmth on Ilaan’s part.

      “So, we start now? Pretending I don’t love you?” A stupid plan, Lelet thought. No, one more in an ever-growing list of stupid plans. She hated this one particularly.

      “We have until you leave this room,” he replied. “You can love me up until lunchtime. That’s when the first session starts.”

      She stared up at him for a moment. “I never know if you’re trying to be funny.”

      “Are you laughing? Perhaps on the inside? No? Well, that was definitely not a joke.”

      That did make her laugh, a little. She took his hand and led him back to bed, and even if his attempts at humor fell flat, the sight of him, his arms around her, his kiss—that made her positively vibrate with delight.

      “Shani?” He rubbed her arm. “I think you fell asleep just now.”

      “Oh lord, I’m sorry. I can’t keep my eyes open. Can we just...”

      He made a soft, purring sort of noise and pulled the quilt over them

      Later, he said, “We have another few minutes, surely.”

      And so she lingered. But by now it was fully light and people would be about, and she had to go.

      Lelet carefully clothed herself and styled her hair to indicate neither had been disturbed overnight and kept her jaw clenched and her eyes on her sandals as one of the house guards escorted her back to her suite. She left the young man with a curt nod in the hallway, shut the door, and leaned her forehead against it, closing her eyes. Their nap had only lasted maybe an hour, and the first session would begin shortly, whether she was rested and ready for it or not.

      “What happened? Are you two back together?”

      She turned, startled. “Scil, what are you doing in here?” From the looks of it, her sister Scilla had camped out in her room overnight. “It’s none of your business. Have you been here all night? Go back to your room, you have to get ready—”

      Scilla laughed. “Nice try. Tell me everything. Wait, that’s nasty. No, just jump to the end.”

      Lelet scrubbed her face with her hands and yawned. “I’m too tired to get into it right now, but Moth has agreed to come back and look into what’s happened to Rane.”

      “Oh, excellent. I knew he would. Now you can get rid of Auri.”

      She sat on the bed next to her sister. “I know this is hard for you to understand, but I am with Auri. I am not getting back together with Moth. That’s not going to happen. I know you don’t like Auri, but I am asking you to set your feelings aside until we get home.”

      Scilla’s eyes widened and her mouth set in an angry line. “I don’t believe you.”

      Lelet took Scilla’s hands between her own. “This is too important for us to fight about here and now. I will let you yell at me and call Auri whatever names you’d like once we are back on Mistra. But these people—Scil, you know this—they will look at how we behave with each other and judge us, and we have to present a united front. I am begging you, let it alone for now. Can you promise me you’ll do that?”

      Once Scilla had agreed to live with Lelet’s “stupid decisions, and I still think you’re lying” for the time being, Lelet locked the door and tossed her robe over a chair. She turned to the dryroom and stood with her hands on hips for a moment, examining the faint purple rings under her eyes in the mirror. She wondered if anyone would be able to tell that between yesterday and now, her heart had begun to beat again. She thought of the time they’d wasted and wanted to cry, but instead, she took a breath, pulled the washcloth off the large bowl of lukewarm water, and plunged her whole head in. She stood with her eyes shut as the water ran off her hair and down her sides, pooling on the black, gold-flecked stone floor. It wasn’t exactly refreshing, but it was far better than nothing.

      Once she’d found the Eriisai version of soap and gotten herself acceptably clean, she changed into her second-day-on-Eriis dress, a subdued russet-shaded linen sheath. It was lightweight while still maintaining structure, perfect for the woman who wanted to not drown in her own sweat while still looking business ready. It also echoed the color codes most demons still lived by, being somewhere between the royal family’s scarlet and the working-class uniform of drab rusty tan. One last look in the mirror and a final twist on her damp braid, and she was ready. The house guard—a different one, a young woman this time—led her to the meeting room. She again tried to ignore the stares.

      I will not betray Moth today, she told herself. I will show them all a face that says I am only worried about my brother and eager to return to my home and to Auri.

      Finally, there they all were at the table. She ran her fingers along the grain. To her eye, it looked like real wood, although she was hardly an expert. The human delegation from Mistra—the two Brothers Maron and Clare chosen because of all the people at the Guardhouse they had the most familiarity with Eriis; Scilla of course, because they wouldn’t be here without her; Olly, who was supposed to keep an eye on Scilla; and Lelet—lined up on one side, with a shallow floral centerpiece carefully placed between them and the demon delegation. Lelet wasn’t sure how they picked the people on the other side of the table any more than she was confident she understood how marriage between Eriisai was related to their having children or how certain families were chosen to move from one house to another. Like so many things, it simply seemed to be understood.

      Moth, as the newly appointed ambassador was present, and his mage Coll and first assistant Zaii—that made sense. And Calaa was Moth’s secretary, or so she’d been told. Lelet reminded herself to keep one eye on Calaa. But there was an elderly man—from his faded and worn robe, he seemed to be one of the outside the Arch folk—along with a younger woman in rather nicer clothing, but Lelet didn’t recognize her and they weren’t introduced. Maybe they were observers?

      Lelet fidgeted in her seat—this, she felt confident, was a newly transformed chair of shiny black ashboard with a flat cushion to sit on, but whoever had made it miscalculated the sizes of the human visitors. This chair was for someone as tall and broad as Moth, as were all the humans’ assigned seats. She supposed the chair maker thought all the humans were shaped rather like their prince. She crossed and uncrossed her legs and wished the record keeper would hurry up so they could get started. It was cool enough for the humans not to be in any physical danger, but she found this room, at the front of the palace and partially open to the elements, to be uncomfortably warm. But tradition dictated that Light and Wind observe, blah blah blah. She sighed and reached for her cup of water.

      She supposed she herself was only an observer as well. Her work as a ‘cultural liaison’ was a polite fiction; she and Scilla had to tell the Brothers something. And here at the table it was vital there be no misinterpretation of word or deed, and she simply wasn’t qualified. She didn’t think anyone was. It was really up to Moth and Scilla to forge an agreement. Her role was to support her sister, be quiet, and not distract Moth.

      That was unlikely. He was already stealing glances at her across the table, despite their agreement, their stupid plan. She wondered if her slow walk back to her suite that morning had done its job and carried the right story forward: no reconciliation between the prince and the human woman after all. Maybe there would be more happy faces than sad ones as a result. Calaa certainly looked to have a spring in her step. Zaii had given her a curious look and a polite nod as they entered the hall but had said not a word. Lelet wondered if Moth let him in on their little plan. Coll had looked right through her. Fortunately, Moth had warned her about Coll being part of his retinue now. She was glad Coll hadn’t wanted to stop and chat about the day she’d visited his home, the Raasth, and burned it to the ground as payment for La Naa, for the long, desperate, blood-stinking days they’d held Moth captive.

      “I trust him,” Moth had said that morning as they dressed. “He’s a bit odd, but he’s clever. Please don’t set him on fire.”

      He’d gone on to explain that was a joke.

      She was roused out of her daydream when Brother Maron spoke.

      “I wonder if there’s a place for you to be,” he said, “something you’re better suited for.”

      It took a long moment for Lelet to realize he was talking to her.

      “I...” Lelet started.

      Zaii caught her eye, raised an eyebrow. Gave his head just the barest shake. Perhaps he felt Moth would be more distracted by her leaving than staying.

      Lelet smiled at Maron. “You think I ought to go shopping, perhaps? Maybe I should go to the market and negotiate myself some lunch. The sha’aa are my favorites. Have you tried them?” He sniffed. “They’re the round ones. If I remember correctly, it was Tuure’s shop, the third on the left past the Arch who do the nicest ones.” She gave him an innocent look, her best one. “Which do you prefer?”

      Zaii hid a smile behind his hand, not that anyone who hadn’t spent a good deal of time among the demons would have even recognized it as a smile.

      “Tuure is my cousin,” said the demon woman at the table. “I’ll pass along your compliments.”

      Lelet thanked her new friend and looked back to see if Maron had any other good ideas for her. He didn’t.

      At that moment, the record keeper arrived, and everyone stood except for Moth. The man—not as old as the gentleman from the Quarter but old enough—stood at the table and recited something in Eriisai. It was one of the longest speeches she’d heard in that language and she found it rather beautiful. It also seemed to get slightly cooler. Was the record keeper also a mage? He repeated his comments in the tongue of Mistra: a greeting, a promise of good faith, a hope for the future, and to her surprise, an entreaty to Errev, the god of commerce, to watch over their buckets. Buckets? What did that have to do with anything? She’d have to remember to ask Moth about it. Then she wondered when she’d get to speak to him privately again.

      “I am no longer here,” the man concluded. “All of Eriis watches, with my eyes. You may begin.” And he sat at his place at the table, opening his notebook to a new page.

      Moth cleared his throat. She knew with aching certainty he was nervous, excited, and wished someone else would speak first, but of course, no one did.
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      They’re all looking at you. Everyone is looking at you.

      The tired old voice in his head was unwelcome but not incorrect. Rhuun allowed himself one last fleeting glance at Lelet— she looked tired but radiant—before standing up. He took a breath and spoke.

      “This is not the meeting at which we will decide how many bottles of wine we want or bags of sugar or bolts of silk.” He paused and noted the curious faces at his end of the table. “Wine is like sarave,” he told the representatives of the Quarter. “I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      They nodded.

      He continued. “Those meetings will take place next, based on what we decide today. This is the meeting that will open the door—The Door, if you like—to all the rest. Here, today, we start over.”

      Rhuun scanned the table. The humans certainly looked amenable; after all, they had nothing to fear and much to gain. His own people, while ready to be convinced, had misgivings. The delegation from Mistra didn’t know and hopefully would never need to know, but there were voices which still spoke of the war and The Weapon and wondered why the humans were invited to Eriis at all. One of the owners of those voices was at the table today.

      He caught the eye of the handsomely dressed woman and continued. “There is no going forward until we look back, all of us. To you, our visitors from Mistra, the war is only mentioned as a sort of children’s story, if at all, as I personally came to learn. I think it’s fair to say the humans at this table have neither the inclination nor the reason to attack us again. But the humans must also stop and consider that to us here on Eriis, the Weapon happened barely more than twenty years ago, and there was neither reason nor inclination given then either. It is a personal, living memory that happened to us, not our ancestors. Our city and our lives are still recovering. Yes, with your help, we can hasten that recovery. But we need tangible proof it won’t happen again. We need to learn how to trust each other. Your word here today will be a start. So will the reopening of our embassy on Mistra. It is my intention not only to be named the ambassador but to act as one. If we can come to terms, I plan on returning through The Door with your party, to live among you.”

      Rhuun looked at Scilla, making sure this time to catch her eye. “And when I travel to Mistra this time, it won’t be as a ghost or a slave.”

      Scilla flushed but held his gaze.

      “I won’t be hidden. I will be introduced and named and received.” There, that was the easy part. Certainly they suspected he might decide to visit Mistra again, on his own terms. Now, the next bit. He took a moment to ask Light and Wind for help, and continued. “In addition, and partially thanks to the mage, Coll, who has made our climate more hospitable, we are proposing the permanent installation of humans on Eriis. Reopen your embassy here. Name one of yourselves my counterpart. Call it good for business, or call it a hostage against bad faith. I chose to call it the natural outcome of these negotiations and a promise of more to follow. I can promise that the human who decides to remain will be treated as an honored guest, not a curiosity.”

      He couldn’t really make that promise, any more than he felt ready to be launched into Mistran society, but the attempt had to be made for any of this to work. He put his hand on the bundle of papers sitting in front of him on the long table, mainly to make sure they were still there; they wouldn’t be opened or read or commented on until later.

      “Eriis is ready to declare this session open.” Rhuun sat, forcing himself not to immediately look for Lelet’s reaction. Instead, he turned to Calaa, who seemed surprised but gave him a quick reassuring smile.

      Now it was the humans’ turn to address the table. Scilla stood. That was good—good for her and good for them for trusting in her.

      “I’ve been waiting for this meeting,” she said, “for nearly my whole life. A life separated into before I met the prince and after.” It was her turn to catch his eye, and she smiled. “A life, much like the rest of us on Mistra, made with its share of mistakes. It is my great hope that my actions—our actions—can help fix the things that are broken and heal the divide between us. And now I am here, and along with these brothers of the Guardhouse, we are ready to open The Door and live as neighbors, partners, possibly even friends. Not distant memories, enemies, or children’s stories. As to your remarkable offer, I can’t make a decision on anyone’s behalf. To the question of who might stay, I must ask for some time and private discussion before we respond.”

      “Certainly,” Rhuun said. “Granted.”

      “Then Mistra is ready to begin.” Scilla, her eyes bright and cheeks pink, sat back down seeming enormously pleased with herself. She also had the luxury of looking to her sister, who gave her the warm smile Rhuun wanted for himself. He sighed. This would be more than difficult, and it had only just started.

      Once each group had taken a few minutes to sip some water and look over their notes, the negotiations began in earnest. The first order of business was to set the agenda.

      Coll was the first to speak. “Reparations.”

      Brother Maron was quick to respond. “We won the war. It’s long since over. We aren’t here to make amends for an event we had nothing to do with.”

      “You should at least hear him out,” Lelet said. “I’m sure he has more than one word to offer.”

      Maron glared at her. “You would say that. Who knows where your loyalties lie?”

      She returned his glare. “I feel as if there are things you wish to say.” When he began to speak, she held up her hand, cutting him off. “Yes, since it seems this large group of people must know my personal business, I did indeed have a long meeting with the ambassador last evening. We had urgent business to discuss regarding a member of my family. It is unrelated to these sessions, and I would prefer—and I think the ambassador would prefer—not to elaborate.”

      Rhuun assumed everyone in the human party and nearly everyone at the table from Eriis knew about the interconnected lives of Lelet, Scilla, Rane, and himself. And his father, the absent Brother Blue, and his mother, the absent Queen Hellne. It was therefore particularly rude for Maron to force Lelet to explain herself.

      Olly, who had relationships of his own he probably wanted left unexamined, quickly said, “If it isn’t specifically related to this meeting, then—”

      “It is not,” said Rhuun. “It’s no secret I have a long history with Lelet and her family. If you question her motives, you may as well question mine.” He turned a cool gaze on the now lightly sweating Maron. “Would you like to do so? Our records keeper will of course include any of your concerns.”

      Maron appeared to want to speak, until Brother Clare gave him a sharp look, perhaps not wanting to be remembered as the associate of the man who derailed the negotiations before they began by insulting the prince. He shut his mouth, shook his head, and folded his arms. Lelet had her lips set in a hard line and stared angrily at the table. Rhuun thought it was likely she would try and murder the old man before the week was out. He checked her hands, but they were merely clenched, not sparking.

      “Let us hear the mage’s thoughts,” said Brother Clare.

      “Thank you,” said Coll. He turned to Zaii. “You do it. Your words are more palatable than mine.”

      “But it was your idea,” Zaii said quietly. He gave a small, supportive nod. Coll turned to Rhuun, who pushed the folder in his direction. Rhuun had never seen the mage nervous before, didn’t know Coll had enough self-consciousness to be nervous.

      Coll took another sip of water and opened the notes. “We propose reparations separate from the trade that will be decided on during the rest of these talks. As you’ll see as you visit the city in the days to come, we can make nearly anything we might want or need from the endless sands that surround us. Our clothing, the food we eat, the very furniture we’re sitting on right now. We can even create water. Nearly everything. You’ll notice, if you look, that there is one thing missing. There aren’t any plants.”

      “No plants?” Clare indicated the floral centerpiece. “Then what am I looking at?”

      Coll stood and plucked from the arrangement a handful of small white flowers on delicate pale green stems. He held them up and looked at Rhuun, who nodded. He closed his fist around the dainty blossoms and allowed the slow rain of sand to fall back onto the table.

      “No plants,” he repeated and sat back down, wiping his hand on his dark robe.

      “So you’re saying you want us to pay you back with plants? Uh, real plants?” Olly asked.

      “No.” Coll looked up from his notes, and his eyes shone. “Dirt.”

      “Excuse me?” said Maron. “Did you say dirt?”

      Coll looked from face to human face. “I did. Give us dirt, and we’ll grow our own plants. Eventually the plants may even bring back the rain. Eriis is not a dead world, but neither is it quite alive. The Weapon took lives, yes, many lives, and it tore down buildings and blotted out the sun. But it also turned the good soil of Eriis to sand. That is what we need—the living dirt of Mistra brought here, to bring the sand back to life and restore Eriis.”

      The humans all exchanged looks. Scilla said, “On its face, this sounds like the easiest thing in the world. But I am not free to make unilateral decisions, so let us say we’ll discuss it.” She gnawed the inside of her lip for a moment. “Oh, all right. I mean, it’s just dirt. So I’m saying yes. Yes, our dirt is yours, and when we get home, I’ll send a letter to our farms in the mountains and ask Father and Pol about where to get the good stuff. We’ll prop The Door wide open and truck it through. You’ll have your dirt.”

      Rhuun had been holding his breath, and Zaii gave a little sigh of relief as well. Coll looked as if he might weep.

      “Together, young human,” Coll said to Scilla, “we will make the desert bloom.”
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      Aelle looked up from her book at every sound, but again, it was just the wind. She’d only been half reading it, turning the pages back and forth without really seeing them. She was waiting for Olly, who was taking her to dinner. It was to be their first official outing together. Everyone would see them. The thought of all those shocked faces was delightful.

      She abandoned her book and smiled at the memory of how they’d met: in a case of mistaken identity, he’d grabbed her and flung her through The Door into a Mistran fireplace. At the time she’d been mortified—he’d thought she was Lelet, the very idea! But after all, Olly had never seen one of her people before. She supposed Rhuun really didn’t count. And he was merely trying to help his friend, thinking her a captive of the mages. He couldn’t know that she’d taken Lelet’s place, after Lelet had taken Rhuun’s place. They all fooled the mages, and each of them got free. Of course, it didn’t seem like freedom at first.

      But her sheer, blind terror quickly turned to curiosity as she recognized an ally in that cold, damp place. Then she understood Olly might be much more. At first Aelle found his forthright demeanor, his open expression shocking. She tried it out for herself, during her stay at the Guardhouse, and perfected it during her short stint as a teacher of young humans. Smile when you’re pleased. Speak out when you’re angry. Show your heart on your face.

      Upon returning to Eriis, she found it difficult to slide back into her old habits. It was their way, after all, to show nothing. She’d scandalized her friends to the point that many of them had evaporated from her life.

      She didn’t miss them. It wouldn’t take long to count the ones she did miss—Ilaan, grieving at the tents, would come back when he was ready. And of course, Niico was never coming back.

      But she also found she missed Olly. And unlike the first two, he was here.

      Olly and the rest of the human delegation had arrived the previous day, and she’d told herself she was merely curious, not nearly overcome with anticipation. She considered going to the palace and greeting the party herself, but that seemed somehow forward. So Aelle sent an invitation for Olly to join her at her home, even though she didn’t want him to see the small, mean house she and her mother had been forced to take. Their big house in town, only steps away from the great courtyard of the palace itself had been ‘requisitioned by the High Seat.’ That meant the Zaal decided he wanted it for himself. At least Rhuun was able to make sure she and Siia stayed inside the Arch.

      As far all Olly, she needn’t have worried. The Door had barely time to shut when he, trailed by his own assigned palace guard, knocked on her door. He told her he’d walked through The Door, met for “literally two minutes” with Rhuun, and then come to her as soon as he was free. He looked around, smiled, complimented her mother on an old water service, and acted like it was the finest place he’d ever been.

      He had a gift for her to be delivered in private, but he also brought something for Siia—a scarf. As he’d learned from Aelle when they’d spent so many hours huddled in her cold Guardhouse room, everyone had at least a few scarves, some nicer, some purely functional, but all for the same purpose. This was a traditional traveling scarf and, as such, was a perfect square, dark brown, and with a small white stone looped into one corner to provide weight. Olly’s Mistran version had its dark fabric shot through with threads of red-gold that caught the light. The white stone was carved in the shape of an eye with a glinting bit of bright red glass for a pupil, and the whole thing was weightless—you could read through it. Siia held it up with obvious delight and told them to enjoy the party and pay close attention. She wanted a full report. She didn’t comment on how Olly filled the room with his size, how he wouldn’t fit in a proper chair, how he was the second bizarrely outsized man her daughter had brought home.

      Olly understood the value of a gift.

      Since they had a little time before the reception at the palace, they excused themselves and she took him back to her suite—it was a small house compared to the last one, but it was big enough to give her some privacy—and she had to decide between kissing and receiving her gift. She could still smell the damp cool of Mistra on his clothes and reached up to touch the strange, deliciously rough texture of his cheek. Kissing won out, rather to her own surprise. Joining would have to wait. She didn’t want to rush getting dressed and prepared, and she well remembered the excellent job Olly did on coiling her hair. She didn’t want to rush her proper reunion with Olly either. After kissing, she smiled and held her hand out, and he gave her a slim box covered in bright paper, tied with curling shining strands of ribbon.

      Aelle looked up at him. He nodded.

      “Just as we discussed. You know what to do.”

      And with a little shriek of pleasure, she tore the paper apart. Inside was another box, this one had a lovely soft sort of texture. She stroked it but looked up, confused.

      “Velvet,” he explained. “It’s for fancy things.”

      Velvet. She would remember that. She considered herself a fancy thing. And finally, the box opened, her gift exposed.

      “Those are citrine, the yellow ones. And the white ones are diamonds.”

      She held it up, watched the light bounce off the stones and shatter into a million pieces against the walls. The largest, a yellow one in the center, was as large as her smallest fingernail. It was exquisite. He took it back from her and worked the tiny clasp. The yellow stone lay perfectly against the hollow of her throat. It was as if he’d had it made with her small frame in mind.

      “I love it,” she told him. I’ll never take it off. I don’t have a gift for you, but I do have something I think you’ll like.” He reached for her, and she laughed and pushed away his hand. “Not that! Later. This. Look.” She thought hard about the color of the scarf and the red-gold sparkling threads and gave a mental push.

      “How did you—did you just do that?” Olly gaped at her gown, which now matched her mother’s new scarf exactly, right to the amber shimmer, although not quite as sheer. A row of tiny white-and-red eyes marched around the hem. It went perfectly with her necklace. Olly himself turned out to be a fine accessory also, after he traded his dusty traveling clothes for a fine charcoal-colored silk coat with a subtle scarlet sheen. It was a nice way to acknowledge that he stood with Rhuun—and Hellne, she supposed—without being too obvious. The looks
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