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Chapter 1
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Sweat beads on my temples as I walk through the last steps of Circle the Rising Moon. Block, thrust, brush knee, diagonal whip hook. The tiniest trickle of rashas qi simmers through my energy nodes; not enough to manifest weaves, but enough for me to gauge whether I’m doing the movements correctly. 

Step, spin, traverse to face. Slip roll, blade hand tap. 

It’s early afternoon. The air is stuffy and still in Steep Gables’ loft, due to the hot summer sun and an annoying lack of windows. Next to me, Rafel Kailar—Crimson Cowl, infamous assassin—walks through the same form. 

“All right, Saeli. Name five objects in this room,” he commands in Zhav as we practice.

“Table, chair, floor, ceiling,” I rattle off, still fumbling the pronunciations. Zhav just has so many consonants compared to Ilun. “Uh, no window. This room need window.”

I may have been showing off. He chuckles and corrects my conjugation. When we reach the end of the form we’ve been working on, I hold the last position and wait for his verdict.

“Your slip roll was off balance,” he says in his matter-of-fact teaching voice. “And that last tap was weak. Again.”

Sighing, I reset my position. Rashas qi favors fast, forceful movements, a contrast to sattva’s airy, circular feel. Rashas Flow forms in particular, with their flicking wrists and toe-heavy stances, are challenging to my sattva-trained instincts. 

“What other sentences can you make?” he asks first in Ilun and then in Zhav.

I speak haltingly as we work through Circle the Rising Moon again. Language lessons were my idea, as I’d quickly become fed up with living among Cowls and understanding none of their casual conversations. So far, Rafel has indulged me. Maybe he’s guessed my true purpose: that stumbling through difficult Zhav words and rashas forms keeps me from dwelling on Aschamon, Matvey, my other professors. Mother. 

Fien.

Yan.

I think about the piece of fireplace charcoal I stole the night after the battle—the first night I stayed in this old, creaky house—and the calendar I keep next to my mattress in the room I share with Mauri. 

Two days, two black scratches on the floor. Three, four, five. A circle marking Midsummer, and my missed dedication ceremony. Seven. Twelve. Mauri has noticed the markings, I assume, but she has left them alone.

The Saeli I’d been last moon would have been inconsolable over anything coming between her and dedication to Isasar. But then again, the Saeli of last moon would have awoken in an Aschamon dormitory, donned an Aschamon uniform, and given the opportunity, would have worn a Silver Mantle on her shoulders with pride. 

That Saeli had never met Rafel.

That Saeli’s best friend would still be alive.

My toe catches on an uneven floorboard, and I stumble, concentration broken. Rafel sighs but allows me to start over—sensing, perhaps, that asking what was wrong would only upset me further.

He must know.

Surely, he must. 

But what could he say that would fix it? That hasn’t already been said?

I exhale and start the form again. Sometimes Yan’s loss seeps in no matter how thoroughly I tuck it away, but during the daylight watches when Rafel trains me, I am determined to keep my body busy and my mind focused. 

Thinking about Yan won’t bring him back. All I can do is make his death mean something.

In a terrible sort of way, my exile is not so different from my old life. When I first enrolled at Aschamon, it had been my excited outbursts, my tendency to misunderstand jokes, my inability to look anyone in the eye that had driven the other students away. Later, it was my inexplicable failure to earn my Mantle. With only two real friends, what else did I have to fill my time except study, sleep, and walking through forms? My roommate Fien never knew, but sometimes after a truly frustrating day, I would sneak out to the Tammar Hall courtyard and go through the sattva series—every fundamental form and every combination through four-tier—over and over until I’d exhausted myself enough to sleep.

And now here I am, in a Crimson Cowl hideout, as far from Aschamon as a not-quite-Mantle could be, still walking through forms. 

Still pushing out a world that refuses to understand. 

The loft is quiet but for the pressure of feet against old flooring and long, controlled breaths. Rafel is quiet between Zhav lessons. He is also effortlessly graceful as he weaves, blue eyes focused inward, mouth compressed in concentration. 

Sometimes—shallow though it may be—just watching him move is enough to lift my mood. 

We finish Circle the Rising Moon to his satisfaction and move on to Drop in the Ocean. Flow single-weaves are woven slow and smooth like their name, requiring a great deal of control and patience. This makes them ideal for stretching one’s muscles at the start of a lesson and for cooling down afterward. 

I appreciate the way Rafel walks the forms with me. Most Aschamon professors prefer to stand aside and judge.

“Swift Takes a Silverfin,” Rafel announces as we finish the last of Drop in the Ocean. “You’re the Swift.”

I resist the urge to flap my hands as we step apart to face each other. Of all the rashas forms he’s taught me, this is my favorite, and he knows it. Rafel Unfolds the Fan and brings his arms behind his back, hands open; I cross hands and pivot step into the first attack.

The dance begins. 

Swift Takes a Silverfin is a potent shielding form, the highest-tier fundamental weave I’ve ever learned, and the only one in either discipline that requires a partner. Rafel had pulled Mauri aside to help him demonstrate it the first time, so that I could watch the two separate, connected forms: an allegorical battle between predator and prey. When executed by two skilled practitioners, it has a beautiful rhythm and flow that one person dancing qi alone simply cannot replicate. 

The Swift form, my part, is the simpler of the two, and thus the one Rafel taught me first. It’s full of quick, darting hand movements, like the bird it is named for, and a lot of complex, in-and-out footwork. Rafel plays the fish, the silverfin attempting to avoid being speared and eaten. His part is showier: dodging, shadowing, redirecting.

“Good,” he says as our wrists meet on the last movement. He grins and steps back. “Now we switch.”

“I don’t know the whole Silverfin part yet,” I remind him, pushing damp strands of hair out of my face. “You’ve only shown me the first few steps.”

His grin, if anything, grows wider. “I know.”

“But—”

“Unfold the Fan, Gray Robe.” He points at my feet, and then my hands. “Feather-step, roll back, back guard.”

I sigh and do as he instructs. 

“You are a fish in the water.” He comes in with the first Swift attack, exaggeratedly slow. I block and push his arm aside. Pass, reverse turn, fist under elbow. 

“I am trying to catch you.” He turns the opposite direction, again moving slowly, and attacks with a spear hand. Slide down, pass, circle arms, snap wrists out. The next two motions we do in unison, and this is as far as he’s taken me on the Silverfin part. 

Rafel turns, and I recognize the stance of the next Swift step. “Don’t let me.”

“What?” 

He rushes in full speed. I gasp, evade, and block him with my forearm on pure instinct. Rafel chuckles and steps back, breaking stance.

“That wasn’t the correct block,” he says.

“I don’t know the correct block,” I say crossly. “You haven’t—”

“Ground, Gray Robe, you’re shaking,” he interrupts.

Oh, does he infuriate me sometimes. But I shut my mouth and obey because he is right; I am shaking. I still draw more rashas than I mean to when I get annoyed; I think that’s why he deliberately needles me during training.

“Center. Attune.” He lifts one of my arms. “Back guard, first stance. Let’s try again; just you this time.”

Weight on the back foot, front toe pointed, arms held behind and close, hands open. 

Rafel stalks around, checking my feet and hands. To the constant delight and terror of my stupid feelings, he is an infuriatingly hands-on instructor. He’ll stand directly in my path, or shadow me, and at any point he’ll reach out and re-position whichever limb is not performing to his standards. His corrective touches are lighter than a pawa feather but distracting all the same...especially from someone I have a secret crush on. Every brush of fingers sends sparks through my nerves.

“Go through Silverfin as far as you know,” he says. “But this time, I really want you to be the fish.”

“Be...the fish,” I echo flatly. 

“Use your imagination. Pretend you are in the water, trying not to be eaten. Picture the shield you’re trying to make. Dance every step with that image in your head.”

I grind my teeth. At times like this, I want to shake him and demand that he teach me something useful; like, say, the bridge form he ultimately wants me to do. 

It’s not that I haven’t made progress. Within twelve watches under his eye, I could draw rashas qi at will. Within twelve lessons, I could dance more than half of the eighteen fundamental forms without missing a step.

It’s just...the sooner I build the way to this powerful god-killer he hopes to find, the sooner we can start working toward the real reason I’m here: stopping the war between his people and mine. He has yet to even show me the bridge scrolls, claiming I need to know every fundamental rashas form for each strand to have a chance of understanding them.

Silverfin is the last Flow form I need. 

I have also learned, over the last twelve days, that Rafel is a competent, clever instructor. He’d never ask me to do something silly for his own amusement. Every lesson has a purpose. And despite my irritation...I want to please him.

“How is my imagination going to help me learn this form better than you just showing it to me?” I ask.

Rafel shrugs. “If I explain, you’ll overthink it, and it won’t work.” 

I reset my body, feeling untethered despite having literally just grounded. Excuse me for wanting to know what I’m doing before I have to do it! Maybe if I fail spectacularly at...whatever this exercise is, he’ll deign to teach it properly. 

I’m already overthinking this. 

Be the fish. Picture the shield.

I step into the form, less focused on my limbs and more on the qi tugging at my spine. Be the fish. Pass, reverse turn, fist under elbow. 

The city Temple gardens have a lake where I watched wading swifts as a child. I try to imagine what living in that water would feel like, avoiding all those sharp beaks. Slide down, pass, circle arms, snap wrists out. 

Does Rafel expect me to guess the next move when I get to it? 

Be the fish.

Sometimes during Advanced Forms class, when Professor Lars would demonstrate a new form to us, my classmates would try to call out the next movement just before he did it. They were nearly always wrong. As was I, playing silently by myself, except...except when Lars explained the form’s purpose beforehand. 

Picture the shield.

Contact, roll back, drop stance. I sweep a hand along the floor, barely touching it, and shift all my weight to my back leg. 

I am a fish. I am fast, flexible, and unpredictable. 

I feather-step forward, bringing my arm over my head in a circular sweep, letting the subtle pull of qi inside me guide my muscles. 

I will not be caught. 

My other elbow shoots up to block a beak coming at my face, forearm held across my cheek. I am the silverfin, and I will not die today. I love that moment when the whole shape of a new form clicks into place in my head. Three attacks I dodge, feeling wind brush my face. I slip around to the predator’s back, keeping a hand there as we step as one, and then...

Rafel’s wrist meets my own and I freeze, the trance breaking. 

“And that, Gray Robe,” he says with a smirk, “is Silverfin.”

My eyes widen as I realize Rafel must have joined me at some point, playing the Swift. I’d been so wrapped up in fishes, shields, and my own body, I hadn’t realized the beaks and talons I’d dodged were Rafel’s hands and feet. 

“I...I did it right, then?” I pull my trembling hand away from his, resisting the urge to linger. “Contact, roll back, drop, cast off, wing arm?”

Rafel nods, smiling. “And then?”

I tap my fingers on my forearm, thinking back to what I’ve just done. “Wing arm...” If I focus on the sensation of water around my body and dodging a swift’s beak, I can still trace the shape of the weaves in my mind. “Slide down right, hang, slip hands, circle—”

“Wrist cross,” we both say together. I blink at him, and he smirks again.

“I’ve never played the guessing game like that,” I admit.

His eyebrow arches. “You’ve done it before?”

It’s hard to read his face just then. The smile tells me he’s pleased, but now it doesn’t quite reach those pale eyes. I shrug.

“Well, Lars never asked us to jump into a form cold. He would demonstrate it, and people would try to call the motions ahead of time.”

“I bet you were good at that.”

“How would you know?” I frown. 

“Because you’re a sahaya.”

I ground and release rashas, knowing he’ll explain if I’m patient.

“It’s an old Gohes word,” he continues. “It means ‘natural.’”

At this, I roll my eyes. 

“I have had nine years of training at Aschamon, even if that was with sattva. There’s a difference between natural talent and the skill one develops as—”

“Did you make up forms in your spare time?” he interrupts.

“No.” I raise an eyebrow. “But we had to do it for Theory class.” 

In fact, that was how I met Fien. We were assigned to the same form-building workshop in our first year of Theory.

“Did they work?” he asks.

I frown again. 

Truthfully, neither Fien’s nor Yan’s forms—and I quickly banish the memory of Yan’s tousled head bent over a Theory textbook—ever manifested any qi, nor did Matvey grade them on that expectation. Qi can only be effectively channeled using sequences painstakingly discovered by our ancestors and handed down to us, or so we’re taught. 

But...sometimes my forms did work. 

I never dared submit those experiments in Matvey’s classes, and until this moment, I’d never thought it more than a fluke.

“I can tell by your face that they did.” Rafel nods. “That’s saha. It’s not a talent so much as an instinct.” He taps my head. “Once you understand what the energy is supposed to do, you possess the ability to visualize which movements will best manifest the strands.”

“But isn’t that just how forms work?” I ask, confused. “How else would the ancient majahel have woven the fundamental patterns in the first place?”

He chuckles. “Oh, Gray Robe. I’ll bet you never passed a forms exam with anything less than perfect marks. Most majahel have to build up muscle memory before they can even think about unleashing a form’s qi. If every new majahel could walk through a form just by visualizing its purpose, why would they even bother to grade you?”

I stare down at my feet, struck speechless. I’d always done well at forms, better than most in my classes, which I assumed was a result of my late-night practicing. The truth was, over the last few years, I’d been so obsessed with earning my Mantle that even perfect test scores still felt like failure. 

“It never mattered,” I say softly. “If you didn’t wear the Silver, nothing you did mattered.”

Rafel makes a sour face and shakes his head. “They were such fools.”

I flush. It still feels wrong to let a Cowl insult my professors, but he sort of has a point, doesn’t he? I narrow my eyes, reminded of how he echoed Snake Strike during his fight with the Priestess. 

“You’re a...sahaya, too.” My tongue trips over the unfamiliar word. 

His smile turns sly.

“My ras discovered and nurtured the ability in me.” That smile slips, as it does whenever he speaks of his previous ras...which is rare. Then his lips turn up again. 

“It’s a rare gift, Gray Robe; not something one can learn. I’ve encountered saha in only one other person in all my years: Arik. And damn if it isn’t wasted in that kid. But you.” He shakes his head. “Sahaya and anjahel in one. You’ll be quite the force to be reckoned with when I’m through with you.”

A warmth that has nothing to do with rashas qi fills me. Saha. Who would have guessed my skill with that little game in class had a name? Matvey will crack marindar when I tell him...

“Let’s practice that again, and then we’ll move on to shielding.” 

I bite back a sigh and draw rashas again. 

If I ever get to tell him. 
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Chapter 2
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I stand...or stood...or will be standing at the entrance of a stone grotto, its walls shimmering with soft green light. Only the occasional drip of water disturbs the quiet. At the center of the space, a rotating, luminescent chrysalis hangs from nothing, like a seed awaiting sunlight...

Wait.

I inhale sharply.

I know this place. I’ve...been here before.

I remove my sandals, wiggling my toes in the soft green moss, and descend the shallow stairs. There, at the center, rests the pool of stars, perfectly round, reaching down and down into the heart of the universe. Like last time, I kneel and brush my hand across the water.

Like last time, I feel his regard from the other side of the pool. I don’t look up.

I don’t dare.

“The time draws near,” the Keeper says in a voice as quiet as falling feathers. Black mist curls at the edges of my vision, questing, beckoning, but I fist my hands and keep my eyes on the stars.

A sharp pop like cracking glass makes my head jerk up. A jagged crack runs through the center of the chrysalis and there he is, red eyes and fire and I’m burning, my flesh peeling away...

I shoot up from the dusty couch, gasping, and nearly slide off it. Taking a careful breath, I sit properly, looking around the empty loft. The few visible windows downstairs are pitch black. They’d been gray last time I looked.

Rafel generally leaves me alone for a watch or two each afternoon to practice. I remember walking through Silverfin for the fifth time—I’ve practiced it almost nonstop since he taught it to me yesterday—flopping on this couch to rest, closing my eyes for a moment...

Strands. Did I fall asleep?

I stand, straightening the long black tunic and pants I’ve been given to wear in this place. They were originally Mauri’s, I think, as I’m constantly having to roll up the pant legs. At least the material is soft. 

I’m lucky Rafel didn’t catch me sleeping out in the open. Anyone could have come up here. Out of habit, I glance down the hallway that branches from the upstairs loft. 

“Kortar,” I mutter in Zhav. Hallway.

The first door leads to the bedroom I share with Mauri, but my gaze is drawn to the narrow rectangle of illumination under the last door on the left. 

“Yasnoch.” Light.

Rafel’s room.

And the light means he isn’t out in the city or downstairs with one of his squads. It means he’s right here, twenty feet away and still as distant as a moon. Once our lessons are done for the day, he never comes out to check on me.

I sigh again, straightening and stretching my back. Either I light the table lamp and keep practicing—and just the thought of walking through another form makes my tired muscles tremble—or I attempt to get some actual sleep. 

Should I tell Rafel about the dream? The details are fading already, but for the eyes and mist and...

No. It’s just a stress dream, Saeli. He’ll rightly think you’re being ridiculous.

Mauri has left a qi lamp burning on a table in our shared room. She’d come in several watches earlier, looking exhausted, and shut herself in without a word. I eye her blanket-wrapped form sprawled on her mattress, one slim brown hand draped artlessly over the edge. 

Rafel’s squads come and go constantly in ones and twos, and never the same ones and twos. They’ll report to him if he’s here, eat, maybe sleep for a few watches, bathe, play a game or two of cards, and ‘port out again. Mauri warned me my first night here to keep out of their way. I’m not certain how many of his cell even know I’m here; Rafel only allows Mauri and occasionally Kaeben to come upstairs. 

I wish I knew what those Cowls did all day and night, creeping unchecked through Aschera. I wish I could trust any of them to tell the truth if I asked.

I change into a second set of blacks; faded, threadbare, barely decent even for sleeping. Thankfully my new roommate, like my old one, sleeps like the dead, so I don’t have to worry about the occasional creaking floorboard. Another charcoal scratch joins the twelve by my mattress; nearly a half-moon since my disappearance from Aschamon. The battle already feels like an eternity ago. 

I wonder, still, if they saw the way I left. I wonder if they think me a traitor.

Lying down, I dim the lamp with a quick Void weave and close my eyes, counting Mauri’s soft breaths. When I am absolutely sure she won’t wake up, I stretch out my mind and send my consciousness spiraling away from the house.

Rafel has taken over my anjahel training as well, despite the awful way he learned of my ability to manipulate the seventh strand. His bridge form doesn’t even require such training; I think he just can’t resist the lure of teaching another like himself. 

This, what I am doing right now, is a skill he calls “riding the seventh,” a variation of majahel sight. I have a vague recollection of Donnevan teaching something about “anjahel sight,” but those lessons are so mixed up with Yan and our awful fight that recalling them is painful.

Unbeknownst to Rafel, I have been watching my city every night since he taught me this skill. The house ward confounded me until I discovered my sight could make use of Arik’s floor glyph as easily as my physical body. At first, I hadn’t been able to reach much further than the mansions near Steep Gables; however, using the seventh strand is like working any other muscle. I can now sweep the breadth of East Ridge without much strain. 

Riding the seventh is like flying inside a dream and being able to see into the lattice of creation itself. Nothing is solid: buildings are purple lines and washes of hollow texture, walls grow translucent as you “pass” close to them, roads are empty gaps. Strange hollow tunnels crisscross the city, while tendrils of raw qi ebb and flow inside the ground beneath everyone’s feet. Blinding white marks anything made of marindar glass, living creatures are multicolored splotches, and cowens are person-shaped layers of rainbow and brilliance. 

I have, over the last few nights, only just begun to make sense of it all.

Majahel are the most complex, their auras carrying woven qi and ribbon-like energy trails in their wake, every strand bathed in faint indigo. Before I started watching Mantle majahel working qi in their homes or in late shifts at the factories, I never knew sattva had a color separate from the strands that comprise it.

Seeing no majahel of interest in East Ridge tonight, I move on to the slums near Eastgate. And perhaps because I’d been thinking about qi and color, I spot something I’ve never noticed before. Majahel inside buildings, mingled with cowen auras, working qi that’s tinted green instead of indigo.  

Rashas qi is drawn from the fourth node, which appears green. Could those be...Cowls?

I see no strife among the homes’ occupants, no hint that the cowens notice anything amiss about these majahel. 

Frowning, I turn my sight west, out toward the factories and the industrial district. Now that I know what to look for, I pick out more of these faintly green-auraed majahel, rarely more than a single ‘port or two from East Ridge. Some wander in pairs, shielded—but committing no violence or vandalism I can discern—but plenty of these Cowls seem to have merely staked out domiciles in poorer areas.

Are these even Rafel’s Cowls at all, or are they Grisen’s? 

Cowl truce or not, Rafel has made it very clear that Grisen’s cell are unwelcome at Steep Gables, and so far, none have been stupid enough to cross him. Logically, then, I know Grisen’s Cowls must be lying low elsewhere in the city. I could ask Rafel, of course, but then I’d have to reveal my nighttime wanderings. I’m not sure I want to do that yet. 

Huffing, I turn my sight back toward Temple Circle and central Aschera.

I’d harbored some hope of pushing my sight all the way up to Northgate and Aschamon, but tonight I barely make it to the Temple gardens south of Central Plaza before my head throbs in protest. Wincing, I pull my sight back to South Temple district...and spot something that instantly snags my attention. 

Five Mantle majahel, walking in a straight line, blue-violet qi rolling off their bodies in questing weaves as they move down a residential street. And unlike city majahel, these carry proper wards and other tactical forms wound around their bodies.

They’re from Aschamon. This is a search party.

My stomach twists as I realize what this means. I’m the only one who went missing when Rafel’s cell attacked the school. They don’t know I betrayed them, that I’m here of my own free will. Because the only person who could have told them is Y—

“I should have known.”

The low voice jerks me back into my head and I sit up, heart pounding, disoriented. 

Rafel stands just inside Mauri’s room, arms folded, one shoulder resting against the doorjamb, hair falling loose around his shadowed face. He wears only tattered black pants and a dark gray undershirt, translucent with age and wear. The low light and his dressed-down state do little to calm me. 

Swallowing, I spin a Spark weave around my finger and turn up the qi lamp. “How long have you been there?”

“You think I don’t notice when you do that?” He thrusts a thumb toward the hallway. “I am right over there, you know.”

And I’d been worried about Mauri catching me? Kark, I am brainless. Her mattress lays mere feet from mine and yet she sleeps on, even now, utterly oblivious. 

“Are you angry?” I ask, looking at my lap.

“That depends. Have you contacted anyone on your little spying trips?”

My gaze shoots back to him. “You can do that?”

“Ha.” Rafel scoffs. “Wouldn’t that be useful? No. I just wondered if you’d tried.”

He shifts his weight, standing a little straighter. I hate the way I notice how that see-through shirt does very little to hide the lines of his chest and stomach. Even his feet are attractive, bare against the wood floor, slim and elegant like the rest of him.

Don’t be disrespectful, Saeli. I exhale, carefully. You know his feelings.

“You’re flushed,” he comments. “How hard were you pushing yourself tonight?” 

“I reached the Temple gardens,” I answer. “Almost made it to the auditorium.”

His eyes widen and he lets out a low whistle. My cheeks flush even more. I mentally slap myself.

“That is a damned impressive range, Gray Robe.”

Warmth blossoms in me. Thank Isasar for the low light, or he’ll think I have a fever. 

“I saw Grisen’s Cowls, I think,” I dare to say. “And maybe some of yours? Some were skulking around, but most were in homes with cowens.”

Rafel half-smiles and nods. “Most of my cell have integrated into Ascheran life, disguised as ordinary folk; taking jobs, renting rooms, only checking in here on occasion.” 

I’m not sure how to feel about that. The Mantle in me balks at the idea of Cowls living among my people, lying in wait, plotting who knew what, but...they didn’t seem to be hurting anyone? I notice I’m fiddling with my pants leg and fist my hands.

“Playing house is simply the smartest way to blend into a strange city for moons at a time,” Rafel adds, probably reading my conflicted expression. “The cowens likely don’t suspect a thing.”

I frown. “I can’t imagine Grisen ‘playing house’ anywhere.”

Rafel snorts. 

“No. He doesn’t have the patience. The Cowls you saw skulking in the streets are probably his. Grisen thinks I don’t guard Steep Gables well enough.” He shakes his head. “What he refuses to acknowledge is that the only long-term way to protect this place is to keep out of it as much as possible. Fifty Cowls in one house, night after night? We might as well light a fire on the roof.”

I shudder at the notion of fifty Cowls, not to mention roof fires, metaphorical or not.

“I saw something else, too. Aschamon is looking for me,” I say softly.

Rafel gazes at the far wall like he can see beyond it, to where my people search in vain. “They comb the city every night, district by district. East Ridge may be the last place they look, but they’ll reach this neighborhood eventually.” He turns that pale gaze on me. “The wards that protect the house also betray a Cowl presence here, for a Mantle who is looking.”

My lips press together, feeling the words as a subtle jab. What does he want me to say?

What will I do if my professors find Steep Gables and attempt a rescue before I can do Rafel’s form? Would I play along, pretend I’d been held against my will and let them take me back? They’d sequester me behind Aschamon walls, and Isasar would dedicate me on the spot. At worst, I could be tried and punished for getting caught up in a Cowl scheme at all.

But could I really defy my professors and openly stand with a Crimson Cowl; with the worst of them? Even if I never pledge myself to their Iuril, I’d still be a traitor in Silver Mantle eyes. They would exile me from Aschera, and once word got around, no other Mantle community would take me in. I’d have to don a Cowl then or spend the rest of my days homeless and hunted.

“You haven’t tried to run yet, Gray Robe,” he adds. “But you wouldn’t ride the seventh through Aschera every night if you were completely sure of me. You have no idea what you’ll do if they come for you, do you?”

“I’d rather get this bridge form done before it comes to that,” I admit, seeing no point in hiding it from him.

He nods, his gaze softening. Rafel respects honesty. It’s why I feel like I can trust him, deep down, even when his intensity, secrets, schemes, and...well, Cowlishness all get in the way. Things are better between us when I speak my mind.

“Rafel.” I fight to meet his gaze and settle for his mouth. “Why haven’t you shown me the bridge form yet?”

That mouth quirks into a tiny smirk, but he says nothing.

“I’ve mastered every form you’ve shown me, learned everything you’ve asked,” I continue, my voice rising. “Am I a part of this plan of yours, or not? Because I’m risking everything by staying here, day after day, learning techniques that will get me banished if it’s discovered I can do them. Keeping secrets in case I try to run, if that’s your reasoning, is not fair and frankly insulting after everything I’ve lost by trusting you!”

My last words are almost a shout. I don’t have to say Yan’s name; it hangs between us, heavy and damning. Rafel’s irritating smirk fades and he rakes my face with that intense stare of his, the one I can never bear to meet. I wonder if I’ve gone too far, but really, what can he do?

Kill me?

Throw me out, after everything he’s done to get me here?

“You think you’re ready to see it?”

I blink, having expected him to shake his head and brush away my concern with smiles and vague reassurance like he always does. Instead, he pushes off the doorjamb and saunters toward me. 

“I was going to show it to you tonight.” His voice drops to a low purr. “But only if you’re sure you’re ready.”

He plants himself in front of my mattress, offering a hand. I fight back a shiver, remembering the last time he held his hand out to me like this, the heaviness of that decision. That and he has no right to stand so close when his intensity is not safely tucked away in Cowl blacks and a red hood.

I eschew his help and climb to my feet, the brush of his bare arm making my voice a little breathless. “I think I’ve been ready since the night I first met you.”

And there’s that secret smile, the one he wields like an unexpected kiss, where his teeth flash and his eyes crinkle and I momentarily forget what words are.

“Me, too,” he whispers.
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Chapter 3
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I follow him into the hallway, excitement skittering along my nerves and making my hands pick at my shirt hem. After all these days of training and all his secrecy, finally, we’re moving forward.

He heads for the last door on the left, and for a single exhilarating and terrifying moment, I am sure he means to take me into his room—the one place in the house Mauri warned me to stay out of unless I had an invitation or a death wish. Instead, he stops me at the door and goes in alone, returning in a few moments with an armload of scrolls. 

I gape.

“What?” His voice is amused. “I’ve spent half my life researching this. Did you think I wouldn’t take notes?”

I huff and shake my head. He smirks like a child showing off a prized possession, which is almost adorable. 

Sometimes during our lessons together, when he’s fully focused on teaching and nothing else, I catch glimpses of a Rafel who isn’t quite so mired in revenge, gods, secrecy, and life or death stakes. I see a man who loves qi for qi’s sake, whose mystery is mischievous instead of threatening, who—maybe—takes the same pride in mastering complex theory as I do.

I like that Rafel. I would dearly love to see more of him. Maybe, if we end this war...I will see more of him.

He takes us to the loft where I usually practice and dumps the scrolls on the floor.

“What if your Cowls come in while you’re up here with me?” I glance over the railing toward the dark, empty living room below. “Or Grisen?”

The one and only time the awful ras visited the house since the battle, I’d been unfortunate enough to be downstairs getting food. I’d bolted with that misaligned smirk boring into my back and have since tried to forget the incident. Presumably, Rafel has not invited him back.

“None of mine are due for another three watches.” Rafel lights the table’s qi lamp with a twist of Spark and Bind. “And Grisen and his Cowls know better. Come here,” he adds, waving a scroll. “Start with this one. And you may as well sit down.”

“I hope these are in Ilun,” I warn. “I can’t read Zhav.”

“The originals are in scholarly Ilun anyway, and I’ve spent the last few days translating my own notes and additions.”

I take the crackly parchment roll and the lamp and settle next to him, my body hyper-aware of his warmth. But then I start reading, and the jittery confusion he always arouses in me fades. Two scrolls in, and my attention is hopelessly snared. A quiet watch ticks by as I read, frown, and chew my fingernails while he passes me scroll after scroll. 

Any notion I might have harbored that Rafel invented this form to deceive me dissolves for good. 

“This is old anhelan qi-working, isn’t it?” I murmur. “I did a research project on it a couple years ago. Long before the war started, all majahel were required to study Gohes Anhelas, and the language was intimately paired with qi.”

Rafel nods. “Modern glyph work is all that’s left of that pairing, and majahel nowadays are taught to look upon even that with wariness. Arik was kicked out of his first cell for daring to become good at it.”

“We’re taught the gods banned the practice after one too many towns were leveled by too much anhelan-fueled mox and not enough majahel discipline,” I say, turning over another page. “Personally, I assumed the invention and spread of marindar technology did more to suppress the popularity of Gohes Anhelas than godly intervention.”

But, given what I know now...maybe it wasn’t marindar. This bridge form’s heavy use of the old ways reminds me of Rafel’s story about the Cursing, and how the gods have, in the past, gone to extreme and world-changing lengths to prevent majahel from gaining too much power.

“How many random facts do you have tucked away in that mind of yours, Gray Robe?” Rafel asks wryly, handing me another page.

“I pay attention in class, that’s all. Did you know Aschamon used to offer a glyph course to its Anjahel students?”

“Really?” 

“They got rid of it the year my mother graduated.”

When I finish the last page, I set it down and stare at nothing. I feel like my brain has absorbed an entire semester’s worth of qi theory. Rafel fidgets, studies my face, and finally— apparently—can’t stand my silence anymore.

“Well?”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re insane?” I ask in a faint voice.

He chuckles. “Mauri does, frequently.”

I pass a hand over my face. 

“The highest tier form I know is a nine. This is at least a...a thirty-tier, or something we don’t even measure anymore! Assuming everything I’ve read in these scrolls even works, how would I possibly memorize all those steps? Not to mention the teleportation and strand braiding theories at work here I’ve not even begun to learn yet...”

“Do you think you can weave it?” he interrupts my rambling, unperturbed.

I scowl and pick up a drawing of the form as it’s supposed to look once it’s woven and stable. 

“Rafel, I’d need a lifetime to understand some of this. Look.” The diagram shows a series of circles spiraling outward and covered in symbols. “Right here.” I point to a phrase. “‘Event horizon?’ Do you know what that is? And—”

“Saeli.” He leans forward. “This isn’t a theoretical exercise for one of your classes. I’ve studied the damned thing for years and even I don’t understand the complex parts. Do you think you can weave it?”

I swallow my protests and scowl at the whole mess again. 

Ignore the theory. Look at the process, look at the weaves. Can I do it? 

The weaves themselves appear deceptively simple; variations on basic strand forms I could probably do in my sleep. The structure comes together in concentric rings, utilizing both rashas and sattva and all six strands in combination. Interspersed are auxiliary forms to manipulate the portal itself, which I’d have to learn from the ground up.

“If I had a year to study this, maybe. But a moon?” I tap on a page. “For example, this scroll talks about ‘sonority,’ which from context, I think means drawing sattva and rashas qi simultaneously.” I pick up another scroll. “And this one says true sonority can take years to cultivate.”

Rafel scoots closer, still cross-legged on the floor, and points out a paragraph on the sonority scroll. 

“You’ll also notice that for this, you never actually have to draw sattva and rashas at the same time. The form alternates between them; rashas for strength, sattva for stability, like switching from one hand to the other.” 

True. I frown.

“I’ll have to use the entire strand series for both—” I say. 

“Which is why we’ve spent so much time drilling fundamental rashas forms.”

“—and some of these weaves use older hand and foot movements—”

“Superficial differences,” Rafel interrupts again. I shoot him a glare.

“Plus, I haven’t even begun to learn the weaves that chain this all together, nor the opening and closing forms,” I point out. “Why did you wait so long to show these scrolls to me?”

“Partially because I had to translate all my notes so you could read them. Partially so you could learn enough rashas to even have a chance.” He smirks. “And partially because I feared the scale of it would intimidate you.” 

“Oh, I am intimidated.” I painstakingly count how many weaves I’d have to lay down for each ring. “I’m downright flattered you think I can create this monstrosity by myself.”

“Look, I’ve laid out each section on individual scrolls.” Rafel collects the appropriate pages and spreads them out. His handwriting is tiny and slanted, but tidy. “Step by step. The longest new form is only twenty steps, and you’re a fast learner.”

I do have to admire his thoroughness. 

“What are the Gohes Anhelas words in the second-to-last section for?” I ask. “They don’t seem to add anything, and you’ve only transliterated them from the anhelan alphabet instead of writing down what they mean.”

“I’ve translated them elsewhere. Well, Kaeben has.” Rafel takes a breath. “The answer to what they do is complicated.”

“This entire form is complicated.” I gesture at the veritable mountain of scrolls. 

“Remember what I told you at the Sari? That there are thousands of worlds besides ours, and the Grays developed this bridge to get to them?”

I nod, my fingers tapping absently on my leg.

He digs through the scroll pile until he finds what looks to be a large map of connected circles surrounded by flowing Gohes Anhelas. 

“Worlds, Saeli.” He lays the scroll between us, spreading it out. “This map represents the worlds the Grays knew about, but to my understanding, these are only a tiny portion of what’s out there.”

“Did you copy this from the original?” I cannot resist the urge to touch. The parchment feels supple and un-weathered; it must be a re-creation. “It’s beautiful.”

Each world is lushly depicted in colored ink and crisp lines, with stylized waves drawn in the negative spaces between. Even the uneasy anhelan words are formed with fancy loops and curls. Scattered over the map are smaller words written in Ilun, one for each world. 

Ao, I read. Gliese. Shar. Sol. Dheu. Caosgi. Keplar. Marsooa. I pause when my wandering finger leads me to the purple and green circle labeled Verre. 

“Kaeben recreated this map,” Rafel says. “Among other things, he’s a skilled artist.”

“Really? He doesn’t strike me as the artistic type,” I say absently, still studying the map.

“There’s plenty you don’t know about him.” Rafel’s tone makes me glance up and flinch. “He’s also an excellent translator. Can we focus?”

I guess that was rude.

I mutter an apology as he places two fingers on the map, stretched between Verre and another adjacent circle.

“It’s my understanding that the bridge acts as a stationary teleportation form. The weaves’ function is the
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