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      In Yevliesza’s adopted land, a vast army of demonic engines is massing and, in the crossings between the realms, only she can stop them. As ever, her heart belongs to Valenty, who has sworn to find her again across a chasm of war and duty.

      

      But she has a dilemma. If she uses her rare power to block the invaders at the Gates, she risks bringing the arisen worlds to ruin. Her only hope is to unlock the deeper secrets of the Mythos crossings. She has no time to lose.

      

      The sorceress Nashavety is coming home. Accompanying an army of conquest, she will wield an immense and ancient magic which for ages has rested in fitful sleep. Soon it will awaken. In its path, the girl with the lost power.
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      Yevliesza walked through the dark woods with her sympat, a gray and graceful companion. Now, as always with Kiya, the world grew quiet, the only sounds those of crickets and other insects. In the wild, small animals crouched low, unmoving when the wraith wolf padded by.

      In the weeks since they had formed their bond, she had grown close to Kiya, but could only expect him when few people were around. Tonight Rusadka and one of her guards stayed at the campfire and, once she had gone off by herself, Kiya had found her, crossing over from the otherworld where spirits dwelled. His appearing and disappearing trick was one she wished she had. Then she could freely enter the crossings and disrupt Volkia’s hold on the place. As it was, the gates were guarded by the enemy.

      Numinat was at war with the twisted realm, and since Yevliesza was always in danger, she was seldom truly alone. Some thirty yards behind her, one of her guards kept watch. Kiya’s ears sometimes flicked back; he knew the man was there. Her guards knew that if the wraith wolf came they should fall back. Far enough that Kiya’s back fur settled.

      A shadow passed over the moon. A dactyl. Yevliesza watched as it glided into the night, riderless, heading for its unknown destination. Osta Kiya used the dragonlike creatures for surveillance, seven of them. The army’s dactyls had taken thirty years to train, and, despite the training, some of them would not accept a male rider. The one she had just seen bore no rider; it lived in the wild. She envied its freedom.

      Her own life was saddled with duty: to find a way to use her primal root power to attack and weaken the Volkish. But strike at them in a measured way, measured enough to weaken their army but not the Mythos. She must be a saboteur, destroying some things. But not all things.

      Her daily task was to help Janov manage a camp with a hundred seekers and more arriving every day. In the Haiga marshlands, her camp for the past month, she had an obligation to those who had gathered, welcome or not: the curious, the seekers. The ones that came to see her though she had nothing to give them. They needed food and supplies. It helped that Anastyna had sent Lord Kirady to her, bringing more of his men-at-arms to stiffen her protection and keep some order at the camp.

      She paused on a small rock outcropping to gaze at the ravine in front of her, softly lit by moonlight. Nearby, an align creased the land. At night, such power threads were especially beautiful.

      The fiery line appeared to split the forest floor, a stream of molten light, narrow but deep, maybe endlessly deep. Ahead, a rock formation jutted from the hillside. The align pierced it like a flaming arrow, disappearing. The align must burrow deep into the hill. She felt its pull and its path.

      Turning around, she walked back toward Zander. Kiya waited for her.

      “I’ll walk toward the hill,” she told the guard, his tall form unmistakable.

      “Keeper,” he said in acknowledgement. “There is a cave up there.”

      No reason why an align should not go through a cave. Aligns were like rivers, following some feature of landscape or threads of power. Zander had manifesting, not aligns, and could not see the vivid line.

      She turned back to join Kiya, but he had vanished. Gone to the next realm, so it was said. She had always taken that as truth because she wanted to believe it; wanted to know that there was life after life. However mysterious that realm might be. And if Kiya lived half in that land, it must be a wondrous place.

      With Zander, she climbed up the scree slope to the cave. “I will go in first,” he said.

      She stood aside for him, and he drew his sword, entering the gap. His manifested light flickered off the cave walls, revealing a cavity cluttered with pine needles and a scattering of small bones.

      “Nothing here,” he called to her.

      She entered, her attention still drawn by the align. The bright shaft headed straight into the back wall. As Zander approached, bringing a nimbus of light with him, she noticed a series of rings. She squinted at them. Where had she had seen such markings before? Small whorls, such as a pebble produced when thrown into still water. The align passed through the markings.

      During her flight from Volkia, when she was in the backways of the crossings, she had learned that whorls of this sort indicated the best place to break through to a nearby path—a shortcut instead of taking a longer route to connect. But how could there be a pattern like this in a remote cave? She wondered if such a mark signified the same thing.

      Closing her eyes, she gave herself to the perception of the align.

      “Oh,” she breathed. A stitch of shock flared in her chest. Behind this wall . . . a path.

      The idea blossomed in her mind: she stood just outside of the crossings. If this was an entry point, then it was, in essence, a gate. An unopened one.

      “Keeper?” Zander’s voice, though quiet, broke her concentration. “A difficulty?” he asked, always alert for danger. Warden Kirady had told him to guard her with his life.

      “No,” she answered. “A possibility.” She turned to meet his gaze. “A good thing, Zander.”

      He looked doubtfully at the jagged wall, not seeing the featherlight etching in the rock.

      Her heart stuttered in her chest at this discovery. The crossings were near. She could see them with her mind’s eye, and not only the paths, but if anyone was on them. The nerve endings in her left hand zinged. Her primal root power moved through her body, seeking an outlet, or so she had come to believe.

      Once before she had created an exit from the crossings. Into Alfan Sih, when she unlocked a way for Prince Tirhan to return his beleaguered kingdom. This time, it would be different.

      She had found a way into the crossings. And she was going to open it.
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      Volkish Captain Arman Brandt and his men slogged through the muddy field. Less of a field than a bog and becoming more so as the rain fell in unforgiving sheets. They had left the horses behind, afraid to risk them in the swampy terrain near the Volkish capital city.

      The men grumbled, hunkered under rain capes that did little to keep them dry. They had left dry behind an hour ago.

      “Over by the trees, Captain,” Vogert said, pointing at a mist-shrouded manor barely visible in the fog.

      Arman’s unit of four was assigned to the far outskirts of Hapsigen, one of many search parties assigned to hunt down the notorious traitor Duke Tanfred. He was known to have ties to the primordialists, a group on which the army’s intelligence corps had been keeping tabs. When they captured the duke, any citizens who sheltered him would meet the same fate as their hero. Roundups of the disloyal were frequent now, and gallows stood in public squares. In Hapsigen, of course, but smaller towns, too.

      “We should just hang them in the yard,” Vogert said. “Save the trouble of transport.”

      Vogert looked forward to finding traitors. “If he’s there,” Captain Brandt said. “There is still the law.”

      “We are still at war,” Vogert muttered, then averted his gaze as his captain jerked a look at him. He would pay for that bit of impudence.

      In front of the manor, a courtyard, muddy as the field, containing only an empty hay cart with a couple of hounds sheltering under it. Arman gestured for one his men, Stohl, to rap on the door.

      A strongly built and bearded man opened the door, squinting at them, unhappy to see soldiers, but trying to hide it.

      “Keller?” Stohl asked. “This is the home of Danzman Keller?”

      A small girl peered around the man’s knee, staring at the men with their wet capes, uniforms, and swords.

      “I am Danzman Keller,” the man said, nodding gravely, noting Arman’s officer uniform.

      He had no choice but to allow them into the hall, muddy boots and all. They quickly determined that the Keller household consisted of Keller, a wife, two servants, the wife’s mother, and four children.

      A servant brought an old rug for them to wipe their boots on since the house had polished floors and old, but fine rugs. Only Arman bothered to use it. Another child stood at a door leading from the hall. A pudgy girl no more than four years old.

      “How many floors?” Arman asked. “Out buildings?”

      “There is only the upstairs, but a small attic, then the cellar. Also shed and barn. Who are you looking for?” When Arman did not bother to answer, he went on. “As I have said, there is no one else here.”

      Arman smirked. “Of course not. But now we will see for ourselves. Wait for us in the kitchen.”

      “I can show you the house.”

      “The kitchen,” Arman said again.

      As the homeowner retreated, Arman sent Vogert into the rain to search the detached buildings as a punishment for talking back. Stohl accompanied him.

      He turned to Corporal Gertz. “Make sure everyone is gathered in the kitchen, and tell them to stay there.”

      When Gertz went off, the little girl, who had been hiding behind the door to what might be a parlor, peeked out again. “No one ith ever hiding here,” she said, lisping.

      Arman cocked his head. “Not even for fun?”

      She shook her head solemnly. “No one ith in the cellar, Mama thays. No one.” She looked at the floor, biting her lip.

      “Anna, come!” her father called. The girl ran to obey.

      Arman now looked at the hall with new eyes: the polished wainscoting and threadbare, but expensive rug. He would have liked to own such a house. But this one was hiding someone. If it was the duke, the occupants were doomed, even the children. His search would get ugly very quickly. He went to the kitchen where the family was gathered and asked for a lantern.

      “You take the upstairs,” he told Corporal Gertz. “Overlook nothing.”

      Gertz climbed the stairs, his boots leaving a mud trail that for a moment looked like gouts of blood.

      Finding the door to the cellar, Arman held the lantern in front of him and descended into a musty twilight space. He found washtubs and shelves with glass jars of preserved food. Spanning one end of the cellar, lines had been strung to dry clothes.

      In the back against the wall, a large, covered bin. Arman put the lantern on the floor. Lifting the tarp, he found only potatoes. Some of the tarp draped to the far side of the bin. He drew his sword and kicked a boot against the tarp, feeling it thump against a body. Pulling the tarp free, he found someone hiding.

      The man, dressed in peasant drabs, slowly stood. He had a round, aristocratic face, looking to be in his early thirties. Though he had been discovered by a Volkish soldier, his face held an expression of disdain.

      “Please spare these good people,” the man said in a cultured northern accent. “They did not know I was here.”

      Dear God, it was Duke Tanfred Wilhoffen. “Keep your voice down,” Arman snapped.

      The duke lowered his voice. “They are loyal Volkish. I beg you to spare them.”

      Spare them? If he did, and it came to light, Arman would hang. He had long known that might be his fate. But malignant beliefs infected his country, beliefs embraced by Marshal Reinhart and the witch Nashavety. These ideas had led to acts of butchery, enslavement, and diabolic machines. He did not recognize his land anymore, and, to free it, he would give his life.

      “I beg you,” the duke said.

      “You should not be here, so close to Hapsigen,” Arman said, speaking low. “The capital is closely guarded. Search parties are everywhere.”

      By his expression, the duke thought his captor might be a friend. “I was here to meet with a rebel group, but I have not heard from them.”

      “A rebel group?” Arman asked in surprise.

      Thinking Arman doubted him, Duke Tanfred said loftily, “I know of many such patriots who do not accept the war and the sorceress who commands us. I hold their hopes.”

      Arman listened for any noise of his soldiers returning from their searches. “If you speak of the St. Eustus group, they are all dead.” The army officers who had tried to kill Marshal Reinhart and his sorceress. “The members are hanging on the walls of the crossings.”

      The duke’s expression faltered.

      “They are all dead, my lord. All except me. I was a member.”

      Tanfred ran a hand through his hair as he absorbed the news of the cabal’s demise.

      Arman despaired of the duke’s chances, hiding next to a potato bin, waiting for an insurrection that would never come. “Some people thought you had escaped to Numinat.” Would that he had never come back.

      “I returned to help.”

      “You must go back. Reinhart will not rest until you are captured. Be the leader in exile.”

      Tanfred looked like a man defeated.

      “My lord,” Arman urgently said, “you must find a way.”

      As Arman turned to leave, Tanfred said, “Perhaps—” Arman turned back. “Perhaps there is someone who could help. The woman who escaped Volkia with me.”

      “The woman Yevliesza?” Everyone in St. Eustus had heard the story of her escape. “You can contact her?”

      “She is in Numinat. But she knows a path through the tunnels, or could find one.”

      A strange thing to say. No one could get past the boundary gate guards. “If she can help, you must get word to her.”

      “I have no means to do so. She is in hiding.”

      “Where?”

      “I do not know,” Tanfred said. “At first it was Zolvina Sanctuary, but now . . .” He shook his head. “Can you not find a way to reach her?”

      Arman shook his head. “Messages cannot be sent.” It sounded impossible, but he had to try. He picked up the lantern. “My lord, I will do my best. Do not leave here. Stay, and I will try to send help.”

      The sound of someone at the head of the stairs. “No one in the outbuildings, Captain!”

      Arman gave Duke Tanfred a last, urgent look and then walked to the bottom of the stairs. “Nothing but potatoes down here.”

      He tramped up the stairs and closed the door behind him. He was sweating, almost trembling. He told Corporal Gertz, “Tell Master Keller we are sorry for the mud.”

      Anxious to be gone, he led his men from the house. The rain still fell, threatening to create a lake in the field. As he walked, he wondered greatly at what the duke had said about the woman of Numinat. That she might find a way through the crossings. What way that might be, he did not know. But Arman believed him. With that, his trepidation fell away, and a cleansing hope began to fill his mind.

      He looked into the rain-darkened sky, murmuring thanks to God.

      “Captain?” his corporal asked.

      “I think the storm clouds are moving on.”

      The men looked at each other, but Arman did not care. A weight had been lifted from him. It was not wrong to survive if you had a purpose. There might be a reason he was the last man standing from the St. Eustus group.

      To save the future prince of Volkia.
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      The morning following her discovery in the cave, Yevliesza and Rusadka gazed at the cave wall, Zander and Ostov standing with them. Rusadka, with her gift of aligns, could, of course, perceive the vector of light disappearing into the wall.

      “This one is important?” Rusadka asked.

      “I think it means we can get in.” With one finger, Yevliesza traced some of the concentric rings. “Because of these.” She realized Rusadka could not see the rings. “In the crossings, they mark places where it’s easy to break into an adjacent path. When I escaped from Volkia, I found I could use them to connect with nearby tunnels.”

      Rusadka’s eyes narrowed at the implications.

      Yevliesza nodded. “The backways are just on the other side. And I might be able to push through.”

      “You could go in and damage things, to a degree,” Rusadka said.

      Yes, to a degree. Small strikes would be possible if she could get into the crossings. She and Rusadka exchanged a look that said it all. Now we can hurt them.

      “Shall we test it?” Yevliesza asked. Excitement fought with anxiety. The Volkish were on the other side.

      “What we need are the backways,” Rusadka cautioned.

      “I know. But I can see the tunnels, and these are the backways.” Rusadka knew that Yevliesza had the ability to discern the labyrinth of the crossings, though most people had trouble imagining that she possessed such an internal map. One that showed figures occupying it at any given time.

      “So are we going in?” Yevliesza asked.

      “First we think this through,” Rusadka said.

      Zander and Ostov were watching all this, wide-eyed. They stood by while Rusadka and Yevliesza agreed that if they got in they would reconnoiter, discovering the present uses of the crossings and the enemy vulnerabilities.

      “But if you open a gate,” Rusadka said, “it could give the enemy access to Numinat.”

      Yevliesza looked back at the wall with its whorl. “I can make a small entry point, one that’s only large enough for one person to pass through at a time. And when we’re done, I can close it.” Close it without the severe damage she feared would happen if she destroyed the three great gates.

      “Good,” her friend said, working it out in her mind. “So each time we go through, the access would only be open for a short duration.” Rusadka’s eyes were alight. She smiled. “Is it empty? On the other side?”

      Yevliesza smiled back. “Yes. Right now, no one is there. No one is even close.”

      They were going in.

      Yevliesza wore good boots, a knife at her belt, wool leggings and shirt, tunic, and cloak. She undid the ties and laid the cloak aside. It would be warm in the crossings.

      Rusadka was ready. She laid a hand on the pommel of her short sword.

      The girl and the warrior. A strange pairing. Rusadka just a few years older, body and mind honed for battle. And she herself . . . Well, what was she? The Keeper. Not only of a wolf, but maybe now a gate.

      Zander and Ostov stepped back, giving Yevliesza room to do whatever she did with her primal root power.

      She faced the wall, touching it with the side of her hand, trying to focus on the penetration she desired, setting her intention to establish an entry, envisioning the small backways that budded off from the major ways. She concentrated.

      Nothing.

      “Steady,” came Rusadka’s voice.

      Then the cave wall showed a small crack. As it widened, it sliced the wall open in a harsh crack of parting rock and an explosion of dust. The humid, yeasty smell of the crossings came to Yevliesza.

      “By the Mythos,” Rusadka whispered.

      Yevliesza stepped forward, willing the crack to bore large enough for them to pass.

      “Watch for us,” she told Zander, unnecessarily. He nodded. Then she looked at Ostov who, obedient, said “Keeper.”

      They entered one at a time, she and Rusadka, moving into a narrow, faintly glowing tunnel, familiar, but always strange. Soft in her ears, the clicking sounds that she always heard in those regions.

      Taking her bearings, she closed her eyes and let the network of ways come to her, the maze of all the paths, great and small, and if anything moved within them. And forms did move. People—presumably soldiers—with concentrations near the great gates.

      “The backways are empty,” Yevliesza said, “but there are figures in the main tunnel.”

      They walked on, into the enigmatic, yet familiar, terrain. The backways were smaller than the main ways and, like the main ways, were composed of a tough substance that gave slightly when pressed upon.

      “A journey without a distance,” Yevliesza whispered.

      “Without a distance?” Rusadka asked.

      “Something Prince Tirhan once said to me.” Yevliesza remembered when he had tried to explain how close Earth was to the Mythos. These ideas were always difficult to hold in her mind. But she wished she better understood it. She was the one mucking about with the fabric of the place.

      Rusadka stopped. She cocked her head, concentrating. “Something . . .”

      Yevliesza strained to hear past the intermittent crinkling sounds, sounds that Rusadka could not discern. Rusadka had heard something.

      Yevliesza had noted before that they were close to the main route between Volkia and Numinat. Bringing the map in her mind into awareness, she perceived something moving. She led the way toward it, passing through several tunnel branches until they reached the wall separating them from the moving forms.

      Touching the wall, Yevliesza created a small hole, barely the size of her fist, and peered through.

      Battle wagons. She turned back to Rusadka, whispering, “Machines. Wagons with guns protruding.”

      “Guns?”

      “Tubes that can spit out projectiles.” She had seen such metal carriages in Hapsigen. “We should stop the wagon.” If I can, she thought.

      “Any soldiers?” Rusadka asked.

      “Six. They’re walking beside the wagon.”

      “Do it.”

      Yevliesza turned back to the wall and brought her goal into focus. She intended for the main tunnel to grow small, to become a constriction too small for the passage of the wagon. But this was a major path, one that had grown in size and stability for ages. When she looked through the spy hole, nothing had happened.

      She gathered herself, precisely aiming her concentration, but the crossings resisted. The walls would not bend, would not grow inward. Rusadka took a position to watch out the spy hole. She shook her head. Nothing yet. The machine drew close. Yevliesza leaned into her task, releasing everything in her heart and mind but the will to block the pathway.

      Then Rusadka whispered, “Ceiling matter is flowing down! The wagon is mired in it.” Through the hole they clearly heard shouting and a grinding sound that might be from tunnel matter shifting.

      Rusadka traded positions with Yevliesza. A great sloughing of the tunnel ceiling had pinned down the wagon. Soldiers’ frantic voices. They climbed over the machine, trying to release the elementalist who empowered it.

      “Collapse the ceiling,” Rusadka hissed. “Bury them!”

      Before Yevliesza could try, a jolt of the tunnel matter passed under their feet, sending the two women staggering. In another moment it spread to the walls, visibly rippling them. Trying to remain upright, the two women held on to each other. Yevliesza’s heart pounded in her chest. What had she done?

      After a few moments, the shaking faded and died away.

      When Yevliesza looked through the gap once more, she saw soldiers climbing over the hardened slag of the tunnel walls trying to free someone buried in the twisted battle wagon. The path was hopelessly clogged.

      Before anyone might notice the viewing hole, she closed it.

      Through her boots she felt the ground tremble. Another quake rumbled, feeling and sounding like a train approaching a station. A Mythos quake. And, she thought in dismay, it was her doing.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Yevliesza said.

      They retreated, making their way in the direction of the cave where Zander and Ostov waited. They had damaged the war machine. But what else?

      On their way, Yevliesza saw very faint flickers of aligns. At first she thought it was because of the Mythos disturbance. It might be. The crossings were alive with these cracks of light. Had they always been there?

      She and Rusadka reached the cave, leaving the backways through the new doorway.

      Yevliesza’s left hand throbbed as she used her root power to close up the gate. Slowly, the gap began to close, the rock melding together, becoming solid wall.

      In the distance, a faint rumbling. And then louder. Zander and Ostov looked about them, anxious. But the trembling quickly subsided.

      As they left the cave, Rusadka mentioned the quakes. “I do not like this.”

      “I don’t either,” Yevliesza said, trying to come to terms with what had happened.

      “But there was no shaking when you opened the tunnel.”

      Rusadka’s observation jolted her. “Maybe disabling is different from opening.”

      “That is what I am thinking,” her friend said.

      As they made their way down the slope from the cave, the thought solidified. Creating a gate or a tunnel in the crossings didn’t result in quaking. The First Ones had created them all, presumably without ill effects. Creating was not a problem.

      Destroying was.
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      Outside Rorrs Gate, Nashavety’s pavilion was not the grandest. A humble tent suited her, large enough for a cot, a small trunk, and a cage. In the army encampment, however, her tent was right next to the marshal’s. Let it be clear to all that she and Marshal Reinhart spoke often and wished for none to come between them.

      As the morning light crept over the camp, she found herself still unnerved by the previous night’s event. The loss of an elemental machine, twisted beyond recognition. The driver, crushed to death. And worse, the quaking of the tunnels. Alarms had spread through the crossings, with soldiers cowering lest the walls collapse. Rumors saturated the camp: the machines were to blame; the Mythos itself destroyed the battle wagon, they said, closing the route from Volkia to Numinat. The Mythos was displeased.

      What utter nonsense.

      Machines had been in the crossings at the battle of the Nubiah gate and no quakes had occurred. The facts made no difference to the rank and file. They knew that machines were inimical to the Mythos. But this was so only for machines with offensive powering. The powering by elementalists was a natural process.

      Or natural enough.

      Still. The quake had been so profound she had felt it in her tent. The ground under the whole encampment had trembled. What had caused it?

      The collapse would have to be scraped back, and that was not an easy thing, with the material nearly as hard as rock. But the army with its machines must pass through. That time was imminent. For some time the new cohort of elementalists had been in training with their metal cladders, their standing shields that delivered volleys of iron pellets. The invasion was set to begin.

      A moan from the cage in the corner of the tent.

      She had forgotten to feed the beast. It would not do for it to become aggressive. Also, she was hoping to bond with the creature. It had, after all, lost its close human. In truth, the strigoi had killed its human and made a meal of him. A prince’s blood, at that.

      Nashavety opened the tent flap, telling the guard to bring a fresh bowl, a warm bowl, of blood.

      Strigo smiled past a strand of drool. At least, she thought it was a smile.

      “You see how good I am to you,” Nashavety crooned.

      “Huuungry.” Its speech was slowly improving. How could this blood demon have learned to speak? It now had rudimentary Volkish, learned from Albrecht, and a smattering of Numinasi from her. It would come in handy when she sent Strigo to find the girl of the mundat. Albrecht had learned that the girl had created a new path from the crossings to Alfan Sih. Such a useful power. The girl must be found and her powers confined. Or, indeed, used toward new goals.

      Delightfully, Strigo knew her by smell. By this means, it might well be able to find her. But the beast must understand orders and must transmit those orders to the rest of its horde. Strigo’s fellow demons had followed it to Rorrs Gate, but kept to the surrounding forest, feeding on deer and birds and, so far, not soldiers.

      “Huuungry,” it moaned again.

      She crouched in front of the cage and locked its movements down using creature power. No longer able to swallow, it drooled.

      She stared at it. “Strigo. You do not need to say that more than once. More than once annoys me.” When she released it, it looked up at her with half-lidded eyes and a beguiling—or, more accurately, a pathetically hopeful—smile.

      “Permission to enter, madam,” came a guard’s voice outside the tent.

      She gave it, and the soldier entered. Receiving her nod, he opened the cage door wide enough to place the bowl inside. Strigo dipped its fingers daintily into the blood and sucked them clean before stooping to lap up its meal.

      As the soldier left, he held the tent flap for Marshal Reinhart. As the military ruler of Volkia, he wore his tailored black uniform bedecked in rather more silver and braid than before. The effect was to heighten the contrast between the elaborately decorated uniform and the slight build and pinched face of the wearer.

      He greeted Nashavety and turned his attention to the cage, watching as the blood demon noisily consumed its meal. “Amazing creature,” Reinhart said appreciatively. He was looking forward to loosing the swarm of strigoi into Numinat. After they had taken care of Yevliesza, the beasts would be available to take part in the invasion. A small terror, but Reinhart was set on it.

      “How fare you this morning, madam?”

      “That depends, Marshal Reinhart. How fares the tunnel?”

      “We have freed the wreck of the machine,” Reinhart said. “In two days, the path will be open.”

      “Then our way is clear. Let us set the date for conquest.”

      Reinhart’s expression was grim. “But before we risk the army, we must prevent such a collapse from reoccurring.”

      “Prevent?”

      “The quake did not cause the tunnel to collapse,” he said. “I have personally debriefed those who were present and survived. In the confusion, we assumed the quake brought the ceiling down, but those who were present are certain of one thing: first the tunnel caved in on the battle wagon. Then came the quake.”

      “Curious.”

      “You might say so.” His face grew pinched, drawing his mustache closer to his nose, narrowing his hatchet face even more. “It was sabotage, madam. From the only person who is known to manipulate the walls of the crossings.”

      He had not said the name. But he did not need to.

      If it was she . . . The thought spread out in her mind, a dark chasm. By all the hells, if the girl had struck at them! Anger coiled in her stomach. And worse than anger: envy. Why should the girl be so endowed, a foreigner, of no noble heritage? So young and brazen, when Nashavety had spent many years in service to Numinat. Then to find she had primal root power, as Strigo had reported. The power he had smelled on her in the maze. And now using that power to attack her soldiers! Her breathing had gone shallow considering the wrongness of it all.

      “We once had her in our hands, madam,” Reinhart muttered. “And lost her because Albrecht wanted her for his pleasure.” His mouth quivered on the brink of a sneer.

      Finding Yevliesza was now of the utmost importance. Why had Sofiyana not found her yet? Likely she had fled to Anastyna’s redoubt. Sofiyana’s people knew of Anastyna’s new position in the Stora Hills and could have easily taken the girl.

      But Sofiyana would not be her only asset in the search for the girl. “We will find her,” she told Reinhart. “And soon.” She looked at the caged creature, which had finished its bowl and was listening to them. “Strigo, listen to me. I have decided you will kill the girl with primal root power. Not disable. Kill.”

      “Ohhh,” it moaned, swaying from side to side as though considering its answer.

      “Do you understand?”

      “Ohhh, kill she with roooots.”

      Yes, kill she with roots. Nashavety looked at the blood demon and imagined it jumping on Yevliesza and ripping her throat out as it had with Albrecht. They must get rid of her before she came into the crossings again.

      But if the saboteur was Yevliesza, Reinhart must accept his part of the blame. His defenses had failed.

      “How did your people not discover her? One presumes your sentries are watching the gates.”

      “Madam, she did not come in through the gates.” He let the statement hang in the air, large and fetid.

      The girl knew a way in. Or might she even have created it? What, by all the miserable hells, was the nature of her power?

      “My soldiers cannot be everywhere,” he muttered. “If she accessed the crossings somehow, we have seen no evidence of the . . . door.”

      The girl’s awful power loomed in Nashavety’s mind like an approaching storm. The first curtains of rain had come. Worse would follow. The hateful girl was going to die, and soon.

      Strigo was staring at them intently. “Strigo find! Strigo waaant she.”

      A stream of blood actually fell from its mouth. Nashavety would have laughed, but the picture was too ghastly. Then it cinched its wings close to its body and crouched on its skinny knees, placing its forehead on the floor.

      Nashavety watched this act of obeisance. Through her creature power, the blood demon was chained to her, would obey her and, as well, direct its fellow demons.

      Reinhart went on. “We have arranged for the body wagon, madam. In four days we bring the wagon to Lowgate.”

      Getting the strigoi past one of the fortified gates of Numinat had taken a good deal of negotiation. Now the operation must be put in motion quickly, before the girl could strike again.

      And before Strigo forgot her smell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “We have one polity,” Anastyna said, coldly looking at her advisors. “One.” Valenty and Captain Lysandry attended her outside her hut on a ridge above the camp. She gazed out at the morning cookfires, frowning at the few spots of flame, the flickering support of merely three hundred troops.

      They were encamped in a more secure location than their old one along the Yanuri River: the Stora Hills, with its many vales folded among the hills.

      Valenty knew that Anastyna was keenly aware of the weakness of her forces. She had Warden Kirady’s contingent of two hundred that had been with them since his escape from captivity. But with Anastyna’s original sixty, and with the addition of a sizable unit from one of the polities, she still had only three hundred and seventy-five fighters. And they had been recruiting for a full month.

      “The city of Tanaya sent men, my lady,” the captain reminded her. A handful of fighters.

      “And so? The town master sent them. Not a polity. Where is the answer for our call to arms?”

      She had hopes of Dorodna Polity under Prince Fadimir. He could bring twelve hundred fighters. But he was waiting to see if Sofiyana had a firm hold on the army and if the rumors of sorcery were true. Even if his troops came, many owed only a set number of days to their lord and would trickle away to return to their farms if the invasion did not come soon. Overall, it was clear that the polities were uncertain who was the rightful princip and where arms were owed.

      Anastyna paced along the ridge, head held high, dressed in a plain woolen skirt and a belted smock that had been sewn by the camp cook. Over this, against the cold morning air, a cape given her by Warden Kirady, rabbit fur at the neck, but plain enough. Her boots were the worst of it: a soldier’s ordinary leather, hard to walk in with her small feet. Still, she managed to pace with authority.

      The men paced with her. Walking on the uneven ground, Valenty winced from the wound in his side. Healed, mostly, but at times reminding him that it was still there.

      Anastyna turned to him. “Where, by the Nine, is Elivasa?”

      It was going to be a bad morning, with Anastyna counting up all the failures. Elivasa, who could testify to the presence of sorcery in Osta Kiya, had been traversing the outlands, meeting with the princes and wardens. So far, she had scrounged up only the soldiers from nearby Tanaya.

      “Elivasa will stay out as long as it takes, my lady,” Valenty answered.

      She waved this away. “And the Keeper has, what, two hundred? Nearly equal to ours?”

      “One hundred, my lady,” Lysandry said. “Only spiritual seekers and the infirm seeking healing.”

      “She puts herself forward as a providez?”

      Anastyna’s mood was not improved by having superior numbers to Yevliesza. In her frustration, looking for slights everywhere.

      “No, my lady,” Valenty quickly said. He disliked this turn in the conversation. Yevliesza could be in danger if Anastyna turned against her. Their reconciliation rested on the shifting grounds of the princip’s moods. “These are merely the superstitions of outland villagers.”

      Anastyna was not listening. “I sent Lord Kirady and fifteen men to her for her protection. Now it seems I could ill afford it.”

      “These are early days, My Lady Princip,” Captain Lysandry made bold to say, trying to bolster her confidence and not experienced enough to realize that she would take it as a contradiction.

      She turned on him. “Early days? Osta Kiya has a standing army of two thousand. They can march against us at any time and will want to do so before Volkia comes. After which they will turn the realm over to Nashavety. Who is, I assure you, coming.”

      Coming with an army of some ten thousand. More, if they took fighters from occupied territory in Alfan Sih and Norslad. And they would be aided by their diabolic machines. They had reason to doubt that Osta Kiya’s army would even fight. Sofiyana would likely surrender.

      From this low hill, Valenty could see the army in exile beginning their drills under the Urik’s direction. First, sword practice, then a morning meal.

      Anastyna pulled her cape more closely around herself in the crisp morning air. “And for all this Keeper’s abilities, she has done little.”

      But what did she expect Yevliesza to do? Enter at Lowgate and face hundreds of enemy soldiers on their side of the boundary gate?

      Lysandry ventured, “If Nubiah comes, their forces can make all the difference.”

      A stony silence met this comment. King Jawara, with his large army, was the great hope. But the pinch point was the crossings. Nubiah forces entering at one of their gates would be picked off one at a time in the narrow confines of the tunnels.

      The same was not true of breaking out of the crossings into Numinat. When Volkia came through with overwhelming force, no garrison could withstand them. They would strike at whichever boundary fort they chose, opposed by Numinat forces that were divided between Lowgate and Causeway Gate, supposing that they fought at all.

      Alfan Sih’s position was no better than Nubiah’s—in fact worse. They were an occupied, defeated land. And Prince Tirhan, though the clear successor to succeed his father, had failed to unite the clans.

      Still, when the invasion came, Nubiah and Alfan Sih could enter the crossings and encounter merely a caretaking force. At that juncture they stood a chance of overcoming the Volkish positions. But everyone knew, Anastyna knew, that by then it might be too late. They could not count on foreign allies. They needed the polities.

      Anastyna did not answer Lysandry’s remark about Nubiah. She was looking out to the soft green knolls and vales spread out before her, the great hill country where their small force had dug in. Here, the heights gave them a view onto any enemy approaches, and the crags provided uphill fighting positions. Strangely, it might be the army of Osta Kiya that she would fight. But when Valenty looked at Anastyna, he saw an expression of longing. When Nubiah was the subject, her thoughts likely went to Prince Chenua, the former envoy of the Lion Court, and her lover.

      For all Anastyna’s concerns of war and state, she had room to long for him. As Valenty longed for Yevliesza. With Volkia poised to strike, there were many losses to come. Some of them would be unbearable.

      Below in the valley, Urik, amid his contingent of harjat, looked up at the hill crest where Anastyna conspicuously stood. He raised his sword in salute.
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        * * *

      

      The worst thing about war was that one had to ride a horse. But there was no help for it—a princip could not appear in front of the troops in a wagon, and a carriage was out of the question in this wilderness. Sofiyana wiped a hand on her indigo-blue velvet cape, trying to clean the horse sweat off after she had patted the creature’s face in an attempt to be friendly. The horse had put its ears well back, in what she took for a frown.

      Her army leader, Commander Ilyan, sat on his horse beside her, his beard flattening in the wind. His belly distended his red tunic, and his sword belt rode below the bulge. On his left shoulder, a white circle, symbol of the royal torc.

      Sofiyana walked her horse to a position next to Ilyan. The second-quarter-day sun threw a glaring light on the plain before them. They occupied a slight rise, giving them a view of the mustering grounds and beyond. In the wind, wisps of Sofiyana’s hair escaped from her netting and lashed at her face.

      “If they come,” Sofiyana observed, “we will have plenty of warning. Unless they come at night.”

      “Dark does not help. You cannot move ten thousand men without everyone knowing.” He glanced at her, adding, “My Lady Princip.”

      “If they have so many, what good are these three thousand, Commander?”

      His expression darkened. “More polities must come with their swords. We have only three so far.” That cut. She had sent out the call to arms, and most had ignored the summons.

      From her saddle, she looked out on the gathered troops, tents laid out in rows for the officers, and cookfires in their thousands for the common fighters. She held their fealty. She hoped she did, but doubts circled her like gnats. Ilyan had a way of looking at her sideways as though watching her for outbursts of sorcery. She vividly remembered that night in the palace courtyard with everyone gathered around the great circle. The sudden appearance in the tower door of the woman calling, Save us from sorcery! A manifesting, of course, but the charge lingered: sorcery. Her secret exposed if they dared believe it. Many of the soldiers did, by their expressions.

      The memory of that night of the Blossom Moon festival roiled in her thoughts. Yevliesza striking her, killing her soldiers, snatching Valenty away. The time would come when Yevliesza would pay for this. For now, she hid, and Sofiyana’s spies had not yet found her. Rumors had made their way to the palace that she styled herself a visionary, claiming to have spent time in arcane planes of being and in company with some kind of seer from the Agarvesky Forest. The royal spies heard such rumors in several small northern towns like Branova and Vrall. It seemed a strange claim for Yevliesza to make, and Sofiyana could not grasp what advantage that gave her, unless by surrounding herself with followers, she hoped to avoid capture.

      “Commander, still no news of Yevliesza? The Keeper, as she styles herself?” They had been searching for her since she had broken into Osta Kiya and spirited Valenty away. Yevliesza deserved to be punished. When Nashavety had her in hand, it would be an ugly fate.

      “We comb the outlands, My Lady Princip, but we cannot spare many men. The Volkish could come at any time.”

      “But we are still watching Anastyna’s camp?”

      “We have scouts who watch, my lady. But no one has caught sight of Yevliesza. She may not be in the Stora Hills.”

      Osta Kiya would not waste its time attacking the camp. Anastyna had fewer than four hundred men; she was not a threat.

      A messenger approached Ilyan. He read the message and, giving instructions, sent the man off again.

      “Strengthen your efforts, Commander,” she told Ilyan. “I would not want to judge you lax.” He nodded, acknowledging the order. During the winter she had hoped to capture Yevliesza. But now—now she worried about such a venture. If she was holed up with large group of followers, there could be a fight to bring her out. If many died, Sofiyana would be blamed for the bloodshed. People would say that in time of war, instead of preparing to fight Volkia, the army fought its own citizens.

      “How soon will we move camp?” she asked.

      “We have word from several polities that they are joining our forces. When they arrive, we will move to a battleground of our choosing.”

      “Which battleground?” Nashavety would want to know.

      Ilyan glanced at her. “I am still considering.”

      He would not say. The man did not trust her. The army did not trust her. Even feared her.

      “Would it not make sense, once our polities have come, to assemble at Lowgate and meet the enemy at the choke point? Lowgate is closer to Osta Kiya, and the Volkish will want to march on the city-palace.”

      “As you say, lady. But they might defy our expectations and enter at Causeway Gate. We have reinforced the garrison at Lowgate, and they will do damage to the Volkish if they come through there. But we should be prepared that the enemy will overwhelm the garrison of either of the gates. And we must meet them on their way after they have tired themselves from a long march.”

      Nashavety would be pleased to hear of this plan. Sofiyana thought she had skillfully drawn out the commander without seeming too obvious.

      Ilyan pointed out at the great flats. “Our dactyl units patrol constantly and will alert us when they break through. We will be prepared to intercept them.”

      He looked forward to a great battle. But Nashavety had promised her that no Numinat blood would be shed. When they came, Sofiyana would observe their overwhelming force and ask for a parley. During which she would surrender. It would be her prerogative. The army fought at the princip’s command. Or did not fight.

      “I approve your plan,” she said, “until we have better intelligence of their position. So I leave you to your work.” She got the horse started down the slope in the direction of her pavilion. Her back ached, and she stank of horseflesh and dust. She was no soldier.

      Nor princip for long, either. Once Volkia had peacefully taken Numinat, Nashavety would assume the role. And Sofiyana would be at her side as her closest companion.

      It would be so easy to dispense with the silver torc. She had hated the exalted role from the moment the silver cuff had been fastened around her neck. The horrid obligation to keep the fajatim leashed, the extermination of the traitors after Anastyna’s defection, the people’s growing mistrust after the debacle of the Blossom Moon. The nighttime visits from Nashavety . . .

      She looked out at the plains before she ducked into her tent. For a moment she thought she saw a dark line on the horizon: the massing of the army that would rescue her from the misery of leadership. And reunite her with her mistress. But it was only her imagination.

      Soon, however. Soon.
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        * * *

      

      At dusk, one of Ilyan’s officers came to her tent with news. Their patrols had found Yevliesza. She was encamped in the Haiga River region, a day and a half from their position on the plains. Sofiyana’s chest tightened. It was time to decide.

      The officer reported that Yevliesza was camped with a group of over one hundred and fifty followers. Most of them were peasants without weapons. She had fifteen trained soldiers from Eiger Polity, along with the polity’s warden, Lord Kirady, who appeared to have taken her under his protection. She had a devoted gathering who believed she possessed mysterious powers: nonsense like entering the Mist Wall, contact with spirits. Peasant beliefs.

      At the Haiga, Kirady’s soldiers would fight, and they might draw in the peasant followers. Facing off with the trained men of Osta Kiya, it would be a massacre. When word of it reached the army bivouacked here, it could further divide loyalties. Until now, all Sofiyana had to do was keep things reined in until Nashavety arrived. And now a confrontation at Yevliesza’s camp could inflame things. With so much at stake, Sofiyana could not understand why her mistress was making Yevliesza a priority.

      “Commander Ilyan seeks to know your wishes, my lady,” the officer said, impatient.

      Facing the decision, Sofiyana cowered.

      “My Lady Princip?”

      “I will decide, Captain. I will let you know when I have.”

      With the arrival of the Volkish imminent, surely sending troops to the Haiga was not of utmost importance. Nashavety would understand, she thought. Would she not?
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      When Yevliesza and her group neared their camp at the Haiga marshes, Rusadka rode ahead to alert Warden Kirady of her approach and make known to him their discovery of the gate, a thing they must keep secret, especially in a camp full of strangers.

      Yevliesza was glad to have good news for Kirady. He had risked everything to side with her and with Anastyna, and even through the past month of inaction and growing logistical problems at camp, he had remained unshaken. The newly found gate was a stroke of good fortune, but the quaking raised an ugly prospect. Was it proof of the very thing she had worried about from the start? How fragile was the Mythos? And how fundamental were the crossings to its structure?

      Mitri’s pace freshened now that they were close to camp. Unlike the other horses, he was not much bothered by the boggy terrain of the marshes. Mitri was steady, almost unflappable, and, like her, loved a good run. For a moment she imagined Valenty riding at her side. His strong face. His strong passion.

      She shoved the thought away. He’d had his chance to be there.

      Ostov, who had the keenest sight of the group, pointed ahead at a someone on horseback coming out from the camp. “Janov,” he reported.

      The former village master was in charge of camp logistics, a job he took to easily, making decisions she always approved for their good sense. He had been with her since the day she had emerged from Holdfast—that place she had gone under Isha’s direction, or thought she had gone. There she had committed to her role. But her ninth power was as ambiguous as ever.

      Janov joined them on his mount. “Keeper,” he said with affection. He had heard of her success from Rusadka but refrained from mentioning it until they were alone.

      He told her that during her two-day absence, a group had come in from the Olyma region west of there. “Thirty people, including four children.”

      She sighed in resignation. A small number, at least.

      “And twenty-two from the small holdings around Vraal,” he added. “But they brought a wagon of potatoes to share. And we have had good fishing in the river. Eels aplenty.”

      Janov was optimistic, and she nodded approvingly, though she disliked eel stew and longed for bread and butter and apples, however wizened this time of year.

      “All the newcomers healthy?” Some of the camp followers came because they thought she had great powers of healing.

      Janov quirked a look at her. “Well, healthy.”

      “No?”

      “Two of the children are on crutches. I think that is why the Vraal folk came, or some of them.”

      Fifty-two more to feed, so now, close to two hundred encamped in the marshlands. How had these people even found her, any of them? She and her few companions had been at some pains to remain unobserved. But rumors of her being a providez, a seer, had carried far, widening out from Branova. Isha had said people looked for miracles and saw them whether true or not.

      Janov went on. “As well, two have come from the satvary.”

      “Zolvina?”

      “Aye. You know them, so they said. Lady Dreiza and a young woman. Too young to be a satvar.”

      Kassalya. With her painful gift of foreknowledge. Yevliesza liked the girl, but having her close by could be emotionally fraught. She wasn’t sure if she wanted the distraction of foreknowing. Since Kassalya’s futures sometimes weren’t quite what happened. But she was eager to see Dreiza again.

      “Lord Kirady gave them his tent.”

      That was a rare gift. The marshlands were barren of trees, and most people slept without shelter, or had erected makeshift sleeping quarters in or under carts. Other people’s generosity shamed her. Here she had been thinking of how much she disliked eel soup and how hard it would be to have disabled children in camp.

      “I don’t know what I would do without you,” she said as she looked at Janov, broad-chested, broad of mind. He faced every setback with confidence, and she had set herself the goal of being more like him.

      “You would do fine, mistress.”

      Janov had confidence in her, as did Lord Warden Kirady and Rusadka, her closest advisors. Maybe today she had earned that confidence. The new gate. Arrow Shaft Gate, she called it. The discovery altered everything, or could. If she managed to sabotage weaponry without undermining the Mythos.

      Drifts of smoke met them from the peat cookfires. Supplies of peat were one reason they’d chosen the marshlands for their encampment. Another was that the many potholes of standing water would slow down any soldiers Sofiyana might send. Yevliesza and her core group could retreat into the wetlands with their barriers of streams and ponds.

      Coming into camp, they headed for one of the two tents, with the larger, Yevliesza’s, spacious enough for three or four to meet. Kirady, her most powerful supporter, waited for her outside the tent. He was of wiry build, with a trim white beard and wore simple leathers and a drab green cloak. Drab, because he had given his fine one away somewhere. He looked pleased, having heard the news of the new gate.

      Kirady and she first met when she had traveled with Janov from the village at the edge of the Agarvesky Forest and journeyed to Anastyna’s camp. Where she’d finally told Anastyna of her primal root power. And where she’d asked her for a few select manifesters from the princip’s followers who could help her rescue Valenty from Osta Kiya.

      “Keeper,” Kirady said, as she dismounted and gave Mitri over to one of his men.

      Kirady, Janov, and Rusadka were soon gathered inside with her and found seats on the cot, her storage chest, and her tent’s only chair. Yevliesza’s young maid, Lura, brought in steaming drinks prepared at the embers of the cookfire. Her curly hair escaped from her bun as she handed around the cups.

      Yevliesza thanked her, folding her hands around the hot cup and inhaling the fragrance of the blueberry infusion, comforting after the two-hour ride from the cave.

      When Lura left, Rusadka set her cup aside to tell the story of the gate and the destruction of the Volkish battle wagon. And the aftermath: the quakes.

      Kirady’s gaze brightened as she spun the story. It was a small victory, but spoke of things to come.

      Yevliesza explained how she had identified the gate by the presence of the rings, or whorls, and how she had recognized them from the time she had been in the backways and had wounded Prince Albrecht.

      The mystery of the aligns was growing deeper. Aligns were in many places: in the landscape, of course. But also within the crossings. The tunnels were built along them. The first people to cross over from Earth had been following aligns, creating pathways along their trajectories. Since then, the power to create and dissolve the crossings had faded from the world. Until now. Today she had learned that aligns sometimes appeared as tangents to the paths, crossing them. Slowly, she was learning more about both aligns and the crossings. But she felt there was more to be discovered.

      “Arrow Shaft Gate,” Kirady was saying, liking the name. “This is a gift of the Mythos.”

      Rusadka raised an eyebrow. “Keeper’s gift, more like.”

      “It is that,” Kirady agreed easily. “Now we will strike them where it hurts.”

      “Yes,” Yevliesza said. “Except for the tunnels shaking. Did you feel it here?”

      Kirady shook his head, while Janov said, “The horses in the corral became skittish. I wondered why. They might have felt something we could not.”

      “What do you make of it?” Kirady asked her.

      She voiced her fear: “I worry that collapsing parts of the crossings is dangerous to the Mythos. Structurally dangerous.”

      Kirady rubbed his chin through his beard, frowning. “But now, small actions, too. That is troubling.”

      Rusadka saw her struggling with the issue. “But we must go on, yes?”

      “Unless we find that I’m doing more damage than good.” She returned Kirady’s gaze and saw his disappointment.

      “If we cannot attack Volkia in the crossings,” he said, “we lose a great advantage.”

      She would try again—she had to. “Maybe the quakes will lessen. Let’s see.”

      Rusadka nodded. “We can test how far to go.”

      At some point, she left off saying, she might have to stop. People would surely resent her for it. If Numinat was invaded and she did nothing, Valenty would never forgive her. Maybe no one would.

      She changed the subject. “What if people in camp get curious about where I’m going? They already think I go into the Mist Wall. They might follow me.”

      “No one will leave camp,” Kirady said. “I will see to it.”

      Lura entered. “Mistress
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